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Abstract 
 

This thesis focuses primary on the actors of the collaborative movement and their 

motivations and reasons for participating in it. The notion of the collaborative 

movement was developed during our process as well as the notion of self-

empowerment. Two series of interviews have been led with founders of organizations 

acting within the collaborative movement and users of one of these platforms. From the 

analysis of the collected data we tried to answer our two research questions: what does 

lead the actors of the collaborative movement to be part of it? To what extent do they 

empower themselves? The results indicate that the actors of this movement do empower 

themselves through their participation. However the level of self-empowerment would 

depend on the degree of involvement. Moreover, it appeared that self-empowerment is 

not only an effect of their participation but also the motivation for it.  

 

 

Keywords 
 

Collaborative movement, sharing, peer-to-peer platforms, self-empowerment, 

empowerment, development, leading oneself, community. 
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1 Introduction 
 

This chapter aims to give the reader an overview of the context in which our reflections grew, 

the path of these reflections and their relevance from an academic point of view. 

 

1.1 The context, cradle of our reflections 
 

In 2008, the American tires company, Goodyear, decided to lay off 400 of its French 

employees, due to the general difficult economic context for western countries. Five years 

later, the site of Amiens, in northern France, definitively closed its doors, leaving about 1200 

persons unemployed (Gumball 2013). Led by a labor-union, the former employees gathered 

and intended to buy their factory and to create a Scope, a cooperative and participative firm 

status (Aizicovici & Rodier 2013). Goodyear’s workers are not an isolated example. The 

employees of My Ferry Link, Hélio Corbeil or les Atelières had already struggled to gain 

ownership of their company, turning their back to the traditional leadership and engaging 

themselves in a self-governance experience (Aizicovici & Rodier 2013).  

 

The economic crisis of 2008 did not only weaken the Western economies but also highlighted 

ethical and moral issues. The financial institutions were blamed for their lack of judgment, of 

ethical considerations and for their greed (Cable 2012). However, the crisis did not put an end 

to these drifts and misconducts. The global economy has been tarnished by many other 

scandals ever since, such as the recent Libor scandal or the general discussion around some of 

the CEOs’ high wages and bonuses. Furthermore, the political sphere has also been touched 

by discreditable behaviors, increasing the mistrust in the political power and its leaders 

(European Social Survey 2012). 

 

Similarly to the employees of Goodyear, who organized themselves to reverse the leadership 

of their firm, other initiatives have been observed, but outside the boundaries of the 

organizations, to bypass the traditional leadership pillars and fulfill their missions themselves. 

These pillars involve institutionalized organizations such as firms or governmental 

institutions. Indeed, one can see an increasing number of actions that stimulates and facilitates 

the exchange of goods and services without passing by classic organizations, especially since 

2008. The search of new financing means, for instance, has been found in systems such as 

crowdfunding or peer-to-peer lending, avoiding resorting to banks or other financial 
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institutions (Lin 2009). Many other organizations, taking place in almost every industry and 

societal sphere, are based on the same idea of direct exchanges between citizens rather than 

on the intermediation of traditional power pillars. Thus, these organizations give the 

opportunity to their users to take charge of aspects of their life that were previously led by 

organizations. They enable them to lead their own lives. Therefore, instead of renting a hotel 

room, people have now the possibility to stay at someone’s place during their trip, thanks to 

online platforms such as Airbnb or Couchsurfing. Instead of driving by themselves from 

Rennes to Amsterdam, people have now the possibility to share their trip, seats and expenses 

with others, thanks to online platforms such as BlaBlaCar or carpooling.com. Instead of 

buying a drill that they will use in average less than 10 minutes in its life-time (Botsman & 

Rogers 2010), people have now the possibility to easily borrow the one from their neighbors, 

thanks to online platforms such as StreetBank. These three examples are just a fraction of all 

the initiatives which are all part of the same movement. This new kind of economy, which is 

growing rapidly, is nowadays known as sharing economy (The Economist 2013), social 

economy (Rifkin 2004) collaborative consumption (Botsman & Rogers 2010) or access based 

economy (Bardhi & Eckhardt 2012). This so-called sharing economy which seems to have 

appeared in reaction of the economic, and then trust crisis, has for basic principle to facilitate 

the share of resources between persons.  

 

The rise of this alternative form of economy is also due to the development and the spread of 

technologies. Indeed, in order to share services or goods, one was dependent on one’s 

network, such as family, peers or neighbors. But due to the emergence of the Internet, the 

notion of networking evolved and spread beyond the relative and friends spheres. One can 

now easily connect with other persons on all the available online platforms.  

 

1.2 The path of reflection to our research  
 

Beside these common technical characteristics, this new form of economy is highly 

heterogeneous. Indeed, it involves both services and goods, from different natures, from 

different industries, from different countries and from different actors. So, what is their 

common point?  What does gather them?  During our observations and our dialogues, notably 

with Dr. Pr. Philippe Daudi, it appeared to us that their most important commonality is their 

set of values. Indeed, this economy was not constructed around the concept of traditional 

organization but emerged organically from interplay between individuals. These actors, 
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involved in this movement, do not seem to be led by an individual but by an ideal. Equality, 

mutuality, honesty, openness, empathy and an ethic of care are some of the values at the heart 

of these initiatives (John 2013), put into practice in order to reach an ideal related to social 

well-being and environmental sustainability. According to Piscicelli, Cooper and Fisher 

(2014) values ‘are understood as motivational constructs located within individuals and 

translating into behaviors (p. 3). Therefore, this strong awareness of ethical and moral 

principles rose our first questioning concerning the motivations of the actors.  

 

Thus, this new form of economy, which embraces different organizations from different 

fields, also goes beyond the economical sphere. Indeed, besides the monetized exchanges, we 

also have identified non-profit organizations and citizen’s initiatives that align themselves 

with this new economy because of the values and the goals they share, but which do not 

involve any money exchange (World Economic Forum 2013). Thus, in our thesis, we 

developed the definition of collaborative movement for this new economy. We think that this 

expression, the word ‘movement’, better reflects our understanding of the emerging 

phenomenon as it is defined as ‘a group of people working together to advance their shared 

political, social, or artistic ideas’ (Oxford Dictionary 2014, para. 5). Therefore, we have 

defined the collaborative movement as: 

 

An ensemble of actors who, led by the common ideology to combine social well-being, 

environmental sustainability and economic interest, coordinates, with the help of Information 

and Communication Technologies (ICTs), their actions based on shared usage of resources. 

 

When we talk about actors, we refer to all the personae who are involved in the movement, 

regardless of their level of participation. Therefore, this term includes founders of 

organizations, as well as employees or users. Indeed, the latter are essential as they participate 

to the creation of value of these particular organizations and are the ones in charge of the 

exchanges occurring in this movement. The reflective path that led us to create this definition 

will be described in details in chapter 3. 

 

The values held by the collaborative movement put human beings at the heart of the 

organizations’ preoccupations, which break away from the traditional practices. According to 

Vincent de Gaulejac (2009), the hypermodern societies, ruled by a managerial logic, led to a 

general malaise, especially within the organizations themselves. By reducing employees to a 
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simple resource, organizations fail to fulfill the basic psychological needs of its actors, as 

suggested by the increasing number of burn-outs, depressions or even suicides at work (de 

Gaulejac 2009). The sociologist also stated that this logic makes hard for workers to align 

their moral sense to their professional life. This led us to our second questioning. Indeed, we 

wondered if the actors of the collaborative movement, taking the leadership of their own life 

and acting accordingly to their moral sense, were able to fulfill their needs themselves. 

 

Thus, we created a second concept which would grasp this idea of self-governance and self-

development. Self-empowerment therefore refers to: 

 

An internal process whereby a persona leads oneself by fulfilling psychological needs. 

These needs, ruled by human agency, can be regrouped in four categories: autonomy, 

meaningfulness, competence and impact. 

 

 

This definition and the associated needs will be explained in chapter 4. 

 

Thus, our reflections during our working process led us to two research questions:  

 

What does lead the actors of the collaborative movement to be part of it? To what extent 

do they empower themselves? 

 

1.3 Thesis outline 
 

In order to try to bring elements of answers to these questions, we developed a theoretical 

background, based upon our two developed concepts, that is to say the collaborative 

movement (chapter 3) and self-empowerment (chapter 4). We also led empirical 

investigations by interviewing founders and an employee of organizations acting within the 

collaborative movement. Our research process brought us to distinguish between different 

levels of participation. Therefore, we decided to also focus on the users of Couchsurfing by 

creating a questionnaire and having interviews with some of them. Thus, the analysis of these 

data (chapter 5), in combination with the theoretical framework, helped us to answer our 

research questions (chapter 6). However, in order to give the reader a clear image and 
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understanding of the methods and the methodological approach that gave birth to this thesis, 

we will first explain them in chapter 2. 

 

1.4 Relevance of our research 
 

We believe that the research that we have led is important from an academic point of view 

because of the existing gap between the empirical facts that we focused on and the theoretical 

field. Indeed, this quite new phenomenon is growing fast and, if it has retained the attention of 

media, it is until now ignored from researchers. Only a few studies have been led on the 

collaborative movement, and they were more focused on the context that enabled it to grow 

and its possible effects on the traditional economy rather than on the fundamental reasons of 

its birth and of its use. Therefore, this research contributes to the creation of knowledge on 

this movement and opens the way for further studies. 

 

Moreover, the results of our research could give elements of solutions to the current issues 

faced by our capitalistic system concerning the well-being of its actors. Indeed, if the 

outcomes of our study show a positive influence on the self-empowering process of the 

personae by taking part in the collaborative movement, this could lead to a possible trail to 

follow in order to reduce the malaise that carries weight in our societies and their 

organizations. Therefore, this thesis could be a first step in order to find out if this movement 

constitutes a viable alternative to our current system.   

 

Finally, our research was relevant for personal reasons. Indeed, we are both highly interested 

in this phenomenon. We took part, as users, in different initiatives held by the collaborative 

movement. Its ideology fits our own ideas, our own beliefs, our own values. Most of the 

initiatives involved in this movement make a lot of sense for us. They do not only open doors, 

by facilitating travels or giving us an easier access to certain goods and services, but they also 

give solutions to some of the contemporary problems such as environmental sustainability or 

by recreating a sense of community and social links between one another. Moreover, this 

movement also interested us as it is, in our opinion, aligned with the spirit of our Master’s 

program. Indeed, we study a Master of Science in management but its approach is based on a 

deep personal level. Its guiding principle, stated by the head of the program, Dr. Pr. Philippe 

Daudi, is that ‘the art of leading others comes from the art of leading oneself’ (Daudi, Elsas & 

Plöbst 2015). Thus, one can see leadership as a leader leading followers. However, it can also 
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be understood as the ability to lead oneself, to be in charge of one’s own life. We tried to 

conceptualize this idea of leading oneself through our notion of self-empowerment, in the 

logical continuity of this program. Observing and analyzing the motivations for leading 

oneself and its effects on a personal level was, for us, the perfect continuity of the work and 

reflections led on ourselves during this entire year.  
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2 Methodology 
 

This part of our thesis is aimed to give the reader a better understanding of our work methods 

and of our approach to the research process in general. After briefly explaining how we found 

and developed our subject, we will then explain our approach to our chosen methodology, the 

grounded theory, and present why and how we used it.  

 

The choice of our subject came quite naturally to us. Indeed, we were both really interested in 

the phenomenon. The past few years, the collaborative movement and its main actors have 

received a lot of attention from the media and public authorities and they retained our interest. 

By discussing these new forms of exchanges, we realized that we were both planning on 

focusing our thesis on the same area. Given our shared interest, our previous good 

experiences as teammates and our complementarity, we decided to take this challenging and 

exciting path together. Our research area was therefore really broad and, even though we 

sensed a link with our leadership program, the latter was not explicit yet. Although the 

connection between the collaborative movement and leadership was not obvious at first sight, 

we did not want to drop our subject. Indeed, we wanted this thesis to be enriching on both 

academic and personal levels and we felt that our focus area was coherent with the spirit of 

our program, that is to say to lead oneself. By reading articles, watching interviews, 

documentaries and TedEx speeches, by brainstorming with each other and with our program 

director, Dr. Pr. Philippe Daudi, our scope focused on the actors of this movement and more 

particularly on their motivations to be part of such a movement.  

 

To narrow the subject down and make it more manageable to study, we chose to focus our 

research on the non-monetized part of the collaborative movement. Although actors in the 

monetized part of the collaborative movement can be empowered as well, our definition of 

empowerment stresses the notion of developing one-self instead of earning money to provide 

for one’s needs. Moreover, we thought that excluding the exchanges involving a transfer of 

money between actors would prevent us from being confronted to an issue which is faced by 

the collaborative movement. Indeed, some of its actors take part in these exchanges with the 

only goal of earning extra incomes and ignore, nay neglect, the values and ethics hold by their 

initiators.  
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Our research area being slightly narrowed down, we were then able to choose a qualitative 

approach to our research. In fact, the focus of our thesis being based on emotions, behaviors 

and social movements, we believed that a purely quantitative approach would have been 

inappropriate to study such variables (Strauss & Corbin 1998). Our interest was not about 

proving facts or statistics but analyzing much more intangible data. These data, qualified as 

categorical or qualitative, cannot be described in terms of arithmetical relations but by words 

or images (Singh 2007). We then had to choose a methodology that would not only fit our 

focus of interest but also our vision, our understanding of social reality. After explaining our 

approach to the selected methodology, the grounded theory, we will then explain our use of it 

in our research process. 

 

2.1 Our approach and our use of the grounded theory 

 

2.1.1 Our approach 

 

A methodology is not only a set of methods but, because it is ‘a way of thinking about and 

studying social reality’ (Strauss & Corbin 1998, p. 3), we believed that the grounded theory 

was the most suitable methodology for our research. Indeed, it is the view that is the closest to 

ours. We in fact consider, just like the grounded theory, that social reality cannot be reduced 

to simple causal relations and that research starting from empirical data and observations is 

more likely to grasp a social phenomenon, to truly understand it (Strauss & Corbin 1998).  

 

Even before knowing which methodology we were going to use, our process was coherent 

with the one proposed by the grounded theory, that is to say to start from empirical 

observations in order to built theoretical knowledge. In fact, this approach considers that 

theories should be built upon an empirical background (Strauss & Corbin 1998). Our first step 

was to read press articles, interviews and watch documentaries and testimonies of actors of 

the collaborative movement before we started to go deeper into theoretical concepts and 

theories. Moreover, by the constant interaction with the data and the theoretical framework, 

the conductor of research is, besides working on the research subject, also working on 

developing oneself. This vision held by the grounded theory was meaningful for us as it is 

deeply coherent with the spirit of our program and our notion of self-empowerment, central in 

our research. In addition, as we already explained, this approach admits that the creator of 

knowledge (Arbnor & Bjerke 2009) cannot be completely objective about the area researched. 
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It is even important to have intimacy with it (Strauss & Corbin 1997). Although we were, and 

still are, aware that it is important to take distance from our study focus from time to time, we 

also knew that it would be impossible for us to be entirely objective given our passion for it. 

We cannot escape ourselves, not even as ‘objective researchers’ (Daudi 1986). From this 

perspective, the grounded theory was our best possible methodology to choose and the most 

intuitive path to follow. 

 

Furthermore, the phenomenon that we studied has only been the subject of a few researches. 

It was therefore complicated for us to base our research questions and our analysis on 

previous studies. This approach was, once again, coherent with our subject and our vision of 

the research process. Indeed, without previous work to base our thesis upon, we have been 

truly able to act as creators of knowledge (Arbnor & Bjerke 2009), to explicit our own 

concepts. Thus, we based our study on empirical data that we collected, notably by interviews 

led with some of the movement’s actors, which, in an abductive logic, would then been put in 

relation with existing theories (Daudi 1986) and the created notions.  

 

The research, and the theory emerging from it, is seen by the grounded theory as a 

construction, as an intellectual process built over time, trough the interaction between the 

data, us, as researchers, and our analysis (Strauss & Corbin 1998). This is why it was 

important for us not to have a stubborn idea of the research questions we would work on 

before the beginning of our study process. This would have narrowed and limited our inquiry. 

Instead, we started with a general problem which was narrowed enough to be workable but 

not too much in order not to restrict the creativity and freedom of our analysis. As emphasized 

by the grounded theory, we let these research questions emerge from our study process, from 

our research (Strauss & Corbin 1998). 

 

Our first important step was to create our own understanding of the so-called sharing 

economy. In order to do so, we used academic and non-academic literature. The latter was 

necessary because of the lack of previous academic studies on the subject. We also created 

our own terminology, the collaborative movement, to avoid confusion, misunderstanding and 

to have an expression that would better reflect our comprehension of the phenomenon. On the 

advice of Dr. Pr. Philippe Daudi, our program director, we started to define our concept by 

stating what it was not, in the line of Michel Foucault’s approach. We created the concept of 

self-empowerment according to the same process. For both notions, we used visual tools such 
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as summarizing tables and diagrams. They helped us to create a better view of what had 

already been written, to order and classify the ideas and to extract the relevant ones for us. 

Once the concepts were created, we went back to the empirical field and searched for 

members of organizations that would fit our definition and refined our interview grids. In 

compliance with the grounded theory and with its abductive approach, the back and forth 

between the theory and the reality occurred continuously during our process (Strauss & 

Corbin 1998). We took the same path between the theoretical and empirical level in order to 

create our survey and our interview grids and later, to conceptualize the categories emerging 

from our findings. Even though the data collection did not occur in the same order than 

presented hereunder, we have decided to distinguish between the secondary and primary data 

collection because of the coherence of the techniques used for each of these categories. 

 

2.1.2 Secondary data 

 

We have used data collected by others, that is to say secondary ones, for different reasons. 

Firstly, we have used statistics from several reports and books in order to support our 

assumptions about characteristics of the collaborative movement. We also used these data in 

order to compare our own collected data. In fact, as the panel of respondents to our 

questionnaire was not representative of the population studied, that is to say the Couchsurfing 

users, we wanted to assess the coherence of our results with other studies, notably the 

Master’s thesis of Elena Denaro (2013) and a report by Havas Worldwide (2014). We also 

took inspiration from them in order to develop and create our concepts, especially the notion 

of collaborative movement. Furthermore, we used an interview published on Mixergy.com of 

Casey Fenton, co-founder of Couchsurfing, to complete the ones that we led ourselves. 

Finally, we based some of the questions of our survey on questionnaires that already had been 

distributed.  

 

However, even if these secondary data helped us to develop, support and complete our thesis, 

we are aware of the fact that they should be handled and used carefully. Indeed, we checked 

the reliability of our sources, as recommended by Arbor and Bjerke (2009). But, as some of 

the authors are actually part of the collaborative movement, their objectivity may be altered. 

Moreover, one of the studies used as secondary data is a student’s Master’s thesis and has 

been led on a non-representative sample. Although comparing its results with ours was 
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interesting, its findings could not be generalized and the similarities found are not sufficient to 

prove the reliability of our findings.  

 

2.1.3 Primary data 

 
2.1.3.1 Informal discussions 

 

Before starting our literature research, we discussed the subject of our thesis, the collaborative 

movement, with our family and friends. We also got involved in various social media 

platforms, such as LinkedIn and Facebook, on forums and pages related to this topic. 

Although we did not use these insights per say, they helped us to develop our thoughts and 

ideas and encouraged us to keep a critical posture. Besides asking for help in order to find 

relevant academic literature, our involvement in these different on-line communities also 

aimed to have a previous experience of the practice of the values hold by these networks. 

Indeed, our assumptions about the members were that, given the name of the movement and 

the claimed values, the actors involved would be willing to share their knowledge and 

experiences. We were pleased to receive so much help, constructive comments and 

enthusiastic encouragements. Some persons who reacted to our posts actually took part in our 

interviews led later during our research process. 

  

2.1.3.2 Interviews 

 

In total, we have led ten interviews. However, we designed two distinct interview grids, used 

accordingly to the degree of involvement of the interviewees. Indeed, our first series of 

interviews with founders and an employee of the collaborative movement led us to consider a 

probable difference of motivational factors according to the degree of involvement of the 

actors of the movement and of their role within it. Therefore, we led a second series of 

interviews with users of Couchsurfing. 

 

- Interviews with founders and an employee of the collaborative movement 

 

Thus, the next step of our process of gathering empirical data was to lead interviews with 

some of the movement’s actors. We have had five semi-structured Skype interviews with 

founders and members of organizations operating within the collaborative movement. We had 

to organize the meetings through Skype because of the location of our interviewees. Indeed, 
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all of them were located in the United States of America. This geographic distance also 

implied a time difference from six to nine hours. Therefore, the interviews had to occur quite 

early for them or quite late for us. However, these circumstances did not impact the quality of 

the interviews and therefore the reliability of our data. Although we were nervous during the 

first few interviews, the participants used a familiar tone that created a quite informal 

atmosphere and helped us to reach a more personal level in our exchanges with them.  

 

Also, all the interviews were led in English, which was the mother tongue of the participants. 

Because it is not our native language, and because of the variable quality of the internet 

connection, it was sometimes complicated for us to fully understand everything that was said. 

This difficulty was surmounted by the recordings of these interviews, made with the approval 

of the interviewees, that allowed us to listen to them again and to transcript them in order to 

grasp every word.  

 

In order to facilitate the course of the interviews, we decided that one of us would lead them 

and the other one would stay in the background, in a role of an observer. Indeed, this 

technique enabled the observer to more easily practice active listening and therefore notice 

key words or information that the one involved in the conversation might have not. Out of the 

conversation, the observer could also take time to write down questions for the interviewer to 

ask, formulated so that they would not influence the interviewee. In table 1 an overview is 

given of the interviewees of the first series.  
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Table 1: Interviewees of the first series 

Name Organization and 

function 

Description the company Country 

Casey Fenton Co-founder and 

founding chairman 

of Couchsurfing 

Couchsurfing is an online platform 

connecting ‘travelers with members 

of local communities, who offer 

free accommodation and/or advice’ 

(Couchsurfing 2015, para. 2) 

USA, San 

Francisco 

Gary 

Oppenheimer 

Founder and 

executive director 

of 

AmpleHarvest.org 

AmpleHarvest.org is a non-profit 

organization who, in order to 

‘diminish the waste of fresh food, 

huger and malnutrition in America, 

is educating, encouraging and 

empowering growers to share their 

excess harvest’ (AmpleHarvest.org 

2015, para. 6) by connecting the 

growers directly to local food 

pantries. 

USA, 

Newfoundland 

New Jersey 

 

 

Dan Newman Co-founder of 

LeftoverSwap 

LeftoverSwap is an online platform 

connecting the people willing to 

freely share their excess food with 

people who would like to have it 

(LeftoverSwap 2015).  

USA, Seattle 

Gee Chuang Co-founder and 

CEO of Listia 

Listia is an online marketplace 

enabling people to give away the 

items that they do not need anymore 

(Listia 2015). 

USA, San 

Francisco 

Laura 

Ericksson  

Associate director 

of Swissnex 

Swissnex ‘connects the dots 

between Switzerland and North 

America in science, education, art, 

and innovation’  (Swissnex 2015, 

para. 1) 

USA, San 

Francisco 
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The interview grid that we designed was, in structure, similar for each interview. We always 

started by introducing ourselves, the interview roll-out and our general thesis theme. Indeed, 

as De Vaus (2005) pointed out, telling too much about the goals of the interview for our 

research could have biased the answers of our participants in a later stage of the discussion. 

Then, we firstly asked very general questions about the person’s life path, on a personal and 

professional level. Progressively, we specified our questions more towards underlying 

motivations for acting within the collaborative movement. But, if the interviewee gave us 

insights about personal motivations in the beginning, we adapted our structure and already 

tried to dig deeper into these motivational factors. We did not want to ask too specific 

questions at first, in order to give the possibility for the participants to talk spontaneously 

about what really mattered for them instead of focusing their speech on what we identified as 

important (Foddy 1995). The degree of standardization of our interviews (Arbnor & Bjerke 

2009) was therefore quite high as the main open questions were the same for every 

participant. According to the answers, we used reformulation or other questions in order to 

obtain more in-depth answers. The analysis of these interviews can be found in chapter 5.1. 

 

- Interviews with Couchsurfers 

 

Our first series of interviews led us to think that it would be interesting to assess the 

similarities and differences in the motivations and in the experiences of actors in the 

collaborative movement, according to their level of participation. Therefore, we decided to 

have the perspective of users of services of this movement. We chose to focus on 

Couchsurfing for several reasons. First of all, we had had two interviews with its co-founder, 

Casey Fenton, in addition of another one led by Mixergy.com, used as secondary data. They 

gave us a clear image of Casey Fenton’s vision and motivations for founding Couchsurfing. 

Moreover, as this organization has a monetized equivalent, Airbnb, we assumed that the 

economical factor was not the most relevant one. Indeed, the host of Couchsurfing could earn 

money out of renting their room on Airbnb. Therefore, it led us to wonder what were their 

motivations. Thus, we firstly launched a questionnaire, whose methodology is explained in 

the next sub-chapter. From the results of the survey, we organized a second series of 

interviews with five of the respondents, in order to dig deeper in their motivational factors. 

The persons that we selected were respondents of our questionnaire that volunteered to 
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participate in a follow-up interview. Twenty-five persons left us their email address. Thus, we 

had to make a selection. Initially, we wanted people who mentioned different reasons for 

using Couchsurfing (personal growth and learning, networking/ building new relationships, 

money saving, cultural curiosity, alternative way to travel). However, none of the volunteers 

stated an economic motivation as a factor to use Couchsurfing, whereas this reason had been 

invoked by 12% of the participants of the questionnaire. Although it is beyond our control, it 

represents a bias for the results of our interviews as the participants do not reflect perfectly the 

main characteristics of the population studied. We selected five of them, employees and 

students, with different cultural background and motivations stated and contacted them by 

email. In table 2 presents an overview of the interviewees of the second series of interviews. 

 

Table 2: Interviewees of the second series 

Name Country of 

residence 

Couchsurfing experience 

Pave Reich United 

Kingdom, 

London 

Pavel Reich has been using Couchsurfing for less than a 

year, has hosted several times but never stayed at someone’s 

place.  

Dano 

Pianesi 

United 

Kingdom, 

London 

Dano Pianesi has been using Couchsurfing since 2009, has 

hosted more than 100 guests and uses the service as a guest 

about twice a year. 

Félix Le 

Méhauté 

Sweden, 

Kalmar 

Félix Le Méhauté has been using Couchsurfing for more 

than three years, has never been a host but uses the service 

once or twice a year.  

Yonglin Jia Sweden, 

Kalmar 

Yonglin Jia has been using Couchsurfing for less than a 

year, has used it once as a guest and plans on doing it more 

often. 

Thomas 

Garel  

France, 

Quimper 

Thomas Garel has been using Couchsurfing for more than 

three years, both as host and as guest. 

 

Three of these interviews occurred via Skype because of the geographic location of the 

participants. There was none or only one hour time difference, which did not impact the 

quality of the interviews. Three of them were in English whereas the other two were in 

French. In order to give the possibility to the interviewees to express themselves as good as 
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possible, to be able to use a subtle language, we wanted to lead the interviews in their native 

language when it was possible. As one of us, Coline, is French, she led these two interviews. 

We already knew three of the participants but we stayed in our role of researchers during the 

interviews. However, the tone and setting during all the interviews were quite informal and 

friendly. 

 

These interviews were shorter than the ones of the first series as we already had gathered 

information from the questionnaire that the participants previously fulfilled. Thus, we focused 

our questions directly on the motivations that they mentioned in the survey. We asked them to 

explain us why they stated these particular motivational factors, what they represented for 

them and how they made them feel. Therefore, the degree of standardization of this second 

series was low (Arbnor & Bjerke 2009) as each interview grid was adapted to their previous 

answers. The analysis of this series of interviews is explained in chapter 5.3. 

 

2.1.3.3 Questionnaire 

 

In order to collect empirical data, we decided to create a questionnaire (cf. Appendix A) 

addressed to ‘surfers’ as they call themselves, that is to say people taking part in the 

Couchsurfing community. The aim of this questionnaire was to search for the main reasons, 

the main motivations for these persons to participate in such a community. We believed this 

example was really interesting and relevant for our research. Firstly, Couchsurfing, which 

enables travelers to get in touch with locals that would host them for free, has a paying 

equivalent since 2008, Airbnb. Since its competitor entered the market, it is no longer a 

default option but a choice. Thus, we also introduced questions about this company. We 

wanted to know if the participants used Airbnb and if they still used Couchsurfing afterwards. 

If it was the case, we wanted to know why, and which one of the platforms they preferred. 

This case study was also motivated by our desire to compare the perspectives of users to the 

one of the co-founder of the organization, Casey Fenton. This quantitative method for 

qualitative purposes was aimed to be completed by in-depth interviews described previously. 

We thought that these mixed methods would provide us a better understanding as it gave us 

different level of details for our analysis (Bryman 2006). 

 

We launched this questionnaire on the Internet, using Qualtrics Online Survey Solutions. This 

distribution method was used firstly in order to reach as many and diverse people as possible. 
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Secondly, this technique fitted the characteristics of Couchsurfers as they are spread all over 

the globe and use the platform on the Internet. We have decided to use different social media 

in order to distribute our questionnaire by posting its link on different Couchsurfing pages and 

groups on LinkedIn and Facebook. However, it reduced our sample to users of these social 

media, who are often young. But we believed that this bias was not major because it fitted 

perfectly the specificities of the majority of the collaborative movement’s actors, that is to say 

young people, with a great use of social media (Hawksworth & Vaughan 2014). We also have 

contacted the community manager of Couchsurfing in order to get help for spreading our 

questionnaire and to have as much answers as possible. It would have not only diversified our 

sample (from different background, country, age) but it was also for us a way to check our 

perceptions and assumptions about the actors of the collaborative movement. Unfortunately, 

although other actors helped us to spread our questionnaire, Couchsurfing’s community 

manager never answered us. 

 

We created this questionnaire focusing on five most important reasons that we could identify 

through the Couchsurfing website and forums. They were: 

- Personal growth and learning 

- Networking/ building new relationships 

- Money saving 

- Cultural curiosity 

- Alternative way to travel 

We tried to assess the involvement of the respondents in the Couchsurfing community by 

asking questions about the frequency of their participation, about the time spent and the 

activities done with their host/guest and about the circumstances of their use.  

 

Before asking them about the various motivational factors that we identified, we asked the 

participants to state and rank their reasons for using Couchsurfing. We wanted them to answer 

freely, without being influenced by our assumptions. Then, we created a series of statements 

about various motivations that the answerers had to agree or disagree with. We decided not to 

include a neutral position. Indeed, we wanted them to take position because we believed that, 

by forcing them to state a clear opinion, they would have to think deeper about their own 

personal motivations and would deliver a more honest answer. We preferred to formulate 

statements instead of asking questions to avoid directing the respondents’ answers. We 
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thought it would be a more subtle way to obtain information about the important aspects of 

Couchsurfing for them. For each category of motivations, we introduced different statements 

regarding the specific motivational factor. 

 

Finally, we designed questions about socio-economical characteristics in order to have a 

clearer view of the typical surfer and to compare it to other statistics that we found about the 

collaborative movement’s actors. Concerning the age ranges, we constructed them according 

to the different generations, that is to say: generation Y (18-34 years old), generation X (35-

44 years old) and the baby boom generation (45-60 years old). 

 

This questionnaire was anonymous in order for the participants to feel safe to answer 

honestly, except if they volunteered for being part of the future interviews. Foddy (1995) 

indeed recommended giving the opportunity to the respondents to remain anonymous in order 

to reduce what he calls ‘question threats’ (p.112). 

 

The answers of our questionnaire, whose analysis is described in chapter 5.2, gave us a 

general understanding and indication about the surfers’ motivations for using and offering 

services. It then helped us to lead our interviews with a limited number of these Couchsurfing 

community members and to try to dig deeper into their motivations.  

 

We are aware that this questionnaire is somehow biased. First of all, we addressed only to 

people who use Couchsurfing. However, this bias was unavoidable as our questions 

concerned precisely their motivations for using it. Secondly, we knew that the persons who 

have answered are probably more involved, invested than the ones who did not, as they took 

the time to answer it. Moreover, the persons willing to take even more time to have an 

individual interview with us are probably even more engaged in the community and therefore 

have a subjective look over it. Nevertheless, it is also the aim of the grounded theory to study 

person’s subjective look over a certain phenomenon or reality (Fisher et al 2004). Moreover, 

as we only collected about one hundred filled-in questionnaires, we could evidently not make 

any generalization of our results. Nevertheless, these findings could be compared to other 

surveys. One of them was led by Havas Worldwide (2014) on a more representative sample of 

the population but on the collaborative movement in general. The other one, led by Elena 

Denaro (2013), concerned the same population as ours but on a more limited sample than the 

first comparative survey. If these studies cannot affirm or infirm our results, they can 
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nevertheless give the reader, and ourselves, a general picture of the movement and of its 

actors. 

 

2.1.3.4 Diary and memos 

 

From the beginning of our research we kept a diary in order to have a better track of our 

intellectual process. Every day, we wrote firstly the objectives of the day and then, what we 

had done. It is also full of diagrams that enabled us to clarify our thoughts and to create 

logical links between our different ideas and the written literature. In this book, we also wrote 

about the interviews that we led, about the conditions in which they took place and aspects 

that needed to be improved. When our discussions led us to think about new elements, new 

inputs or change, we wrote them on memos and put them up on a wall so that we could 

always see them. These visual elements played the role of reminders, of marks of our effected 

work and helped us to have a global view of our research and somehow, to detach ourselves 

from it when necessary.  

 

2.2  Analysis procedures 

 

The following section concerns the techniques that we have used in order to give meaning to 

the data collected and used. We will first present the treatment of the quantitative data. Then, 

we will explain our utilization of the different coding procedures for analyzing our qualitative 

data obtained through the different interviews.  

 

2.2.1 Treatment of the quantitative data 

 

The analysis of our quantitative data was basic, as it was aimed to give a general overview of 

the motivations of the users of Couchsurfing and was used for in depth interviews. Therefore, 

we used the statistics provided by the software that we used, Qualtrics, to identity the most 

important reasons that emerged from the respondents' answers. These results were then 

compared with the secondary data that we used to support our findings. Initially, we created 

cross tables to compare the motivations stated to the degree of involvement of the 

participants, assessed through different questions. However, they did not lead to any 

significant results, therefore we did not include them in our analysis part. 
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2.2.2 Coding procedures 

 

Although we treated the two series of interviews separately and created for each distinct 

category, we followed the same process that is described hereunder. 

 

After writing the transcripts of our interviews, we read them very carefully, coding each 

sentence, as recommended by the grounded theory (Glaser 1978; Strauss & Corbin 1998). 

Doing the open coding right after completing the transcripts helped us to identify similar 

patterns, repeated words or expressions and important concepts in each interview. This part of 

the analysis was essential for us as it was the basis of the creation of our categories. Indeed, as 

we created our own concepts of collaborative movement and self-empowerment, we had no 

category to search for in the words of our interviewees. Actually, we did not want to look for 

patterns or notions in these data. We wanted to let them emerge, to let them rise accordingly 

to our chosen methodology (Glaser 1978). Therefore, we did not have any preconceived 

category before starting our coding procedures. We only gathered the different codes 

according to their similarities. Our previous readings during our theoretical research might, 

nevertheless, have unconsciously influenced us during the process of open coding.  

 

Then, we extracted the underlined words and sentences of each interview separately. By 

looking beyond the words, trying to identify in which context and why they had been 

pronounced, we searched for similarities and formed groups. After gathering the different 

groups of all the interviews, we compared them to each other, looking for mutual 

characteristics and started to create our categories and sub-categories. We therefore think that 

we did not really create these categories but, by using these methods, we let them appear and 

emerge from the data.  

 

After defining our different categories, we tried to identity the relations between them from 

what had been said during the interviews. The links that emerged from the data led one main 

category to appear for each series of interviews. These main categories towards which the 

other ones converged seemed indeed to involve the core aspects of the motivations and of the 

self-empowerment process. Then, we compared them to our theoretical background. This 

process of axial and selective coding, as described by Strauss and Corbin (1998) and Glaser 

(1978), helped us to assess the similarities and differences between our empirical findings and 

our developed concepts. Our previous process of open coding, which made us look beyond 
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the words and grasp the meaning which was hidden behind them, helped us to identify the 

common and divergent points between the categories developed and the theoretical notions 

and thus led us to draw conclusions from this comparison. 
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3 What is the collaborative movement? 
 

This chapter is aimed to give the reader a better and deeper understanding of our main 

concept, the collaborative movement and how it was constructed. Therefore, after giving an 

overview of the literature written about its associated concepts, we will present our definition 

of the collaborative movement, as well as the chosen typology and its main drivers.  

 

3.1 Literature review of the associated concepts 
 

In order to develop meaning about our focus area, that is to say the collaborative movement, 

we have based our own definition on authors’ works led on similar or close phenomena.  For 

the general public, the collaborative movement is known as the ‘sharing economy’. Although 

this expression has been used by many authors (Andersson, Avital & Hjalmarsson 2013; John 

2013; Belk 2013; Benkler 2004) there is not yet a consensus reached about a clear definition 

assigned to this expression. Moreover, other terms have been defined in order to describe 

similar or closely linked phenomena. Thus, collaborative consumption (Botsman & Rogers 

2010; Felson and Speath 1978), co-creation (Prahalad & Ramaswamy 2004; Lanier & Schau 

2007), access-based consumption (Bardhi & Eckhardt 2012) and participatory consumption 

(EESC 2014) are concepts that are relevant to create a better understanding of the 

collaborative movement. Therefore, we will hereunder explain some of the different 

definitions that have been given by several authors.  

 

Although the terminology of sharing economy gained popularity over the last few years, 

Felson and Speath qualified this phenomenon already in 1978 as collaborative consumption 

(as cited in Belk 2013). They defined it as ‘events in which one or more persons consume 

economic goods or services in the process of engaging in joint activities with one or more 

others’ (as cited in Belk 2013, p. 1597). Despite the fact that Felson and Speath included the 

collaborative characteristic in their description, it is nevertheless too broad and can be applied 

to infinite possible situations. The simple fact of two persons going to a restaurant together for 

instance, even if each of them pay their part separately, would be considered as collaborative 

consumption. Thirty-five years later, this terminology has been taken over by Botsman & 

Rogers (2010). They consider collaborative consumption as a socioeconomic system, based 

on the shared usage of resources and can be found in ‘traditional sharing, bartering, lending, 

trading, renting, gifting, and swapping, redefined through technology and peer communities’ 
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(p. 19).  The authors modernized the concept by including two essential aspects of our 

understanding of the phenomenon, which are the role of Information and Communication 

Technologies (ICT) and of communities.  Although the two first definitions did not mention 

any terms of trade, Belk (2013) included a remuneration in his own understanding: 

‘collaborative consumption is people coordinating the acquisition and distribution of a 

resource for a fee or other compensation’ (p. 1597). 

 

Whereas the term of collaborative consumption focuses on the activities occurring and 

emphasizes the coordination between two or more actors, Bardhi & Eckhardt (2012) centered 

their attention on the notion of property. Indeed, they developed the concept of access-based 

consumption defined as transactions where ownership is not transferred. This conception 

would then embrace activities such as sharing, lending, renting, a good or a service where the 

ultimate goal is to access – that is to say to use a product or service for a given amount of time 

– rather than permanent property.  

 

Both the European Economical Social Committee (2014) and Benkler (2004) underlined the 

effectiveness and the sustainability of this system, where the use of property is shared. They 

attributed this efficacy to two aspects. First of all, the online platforms enable the exchange of 

goods and services to occur on a large scale, on wide networks. Secondly, what the European 

Economical Social Committee (2014) defines as participatory consumption, enables its actors 

‘to do more with less’ (EESC 2014, p. 2), that is to say to maximize the utility of goods, 

services and resources. Table 3 presents a summary of the different terminologies, and their 

definitions, found in the relevant literature. 

 

Table 3: Different terminologies and definitions of the related concepts of the collaborative movement. 

Author Terminology Definition 

Rifkin (2004) Social 

Economy 

‘The independent sector is playing an increasingly 

important social role in nations around the world. People 

are creating new institutions at both the local and 

national levels to provide for needs that are not being 

met by either the market place or public sector. (p. 275). 

Jim Joseph: ‘People are reserving for themselves an 

intermediary space between business and government 
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where private energy can be deployed for the public 

good’ (p, 275) 

 

Prahalad & 

Ramaswamy 

(2004) 

Co-creation “The changing nature of the consumer-company 

interactions the locus of co-creation (and co-extraction) 

of value redefines the meaning of value and the process 

of value creation” (p. 6). 

 

Belk (2013) Collaborative 

consumption 

‘People coordinating the acquisition and distribution of a 

resource for a fee or other compensation’ (p. 1597) 

Bardhi & 

Eckhardt 

(2012) 

Access based 

consumption 

’Consumption as transactions that 

may be market mediated in which no transfer of 

ownership takes place’ (p. 881) 

Botsman & 

Rogers (2010) 

Collaborative 

consumption 

A socioeconomic system based on the shared usage of 

resources. It can be found in traditional sharing, 

bartering, lending, trading, renting, gifting, and 

swapping, redefined through technology and peer 

communities 

Benkler (2004) Social sharing ‘Social sharing is either utterly impersonal or occurs 

among loosely affiliated individuals who engage in 

social practices that involve contributions of the capacity 

of their private goods in patterns that combine to form 

large-scale and effective systems for provisioning goods, 

services, and resources’. (p. 275) 

Lanier & 

Schau (2007) 

Co-creation of 

meaning 

‘The process in which consumers actively appropriate, 

extend, and/or modify products in ways that differ from 

predefined or prescribed form and/or use in order to 

create new symbolic structures and meanings that have 

both personal and communal significance’ (p. 327) 

EESC (2014) Participatory 

consumption 

‘Using technological networks to do more with less, 

through activities such as hiring, lending, exchanging, 

bartering, giving away or sharing products on a 
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3.2 The collaborative movement, its frame and its definition 

 

All of these definitions present interesting aspects that correspond to our own understanding 

of this movement. However, none of them describe exactly the area and the behaviors that we 

were interested in. Therefore, we have decided to not only create our own definition inspired 

by our readings, but to also create our own terminology that would better fit our perception 

and our interpretation of the different projects. In order to create a clear comprehension of the 

concept, we start by stating what it is not. This method inspired by the work of the 

philosopher Michel Foucault and suggested by Dr. Pr. Philippe Daudi, aims to delimit the 

frames of our concept before defining and describing what it actually holds. 

 

3.2.1 It is not only collaborative consumption 

 

Indeed, if the ‘collaborative consumption’ described by several authors is an integral part of 

the collaborative movement, it is only one fraction of it. In fact, we believe that consumption 

is not the only activity taking place within the movement. We also want to include production 

(John 2013; Andersson, Avital & Hjalmarsson 2013) and creation (Lanier & Schau 2007; 

Prahalad & Ramaswamy 2004). This expansion of the definition enables us to create a more 

complete and more adequate image of the movement that we are interested in. It therefore 

includes initiatives such as OuiShare, an on-line community platform, whose goal is to 

‘produce knowledge and incubate projects around the topics of communities and the 

collaborative economy’ (OuiShare 2015, Para. 3). Our approach also embraces initiatives 

allowing people to grow vegetables in common gardens such as the American Community 

Gardening Association or many other local associations, especially in Europe and United 

States of America. In these examples, the main cooperation takes place around creation (of 

knowledge for OuiShare), or production (of vegetables for the American Community 

Gardening Association), and not around consumption. 

 

 

previously unimaginable scale.’ (p. 2) 

Lamberton & 

Rose (2012) 

Commercial 

sharing 

programs 

‘Marketer-managed systems that provide customers with 

the opportunity to enjoy products benefits without 

ownership’ (p. 109).  
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3.2.2 It is not only access-based economy 

 

The access-based approach also highlights an important characteristic of our study area. 

Indeed, it focuses on the shifting preference from private ownership to shared-ownership. In 

the latter, ‘two or more people may enjoy the benefits (or costs) that flow from possessing a 

thing’ (Belk 2007, p. 127). Shared-ownership actually includes two different concepts. Firstly, 

it can describe a situation where people co-own a resource. It would be the case for instance 

of a co-working place, where a group of people shares, among other things, the expenses for 

renting an office. Secondly, it also covers situations where people decide to share the use of a 

private property. An example can be found in the ridesharing platform BlaBlaCar. This 

organization connects car-owners, who are willing to share their car and thus their expenses 

for a specific journey, with other individuals who need a ride for the same specific journey. 

Indeed, our readings and observations led us to conclude that, in most cases, the exchange 

occurring does not involve a transfer of ownership but rather a shared access or use of the 

resources available. However, we also observed non-monetized exchanges that resulted in 

conveyance. It is for instance the case on Listia. This online marketplace offers its users to 

give away their properties that they have no longer use of in exchange of credits that can then 

be used in order to acquire products proposed by other members.  

 

3.2.3 It is not sharing economy 

 

We did not decide to retain the most popular expression, that is to say sharing economy, for 

several reasons. First of all, we thought that the word sharing was too restrictive and became 

too ambiguous.  Indeed, John (2013) underlined the different meanings of sharing. Sharing 

can be understood as an ‘act of communication’ (John 2013, p. 115), that is to say to share 

intimate information about oneself such as emotions or feelings. It can also mean to have 

something in common with someone; something material, such as a student accommodation 

where the kitchen is shared for instance, or immaterial, such as ideology or beliefs. In that 

case, sharing is ‘passive and abstract’ (John 2013, p. 115) and the object being shared is not 

divided. Indeed, if one has an idea or a kitchen in common with someone else, one does not 

have less of this idea or kitchen. Conversely, sharing can also be considered as a distribution 

action, resulting in a zero-sum-game (John 2013). Indeed, if one shares a pizza with one or 

more persons, one gets less than if one had kept it for oneself. In that case, the act of sharing 

changes the allocation of the resources at stake. Finally, sharing recently gained a new 

meaning within the context of social media and networks, where the use of the notion became 
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metaphorical (John 2013). In this context, sharing is understood as publishing, posting all 

sorts of information on the online platforms (such as Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter, Instagram, 

Flickr). Within the Web 2.0, that will be described in chapter 3.4.1, the notion of sharing is 

closer to the communication act in the sense that what is shared is immaterial and personal, 

like photos, feelings, opinions, etcetera. Therefore, the notion of sharing has multiple 

meanings and interpretations. Furthermore, it is nowadays strongly connoted and evokes 

social media, which lay outside of our frame of study.  

 

3.2.4  Definition of the collaborative movement 

 

Thus, we have chosen to use the word collaborative which avoids the confusion implied by 

the ambiguity of sharing. But more importantly, by choosing the term ‘collaborative’, the 

focus is directed to the relations among the actors rather than on the nature of the activities. 

Nevertheless, we are aware that this expression can be misunderstood. Therefore, we will 

again explain what it does not mean in order to lead to our own understanding. 

 

First of all, we are aware of the negative connotation because of its use to designate 

cooperation with enemies, especially during the Second World War. Our conception of this 

notion of collaboration can be defined as cooperation between two or more actors, having or 

not a previous relationship, working jointly in order to reach a common goal. Although this 

definition could fit the behavior of sympathizers of the Nazi regime, there is one essential 

difference that makes our understanding of collaboration drastically different of this previous 

meaning. In fact, these people were lead by fear and hatred of differences whereas in our 

understanding, one of the main drivers of actors within the movement is precisely to use their 

diversity to access and benefit from one another. 

 

Secondly, collaboration may also be used to designate a management tool in order to spread 

knowledge within the organization and therefore enhance productivity. However, the actors of 

our study focus collaborate with each other on the basis of free will instead of imposed 

practices by a hierarchy. As it happens, there is no hierarchy scale between the actors. They 

collaborate as equals, on equal terms.  

 

Another reason that led us to replace the expression sharing economy is our belief that it is 

actually not an economy. Indeed, the actors of any economy are either bounded by a common 
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location (region, nation…) or by a common industry or activity (the transportation industry or 

the lodging sector for instance). Yet, the organizations that we are interested in belong to 

different sectors, from the primary to the tertiary one. They also take action in different 

industries and do not belong to a unique national economy since they are worldwide located. 

Moreover, the use of the word economy, particularly in the capitalistic context in which we 

operate, strongly refers to the notion of money. Yet, the phenomenon that we observed 

includes, first of all, for-profit organizations but also non-profit organizations, and citizens’ 

initiatives. Moreover, if some of the for-profit organizations involve a money transfer in the 

exchanges that they facilitate, as for BlaBlaCar, a part of them does not, such as 

Couchsurfing. As explained by John (2013) and observed through our different interviews, 

‘sharing economies are these in which money, or more specifically, the ability to make it, is 

not a relevant factor in motivating participation’ (p. 118). Thus, the initiatives and 

organizations that we have observed do not only occur within the economical sphere but also 

beyond it. This is why the qualification of economy was not relevant to us and could create 

confusion. Indeed, even if the organizations within the movement create economic value, it is 

not the most relevant aspect and it goes beyond the notion of economy. 

 

We have then been led to wonder: if money is not the relevant motivational factor, what does 

drive the actors? And, if this phenomenon is dispersed both on a territory and on an activity 

level, what does unite it? We believe that the answers of these two questions are intimately 

linked. In fact, for us, it is precisely in the motivations of the actors that we can find unity 

between all the different organizations that we believe are part of the same movement. Indeed, 

all of these actors claim to have strong values and a certain vision of the world that create the 

foundation of the common ideology that we have identified. Values can indeed be considered 

as strong motivational factors, as Schwartz et al. (2012) defined it as ‘guiding principles in the 

life of a person or a group’ (p. 664). The idea of values constituting motivations for actions is 

reinforced by the social psychology, which considers them as ‘motivational constructs located 

within the individuals and translating into behaviors’ (Piscicelli, Cooper & Fisher 2014, p. 2). 

Through our interviews and the websites of the different organizations acting within the frame 

of our research, we have identified three main common values and beliefs which are 

environmental sustainability, trust and diversity. This set of values creates a common 

ideology that can be expressed as the will to combine social well-being, environmental 

sustainability and economic interest (Piscicelli, Cooper & Fisher 2014, p. 2). 
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Therefore, we believe that the word movement is more adapted to our vision of the 

phenomenon for several reasons. Firstly, we think that this expression better reflects our 

understanding of the emerging phenomenon as it is defined as ‘a group of people working 

together to advance their shared political, social, or artistic ideas’ (Oxford Dictionary 2014, 

para. 5). In our specific movement, the ideas shared would be more social, or societal. 

Moreover, the word movement implies motion, a momentum that perfectly fits our 

phenomenon. Indeed, it is growing and spreading to almost every region of the world, in 

almost every industry, sector or activity branch.  

 

After having given an overview of what has been previously written about this phenomenon 

and having extracted the interesting aspects for our study frame and excluded the less relevant 

parts, we have then justified our choice of creating a new terminology. This new term 

logically demanded a new definition. We have therefore created our own understanding of the 

collaborative movement, that can be defined as:  

 

An ensemble of actors who, led by the common ideology to combine social well-being, 

environmental sustainability and economic interest, coordinates, with the help of Information 

and Communication Technologies, their actions based on shared usage of resources. 

 

3.3 Typology of the collaborative movement 
 

As we have previously mentioned, the collaborative movement is highly heterogeneous. It 

concerns different activities, different sectors and the exchanges within it take different forms 

with different conditions. Therefore, we believe it is essential to classify it in order to give a 

clearer understanding and to precise our area of research. We will then give a brief overview 

in table 4 of the different classifications present in the available literature in order to support 

our own typology.  
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3.3.1 Literature review of the typologies 

  

Table 4: Different classifications of the collaborative movement 

Authors Criteria of classification 

Andersson, Avital & Hjalmarsson (2013) Nature of the resource: File sharing/ Trading/ 

Goods sharing/ Service Sharing 

 

Botsman & Rogers (2010) Nature of the exchange and of the resource: 

Product service systems/ Redistribution 

markets/ Collaborative lifestyles. 

Benkler (2004) Characteristics of the resources: 

Fine/mid/large-grained goods. 

Gansky (2010) - Characteristics of the resources: 

Low/high price – Low/high usage. 

- Maturity of the businesses 

Hawkswoth & Vaughan (2014) Maturity of the sectors 

John (2013) Nature of activity: production/consumption 

Owyang (2014) Sector: Learning/ Municipal/ Money/ Goods/ 

Health and wellness/ Space/ Food/ Utilities/ 

Transportation/ Services/ Logistics/ 

Corporate.  

  

As presented in the previous summarizing table 4, authors have chosen different criteria. 

Some of them decided to differentiate the organizations according to their sector, activity, 

maturity, resource or to the terms of exchanges.  

 

3.3.2 Classification according to the resources and to the exchanges 

 

Both Benkler (2004) and Gansky (2010) created a typology according to the characteristics of 

the resources being exchanged. More particularly, they chose criteria enabling to create a 

scale of the ‘shareability’ of the goods or services at stake. Benkler (2004) refers to lumpy (or 

indivisible) goods, that is to say goods that can only be bought as a hole and that will lead 

therefore to idling capacity. Depending on the price of the item, the opportunity cost for not 

using it will vary. For instance, if one buys a car and uses it only one day out of two, the 
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amortization of the purchase will be long and the opportunity cost high. But if one buys a 

flash light, even if the use of it is less frequent, the opportunity cost will be lower considering 

the relative cheap price of this item. Therefore, Benkler (2004) distinguished three categories 

of goods from the fine-grained goods which ‘allow consumers to buy precisely as much of the 

goods as has the amount of capacity they require’ (p. 297), to large-grained good, which are 

not for the use of households and too expensive for them (such as a plane for instance). The 

intermediary categorization, named mid-grained goods, concerns items ‘small enough for an 

individual to justify buying for her own use, given their price and her willingness and ability 

to pay for the functionality she plans to use’ (p. 297), as a car or instance.  Gansky (2010) 

created a matrix (figure 1) which, quite similarly as Benkler (2004), enables a classification of 

the resources according to their price and use. 

  

Source: Adapted from Gansky (2010) 

 

 Low                                        COST                                  High 

Low 

FREQUENCY OF USE 

High 

 Mesh sweet spot 

Not meshy  

Figure 1: Gansky’s matrix 

 

The most shareable resources are therefore the expensive ones that are not used on an every-

day basis.  

 

Andersson, Avital & Hjalmarsson (2013) also based their classification on the resources but 

focused on their nature rather than on their characteristics. They have therefore distinguished 

four categories which are file sharing, goods sharing, services sharing and trading. They also 

took into account the nature of the exchanges by differentiating sharing from exchanges 

including compensation, that is to say trading.  

 

Quite similarly, Botsman and Rogers (2010) chose both the nature of the resources and the 

terms of exchange to design their typology. They came up with three types of businesses: 

redistribution markets, product service systems and collaborative lifestyles. The first two 

categories concern goods or services. The difference is that there is a transfer of ownership 
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occurring in the redistribution markets whereas product service systems, where ‘products that 

are privately owned to be shared or rented peer-to-peer’ (Botsman & Rogers 2010, p. 157), do 

not involve a change of owner. The last category concerns immaterial resources such as ‘time, 

space, skills and money’ (Botsman & Rogers 2010, p. 159).  

 

3.3.3 Classification according to the activity 

 

John (2013) used another criterion in order to differentiate the different practices of the 

collaborative movement. Thus, he made a distinction between production and consumption. 

The first activity is based on ’shared inputs and outputs as well as people sharing the fruits of 

their labor’ (p. 118). Consumption, on the other hand, occurs when a private property or the 

use of a product is shared.  

 

3.3.4 Classification according to the life-cycle 

 

Another criterion that has been used in order to classify the collaborative movement is the 

maturity-level. Hawkswoth & Vaughan (2014) focused on the maturity-level of the different 

sectors (figure 2). 

 

Source: Hawkswoth & Vaughan (2014) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Life-cycle of the collaborative movement 
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This classification is based on the development of the different sectors of the collaborative 

movement, according to the degree of adoption and use by the population. 

 

Gansky (2010) also highlighted the maturity differences but focused on the businesses rather 

than on the different sectors. She distinguished four stages of growth: infancy, adolescence, 

adulthood and full maturity.  

 

3.3.5 Classification according to the sector 

 

The most detailed typology has been made by Owyang (2014), who categorized the different 

organizations according to the sector that they belong to. Thus, he designed a honeycomb 

presenting the different activity areas as well as examples for each of them:  

 



Self-empowerment in the collaborative movement – What is the collaborative movement? 

 

40 

Gabillard & van der Heijden 

Source: Owyang (2014) 

 

 

 

The twelve sectors put in evidence by Owyang (2014) illustrate the wide resonance field of 

the collaborative movement.  

 

 

 

Figure 3: The collaborative movement’s honeycomb 
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3.3.6 The retained typology 

 

Intuitively, we had chosen to classify the different initiatives according to their sector, even 

before knowing about Owyang’s honeycomb. However, we want to bring another criterion to 

this typology. Indeed, as we already said, we believe that the core common point of all these 

organizations is their ideology. Nevertheless, some drifts have been observed in some 

organizations such as Airbnb or Uber. Both of these companies involve a peer-to-peer money 

transfer for exchange of services. Even though these issues have not been yet studied from an 

academic point of view, many press articles have raised interrogations about the belonging of 

these companies to the collaborative movement. Frederico Guerrini (2015), in his article ‘Are 

Uber, Airbnb, TaskRabbit Adulterating The Sharing Economy?’ for the magazine Forbes, 

pointed out the lack of coherence between these firms and the ingrained principles of the so-

called sharing economy. He quoted Michel Bauwens, founder of the P2P foundation: ‘what is 

being done by Uber and Airbnb, has nothing to do with mutualizing resources, but only with 

selling and renting. Actually it’s anti-sharing, because they are commodifying resources that 

before would have been shared for free’ (Guerrini 2015, para 3). The gap is not only between 

the forms of the exchanges but also on a deeper moral level. Malhotra and Van Alstyne 

(2014) argued that companies like Uber or Lyft disclaim any responsibility but make profit on 

the activity of their users. It does not only contrast with the vision of notably John (2013), 

about money not being the first motivation, but it also contradicts one of the main goal of the 

collaborative movement. In fact, having a positive impact on the society and the social well-

being of its actors are strong principles ruling the phenomenon (Piscicelli, Cooper & Fisher 

2014, p. 2). Yet, these companies create even more precarity by their refusal of tacking 

responsibility and the lack of laws regulating these activities.  

 

As we think that the possibility of earning money impacts the values that are claimed by these 

organizations, we decided to add a differentiation between the monetized and the non-

monetized parts of the collaborative movement. The monetized part involves the 

organizations that offer the possibility to their users to sell their private property or services to 

other users whereas, in the non-monetized part, the exchanges are free or collaboratively paid. 

We decided to focus our attention only on the latter. 
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3.4 The drivers of the collaborative movement 

 

In order to fully understand the collaborative movement, we believe that it is also important to 

highlight the contextual elements that led the phenomenon to emerge and to grow. Indeed, 

some aspects of the social, societal and economic contexts constitute the main drivers of the 

change of both the consumer behavior and the values hold by the actors of the movement. The 

existing literature concerning the collaborative movement identified several elements 

explaining its appearance and its rise. Even though the different authors cite various drivers, 

as summarized in table 5, most of them are overlapping and consistent with one another. 

Thus, we derived five main factors from our readings which are the Web 2.0, the resurgence 

of community, the idling resources, the growing environmental concern and the diversion 

from the traditional leadership pillars.  

 
Table 5: Drivers of the collaborative movement 

Authors Identified Drivers of the Collaborative Movement 

Andersson, Avital & Hjalmarsson 

(2013) 

- Internet based platforms / IT infrastructure 

- Desintermediate the traditional commercial channels 

- Share excess resources 

- Save money 

- Highly developed environmental conscious  

- Antidote to materialism and overconsumption  

Belk (2014)  - Internet, especially Web 2.0 

Botsman & Rogers (2011)  - Idling capacity 

- Critical mass 

- Environmental concerns 

- Cost consciousness 

- Trust between strangers 

- Belief in the commons 

- Resurgence of community 

- P2P technologies 

Byers, Proserpio & Zervas (2015) - Under-utilized inventory 

- Lower costs 

- Technology driven 

- Online reputation 

Gansky (2010) - Information networks 

- Distrust of old companies 

- People reconsidering what is valuable 
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- Climate change 

- Growing population and urbanization 

John (2013)  - Web 2.0 

- Set of values 

- Critics of capitalism 

- Generation who grew up with technologies (generation 

Y)  

- Economic difficulty 

- Environmental issues 

Cusumano ( 2015)  - Web-platforms/ Internet 

- Underutilized assets 

Malhotra & Van Alstyne ( 2014)  - Spare resources 

- Internet  

  
3.4.1 Web 2.0 

 

As we have already said, collaboration, and especially sharing is not a new behavior. 

However, the development and the spread of the Information and Communication 

Technologies (ICTs) gave to this phenomenon an all new scale and speed (Owyang, Tran & 

Silva 2013).  

 

Undoubtedly, Internet has become deeply rooted in our daily life and our habits. In 2013, 

more than three quarters of the inhabitants of ‘developed’ countries used it (International 

Telecommunication Union 2014). But during its spreading, it has developed, as well as its 

users’ behaviors. Indeed, the shift from Web 1.0 to Web 2.0 developed the participation of the 

users to the content of the World Wide Web itself (John 2013). Whereas in the first phase the 

flow of information was unilateral, Web 2.0 ‘refers collectively to websites that allow users to 

contribute content and connect with each other’ (Carroll & Romano 2011, p. 190). The raise 

and the omnipresence of social media such as Facebook, Youtube, Twitter, LinkedIn, blogs, 

wikis, and etcetera therefore mark it. It is therefore this Web 2.0 that enabled the change of 

habits and impacted the proportions of sharing. Indeed, whereas it was limited to the family 

sphere (Belk 2007), the World Wide Web allowed exchanges to take place on a global scale 

and outside of the intimate circle of relatives and friends, by facilitating the match between 

supply and demand (Owyang, Tran & Silva 2013) through peer-to-peer (P2P) platforms, also 

called internet-based platforms (Andersson, Avital & Hjalmarsson 2013). These websites can 

in fact facilitate relations between strangers from potentially anywhere on the globe. The 
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speed of exchanges is also impacted by these peer-to-peer networks, enabled to ‘grow 

exponentially through the power of platform dynamics and network effects’ (Cusumano 2015, 

p. 32).  

 

3.4.2 The resurgence of community 

 

Different authors working on the collaborative movement highlighted the role of communities 

as a driver of this phenomenon. Botsman & Rogers (2010) wrote more particularly about the 

resurgence of community. Indeed, many studies led on neighborhood and networks found that 

the increasing urbanization weakened the social links between neighbors (Bridge 2002). The 

growing indifference between inhabitants of a common territory would then support the 

theory of Botsman & Rogers about a former extinction of communities (2010). However, the 

study led by Bridge in 2002 for the ESRC Centre for Neighborhood Research brought 

different results. Indeed, it stated that the neighborhood networks did not disappear but the 

nature of the relationships changed. Granovetter (1973), in his famous article ‘The strength of 

weak ties’, highlighted the different intensity degrees of the links between individuals in a 

given network. This intensity depends on the ‘amount of time, the emotional intensity, the 

intimacy (mutual confiding), and the reciprocal services which characterize the tie’ 

(Granovetter 1973, p. 1361). He therefore distinguished between strong and weak ties. From 

this definition and Bridge’s research, we can say that the relationships linking neighbors 

generally shifted from strong to weak. Moreover, if we retain the description by McMillan & 

Chavis (1986) of the sense of community as ‘a feeling that members have of belonging, a 

feeling that members matter to one another and to the group, and a shared faith that member’s 

needs will be met through their commitment to be together’ (p.9), we can safely say that a 

community is characterized by strong ties among its members and that this sense of 

community weakened along with the urbanization. Even if our subject focus, the collaborative 

movement, is not located on a common territory, the notion of community can still be applied 

as, additionally to its territory and geographic use, the notion can be understood in terms of 

relations (McMillan & Chavis 1986). Moreover, the notion of community can be generally 

understood as a shared, a common ‘attitudes or interests’ (Oxford Dictionary 2015, para. 7). 

  

Thus, the sense of community is of high importance in the raise of the collaborative 

movement. It is indeed one of its main drivers but also a necessary condition to its 

functioning.  
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One of the main contextual elements that permitted this phenomenon to appear and to develop 

is the existence of the generation Y, also called the millennials. Indeed, these individuals, 

generally born between 1980 and 2000, are the main actors of the collaborative movement 

(Havas Worldwide 2014). One of their characteristics is to have a deep need of social 

connections and to participate with great enthusiasm in social networks (Eastman & Liu 

2012). Combined with their ‘second nature’ for using ICTs (John 2013, p. 120), it explains 

their involvement in the collaborative movement’s communities and, therefore, the take-off of 

the latter.  

 

Thus, this desire of belonging to a community was a fertile ground for the collaborative 

movement to grow. But it was also an essential aspect to its operating. We already mentioned 

the network effects which are, in most cases, necessary for the efficacy of the systems. 

Indeed, most of the organizations that we studied are concerned by the critical mass (Botsman 

& Rogers 2010), also called network externalities (Mahler & Rogers 1999). This notion is 

defined as ‘a quality of certain goods and services such that they become more valuable to a 

user as the number of users increases’ (Mahler & Rogers 1999, p. 720). It is easily 

understandable that the principle of websites such as Couchsurfing only presents value for the 

users if the community is wide enough to provide them different possibilities to choose from. 

Therefore, mobilizing a community gathering enough members to enable the exchanges to 

occur is one of the biggest challenges for the organizations of the collaborative movement. 

 

One of the other conditions for these exchanges to take place is to create trust between the 

different parties. Indeed, if sharing traditionally occurred between members of a same family 

or friends circle, it is generally happening between strangers in the collaborative movement. 

The notion of trust can generally be seen as the foundation of social interactions between 

human beings (Luhman 2000). In addition, Möllering (2006) argued that although it is the 

foundation for all interactions, trust has the characteristics of being selective and reasonable. 

That is to say that one does not intend to simply trust anyone and therefore one will look for a 

person’s trustworthiness before trust is given. Generally, parties in the collaborative 

movement do not have previous interactions in order to establish a trustful relationship. 

Moreover, as they are strangers to each other and may be located on different territories, their 

ability to assess the other’s trustworthiness is limited. Therefore, the feeling of belonging to 

the same community, which enhances trust, is essential for the exchanges to actually take 

place (EESC 2014). The creation of the community also involves the setting of certain 
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behavior norms (McMillan & Chavis 1986) that facilitates the relationships and the 

establishment of trust. In the collaborative movement, it takes the form of rating and 

reviewing systems. The users are encouraged to give feedback and comments about the other 

members that they interacted with in order for the others to then assess the trustworthiness of 

the other members. The notion of ‘online reputation’ (Byers, Proserpio & Zervas 2015) has 

also an incentive aspect. Indeed, Botsman & Rogers (2010) consider reputation to be ‘a 

personal reward that is intimately bound up with respecting and considering the needs of 

others’ (p. 410). Thus, this stake encourages and motivates people to behave according to the 

community rules (Botsman & Rogers 2010) both for one’s own self-esteem and for insuring 

potential future exchanges. 

  

3.4.3 The idling resources 

 

Although the reviewed authors refer to idling resources with different terminology such as 

spare resources (Malhotra & Van Alstyne 2014), underutilized assets (Cusumano 2015), 

underutilized inventory (Byers, Proserpio & Zervas 2015), excess resources (Andersson, 

Avital & Hjalmarsson 2013) and idling capacity (Botsman & Rogers 2010), they all describe 

the same phenomenon. They allude to the numerous objects that are bought but rarely used by 

their owner. Drills, which are often taken to illustrate this notion, are a perfect example of 

these underutilized items. Indeed, fifty million drills are owned across the United States of 

America whereas they are in average used between six and thirteen minutes in their entire life 

cycle (Botsman & Rogers 2010). This illustration, certainly expressive, is only one example 

among many others. In fact, 80% of the items owned by American households are used less 

than once per month (Botsman & Rogers 2010). In Australia, these goods which are not used 

would represent an average of 1,156 dollars per household (Botsman & Rogers 2010). Idling 

resources can then be defined as goods and skills that are owned by individuals but which are 

not used at their full capacity. The value of these resources is therefore not maximized. Thus, 

the raising awareness about these unexploited resources is one of the main drivers of the 

collaborative movement, whose main principle is precisely to share idling goods and services 

to maximize their utility. Indeed, most of the movement organizations’ principle is to 

redistribute the excess capacity elsewhere.  
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3.4.4 The growing environmental concerns 

 

The idling resources described above are waste; ‘a waste of money, a waste of time, and 

waste in the sense of pure garbage’ (Botsman & Rogers 2010, p. 52). To this waste can be 

added the energy used to produce these objects. In a context where governments are initiating 

policies for environmental sustainability and where media relays the ecologic associations’ 

alert, citizens gradually gain ‘a highly developed environmental conscious’ (Andersson, 

Avital & Hjalmarsson 2013, p. 1). A study led by the European commission published in 

Eurobarometer in 2005 reveals that 85% of the inhabitants of the European Union declared 

making an effort for protecting the environment. Thus, sharing one’s underutilized items is 

not only seen as a mean to maximize its utility but also as an eco-friendly gesture. Preserving 

the environment is thus another important driver of the collaborative movement (John 2013). 

 

3.4.5 The diversion from the traditional leadership pillars 

 

Several authors evoke different phenomena in order to explain the birth and the growth of the 

collaborative movement such as ‘economic difficulties’ and ‘critics of capitalism’ (John 

2013), distrust of old companies (Gansky 2010) or ‘disintermediation the traditional 

commercial channel’ and ‘materialism and overconsumption’ pointed out by Andersson, 

Avital & Hjalmarsson (2013). We believe that these different arguments reflect a tendency of 

people turning their back to the classical leadership powers, that is to say politics and 

traditional organizations.  

 

Indeed, a raising disinterest and mistrust towards the politicians and the different political 

institutions can be observed. In the European Union for instance, 67,1 % of the interrogated 

persons said not to trust political parties, and 66 % claimed the same statement about 

politicians. Among them, respectively 19,5 % and 20,2 % declared not having trust at all in 

political parties and politicians (European Social Survey 2012). 

 

Moreover, the recent economic crisis strongly impacted the work force, and especially the 

youngest workers. For example, in 2013 23,3 % of the EU youth (between 15 and 24) were 

unemployed, reaching more that 58 % in Greece or 55 % in Spain (Eurostat 2015). 

Simultaneously, the rate of self-employed, and especially freelancers, has risen over the last 

few years. Indeed, according to the research of Patricia Leighton (2013), these independent 
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workers represent the ‘fastest growing group in the EU labor market’ (p. 1) with a raise of 

45% between 2004 and 2013. Moreover, the economical crisis did not only impact the labor 

force but also deteriorated the trust and the image of some industries, such as banks, insurance 

companies or investors (Gansky 2010). The scandals of the bonuses self-given by some actors 

of these firms made the broad audience questioned the ethics and morals of the capitalistic 

system. Other societal issues mushroomed such as hyper-individualism (John 2013) or, in 

relation to the environmental sustainability, hyper-production. 

 

Therefore, all of these factors have led some people to reconsider their relation to traditional 

leadership pillars. This change can be observed in the growing disinterest for politics, the 

increase of independent workers, but also in the consumption behaviors. Indeed, a raising 

number of people bypasses the middleman (Botsman & Rogers 2010). Links are directly 

established between consumers and producers, or between consumers themselves, for having 

access to resources, instead of passing by organizations. The growing ‘potato movement’ in 

Greece is a perfect example of the disintermediation. Indeed, just like its French equivalent 

AMAP, the Greek example establishes direct sale between the consumers and the producers 

of potatoes. Without the many intermediaries present in the food industry, this form of trade 

benefits both parties. Without the weight of the middleman, consumers pay less and producers 

receive a better price for their products and the money transfer is immediate. This win-win 

situation does not only concern the agricultural sector but can be found in many other 

examples, such as any peer-to-peer lending platform (Lin 2009). These organizations respond 

to the different contemporary problems and concerns by offering goods or services for free or 

for a lower price that the one offers by the traditional commercial channels, by taking into 

account the environmental issues and maximizing the utility of items or giving them a second 

life and by giving the possibility to their users of becoming micro-entrepreneurs. Some other 

initiatives took over the welfare role of the state by providing education (through various free 

courses platforms) or offering food supplies to the poor as the Lebensmittelretter Association 

in Berlin for instance. (Strauβ 2014). 

 

3.4.6 A shift in ideologies 

 

During discussions with our professor Dr. Philippe Daudi, he encouraged us to think about 

questions introduced by Emmanuel Kant: what are the conditions in favor of the development 

of the collaborative movement? What did make it possible? These reflections led us to realize 
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that the five pillars that we just described constitute the walls of the movement, what makes it 

hold together, but what is its foundation? The ideology, that we already mentioned, would 

therefore be at the basis of its birth. But this ideology differs from the ‘big ideas’ as Pr. Dr. 

Philippe Daudi says. Daniel Bell indeed highlighted the ‘end of ideology’ (1988, p. 1). In 

1960, he already emphasized the weakening of total ideologies, such as communism, that are 

presented as ‘secular religions’ (as cited in Summers 2011, p. 2), that is to say a system of 

beliefs, of faith. Later events confirmed his analysis, such as the fall of the Berlin Wall in 

1989, symbolizing the fail of the USSR regime, the Hungarian Revolution of 1956 or May 

1968 in France, with students’ uprisings against the state’s fundamental values. This rejection 

of great ideologies represented therefore fertile ground for more personal or group ideas to 

rise. Indeed, the ideology of the collaborative movement, in opposition to communism, 

socialism or capitalism, is not hold by an entire society and its political powers, but by 

persona interacting with each other. This shift from modernity to post-modernity is indeed 

characterized by network organizations rather than by mechanical, economical and political 

structures. Nevertheless, we think that the ideology hold by the collaborative movement is 

close to the former great ideologies, or even to religions, in the sense that they help people to 

create meaning in their lives. However, the ideology at the core of our reflection is different 

because it emerged on a more individualistic background. It is constituted of personal beliefs 

that, gathered created a movement. It is therefore led by a group of persona rather than by an 

institutionalized organization. Indeed, there is no identified leader.  The source of this 

movement therefore impacted the nature of the relationships occurring within it. From 

contractual exchanges ruled by institutions, the relationships shifted to a more affective mode, 

based on persona’s free will.  

 

Therefore, it seems that the collaborative movement, and more especially its underlying 

ideology, emerged thanks to a shift of ideology started around the 60’s that liberated 

behaviors and personal convictions and beliefs.  

 

Now that we have explained the collaborative movement and its characteristics, we will 

highlight our second notion: self-empowerment 

 



Self-empowerment in the collaborative movement – Self-empowerment 

 
50 

Gabillard & van der Heijden 

4 Self-empowerment 
 

This chapter aims to give the reader a clear understanding of the constructed concept of 

self-empowerment. Therefore, after giving an overview of the written literature about 

the notions on which it has been built, we will present our own definition and approach 

of the concept.  

 

4.1  Literature review of the concept of empowerment 
 

Although empowerment has initially been used in a managerial and leadership context 

(Bennis & Nanus 1985; Block 1987; Conger & Kanungo 1988), it has also been studied 

in many other fields, such as sports (Kriemadis & Papaioannou 2006), health (Boudrias, 

Morin & Brodeur 2012) or women empowerment (Ozer & Bandura 1990). Even though 

it has known a great interest among the researchers, there is still not any clear and 

consensual definition of the notion. Hence, in order to construct our own understanding 

of the concept, we will firstly give an overview of the literature presented in Table 6. 

 

 

 

Table 6: Different terminologies and definitions of the related concepts of self-empowerment 

 

Authors Terminology Definition 

Welzel (2014) Human 

empowerment 

‘the emancipation of people from domination’ p. 

33 

Tohidi & Jabbari 

(2011) 

Empowerment ‘an inner motivation which depicts the staff active 

role in their organization’ ‘four-dimensional issue; 

consisting of competence, meaning, 

choosing and self-efficacy’ p. 829 

Thomas & 

Velthouse (1990) 

Empowerment ‘intrinsic task motivation’ p. 667 
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Conger & 

Kanungo (1988) 

Empowerment ‘To enable rather than simply to delegate. (…) 

Enabling implies creating conditions for 

heightening motivation for task accomplishment 

through the development of a strong sense of 

personal efficacy (…) Empowerment is defined as 

a process of enhancing feelings of self-efficiency 

among organizational members through the 

identification of conditions that foster 

powerlessness and through their removal by both 

formal organizational practices and informal 

techniques providing efficacy information’ p. 474 

Burke (1986) Empowerment ‘To empower implies the granting of power – 

delegation of authority’ p. 51 

Block (1987) Empowerment ‘Increase the sense of responsibility and 

ownership at every level of the organization’, p. 

XIV 

Spreitzer, Janasz 

& Quinn (1999) 

Psychological 

empowerment 

‘Intrinsic motivation manifested in four cognitions 

reflecting an individual’s orientation to his or her 

work role: meaning, competence, self-

determination, and impact’ p. 512 

 

 

Rappaport as 

cited in Amichai-

Hamburger, 

McKenna & Tal 

(2008) 

Empowerment ‘concept that links individual strengths and 

competencies, natural 

helping systems and proactive behavior to social 

policy and social change ‘ (p. 1776) 

Perkins & 

Zimmerman 

(1995) 

Empowerment ‘Links individual well-being with the larger social 

and political environment’ (p. 569) 

Ozer & Bandura 

(1990) 

Personal 

empowerment 

‘Equipping people with the requisite knowledge, 

sills, and resilient self-beliefs of efficacy to alter 

aspects of their lives over which they can exercise 

some control’ (p. 472) 
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The term empowerment can generally be defined as to give power. Therefore, in order 

to grasp the notion of empowerment, a particular attention should be given to its 

underlying concept. Three different meanings can be associated to the notion of power. 

Thus, empowerment can be seen as being entrusted authority, capacity or energy 

(Thomas & Velthouse 1990). 

 

When the notion of power is studied from the perspective of authority, it is therefore 

understood as a relational construct, that is to say ‘the perceived power and control that 

an actor or organizational subunit has over others’ (Conger and Kanungo 1988, p. 472). 

Thus, in this view, power or authority only exists in relation with others; it can only be 

exercised over another individual or a group of individuals. It is not an intrinsic attribute 

of a person but a characteristic of the social relation linking this individual to others and 

which is function of the degree of dependence, or interdependence, between the two 

parties (Emerson 1962). Hence, in this approach, to empower consists of delegating 

one’s control. Indeed, Burke (1986) defined it as ‘the granting of power – delegation of 

authority’ (as cited in Conger and Kanungo 1988, p. 473). In these theories, the one who 

has power has control over the environment and can therefore adapt it to one’s own 

interest (Rothbaum, Weisz & Snyder 1982).  

 

In the psychological field, authors have analyzed the notion of power as a motivational 

construct. It is understood in terms of capacity; capacity to control, to decide for 

oneself. Hence, it refers to the ‘intrinsic need for self-determination or a belief in 

personal self-efficacy’ (Conger and Kanungo 1988, p. 473). Empowerment is therefore 

perceived as the ability to enhance one’s sense of efficacy. Put into an organizational 

and managerial context by several authors, this comprehension of the concept involves 

the ensemble of formal and informal techniques leading to the increase of the staff’s 

feeling of self-efficacy (Conger and Kanungo 1988).  

 

Conger and Kanungo (1988) took a big step in this research field. Indeed, they analyzed 

the concept in terms of motivational process. They did not only emphasize the 

underlying motivation components of the concept, but also made a clear distinction 

between the process of empowering and its results - that is to say empowerment. The 

authors developed a five-stage process including ‘the psychological state of 
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empowering experience, its antecedent conditions, and its behavioral consequences 

(Conger & Kanungo 1988, p. 474).  

 

This work has been used by many other scholars, notably Thomas and Velthouse who 

developed the notion of empowerment as an ‘intrinsic task motivation’ (Thomas & 

Velthouse 1990, p. 667). They enriched the motivational function of self-efficacy by 

distinguishing four variables of task assessment: impact, competence, meaningfulness 

and choice. The first one refers to the perceived change that the behavior, relative to the 

task, can have on the environment. Competence is understood as Conger and Kanungo’s 

self-efficacy, that is to say the ‘degree to which a person can perform task activities 

skillfully’ (Thomas & Velthouse 1990, p. 672). Meaningfulness assesses one’s personal 

value accorded to a specific task. Tohidi & Jabbari (2011), who renamed it as 

significance, defined it as the fit between one’s job and one’s values and beliefs. 

Finally, choice, also called sense of autonomy (Tohidi & Jabbari 2011), refers to the 

locus of control, that is to say the perceived sense of responsibility and control in one’s 

behavior (Thomas & Velthouse 1990). 

 

These different approaches are rooted into an organizational context. Yet, others 

scholars have anchored empowerment on a societal, community or personal level. 

Welzel (2012) for instance emphasized human agency, defined as the ‘desire to be 

unrestricted in the usage of one’s potential for intentional action’ (p. 34). Considering 

this need, he conceived human empowerment as ‘the emancipation of people from 

domination’ (Welzel 2012, p. 33). This understanding of the notion can be linked to the 

focus on autonomy, that is to say the ability to choose for oneself. The concept of 

empowerment has also been studied with a focus on minorities within communities and 

is understood in this context as ‘an intentional ongoing process centered in the local 

community, involving mutual respect, critical reflection, caring, and group 

participation, through which people lacking an equal share of values resources gain 

greater access to and control over these resources’ (Cornell Empowerment Group 1989 

as cited in Perkins & Zimmerman 1995). Even though this definition is rooted far from 

a managerial context, the notion of control over the environment and the idea of 

participation can also be found. 
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Although the term of self-empowerment has been found in several articles, especially in 

fields of health and education, none of the authors state a clear definition of this 

concept. The most developed approach we found is the one of Mackintosh (1995). Even 

though she does not give an actual definition of self-empowerment, she describes its 

central aspects. Thus, the environmental characteristics impacting one’s controls, the 

capacity to control one’s life, the belief in one’s control and ‘the various emotional 

states or traits which typically accompany different beliefs about control’ (Mackintosh 

1995, p. 3) are the four components of self-empowerment. Clearly, the focus is on one’s 

ability to be in charge and to influence one’s life. 

 

4.2 Self-empowerment, its frame and its definition 

 

This literature review aimed to give a general overview about what has already been 

written about the notion of empowerment. However, even though fragments of the 

different definitions could fit our understanding and the use that we will make out of it, 

we believe that none of the approaches above perfectly enhances our view. Thus, we 

decided to create our own definition of self-empowerment and in order to communicate 

our vision at best, we will start by stating what it is not about.  

 

4.2.1 What self-empowerment is not 

 

4.2.1.1 It is not managerial tool 

 

Many authors (Bennis & Nanus 1985; Block 1987; Conger & Kanungo 1988) 

underlined the use of the empowerment concept for managerial purposes. Indeed, it has 

been widely used by leaders and managers in order to increase the efficiency and 

productivity of a team or of employees. As a participative tool, it was aimed to raise the 

involvement of the different actors of an organization and therefore intensify their 

efforts and enhance the company’s profit. However, in our understanding and use of the 

notion, we do not conceive it as a manipulative tool. Indeed, we do not conceive any 

hierarchy dimension in our concept.  

 

4.2.1.2 It is not a relational construct 

 

In our view, empowerment process does not occur between two different actors, where 

A is empowering B, but as an intrinsic phenomenon, where A is empowering oneself. 
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To make this aspect clear we would rather talk about self-empowerment. It does not 

mean that A cannot empower oneself in relation to others but, that this process happens 

internally and autonomously. It is therefore not a delegation of authority or power from 

one actor to another but the taking over by the actor itself.  

 

4.2.1.3 It is not anchored in an organizational context 

 

As many scholars explained the concept of empowerment as a managerial tool, it was 

therefore rooted into an organizational frame. However, our comprehension of the 

notion is different. Firstly, as we emphasized in our definition of the collaborative 

movement, the actors do not always act within an organization. Moreover, even if they 

do, the empowerment process, in our view, does not primary benefit the organization 

but the persona. The process is undertaken for internal development and fulfillment 

rather than for external impact.  

 

4.2.1.4 It is not only focused on self-efficacy 

 

Although the need of feeling effective in one’s task may be part of the empowerment 

process, we believe that it is only one of its components. Indeed, the other aspects 

highlighted by Thomas and Velthouse (1990) present, in our opinion, a better and more 

complete comprehension of the process. They do not only take into account the capacity 

to reach a goal or the ability to accomplish something but they also emphasize the 

persona’s interests and value given to the specific task.   

 

4.2.1.5 It does not only concern minorities 

 

When studied outside of the economical context, empowerment has often been related 

to minority communities or particular cases, such as ill or disabled people (Amendola 

2011). However, our perception of the concept can be applied to any personae, 

regardless of one’s social position or status. We believe that there is no specific criterion 

needed to empower oneself.  

 

4.2.1.6 It is not a state 

 

As Conger and Kanungo (1988) underlined, empowerment is more of a continuum 

rather than a permanent condition. There is not any series of criteria that would assess a 
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persona to be empowered or not. It is a continuous process aiming to develop oneself 

instead of a fixed result. Therefore, it is highly difficult to quantify the process of self-

empowerment. 

 

4.2.2 Definition of self-empowerment 

 

Thus, from the former literature review, we have created our own definition of the 

concept: 

 

Self-empowerment is an internal process whereby a persona leads oneself by 

fulfilling psychological needs. These needs, ruled by human agency, can be regrouped 

in four categories: autonomy, meaningfulness, competence and impact. 

 

We decided to retain the expression self-empowerment to emphasize the fact that the 

process occurs on an individual level rather than on a relational basis. We kept the 

notion of human agency highlighted by Welzel (2012) and defined as the human desire 

to exploit one’s potential without restriction in order to act in accordance with one’s 

will. The four associated needs are inspired from the work of Thomas and Velthouse 

(1990) and of Tohidi and Jabbiri (2011). Autonomy refers to the need to be the master 

of one’s own choices, that is to say that the locus of control resides in the actor itself. 

Meaningfulness is the need to be authentic, that is to say to have coherence between 

one’s deeds and one’s values and beliefs. Competence refers to the ability of a persona 

to achieve one’s goal skillfully and to the capacity of gaining knowledge. And finally, 

impact alludes to the need to have a positive influence on one’s environment.  
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5 Analysis 
 

This chapter aims to present the reader the results of the coding procedures and 

analysis of the data which have been collected. Therefore, the categories created for 

both series of interviews will be defined and related to the theoretical field. 

 

5.1 Analysis of qualitative data: First series of interviews with 
founders and an employee of the collaborative movement 
 

 
 

Table 6: Categories created from the first series of interviews 

 

Categories Description Sub-categories 

Passion Description or mention of an 

active involvement in one’s 

strong interest. 

Description or mention of a 

strong interest in a certain 

problematic, an activity or a 

phenomenon. 

Description or mention of a 

desire to work with this 

interest. 

Knowledge Description or mention of 

obtaining knowledge. 

Description or mention of a 

desire to learn. 

Description or mention of 

actual learning effects. 

Self-development Description or mention of a 

feeling of personal growth or 

well-being. 

Description or mention of a 

desire to develop oneself. 

Description or mention of 

actual development of oneself. 

Positive impact Description or mention of a 

feeling of touching people’s 

lives. 

Description or mention of a 

desire to touch people’s lives. 

Description or mention of an 

actual effect on people’s lives. 

Transformational Description or mention of a Description or mention of a 
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From the analysis of the different interviews with the founders or employees acting 

within the collaborative movement, we have identified eight categories presented above 

in the summarizing table 6. After defining and explaining these categories, we will 

highlight their relations. 

  

5.1.1 Description of the categories 

 

The first category we found was related to passion. All of our interviewees had a strong 

interest in an activity, such as programming, a societal issue, such as food waste, or a 

phenomenon, such as idling capacities. We identified these passions either because they 

were clearly stated or because related expressions were repeated many times. For 

instance, Gary Oppenheimer mentioned several times the waste of food. We therefore 

concluded that this problem was one of his drivers to found and work for 

AmpleHarvest.org. We also found out that all of them did not only have a passion but 

also had the will to make a living out of it, to work in relation with their passion. Dan 

Newman, for instance, talked about ‘authentic passions’ and said that working with 

these is ‘the best work you can do’. Thus, we distinguished in this category the fact to 

have such an interest and, on the other hand, the will to be professionally involved in 

this passion.  

impact feeling of changing one’s 

environment, changing 

behaviours or changing 

mindsets. 

desire to trigger this change. 

Description or mention of an 

actual transformational effect. 

Opportunity Description or mention of 

seizing an opportunity in one’s 

environment. 

Group Description or mention of 

positive effects emerging from 

people’s interactions.  

Self-rule Description or mention of a 

desire to work for oneself. 

Practical 

convenience 

Description or mention of 

accessibility and easiness.  



Self-empowerment in the collaborative movement – Analysis 

 
59 

Gabillard & van der Heijden 

The notion of knowledge appeared many times in our data. Four of the interviewees 

repeatedly mentioned learning and lessons during their experience in the collaborative 

movement. One more time, we distinguished between two sub-categories. The first one 

is related to their stated desire to acquire new skills, develop their competence, whereas 

the second one includes the knowledge that they have actually acquired or developed. 

These two sub-categories are linked by the concept of learning but also differ from each 

other in the sense that the first one refers to a will or an expectation whereas the second 

one is related to a concrete experience. 

 

We also built a category around self-development. Even if it was rarely stated in these 

words, we have identified many expressions related to this concept, such as ‘grow as a 

person’ stated by Casey Fenton or ‘fulfilling’ and ‘rewarding’ used several times by 

Gee Chuang. We also wanted to distinguish between the desire and the concrete 

experience of this self-development, which is why we created two sub-categories. First, 

we identified an intrinsic need to develop oneself, illustrated by Casey Fenton, among 

others, who told us that he wanted to have an ‘interesting life’ and wanted to increase 

his possibilities. On the other hand, the second sub-category represents a result, an 

outcome of an experience or actions. Almost all of them told us to ‘feel happy’ about 

what they are doing or to have the impression to ‘do good’ for their community or the 

society. We interpreted these different statements about positive feelings about oneself 

or about one’s actions, together with an augmentation of possibilities and perspectives, 

as constituting elements of self-development. 

 

Impacting the world or one’s environment was another recurrent theme addressed 

during the interviews. However, from what has been said, we sensed a difference of 

intensity that led us to create two distinguished categories. The first one, called positive 

impact, refers to have a positive influence on people’s lives. Once again, we made a 

distinction between the desire and the results. Therefore, we created two sub-categories 

which are the will to touch people’s quality of life and the feeling of having actual 

effects on it. The elements of the first sub-category were clearly stated, when Gary 

Oppenheimer talked about ‘social responsibility’ for instance or when Dan Newman 

said that he wanted to ‘touch others in a positive way’. The impression of actual impact 

of the actors’ actions are assessed by Gee Chuang for example when he said that the 
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users ‘get value in three different ways’ by using Listia or by Casey Fenton, who stated 

that he saw persons having ‘powerful’ experiences thanks to Couchsurfing. 

 

 Another kind of effect was also mentioned by the interviewees. However, the elements 

of this category, transformational impact, had a higher degree of intensity in the sense 

that they were said to be ‘transformational’, ‘changing’ or had an ‘educational’ 

characteristic. The impacts mentioned went beyond touching people’s lives but had a 

more long-lasting effect on their behaviour or state of mind. Here again, we 

differentiated the will to do so and the actual result. Thus, we have identified several 

times a desire to ‘leave ripples’ as Gary Oppenheimer said, a will to ‘change perception 

and habits’ mentioned by Gee Chuang or to have ‘transformational qualities’ as stated 

by the co-founder of Couchsurfing. Some of the interviewees mentioned actual 

outcomes of their actions. Dan Newman, among others, talked about his company 

having for effect to ‘bring people to think about how much food they waste’. 

 

Furthermore, the analysis of our data led us to identify a sixth category. The latter 

encompasses the ability of the actors of the collaborative movement to perceive an 

unfulfilled need and to act on it. This notion of opportunity has been expressed by Gary 

Oppenheimer for example, saying that he ‘understood the potential, understood what the 

opportunity would be’. In the same way, Gee Chuang explained us that his co-founder 

and himself came up with the idea through their personal experience, noticing the 

inability of the existing organizations to respond to their need.  

 

The interviewees also mentioned several times the strength of groups, either in a context 

of community or of a team. Laura Ericksson emphasized the importance of being part of 

a community as she defined it as ‘a group of people with similar passion or interest’. 

This category is also linked to the notion of diversity within a group, as underlined by 

Gee Chuang: ‘We don’t want people that think like us. (…) You learn from people’. 

Casey Fenton also talked a lot about diversity as he considered it to ‘give more 

perspective in life’.  

 

We have also observed a strong sense of independence and a will to work for oneself 

amongst our participants, that we have grouped within the category self-rule. Indeed, as 

entrepreneurs, many of them mentioned their desire and their liking to be self-
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employed. Dan Newman told us that ‘it’s also a lot of fun to do it all by yourself’. Laura 

Ericksson, even if she is an employee, explained us that she could relate her work in 

Swissnex to entrepreneurship and that ‘autonomy was very important’ to her.  

 

Finally, when talking about their organizations, the interviewees underlined the 

importance for them to offer a service which would be easy, simple and accessible. 

Therefore, the category practical convenience does not concern the companies 

themselves, or their creation, but the use that is made of them. Thus, Dan Newman 

illustrated this importance given to these practical aspects as he only launched his 

organization years after having the idea of it, because the technology back then did not 

enable an easy and fast use of his service.  

  

5.1.2 Relations between the categories 

 

Although these categories have different characteristics, they are not completely 

independent from one another. Indeed, during their constructions, we have observed that 

some of them were linked to each other. 

 

One of the most obvious relations occurred between the two categories of impact, and 

the one of self-development. Indeed, from what the participants interviewed told us, the 

feeling of having a positive impact on the world, on the society or on a community 

seemed to increase the feeling of well-being, of personal satisfaction and of self-esteem. 

We clearly observed this causal relation when Casey Fenton told us ‘if I can inspire 

people to do amazing things as well, if I can be any part of that, I’d be very happy’. 

Gary Oppenheimer also said that it was a ‘really good thing’ for him to be able to look 

retrospectively and to see the change he, and his organization, enabled. 

 

There was another link between self-development and the ability to work with one’s 

interest, encompassed in the category of passion. It was put in evidence by Gee Chuang, 

who said ‘touching people’s lives is really the thing that drives me’ and that is a ‘very 

satisfying way to make your living, I’m really happy’. Laura Ericksson, who seemed to 

have a really strong interest for sustainable innovation, as she mentioned it many times 

during the interview, said that she was excited to be able to work on this topic. Thus, it 

appeared that, by being able to have a career within an area that they are passionate 

about, the participants seemed to increase their feeling of satisfaction. 
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Self-development may also be connected to the category of self-rule. Being in control of 

one’s own professional life seemed to help some of the interviewees to grow, to 

increase their well-being. Dan Newman for instance told us that doing everything all by 

himself made him realize what he really enjoys. Laura Ericksson, who has been able to 

create her own function at Swissnex, also told us that being autonomous was very 

important for her. Therefore, it led us to think that this fulfilled need of independence 

had an impact on her personal growth.  

 

All of the participants mentioned learning a lot during the entrepreneurial process. Thus, 

we felt a correlation between the categories of knowledge and of self-rule. Although 

they do not all clearly talked about working autonomously, all of them stated gaining 

knowledge in the context of their organization or post creation. Dan Newman for 

instance said that ‘having to do everything yourself (…) is a lot of work but you learn so 

much doing it, you learn so much doing every single aspect’.  

 

This relation between knowledge and entrepreneurial behaviour can be enriched with 

the category of group. Even though they work autonomously, they are not isolated but 

collaborate with other people, either partners, employees or other stakeholders. This 

cooperation also led them to acquire new skills, competences or knowledge in general. 

For instance, Gee Chuang told us that, although he likes to work on his own, ‘you learn 

from other people’. Gary Oppenheimer also said: ‘the connection between people is 

critical. You learn from them, they learn from you’. 

 

Figure 4, summarizing the relationships between categories, shows the convergence of 

almost all of them toward the one of self-development.  
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Figure 4: Relations between the categories related to the first series of interviews 

 

5.1.3 Analysis of the categories in a theoretical lens 

 

After having identified the main concepts emerging from our data and organized them 

into categories, we now analyze them through a theoretical lens in order to draw 

conclusions from them and, therefore, answer our research questions. We compared 

them to the previous theoretical concept of self-empowerment. We had defined it as an 

internal process whereby a persona leads oneself by fulfilling psychological needs. 

These needs, ruled by human agency, can be regrouped in four categories: autonomy, 

meaningfulness, competence and impact. Thus, we found similarities between these 

latter concepts and with some of our categories. Even though the practical convenience 

is interesting in the general scope of the collaborative movement, its characteristics and 

its related behaviors, it lacks of relevance in the frame of our research questions, which 

are: What does lead the actors of the collaborative movement to be part of it? To what 

extend do they empower themselves? 
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5.1.3.1 Human agency 

 

We have related our category of self-rule to the concept of autonomy. Indeed, the 

entrepreneurial behavior of our interviewees was expressed by their ability to work for 

oneself and their capacity to be in charge of the full process. These aptitudes seemed to 

answer the desire of being in control of one’s own choices, of one’s decisions, that is to 

say the need of autonomy as we defined it earlier. Moreover, the need of 

meaningfulness can be found in the category of passion. Indeed, we can consider that 

this need is fulfilled when one works in line with one’s values and beliefs. Even if the 

notion of passion does not perfectly fit one’s convictions, it is in the examples of our 

interviewees, quite coherent. In fact, their passions are not simple hobbies but consist of 

strong interest and will in developing solutions for societal issues or phenomenon such 

as waste of food or environmental sustainability. In that sense, they can be related to 

beliefs. Thus, when the actors work with their ‘authentic passions’, as Dan Newman 

called them, they seem to create meaning for themselves. Furthermore, as the 

participants of our interviews developed new competences and skills along with the 

entrepreneurial process, they have been able to achieve their goals more skilfully. 

Therefore, we can relate the category of knowledge to the need of competence, that is to 

say the need of feeling capable of fulfilling a mission or a task. Finally, the last link 

between the needs attached to self-empowerment and our categories was obvious as 

they were assigned the same name. Indeed, we have observed strong commonalities 

between the categories of transformational and positive impact and the need of impact. 

Even though a difference of degree exists between the two categories, they both refer to 

an influence on one’s environment, exactly as the associated need expresses. Therefore, 

the categories created can be linked to human agency, as its components, autonomy, 

meaningfulness, competence and impact, were identified in the analysis. 

 

5.1.3.2 Self-empowerment 

  

We have developed the category of self-development which includes the feelings of 

fulfilment, personal growth, achievement and of personal improvement of our 

interviewees. We felt a connection with our general concept of self-empowerment. On 

one hand, this notion is characterized by the four needs of autonomy, meaningfulness, 

competence and impact. On the other hand, the axial coding led us to connect the 

category of self-development to the ones of positive and transformational impact, self-
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rule and passion. Our intuition was therefore confirmed as these three categories were 

then linked to the different needs associated to self-empowerment. Thus, as the 

components of self-empowerment are linked to the categories influencing the self-

development, a parallel can be drawn between our theoretical concept and the category. 

The logic path leading us to connect self-empowerment and self-development is 

illustrated in figure 5. 

 

 

Figure 5: Logic links leading to the connection between self-development and self-empowerment 

 

5.1.3.3 Effectuation 

 

An unexpected finding that the analysis of our data led us to discover is that all the 

founders that we interviewed used effectuation in order to create their organization. The 

concept of effectuation, developed among others by Sarasvathy (2001), designates an 

entrepreneurial process whereby one uses a particular set of means consisting of what 

one knows, whom one knows and who one is. The first mean involves one’s 

competences and skills. The second one refers to one’s networks and the last one to 

one’s interests, tastes and personality. The entrepreneur uses this set of means combined 

with one’s ability to ‘discover and use contingencies’ (Sarasvathy 2001, p. 251). All of 

our interviewees seized an opportunity upon which they could act using their skills, 

their passion and the help of their network. The story of Gary Oppenheimer, the founder 

of AmpleHarvest.org, symbolizes perfectly this effectuation process. He cultivated his 
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own fruits and vegetables and, after realizing that he had too much for his own use, tried 

to give them away to a local food pantry. When he was told that, for logistical reasons, 

it was impossible, he ‘connected the dots’ as he said. Indeed, as a ‘geek’ as he called 

himself, he had the necessary skills to create an online platform that would enable food 

pantries and food growers to be directly connected. Therefore, he used his skills, his 

interests and his will to have a positive impact on his community in order to take 

advantage of this spotted opportunity. Thus, the theoretical concept of effectuation can 

be identified in our category of opportunity, combined with the ones of passion and 

knowledge.  

 

5.1.3.4 Network and empowerment 

 

The statements of our interviewees highlighting the benefits and the necessity of being 

part of a community or a team led us to build a category called group. Although the 

notion of self-empowerment is an intrinsic process, the larger notion of empowerment 

can be developed in relation with others. Indeed, Perkins and Zimmerman (1995) 

highlighted that cooperating with others in order to achieve a certain goal was one of the 

pillars of the notion. Our intuition about the importance of diversity in this category 

could be strengthened by the theory of Granovetter about weak ties (1973). He argued 

that a network characterized by an important number of weak ties, that is to say a 

relationship between two persons whose intensity and frequency are relatively low, 

would access more resources than a network with more strong ties. This theory is 

justified by the fact that, if two individuals have a close relationship and interact 

regularly, they are more likely to share the same kind of resources than two persons 

having a weaker connection. The diversity of personae within a network would 

therefore increase the potential of this network. In the context of the collaborative 

movement, which is highly digitalized and where, consequently, people from different 

backgrounds connect easily, the characteristics of diversity of the communities 

enhances their empowering effects. Casey Fenton for instance mentioned the power of 

diversity in a group that shared a common interest. Indeed, in the early days of 

Couchsurfing, he created temporary collectives in different countries. People were 

gathering from all over the world in order to work on and develop different aspects of 

the company. According to him, diversity enables actors to broaden their perspectives 

and options and, working like a mirror, gives them the possibility to ‘learn about 

yourself. Then, you get to improve yourself’. 
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5.2 Analysis of quantitative data: questionnaire amongst users of 
Couchsurfing 

 

This following section concerns the analysis of our quantitative data. We launched a 

questionnaire aiming to identify the main motivations for the users of Couchsurfing for 

participating in its community. 102 persons started to fulfil the questionnaire but only 

63 finished it. The collected sample was treated as a population but is non-

representative and therefore the results cannot be generalized. We have compared our 

findings to two other studies in order to check the coherence of our results with theirs. 

One of these studies was led in 2014 by Havas Worldwide Studies about the sharing 

economy in general and surveyed 10,574 persons in 29 countries from all continents. 

The second one was led by Elena Denaro in the frame of her Master thesis in 2013. Her 

questionnaire was directed to users of Couchsurfing and Airbnb and received 154 

responses. 

 

5.2.1 Demographics of our sample 

 

From the respondents of our questionnaire, 54% were female and 46% were male. Thus, 

there was a balance between the genders, as illustrated in figure 6. 

 

Figure 6: Gender of the respondents of the questionnaire 

 

 A large majority of them can be considered as millenials as 77% were between 18 and 

34 years old, as shown in figure 7. 
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Figure 7: Age of the respondents of the questionnaire 

 

This result is coherent with our secondary data extracted from both studies mentioned 

above. Havas Worldwide studies (2014) indeed identified the generation Y to be the 

most involved in the sharing economy and more than 80% of Elena Denaro’s survey 

respondents were 35 or younger (2013).  

 

An equal part of the respondents of our questionnaire, 40%, were students or 

employees, as illustrated in figure 8. 

 

 

Figure 8: Occupation of the respondents of the questionnaire 
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5.2.2 Motivations 

 
5.2.2.1 Social benefits 

 

During the construction of our questionnaire, we thought of different reasons for using 

Couchsurfing and one of them was social benefits. In question 8, where the respondents 

had to agree or disagree with given statements, several of them were linked to this 

particular motivation. We included in this category both network aspects and cultural 

interests. Our assumption was confirmed by our results as it was the main motivation 

that the panel came up with when it had to state spontaneously their personal reasons for 

using Couchsurfing. Indeed, more than half of the respondents mentioned social 

benefits and it represented 65% of the first motivations for using the online platform. 

Among these social benefits, the most important one seemed to be exchanging with 

others. In fact, 91% of the respondents confirmed that their curiosity about others was 

part of their motivations and 88% agreed with the statement ‘I use Couchsurfing to 

exchange with people from other cultures (dialogues, food, music…)’. These results are 

consistent with the ones of Elena Denaro’s study (2013). Indeed, her survey also 

revealed social motivations to be the most important ones among Couchsurfing users. 

However, the social aspect seems to be secondary in the larger frame of the 

collaborative movement as only 43% of the Havas Worldwide study report’ respondents 

declared to be motivated by the possibility of meeting new people (2014). Although this 

last figure is an interesting input for answering our research questions, it maybe not 

entirely comparable with our study in this particular case. Indeed, the collaborative 

movement does not only involve organizations alike Couchsurfing but consist of many 

different initiatives in different sectors. Although most of them include an interaction 

among users, it does not always lead to an actual meeting between them.  

 

5.2.2.2 Personal growth and learning 

 

Almost one quarter of the respondents spontaneously saw personal growth and learning 

as motivational factors for using Couchsurfing. Thus, it represented the second most 

important one. In this category, we included both mentions of personal values and 

acquired knowledge. Moreover, 95% of the panel agreed with the statement ‘I use 

Couchsurfing in order to learn about other’s culture’. Two other statements concerning 

helping others and practicing personal values also received a large majority of 
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agreements with respectively 76% and 65%. Our results are coherent with the ones of 

Havas Worldwide (2014) as 13% of their respondents assessed ‘feeling active and 

useful’ as the most important aspect for participating in the sharing economy, as they 

defined the phenomenon. Additionally, 53% of them considered this feeling to be one of 

the appealing factors of the economy (Havas Worldwide 2014).  

 

5.2.2.3 Economic motivations 

 

The third motivational factor that we identified, and that was given by the respondents, 

was the ability to save money by using Couchsurfing. This aspect was emphasized by 

almost 12% of the participants of the questionnaire, and represented about 20% of the 

most important motivations to use Couchsurfing. Indeed, the platform allows its users to 

save accommodation expenses but does not enable a transfer of money between hosts 

and guests. The irrelevance of using the website as an income source was confirmed by 

our results. In fact, only 8% agreed with the fact that they expected money 

compensations in exchange of their hospitality. Our findings concerning the importance 

of the economic motivations are less important than the ones of the two other studies 

used as secondary data. Indeed, Elena Denaro (2013) found that more than 80% of the 

survey’s respondents using Couchsurfing as guests agreed on the economical incentives 

of the platform against 10% for hosts. On the other hand, 69% of the Havas Worldwide 

(2014) study’s panel thought that saving money was an appealing aspect of the sharing 

economy and 32% assessed it as the most appealing one.  

 

5.2.2.4 The specific features of the experience  

 

The last aspect that we identified as a possible motivational factor was the alternative 

and local characteristics of the experiences enabled by Couchsurfing. Although only 5% 

of the questionnaire participants mentioned this reason spontaneously, 91% of them 

agreed with the statement ‘I use Couchsurfing because I like an alternative way of 

travelling’ and 88% approved that they used the platform to visit a town with the 

perspective of locals. These figures are not as important in the findings of Havas 

Worldwide study (2014). Indeed, their results showed that only 39% of the panel 

perceived having an interesting experience as an appealing aspect of the sharing 

economy.  
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Our questionnaire also involved questions about the respondents’ participation in the 

community as well as their use of Airbnb, the monetized equivalent of Couchsurfing. 

These elements were aimed to be crossed with motivations stated by the respondents. 

However no significant pattern has been identified. 

 

5.3 Analysis of qualitative data: second series of interviews with users 
of Couchsurfing 

 

From the analysis of the five interviews led with users of Couchsurfing, we have 

identified seven categories presented hereunder in the summarizing table 7. After 

defining and explaining these categories, we will highlight their relations. 

 

Table 7: Categories created from the first series of interviews 

Categories Description Sub-categories 

Local culture Description or mention of 

experiencing or sharing a 

local culture.  

Description or mention of a 

desire to experience or 

share a local culture by the 

use of Couchsurfing. 

Description or mention of 

experiencing or sharing a 

local culture as an outcome 

of the use of Couchsurfing. 

Knowledge Description or mention of 

obtaining or sharing 

knowledge. 

Description or mention of a 

desire of obtaining or 

sharing knowledge by the 

use of Couchsurfing. 

Description or mention of 

obtaining or sharing 

knowledge as an outcome 

of the use of Couchsurfing. 

Positive outcome Description or mention of a 

positive feeling and/or 

experience obtained by the 

use of Couchsurfing. 
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Social motivation Description or mention of 

social relations as a reason 

for using Couchsurfing. 

Values Description or mention of 

values as a reason for using 

Couchsurfing. 

Economic motivation Description or mention of 

financial reasons for using 

Couchsurfing or not.  

 

Similar mindset Description or mention of 

shared ideas or behaviours 

of Couchsurfing users. 

 

 

5.3.1 Description of the categories 

 

One of the aspects that all the users of Couchsurfing interviewed mentioned several 

times is the ability to experience or to share one’s culture. All the words and 

expressions used in order to express this aspect were gathered in the category that we 

called local culture. This cultural motivation was stated from both points of view, that is 

to say as a host and as a guest. Indeed, several of our interviewees talked about their 

desire to make their guests discover their region or city, ‘to show them around’ as Dano 

Pianesi said. From a guest’s point of view, Thomas Garel explained it as the ability ‘to 

directly dive into one’s culture, to be surrounded by locals’. Almost all of them opposed 

the use of Couchsurfing to a more traditional tourism and emphasized a more authentic 

way of travelling. Félix Le Méhauté, for example, told us that ‘when you stay at 

someone’s place, you discover the real city, the real environment and not the touristic 

aspects as you can have when you stay at a hotel’. Thomas Garel also underlined the 

easier access to the local culture enabled by staying with a host instead of renting a hotel 

room. Although they all talked about the cultural aspect, we sensed a difference 

between the participants mentioning it as a desire, an aspect that they were looking for 

by using Couchsurfing, and the ones who saw it as an effect but had no particular 

expectations about it. Yonglin Jia for instance, talked several times about a ‘surprise’ in 

the context of his discoveries enabled by his host. 
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All of the interviewees mentioned learning a lot during their experiences with 

Couchsurfing, as represented in the category of knowledge. This notion was often 

accompanied with the word ‘sharing’ which implied that the flow of knowledge 

occurred in both directions, from the host to the guest and the other way around. All the 

participants talked about learning as an outcome of their Couchsurfing experiences but 

it was also mentioned as a motivation. Therefore, it led us to distinguish between the 

two sub-categories of desire and effect. Indeed, Félix Le Méhauté invoked his ‘thirst for 

learning’ and his ‘curiosity’. Beyond learning about one’s culture or one’s country, 

some of the interviewees mentioned a more personal level of knowledge acquired, as 

Dano Pianesi, who talked about his change of perspective created by his experiences 

with Couchsurfing.  

 

When talking about their experiences with Couchsurfing, all of the participants evoked 

positive feelings and adjectives such as ‘nice’, ‘fun’, ‘interesting’, ‘glad’ or ‘happy’. We 

gathered these aspects in the category positive outcome. Although the possibility of bad 

experiences was mentioned, it seemed to have no influence in the use of the platform. 

As Thomas Garel explained ‘there is no aspect that would make me stop using it, we 

can have bad experiences everywhere’. In order to prevent themselves from this risk, 

they all talked about the reference system and checking guest’s or host’s profile before 

interacting. In this category, we also included statements about positive feelings and 

outcomes with a higher intensity than the ones already mentioned. Indeed, words like 

‘rewarding’, ‘enriching’ or ‘personal enrichment’ were used and repeated by four of the 

interviewees. Therefore, the positive outcome would also influence the level of self-

development. 

 

The most important category that we identified in the interviews was the one of social 

motivations. In fact, all of the participants evoked the social interactions as their first 

reason for using Couchsurfing, which is coherent with the statistics extracted from our 

survey and from our secondary data. They all stated to be interested in talking with 

people, meeting new persons and even creating friendships. For two of them, we 

perceived from their storytelling that Couchsurfing was used in order to fulfil a social 

need that they lacked in their personal life. Dano Pianesi told us that ‘Couchsurfing is 

the balance that I need in my work life’. Furthermore, Pavel Reich explained that he 
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used especially Couchsurfing when his wife was abroad because he felt alone and 

bored.  

 

The fifth category identified, values, is based on the ability of the interviewees to act 

according to notions that are important for them. The words ‘sharing’ and ‘helping’ 

were repeated a particularly large amount of time by several of the participants. They 

were related to experiences enabled by Couchsurfing and permitted them to practice 

these values. Yonglin Jia for instance told us that ‘helping people is a thing that I like 

doing when I can’. Dano Pianesi also explained us that hosting travellers, helping them, 

gave him the feeling to make the world around him a better place.  

 

Another category that we identified concerned the economic motivations. Although they 

were invoked by all the participants, they had not the same importance. Three of them 

mentioned that saving money by staying at someone’s place was part of their reasons 

for using Couchsurfing but was not the most important one. On the other hand, the two 

other interviewees mentioned that the economic factor was completely irrelevant for 

them. But they also stated that they did not ‘struggle financially’, as said by Dano 

Pianesi, and understood that this platform could be used in order to limit 

accommodation expenses during a trip.  

 

The last category created involved the mentions of a certain mindset shared by the users 

of Couchsurfing. Félix Le Méhauté for instance, mentioned a chart, setting certain rules 

for behaving, which is not written but that ‘the people who do it, they know’. Dano 

Pianesi also told us that, through his many experiences as a host, he had ‘a clear view of 

‘the people who are on Couchsurfing generally speaking. 85% of them are very open-

minded’. Although Pavel Reich is aware that some of the Couchsurfers use the service 

‘as a free hostel’, the reference system is used as a filter to meet people on the same 

level.  

 

5.3.2 Relations between the categories 

 

Some of the categories that emerged from our coding procedures are linked to each 

other. Indeed, the interviewees have made connection between different aspects of their 

experiences with Couchsurfing and we interpreted these connections in terms of 

relations amongst different categories.  
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The categories of local culture and of social motivations are closely tied. Indeed, even if 

they were clearly stated as distinct reasons for using Couchsurfing, they were almost 

always associated to each other in the narratives of our interviewees. In fact, their social 

needs led them to stay at a local’s place, who therefore gave them a better access to the 

culture of the country and of the city. Conversely, their curiosity towards a specific 

culture led them to be hosted and, therefore, to create social links with their host. Dano 

Pianesi, for instance, told us about his will to meet locals and to ‘see the world through 

their eyes’. Yonglin Jia also clearly mentioned this link when he said ‘it’s always nice 

to meet someone new, and who you can show the city around’. 

 

Together, these categories are also linked to the one of knowledge. Indeed, when our 

interviewees talked about learning and discoveries, it was always through conversations 

with their host (or guest) or through their advices. Pavel Reich told us, in the context of 

his meetings with locals, that it helped him to ‘understand how the country works’. 

Félix Le Méhauté also said that ‘you always have something to learn when foreigners 

come to your home’.  

 

These categories are all, individually and collectively, linked to the category of positive 

outcome. Indeed, these three elements constituted the core of our interviewees’ 

experiences and were related to positive feeling, even personal enrichment sometimes. 

Félix Le Méhauté told us, for example, that he found ‘human and cultural enrichment’ 

in his exchanges with other Couchsurfers. Thomas Garel also told us that he believed 

his experiences with Couchsurfing were ‘more enriching than going alone to a hotel’. 

Even without mentioning deep personal level, positive feelings rose in the context of 

these experiences such as ‘nice’, ‘glad’, or as Dano Pianesi said ‘it’s very cool, I have a 

lot of fun’.  

 

Two other categories seem to have relations with one another. Indeed, our interviewees 

have several times associated positive feelings or personal enrichment to their capacity 

to act according to their beliefs, to their ability to put their values in practice. Therefore, 

we identified a relationship between the two categories of values and of positive 

outcome. This link appeared in statements such as ‘helping people (…) is very 
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rewarding’ mentioned by Yonglin Jia. Dano Pianesi also said, talking about helping 

others, ‘it makes me feel very happy’.  

 

Figure 9, summarizing the relationships between categories, shows the convergence of 

almost all of them toward the one of positive outcome.  

 

 

Figure 9: Relations between the categories related to the second series of interviews 

 

5.3.3 Analysis of the categories in a theoretical lens 

 

In the same logic used for the first series of interviews led with founders and an 

employee of the collaborative movement, we now will link our categories to the 

theoretical framework of self-empowerment and community.  

 

5.3.3.1 Human agency 

 

During our different readings and observations, we developed an assumption which was 

that the actors participating in the collaborative movement were able to fulfil some of 

their psychological needs. We theorized it through the notion of self-empowerment, 

which involved four aspects: autonomy, meaningfulness, competence and impact. 
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Through the analysis of our data, we developed categories and identified parallels 

between some of them and the four aspects of self-empowerment.  

 

Firstly, we saw similarities between the notions of meaningfulness and impact with our 

category of values, which was constructed on the basis of mentions or descriptions by 

the participants of a certain set of values and of their ability to put it into practice by 

using Couchsurfing. The link with meaningfulness was obvious as its definition is 

almost similar to the description of the category. The link between impact and values is 

less visible but was still present in the stories told by some of our interviewees. Indeed, 

the ability to help others, and therefore to have an impact on their lives, was mentioned 

several times. Dano Pianesi also insisted on ‘making the world a better place’. 

Secondly, the category of knowledge, which included the desire and the ability to learn, 

can be related to the concept of competence. Indeed, the use of Couchsurfing by the 

participants seemed to have influenced their need of competence as they have been able 

to share and acquire knowledge.  

 

5.3.3.2 Self-empowerment 

 

During the interviews, several of the participants mentioned fulfilling social needs by 

hosting other Couchsurfers. This need, that was not initially present in our definition of 

self-empowerment, can nevertheless be associated to it. Indeed, although it is not 

included in the notion of human agency, the social aspect can be related to the 

psychological needs that are involved in the self-empowering process. Moreover, a 

parallel can be drawn between our concept of self-empowerment and the category of 

positive outcome. Indeed, several interviewees used the words ‘personal enrichment’ 

and ‘rewarding’ which can be associated to a feeling of personal growth and of self-

esteem and therefore to self-empowerment. Furthermore, this connection is reinforced 

by the influence of other categories on this positive outcome, as shown in figure 9. 

These categories have been also linked to certain elements of self-empowerment. The 

category of positive outcome can therefore be, to a certain degree, connected to the 

notion of self-empowerment. Figure 10 illustrates the logic path that led us to link the 

concept of self-empowerment to the category of positive outcome. 
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Figure 10: Logic links leading to the connection between positive outcome and self-empowerment 

 

5.3.3.3 Community 

 

Couchsurfing defines itself as an online community for travellers (Couchsurfing 2015). 

We found this notion of community in our interviews. Indeed, if we refer to the work of 

McMillan and Chavis (1986), we can find similarities with the sense of community 

explained by the authors and what the interviewees told us. One of the elements of the 

community building is called membership, defined as ‘the feeling that one has invested 

part of oneself to become a member’ (McMillan & Chavis 1986, p. 9). This personal 

investment has been underlined by several of the participants. Félix Le Méhauté for 

instance, said ‘you have to give a bit of yourself, and it’s normal’. Dano Pianesi also 

mentioned the necessity of personal investment for the well functioning of the platform. 

Moreover, a certain group of people can be considered as part of a community if they 

share ‘attitudes or interests’ (Oxford Dictionary 2014). The similar mindset emphasized 

by the interviewees would therefore confirm Couchsurfing being a community. 

Researchers, such as Taijfel and Turner (as cited in Amichai-Hamburger, McKenna & 

Tal 2008), underlined the empowering effects of being part of such a community, where 

its members share interests and ideas. Additionally to enhancing self-esteem, the social 

contacts enabled by the community are also of great importance in this empowerment 

process (Amichai-Hamburger, McKenna & Tal 2008). These social interactions have 
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been clearly stated by the interviewees and gathered in the category of social 

motivations.  

 

5.3.4 Summary of the analysis  

 

Table 8 presents an overview of the findings that derived from the analysis of our data. 

They are divided according to the degree of involvement of the actors interviewed and 

according to their characteristics. Indeed, some elements refer to the motivations of the 

actors for being part of the collaborative movement whereas other elements highlight 

their self-empowerment process.  

 

Table 8: Summarized motivations and their links to theory 

 

Founders and employee Users of Couchsurfing 

Categories Related concepts Categories Related concepts 

Opportunity Effectuation Knowledge Competence 

Passion Meaningfulness Values Meaningfulness and 

Impact 

Knowledge Competence Positive outcome Self-empowerment 

Self-rule Autonomy Social motivation  

Positive impact Impact Local culture  

Transformational 

impact 

Impact Economic 

motivation 

 

Self-development Self-empowerment Similar mindset  

Group    

Practical convenience    

 

Thus, open and axial coding procedures led us to identify several categories for each 

group of participants, nine for the series of interviews with the founders and the 

employee of the collaborative movement and seven for the group of users of 

Couchsurfing. Then, the study of the relations between the categories made appear a 

convergence of almost all categories of each group toward a unique one: self-

development for the first group and positive outcome for the second one. Therefore, 

these two categories became our core categories. Afterwards, we studied these 
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categories and related them to existing theories that we had already used before, such as 

self-empowerment, but also new ones, such as effectuation or community. It appeared 

that many categories were related to psychological needs characterising the process of 

self-empowerment. For instance, the desire and the ability to work with one’s passion, 

regrouped under the category of passion, were strongly linked to the need of 

meaningfulness. Similarly, the desire and the ability to obtain and share knowledge 

stated by the users of Couchsurfing was related to the need of competence. As the 

categories pointing toward the two core categories were associated to components of 

self-empowerment, we identified a strong relation between this notion and the main 

categories of self-development and positive outcome (as shown in figures 5 and 10). 
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6 Conclusion 
 

This chapter is aimed to provide the reader a summary of our research process and the 

conclusions that have been drawn. Then, we will reflect on our work. At last, we will 

give suggestions for further researches in the field of academics to continue the path 

that we started. 

 

6.1 Bringing answers to our research questions 
 

Our thesis reflects our will to try to highlight the personal motivations enabling the 

collaborative movement to emerge and the effects of the particular characteristics of this 

movement on its actors. Our work process was based on a constant interaction between 

theoretical researches and empirical observations and data, accordingly to the grounded 

theory. This permanent back and forth between the theoretical and empirical level 

enabled us to construct new concepts and to analyze the collected data in the lens of 

these notions, that is to say the collaborative movement and self-empowerment. Our 

core concepts being anchored in a social context, we believed that the best approach to 

study this phenomenon was to start our study from observations and data retrieved 

directly from it. Therefore, we have used primary and secondary data. Indeed, we led 

two series of interviews with actors acting within the movement, but with different 

participation levels, and launched a questionnaire. We compared these findings to the 

ones of previous studies. Through various coding procedures (Strauss and Corbin 1998), 

suggested by our chosen methodology, we have analyzed these findings and tried to 

answer our research questions: what does lead the actors of the collaborative movement 

to be part of it? To what extent do they empower themselves?  

 

During our research process, we decided to assess these elements on actors having a 

different level of involvement in the collaborative movement. Therefore, the 

conclusions are drawn distinctively before being compared.  

 

Thus, the analysis made of the interviews with founders and an employee led us to 

identify and understand what would lead these actors of the collaborative movement to 

be highly involved in it. The triggering component would be the seizing of an 

opportunity which, in coherence with the effectuation process, is combined with the 

desire to work with one’s passions, interests and with one’s skills and competences. In 
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the same logic of entrepreneurship, the need of autonomy is also an important 

motivational factor. Finally, the will to have an impact on one’s environment and to 

change mindsets or habits seems to lead the actors to take part in this movement. The 

fulfilment of these needs would therefore strengthen their level of self-empowerment. 

We have indeed identified several elements in the storytelling of the interviewees that 

led us to conclude that they achieved to meet their expectations. These different 

motivations were then strongly linked to the components of self-empowerment, that is 

to say autonomy, meaningfulness, competence and impact, as well as to the 

empowering effects of one’s network. We can then conclude that, by taking part of the 

collaborative movement, the actors enable themselves to meet some of their 

psychological needs and therefore, reach a certain level of self-empowerment. The 

elements that let us to identity a link to self-empowerment were both stated as results 

and expectations or motivations. Thus, self-empowerment is both the result of the 

involvement of the actors in the collaborative movement and its motivation.  

 

Then, the analysis of the quantitative and qualitative data retrieved from users of 

Couchsurfing led us to draw several conclusions. First of all, the users of Couchsurfing 

seem to be driven by different motivations. The most important ones would be the 

social motivations, the desire to learn and to share one’s knowledge as well as the 

ability to act with one’s values. Even though the cultural aspect has been quoted many 

times, it is related to the contingencies of Couchsurfing and is more an element of both 

social and knowledge categories than a motivational factor itself. Moreover, by meeting 

these expectations, the users of Couchsurfing seem to fulfil some of their needs on 

social, impact, meaningfulness and competence levels. Therefore, we can conclude that, 

to a certain extent, and accordingly to their expectations, the users of Couchsurfing 

empower themselves.  

 

Thus, it seems that the difference of degree of involvement in the collaborative 

movement implies dissimilarities in the motivations of the actors and in their process of 

self-empowerment. Although all the actors seem to be motivated by a will of learning, 

acting accordingly to their values and having a positive impact on their environment, 

the difference of roles hold in the movement entails different expectations. Indeed, the 

Couchsurfers make use of the platform in their leisure time, which would explain their 

social motivations. On the other hand, the participants of our first series of interviews 
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make their living out of the collaborative movement and their level of involvement is 

therefore higher. Although they are also driven by their passion, entrepreneurship and 

therefore the need of autonomy, is highly important for them. This difference of 

participation degree in the movement also implies a different intensity in its 

empowering effects. Indeed, even though similar needs are fulfilled for both groups of 

actors, such as impact, meaningfulness and competence, we sensed variability in their 

intensity. Because of the more powerful statements retrieved from the first series of 

interviews, we felt that the founders and the employee working within the collaborative 

movement had reached a higher level of self-empowerment than the users of 

Couchsurfing. This difference can be explained by the amount of time, energy and 

money devoted for this movement, which is obviously higher in the first series than in 

the second one.  

 

Thus, self-empowerment constitutes both a motivation for the actors’ involvement in 

the movement and its consequence. Indeed, even if this might be unconscious, the 

motivations stated by the participants were related to a desire to fulfil one’s 

psychological needs. And, by meeting their expectations, the actors empower 

themselves. However, this self-empowerment depends on one’s degree of involvement.  

 

We would like the reader to be aware that these results need to be relativized. Indeed, 

even though we felt a difference of degree in the self-empowerment of the actors, this 

difference is hardly quantifiable but it was also never in our intention to try to quantify 

this concept. Moreover, we do not have the pretention for our results to be generalized. 

We consider them as a first step toward a path that needs to be continued in further 

researches. Furthermore, one of our intentions was to assess the differences of 

motivations and of self-empowering effects between actors with a different degree of 

involvement. The two categories of actors interviewed had, indeed, different levels of 

participation, but we are aware that our panel of users of Couchsurfing is probably more 

involved in the community than the majority of its users. This can bias our results if the 

participation level changes the motivational factors. It appears indeed that the two 

aspects are linked. In fact, the economic motivation was stated by 12% of the 

respondents of our questionnaire. However, none of the volunteers for interviews, that is 

to say probably the most involved of our questionnaire, cited this motivation. Finally, 

the characteristics of the collaborative movement that we identified as enabling its 
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actors to empower themselves are not inherent uniquely to this movement. Indeed, 

acting accordingly to one’s values and passions, or the autonomy related to 

entrepreneurial behaviours can be found beyond the boundaries of this movement. 

However, the fact that it brings these elements together enables its actors to empower 

themselves. We however feel that our results are representative of the collaborative 

movement and its actors. Indeed, we had the chance to interview pioneers of this 

movement, such as Casey Fenton or Gary Oppenheimer, who participated and 

witnessed its birth and its development. Thus, we think that their opinion and their 

experience gave us an accurate picture of the collaborative movement. 

 

6.2 Reflections about our path 
 

We started this research because of our interest for what we have identified as the 

collaborative movement. We could recognize ourselves in the ideas and the values held 

by this movement and its actors. During this process, we learned a lot. We learned about 

this movement. We learned about academic research. We learned about ourselves. 

Reflecting about our path made us realize that we actually empowered ourselves by 

writing this thesis. We were able to work independently on a subject that we are 

passionate about. Moreover, we acquired new competences and knowledge that gave us 

the feeling to really have an impact on the academic field.  This path made us 

understand and experience what our head of the program, Dr. Pr. Philippe Daudi, calls 

the emancipatory dimension of writing, that enabled us not only to grow as researchers 

but also as persona. Given our passion for our subject, studying and writing about it 

strengthened our convictions but also made us more aware of its underlying 

foundations. It gave us even more energy to keep working on our future, doing 

something meaningful for us. Creating meaning in our lives could occur by working for 

the collaborative movement, helping to spread it but also to improve it. Indeed, we 

firstly believe that its founding ideology makes it more than a trend with an expiration 

date. It is to us a highly interesting current that could help to change mindset and habits 

towards a more social, environmental and economical sustainable society. Moreover, 

we are aware of some practices from organizations that we do not consider as being part 

of the collaborative movement but which are associated to the sharing economy, such as 

Uber or Airbnb. Therefore, we think there is still a lot to be done for regulating the 

practices of this movement in order to make it acceptable and usable for as much people 

as possible and, above all, to keep it coherent with its ideology.  Finally, our results 
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confirmed our feeling about the actors of the collaborative movement being happy with 

their work. Traditional organizations could therefore inspire themselves from the 

practices and the functioning of the movement in order to respond to their current issue 

about demotivated and alienated employees. 

 

6.3 Suggestions for further researches 
 

Even though we believe this study presents interesting insights of a field that has been 

rarely researched, particularly with the angle of motivations and leading oneself, this 

work must be continued.  

 

Moreover, we think it would be interesting to compare the self-empowerment of the 

highly-involved actors to the one of entrepreneurs working in traditional fields. In fact, 

we do not know if the self-empowerment in the collaborative movement is mainly due 

to the fact that it enables people to work accordingly to their set of values or because of 

its entrepreneurial characteristics. We therefore suggest a comparative study between 

entrepreneurs acting within this movement and entrepreneurs of the classic economy.  

 

Finally, we think that it would be highly interesting for researchers to continue 

observing the practices occurring in this movement and their effects on these actors. If 

our results are confirmed, and if the self-empowering effects that we observed can be 

attributed to the entire movement, and not only to its entrepreneurial characteristics, the 

collaborative movement could represent an interesting alternative to our current 

economical model or could at least present elements of answers to the societal and 

economical issues faced nowadays.  

.  
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Appendices 
 

Appendix A Questionnaire addressed to users of Couchsurfing 
 
Hello!  First of all, thank you for answering our questionnaire! It will take you 5 to 10 

minutes to complete the questionnaire. We - Coline Gabillard and Thomas van der 

Heijden - are two students from Linnaeus University, Sweden.  Currently we are writing 

our thesis about the sharing economy with a special focus on Couchsurfing. We are 

curious about the reasons that motivate people to take part in such a community. During 

the following questionnaire, we kindly ask you to express your personal opinion and 

experience about Couchsurfing. All the answers are treated in an anonymous and 

confidential manner under the supervision of Dr. Philippe Daudi, head of the MSc. 

Leadership and Management Program at Linnaeus University. If you have any 

questions or comments, please feel free to send them to coline.gabillard@gmail.com     

A note on privacy This survey is anonymous. The record of your survey responses does 

not contain any identifying information about you, unless a specific survey question 

explicitly asked for it. If you used an identifying token to access this survey, please rest 

assured that this token will not be stored together with your responses. It is managed in 

a separate database and will only be updated to indicate whether you did (or did not) 

complete this survey. There is no way of matching identification tokens with survey 

responses. 

 

Q2 How long have you been using Couchsurfing? 
 Less than 1 year (1) 

 Between 1 and 2 years (2) 

 Between 2 and 3 years (3) 

 More than 3 years (4) 

 

Q3 On average, how many times per year do you host guests at your place? 
 I do not host guests (1) 

 Once or twice (2) 

 Between 3 and 5 times (3) 

 More than 5 times (4) 

 

Q4  On average, how many times per year do you ‘Surf’ (that is to say to stay at another 

member’s place)? 
 I do not Surf (1) 

 Once or twice (2) 

 Between 3 and 5 times (3) 

 More than 5 times (4) 

 

Q5 On what occasion do you use Couchsurfing as a guest? You can pick more than one 

answers. 
 Holidays alone (1) 

 Holidays with friends/family (2) 

 Business trip (3) 

 Other: (4) ____________________ 
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Q6 As a member of Couchsurfing, do you also (you can pick more than one answer): 
 Meet for coffee / chat with other Couchsurfing’s members (1) 

 Give or ask for tips / advice through Couchsurfing's website (2) 

 Spend time with your guests in general (3) 

 Attend to Couchsurfing meetings / events (4) 

 Showing your city / local attractions to your guests (5) 

 

Q7 Please rank your own three most important reasons for using Couchsurfing 

First (1) 

Second (2) 

Third (3) 

 

Q8 Please indicate for the following statements if you strongly disagree, disagree, agree 

or strongly agree. 

 Strongly 

Disagree (1) 

Disagree (2) Agree (3) Strongly Agree 

(4) 

I use CS in order 

to save money (1) 
        

I use CS in order 

to extend my 

personal network 

(2) 

        

I use CS in order 

to learn more 

about other’s 

culture (3) 

        

I use CS in order 

to take part in its 

community (4) 

        

I use CS in order 

to meet people 

with a similar 

mindset (5) 

        

I use CS in order 

to learn and 

practice foreign 

languages (6) 

        

When I host 

guests, I like to 

make them 

discover my town 

(7) 

        

I use CS in order 

to discover a town 

with the 

perspective of 

locals (8) 

        

I host guests in 

order to feel 

useful by helping 

others (9) 
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I use CS in order 

to put my 

personal values 

into practice (10) 

        

I use CS because I 

had one or several 

bad experiences 

with traditional 

accommodation 

services (Hotel, 

Hostel, Bed & 

Breakfast, 

Camping) (11) 

        

I use CS in order 

to share my own 

culture (12) 

        

I use CS in order 

to exchange with 

people from other 

cultures 

(dialogues, food, 

music…) (13) 

        

I use CS because I 

am curious about 

others in general 

(14) 

        

I host guests 

because I expect 

presents from 

them (15) 

        

I use CS to look 

for romance (16) 
        

I host guests 

because I expect a 

financial 

compensation 

from them (17) 

        

I use CS in order 

to make new 

friends (18) 

        

I use CS because 

traditional 

accommodation 

services (hotel, 

hostel, bed & 

breakfast, 

camping) are too 

expensive (19) 

        

I use CS because I 

like an alternative 

way of travelling 

(20) 
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Q9 Do you know about Airbnb? 
 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

If No Is Selected, Then Skip To What is your gender? 

 

Q10 Have you ever used Airbnb as a host? 
 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

If Yes Is Selected, Then Skip To Do you prefer hosting with Couchsurfing...If No Is Selected, 

Then Skip To Have you ever used Airbnb as a guest? 

 

Q11 Do you prefer hosting with Couchsurfing or Airbnb and why? 
 Couchsurfing, because: (1) ____________________ 

 Airbnb, because: (2) ____________________ 

 

Q12 Have you ever used Airbnb as a guest? 
 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

If No Is Selected, Then Skip To What is your gender? If Yes Is Selected, Then Skip To Do you 

prefer staying with Couchsurfing... 

 

Q13 Do you prefer staying with Couchsurfing or Airbnb and why?  
 Couchsurfing, because: (1) ____________________ 

 Airbnb, because: (2) ____________________ 

 

Q14 What is your gender? 
 Male (1) 

 Female (2) 

 

Q15 How old are you? 
 Under 18 (1) 

 Between 18 and 34 (2) 

 Between 35 and 44 (3) 

 Between 45 and 60 (4) 

 Over 60 (5) 

 

Q16 Which country do you currently live in? 

 

Q17 What is your occupation? 
 Student (1) 

 Employee (2) 

 Self-employed (3) 

 In between jobs (4) 

 Homemaker (5) 

 Retired (6) 

 Other: (7) ____________________ 
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Q18 On average, what is your monthly income (without taxes)? 
 Between 0 € - 499 € (1) 

 Between 500 € - 999 € (2) 

 Between 1000 € - 1499 € (3) 

 Between 1500 € - 1999 € (4) 

 Between 2000 € - 2499 € (5) 

 Between 2500 € - 2999 € (6) 

 More than 3000 € (7) 

 

Q19 If you are interested in taking part in an individual interview regarding your use of 

Couchsurfing please state your e-mail address. 

 


