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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Americans own huge and underutilized stocks of consumer goods, including furniture, appliances, tools,
toys, vehicles, and lodging. Websites like Craigslist, Couchsurfing, and NeighborGoods have lowered the
transaction costs associated with acquiring secondhand goods and sharing underused goods, which may
help us take advantage of this excess capacity. Indeed, advocates of the so-called sharing economy
argue that technology can facilitate peer-to-peer transactions that enable us to save money, build
community, and reduce environmental burdens.
This case study evaluates the economic, social, and environmental effects of three online platforms.
Craigslist provides an online market for local secondhand goods such as vehicles, furniture, appliances,
and electronics. Couchsurfing matches travelers with hosts around the world who welcome guests into
their homes. NeighborGoods helps people borrow and lend household goods free of charge. Together
these case studies provide an overview of the role of online platforms as future economy initiatives.
The economic benefits to these three platforms are significant, and likely to grow over time. Americans
posted hundreds of millions of secondhand goods for sale on Craigslist in 2014, increasing access to
affordable used goods. Couchsurfing has helped provide its members with millions of nights of free
lodging, substantially reducing the cost of travel. While NeighborGoods has not achieved the scale of
Craigslist or Couchsurfing, online platforms for sharing household goods could save Americans significant
sums of money, especially if they can facilitate widespread ride-sharing and car-sharing.
Online platforms may particularly improve the livelihoods of poor Americans. After all, the affluent have
little need to exchange secondhand items, stay with hosts when they travel, or borrow household goods.
The ability of online platforms to advance equity is constrained by very unequal access to the internet in
the United States. Nevertheless, there is evidence that low-income people and racial and ethnic
minorities are somewhat more likely to use platforms for exchanging and sharing goods than high-income
and white Americans.
The peer-to-peer transactions facilitated by online platforms may also build and strengthen social
connections. While this is especially true for non-market platforms like Couchsurfing and NeighborGoods,
which are built on generalized reciprocity, it may also be true for a market-based platform like Craigslist,
which also requires some trust and openness. Couchsurfing, which aims to “create a global community,”
has probably generated hundreds of thousands of friendships.
Finally, there are significant environmental benefits to increasing the use of existing goods and reducing
the demand for new goods. Although Americans discard about 40 million tons of durable goods each
year, there is early evidence that Craigslist significantly decreased waste disposal as it expanded to more
cities. The environmental impacts of Couchsurfing and NeighborGoods are less clear, but increasing
peer-to-peer sharing will probably reduce waste and environmental degradation.
Online platforms for exchanging and sharing goods are extremely scalable. Although there are significant
fixed costs to building, maintaining, and improving websites, these costs do not increase much with the
number of people using the site, and the sites tend to become more useful the more users they have, due
to network externalities. After Craigslist took off in San Francisco, it quickly expanded to other cities and it
now boasts hundreds of lists worldwide, and younger platforms may achieve similar success in the years
to come.
Most platforms associated with the sharing economy – including Craigslist, Couchsurfing, and
NeighborGoods – are organized as private companies. This may present some challenges to their longterm financial and organizational resilience. To maximize the economic, social, and environmental
benefits of these future economy initiatives, it may be desirable for governments, philanthropists, and
members to provide greater funding in exchange for increasing the platforms’ accountability to their users,
members, and the public. Online platforms like Craigslist, Couchsurfing, and NeighborGoods are
promising future economy initiatives.
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About E3 Network’s Future Economy Initiative
In communities across the US, new economic institutions are emerging to challenge business-as-usual.
These bold innovations respond to rising inequality, environmental degradation, and economic decline.
They may forge the foundation for a more resilient and equitable economy of the future. Despite their
potential significance, there is a general lack of awareness of these innovations and their impacts and
there has been little systematic economic analysis of these innovations and their contribution to a
potential future economy.
The Future Economy Initiative1 is bringing rigorous economic analysis to these emerging innovations. Our
goals are to document and study their social, economic, and environmental impacts and identify factors
which contribute to their emergence, success, and limitations. We assembled a team of researchers to
design a framework for analyzing future economy innovations and awarded grants to teams of
researchers across the country to apply the framework to varied case studies. This case study report is
one of seven presenting results of those efforts. We encourage you to explore the other completed case
studies and to apply the framework in your own research and share your findings
For questions or comments on E3 Network’s Future Economy Initiative, please contact Robin Hahnel at
E3 Network; robinhahnel@comcast.net.
For more information regarding this particular case study, please contact Anders Fremstad, Ph.D.
Candidate at the Economics Department, University of Massachusetts – Amherst at
afremsta@econs.umass.edu.

1

The Future Economy Initiative is a program of Economics for Equity and the Environment Network (E3 Network), a national
network of economists developing new and better arguments for protecting people and the planet. Through applied research and
public engagement, we seek to improve decision making and further understanding of the relationship between economy and
ecology. More information available online at: http://www.e3network.org/future-economy-initiative.html.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Online platforms harness the internet to connect people with used and underused goods. These platforms
have the potential to increase the utilization of America’s huge stocks of consumer goods, including
furniture, appliances, tools, toys, vehicles, and lodging. Current utilization rates of many goods are
incredibly low. Roughly 40 million tons of durable goods are discarded each year (Environmental
Protection Agency 2011, 62). There are 2.3 rooms for every person in the United States (OECD 2014).
The average power drill is supposedly used between 6 and 20 minutes over its entire lifetime (Steffen
2007). This excess capacity suggests that there may be substantial opportunities for better matching
people with goods to buy, borrow, or rent. Online platforms such as Craigslist, Couchsurfing, and
NeighborGoods are helping people exchange used goods and share underutilized goods in ways that
generate economic, social, and environmental benefits.
Most Americans believe that our current consumption patterns create large environmental burdens on
current and future generations. According to a 2014 survey by the Center for a New American Dream, 91
percent of Americans agree that “the way we live produces too much waste” and 70 percent of Americans
agree that “Americans are responsible for many of the world’s environmental problems because we
consume more resources and produce more waste compared to other countries”. There is also a strong
sense that this needs to change. A full 86 percent of Americans agree that “protecting the environment
will require most of us to make major changes to the way we live” (Center for a New American Dream
2014).
While a wide range of initiatives are required to build a sustainable economy, online platforms for
exchanging and sharing goods may have an important role to play. New websites can help us better use
our existing stocks of consumer goods and slow down the cycle of production, consumption, and
disposal. Although the so-called sharing economy has received significant attention recently, sharing
goods is nothing new. Research shows that most inter-household sharing is still arranged informally
between friends, neighbors, and relatives (Fremstad 2014a, 20). One reason that online sharing platforms
have so much potential is that they build on existing norms and values around cooperation and
conservation.
Most people see increased sharing as part of the solution to our environmental problems. According to
the 2014 survey, 64 percent of Americans agree that “sharing lowers environmental impacts”. Perhaps
even more importantly, people believe that sharing goods also has economic and social benefits: 76
percent of Americans believe that “sharing saves money” and 72 percent believe that it “builds friendships
and relationships”. Although most people note the benefits of sharing goods in theory, only 32 percent
say that they “would like to share more things, such as tools and household items” (Center for a New
American Dream 2014). This raises an important question: If most Americans recognize the economic,
social, and environmental benefits of sharing, why do we not plan to do more of it?
Answering this question is complicated. Part of the reason that people do not share goods more often is
that it can be a hassle, as evidenced by the 36 percent of Americans who say that “sharing is
inconvenient” (Center for a New American Dream 2014). The key benefit of sharing goods on online
platforms is that the internet lowers the transaction costs associated with exchanging and sharing goods.
Online platforms reduce the amount of time it takes to find a used or underused item. However,
transaction costs are just part of the picture. How often people exchange and share durable goods
probably also depends on norms and preferences, including the level of trust in society, the value people
place on economic independence, and the clarity of the social scripts around sharing. Over time platforms
associated with the sharing economy may make us more amenable to sharing, by highlighting the
advantages of peer-to-peer transactions and promoting norms that are conducive to these new forms of
collaboration (Fremstad 2014a).
This paper evaluates the extent to which online platforms expand access to goods, promote equity,
strengthen social relations, and protect the environment. The case study consists of three online
platforms: Craigslist, Couchsurfing, and NeighborGoods. Craigslist provides a new secondhand market
for furniture, appliances, parts, and electronics, making it easier for people to buy and sell used goods.
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Couchsurfing provides members with an international network of people who are willing to host travelers
free of charge. And NeighborGoods has created a platform for people to post household goods that they
are willing to share at no cost to people who need them. A careful analysis of these different but related
websites provides an overview of the current and potential role of online platforms in the future economy.
The evidence suggests that online platforms can enable people to exchange and share goods in ways
that generate significant economic, social, and environmental benefits.

1.1.

A Brief History of Craigslist, Couchsurfing, and NeighborGoods

Since the 1990s, many online platforms have emerged to connect people with underutilized goods. This
paper focuses on three platforms. Each facilitate a different type of transaction and are at a different
stage of development.
Craig Newmark first created Craigslist as an email list for friends and acquaintances living in San
Francisco, California in 1995. Craigslist launched a public website for the San Francisco Bay Area in
1996. The website provides a simple, searchable platform for people to post goods, jobs, housing,
services, and personals, as shown in Figure 1. Craigslist quickly attracted users. In 2000, the platform
launched lists for eight more American cities, and by 2009 Craigslist had hundreds of lists in the US.
Craigslist was incorporated as a for-profit company in 1999, and the online auction site eBay acquired a
minority stake in Craigslist in 2004. Despite this, Craigslist has stayed true to its non-commercial roots,
and it does not allow for banner ads (Craigslist 2014).
The largest section on Craigslist is devoted to items for sale, and it has changed how many people
consume durable goods. With the exception of automobile dealers, who must pay $5 to post cars and
trucks, individuals and businesses can post items for sale on Craigslist at no cost (Craigslist 2014). Unlike
traditional newspaper classifieds, Craigslist provides an easy way for people to search for the types of
goods they need. The site also allows sellers to provide detailed descriptions and pictures of the good.
The original site was austere, though it served its purpose. Craigslist has since upgraded its site, which
now allows users to create free accounts and to view search results on a map.
Craigslist’s market for secondhand goods has been an enormous success. My analysis suggests that
Americans created about half a billion posts in the for-sale section of Craigslist in 2013, which represents
a huge flow of secondhand goods from sellers to buyers. Use is widespread, with over half of all
Americans reportedly using “used merchandise websites, such as Craigslist” in the last year (Center for a
New American Dream 2014). The case of Craigslist provides a useful comparison for more recent
platforms associated with the sharing economy, including Couchsurfing and NeighborGoods, because it
demonstrates how a website can become fully integrated into everyday life.
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Figure 1. Craigslist Homepage for San Francisco Bay Area

Source: Craigslist 2014.

Couchsurfing was founded in 2004, after Casey Fenton discovered it was surprisingly easy to find people
who were willing to host him, free of charge, on a trip to Iceland. He and his cofounders set to work
building a platform that connected travelers with hosts all over the world. The economic case for this sort
of platform is obvious: many people have a spare couch – or a spare room – to share with guests. The
social case for Couchsurfing may be even more compelling as many people enjoy meeting different sorts
of people. Couchsurfing promises would-be members that “You have friends all over the world, you just
haven’t met them yet.” Couchsurfing was originally founded as a non-profit, but the platform was
incorporated as a B corporation in 2011.
Unlike Craigslist, Couchsurfing requires users to create an online profile to use its service. Members
provide practical information, including their age, gender, occupation and languages. Hosts describe the
sleeping arrangements and whether they can accept children or pets. Members are also encouraged to
share their personal mission, experience, philosophy, interests, past travels, future travel plans, and
opinion on the Couchsurfing project, as show in Figure 2. The sheer quantity of information included in
these online profiles reflects the fact that Couchsurfing is a much more social platform than Craigslist, and
this information probably helps members engage in a much more intimate form of cooperation. After
perusing the profiles of potential hosts, surfers send a couch request to members who might be a good
match. If a host agrees, the two arrange for the stay. Afterwards, both the host and the guest are asked to
publicly rate and comment on their counterpart. This allows members to consider other’s positive, neutral,
or negative reviews before making or accepting a couch request. This reputation system helps build trust
between Couchsurfing participants.
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Figure 2. Personal Profile on Couchsurfing

Source: Author’s Couchsurfing profile

In 2014, Couchsurfing boasts over 10 million members, and it has facilitated millions of nights of free
lodging. The popular platform Airbnb is built on similar tools as Couchsurfing, with the critical difference
being that hosts on Airbnb rent their lodging for a fee. Airbnb, which was founded in 2008, boasts 800,000
listings and 25 million guests in 2014 (Airbnb 2014). Just one decade after Couchsurfing was launched,
about 10 percent of Americans have used “peer-to-peer lodging services, such as Airbnb and
Couchsurfing” (Center for a New American Dream 2014). The fact that online platforms have succeeded
in getting many people to share a very intimate good – their homes – with strangers, suggests that they
could convince people to share other underutilized goods as well.
The success of Couchsurfing suggests that online platforms may build the trust that is necessary for
people to lend household goods with confidence that they will be returned in good condition.
NeighborGoods is one of a handful of platforms including Sharetribe and Acts of Sharing that help people
share household goods. The site was founded in 2009 to help people borrow and lend tools, gear, small
appliances, and so on. People routinely share these goods with family and friends, and the site is built
upon the premise that online platforms could help people share more items with more people.
NeighborGoods is similar to Couchsurfing, in that members lend each other items free of charge.
NeighborGoods is also a private company. Although it received some funding over the years, including
$250,000 from the Knight Foundation (NeighborGoods 2012), NeighborGoods has not enjoyed the kind of
capital available to Craigslist or Couchsurfing.
Members of NeighborGoods post items they would like to share in their inventories, and they can search
for items they would like to borrow in the inventories of nearby members. When someone cannot find a
specific good they would like to borrow, they can post it to their wishlist. If someone requests to borrow a
certain good, and the lender agrees, NeighborGoods asks the borrower to provide his or her telephone
number, describe how he or she would like to use the item, and agree to the “three golden rules of
sharing: play nice, treat other people’s stuff the way you’d want your stuff to be treated, and show up on
time.” The pair then arranges for the borrower to pick up and drop off the good at a convenient time and
place. After a transaction is complete, the lender may rate and comment on the borrower, and the
borrower may rate and comment on both the lender and the good. As in Couchsurfing, this reputation
system is arguably essential to enabling people to share goods with strangers.
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So far NeighborGoods and similar sites have received less traction than Craigslist or Couchsurfing. As of
2013, NeighborGoods had about 20,000 members who had posted about 20,000 items to share with the
community. However, there are few areas with enough members living closely together for the platform to
facilitate many transactions. In 2014, NeighborGoods may have facilitated about 1,000 transactions
(Berger 2014). Despite its relatively small size, NeighborGoods is included in this case study to highlight
the diversity of online platforms and to anticipate a form of cooperation that they may facilitate in the
years to come.

1.2.

The Sharing Economy in Context

Craigslist, Couchsurfing, and NeighborGoods are representative of many of the new online platforms that
claim to increase access to goods, build community, and reduce resource use. These three platforms
facilitate a wide range of transactions, by helping people exchange used furniture, host travelers, and
share tools. It is important to recognize the breadth of the “sharing economy” as well as the context in
which it operates.
These three platforms facilitate different types of interactions. Craigslist provides an anonymous market
for secondhand goods (though it also has a relatively small free section). In this market, sellers transfer
the ownership of items to buyers for a negotiated price. Both Couchsurfing and NeighborGoods are nonmarket platforms, in which people freely share goods with other members. These two platforms require a
higher level of trust that members will share nicely and treat their homes and possessions with care.
Since there is no exchange of money on Couchsurfing or NeighborGoods, there is also no incentive to
cooperate beyond some faith in generalized reciprocity. Members of Couchsurfing may believe that by
hosting members in their homes, other members will be more likely to help them when they set off on
their own adventure. Members of NeighborGoods may think that by sharing lots of their possessions,
other members are more likely to accept their own request to borrow goods. The relative importance of
self-interest and altruism in facilitating cooperation on Couchsurfing and NeighborGoods remains
uncertain.
Although online platforms facilitate a range of transactions, none of these forms of cooperation is
completely new. Instead platforms build on longstanding methods for sharing resources, though they
harness the internet to better match people with goods. As incomes rise, the incentive to reuse and share
goods declines. Over the last century, Americans have purchased more items that we rarely use, and we
have discarded more items that we no longer need. Still, people do exchange used goods and share
underutilized goods without the help of the internet. People commonly redistribute used goods through
garage sales, flea markets, and thrift stores. We share lodging and durable goods with family, friends,
and neighbors. Moreover libraries, hotels, and rental companies provide centralized mechanisms for
people to share goods. Online platforms simply provide a new way for people to exchange and share
goods with people who they do not know personally.
Table 1 organizes many of the most important institutions based on whether they allow people to
exchange goods or share goods, whether they use market or non-market interactions, and whether they
are centralized or decentralized. All three case studies facilitate decentralized transactions among peers.
Craigslist provides for the market exchange of secondhand goods, whereas Couchsurfing and
NeighborGoods facilitate the non-market sharing of lodging and household goods.
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Table 1: Institutions for sharing goods
Exchanging used goods
Centralized
Decentralized

Borrowing and lending goods
Centralized
Decentralized

Market

thrift stores, pawn
shops, Amazon

garage sales, eBay
Craigslist

Rental stores,
hotels, Zipcar,
Netflix

RelayRides, Airbnb,
Blablacar

Nonmarket

free stores, stuff
swaps

passing on clothing,
Freecycle, CalMAX,
“borrowing” a cup of
sugar

public libraries,
households,
communes

slugging,
SETI@home,
Couchsurfing,
NeighborGoods

Source: Current study.

To some extent, online platforms have crowded-out established institutions for exchanging and sharing
goods, because they often provide smoother mechanisms for matching people with underused goods.
For example, Craigslist was not the first institution for exchanging used goods. In 1991, the state
government created the California Materials Exchange (CalMAX) with the explicit goal of diverting waste
from landfills. The exchange originally printed catalogs to match firms and government agencies with
materials that would otherwise flow into the solid waste stream, but CalMAX went online in 1994.
California claims that the platform diverted hundreds of thousands of tons of solid waste from landfills in
the 1990s. However, CalMAX was gradually crowded out by more popular platforms and discontinued. In
2014 CalMAX directs online visitors to Craigslist, Freecycle, and eBay (Fremstad 2014b).
Couchsurfing’s effect on other institutions is less clear. It is certainly no replacement for hosting or staying
with family and friends, but it probably has slightly reduced the demand for hotels and hostels. Given its
limited traction so far, NeighborGoods has had little effect on other institutions for sharing household
goods. Even members of NeighborGoods report borrowing and lending many more goods among
informal networks of friends and family than on the NeighborGoods network (Fremstad 2014a, 20). That
said, if NeighborGoods or a similar platform succeeds in facilitating widespread sharing among its
members it will likely crowd out traditional institutions such as rental companies.
In some ways, online platforms for exchanging and sharing goods differ markedly from traditional
institutions. There are extreme economies of scale and network externalities on Craigslist, Couchsurfing,
and NeighborGoods. In general, the more people who use a platform, the more useful the platform is to
its users, because it provides better matches between buyers and sellers, guests and hosts, borrowers
and lenders. More useful sites will lead more people to join the platform, generating a virtuous cycle in
which the quality of the network and the number users grow together. On the one hand, this means sites
that reach a critical mass of users are likely to become dominant. On the other hand, sites that are unable
to reach a critical mass of users are likely to face difficulties facilitating transactions and attracting
funding. This study focuses on three sites at different stages of development. Craigslist has emerged as
the dominant platform for local secondhand goods. Although it has not sought to maximize its potential
profits, its steady flow of revenue from the fees it charges for certain posts allows it to maintain and
improve its site. Couchsurfing has raised over $22 million from investors (Gallagher 2012), but it remains
unclear how it will generate revenue while keeping surfing and hosting free. Thus far, NeighborGoods has
not had access to the funding it needs to make important investments in its site. Together, these three
cases offer an overview of the opportunities and challenges facing online platforms for exchanging and
sharing goods.
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This study considers the current and potential effects of Craigslist, Couchsurfing, and NeighborGoods as
future economy initiatives. The next section evaluates the extent to which these online platforms create
livelihoods and opportunities, increase equity, lead to empowerment and improved social relations, and
protect the environment. Afterwards, I consider the resilience, replicability, and scalability of online
platforms for exchanging and sharing goods.

2. EVALUATION
Craigslist, Couchsurfing, and NeighborGoods all create potential economic benefits. Online platforms
may also increase material equity, because the ability to purchase secondhand goods, find free lodging,
and borrow items may be especially valuable to low-income people. Peer-to-peer platforms may also
advance more cooperative social relations. Online platforms may also have environmental benefits in so
far as they increase the use and reuse of goods we already have and reduce demand for new goods. In
this section, I attempt to quantify the economic, social, and environmental benefits of these three
platforms.

2.1.

Livelihoods and Opportunities

The economic benefits of Craigslist, Couchsurfing, and NeighborGoods arise mainly from how the
platforms expand access to goods. Unlike some platforms associated with the Sharing Economy, such as
Airbnb, Uber, and TaskRabbit, these cases do not provide formal employment opportunities or income.
However, they do increase the affordability of the material necessities of life. This section estimates the
current and potential economic benefits of these online platforms.

2.1.1. Craigslist
Before considering the economic benefits generated by Craigslist’s secondhand market for durable
goods, it is important to note that there may also be benefits to other sections of Craigslist. The platform
has changed the way many people find housing and jobs. Kroft and Pope (2014) analyze the impact of
Craigslist on both these markets. They find that an increase in housing posts is associated with a
significant decline in apartment vacancy rates, but that an increase in job posts has no impact on
unemployment rates (Kroft and Pope 2014, 289). Their statistical results suggest that Craigslist reduced
apartment vacancy rates by about 10 percent, or increased the utilization of rental housing by about 1
percent. In other words, Craigslist helps society squeeze more shelter out of a given stock of apartments.
There is good reason to think that the platform increased the reuse of durable goods for similar reasons.
This paper focuses on the benefits of the for-sale section of Craigslist, which facilitates the reuse of many
of the same types of household goods. Craigslist has transformed local markets for secondhand goods,
by making it free to post items with detailed descriptions and photographs on an easily searchable
platform. The for-sale section of Craigslist is, by far, its largest section. In 2013, I estimate that Americans
created about half a billion posts in the for-sale section of Craigslist. In other words, there are about 1.5
posts annually for every man, woman, and child in the United States. Although some people use the
platform much more than others, use is fairly widespread. According the nationally-representative survey
from the Center for a New American Dream approximately 54 percent of Americans used “merchandise
websites, such as Craigslist” in the last year, and 20 percent used them about monthly (Center for a New
American Dream 2014).
While Craigslist’s thriving secondhand market does not provide many people with employment or income,
it does provide people with new opportunities to meet their material needs and pursue alternative
lifestyles. To get a sense of the economic benefits generated by Craigslist, it is useful to get a picture of
the kinds of items people buy and sell on Craigslist. I have analyzed a proportionate stratified random
sample of 1,000 posts from 28 lists in California, in which 79 percent of posts are listings for specific,
secondhand goods (Fremstad 2014b, 20). The largest categories of secondhand goods are vehicles,
furniture, auto parts, electronics, and appliances, as shown in Table 2. To the extent that Craigslist
extends the lifetimes of these essential goods, it contributes to economic wellbeing.
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Table 2: Types of Secondhand Goods Posted For Sale on Craigslist
Categories of for-sale
posts on Craigslist

Percent of posts for
secondhand goods

Cars & trucks

13%

Furniture

11%

Auto parts

9%

Electronics

7%

General

5%

Appliances

5%

Baby & kid stuff

5%

Sporting goods

4%

Computers

3%

Household items

3%

Clothing & accessories

3%

Other

31%

Note: Based on author's proportionate stratified
random sample of 1,000 postings across 28 lists in
California.

By reducing the transaction cost of buying and selling used goods, Craigslist has almost certainly
increased the number of transactions in the secondhand market and expanded consumer surplus from
reusing goods. Estimating the economic benefits of Craigslist’s market for used goods is challenging.
Secondhand markets for most goods are understudied by economists. Transactions in secondhand
markets are omitted from the National Accounts, which measure the value of new production. The task of
collecting data on the exchange of used goods is also daunting, especially when goods are exchanged
via garage sales and informal networks of family and friends.
An important exception is the market for used cars, which has received significant attention. Rapson and
Schiraldi (2013) address how the internet influenced the market for used cars in California by estimating
the effect of internet penetration on the quantity of used car registrations. They conclude that between
1997 and 2007 growing internet access increased the resale ratio by 7 percent. The authors note that
“three channels stand out as plausible explanations: search costs, match quality, and asymmetric
information” (Rapson and Schiraldi 2013, 234). Although the authors do not examine which online
platforms have brought about this uptick in used car sales, Craigslist has probably played an important
role. While Rapson and Schiraldi (2013) do not attempt to quantify the welfare impacts, Rapson estimates
that the internet increased consumer surplus by at least $38 per car traded, or $65 million in California in
2007 (Rapson 2012, 14).
It is difficult to extrapolate Rapson’s estimate for the used car market to Craigslist’s entire secondhand
market, but the analysis does provide some indication of the magnitude of Craigslist’s effect. Most of the
items bought and sold on Craigslist are worth much less than cars, but the reduction in transaction costs
of acquiring used couches, tires, and phones is probably similar. A conservative estimate might suggest
that the half a billion posts on Craigslist in 2013 resulted in 100 million transactions in the market for
secondhand goods. If Craigslist reduced the cost of the average transaction by just $10, then the platform
created $1 billion in value. While this estimate is not very precise, it suggests that the economic benefits
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generated by Craigslist are large. The experience of Craigslist also demonstrates how the economic
benefits of a large online platform can far exceed the cost of maintaining and improving the website.

2.1.2. Couchsurfing
Couchsurfing provides access to free lodging, providing new opportunities for low-cost travel. The
platform benefits not only people who would have otherwise stayed in a hotel or hostel, but also travelers
who would otherwise be unable to afford a trip in the first place. In 2014 Couchsurfing boasts 10 million
members worldwide, and it has facilitated millions of nights of free lodging for Couchsurfers. While it is
difficult to place a monetary value on the hospitality facilitated by Couchsurfing, the best comparison is
probably budget hotels. While there is substantial variation in global hotel prices, the average rate for a
two-star hotel internationally is $94 (Hotels.com 2014). If we value nights of lodging on Couchsurfing at
that rate, then the platform has provided its members with hundreds of millions of dollars of lodging.
Assuming that there is no cost (or benefit) to hosts, and that the platform has had no impact on hotel
vacancies (though it may have slowed the construction of new hotels), Couchsurfing has generated
hundreds of millions of dollars of value.
Of course, crashing with a member of Couchsurfing is not the same as staying in a hotel. However, it is
not entirely clear which is worth more. Hotel rooms provide guests with greater privacy. However, staying
with members on Couchsurfing can give travelers a local’s perspective on a new city. Many members
prefer Couchsurfing to staying in a hotel, because it ensures that they will meet someone new on their
trip. It is common for hosts to take their guests to tour local attractions or visit local bars – experiences
that are not provided by most hotels and hostels. Meanwhile, hosts on Couchsurfing generally enjoy
welcoming strangers into their homes, perhaps because it gives them an opportunity to meet people they
would not otherwise come into contact with.
The economic opportunities presented by Couchsurfing could also increase dramatically over time. In
2014 about 10 percent of Americans have used “peer-to-peer lodging services, such as Airbnb and
Couchsurfing”. This number could still increase fivefold if the practice of hosting and staying with peers
goes as mainstream as the practice of exchanging secondhand goods on Craigslist. US households
currently spend an average of about $300 on hotels and another $300 on vacation homes each year
(Fremstad 2014a, 21). Couchsurfing may reduce this cost while also enabling people with lower incomes
to travel. While Couchsurfing has already generated significant economic value, it will likely generate
greater value in the years to come.

2.1.3. NeighborGoods
NeighborGoods seeks to help people share tools, gear, small appliances, media, and other household
goods free of charge. By providing people with access to items, the site could reduce the need to
purchase rarely-used goods. In 2014 NeighborGoods is still working to gain traction and its current
economic impact is small. Although tens of thousands of people have signed up for the service
nationwide, most live in areas with few other members, making it difficult for them to actually share items
using the site. Nevertheless, NeighborGoods provides some unique data on the value of informal sharing
as well as the potential benefits of online platforms for sharing goods.
This paper analyzes the potential economic impact of NeighborGoods using anonymous activity logs and
an online survey of members, as described in Fremstad (2014a). Between March 2009 and November
2012, members of NeighborGoods posted nearly 15,000 items to their inventories and lent out over 1,200
items free of charge (Fremstad 2014a, 15). However, the transactions facilitated by NeighborGoods make
up a tiny fraction of members’ informal sharing with family, friends, and neighbors. 35 percent of
NeighborGoods users report lending items to people they know well at least once a month, and 29
percent report borrowing items from people they know well at least once a month (Fremstad 2014a, 18).
So while NeighborGoods does not currently facilitate a large number of transactions, it builds upon a
widespread form of cooperation.
Data from NeighborGoods provides insight into the value of informal sharing, because the site collects
data on the types of goods that people regularly borrow and lend. When members add an item to their
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inventory, NeighborGoods asks them to list its price, and my survey asks members to estimate the value
of borrowing and lending specific goods worth different amounts. By combining these two pieces of
information, I calculate that sharing the typical good is worth about $15. This suggests that borrowing
goods from others is worth at least $179 annually to 30 percent of people, and it is worth at least $774
annually to 8 percent of people (Fremstad 2014a, 19). If NeighborGoods is able to attract a critical mass
of active users, it could significantly increase the value of peer-to-peer sharing.
It is difficult to say how much money people could save using NeighborGoods or a similar platform with a
sufficiently dense network of users. The Consumer Expenditure Survey provides detailed data on
household spending, including spending on goods that could in principle be shared across households.
My analysis suggests that the average household spends about $820 annually on the types of goods
most commonly posted on NeighborGoods, including tools, media, and gear (Fremstad 2014a, 20). Since
many of these goods are highly underutilized, households may be able to substantially reduce their
spending on these goods by sharing them on online platforms. However, given households’ limited
spending on these types of goods, the largest economic benefits from peer-to-peer sharing may lie
elsewhere.
Utilization rates of more expensive goods can also be very low. For example, average vehicle occupancy
in the United States is 1.7 (Santos et al. 2011, 33), which means the utilization rate is about 33 percent
when private vehicles are in use.2 Moreover, private vehicles are driven a bit less than one hour a day, or
4 percent of the time (Santos et al. 2011, 7, 31). This underutilization of private vehicles is expensive.
Households spend an average of $7,397 a year on the fixed and variable costs associated with owning
cars and trucks, as shown in Table 3. Of course, public transportation provides some Americans with a
viable alternative to car-based transportation. With enough riders, buses and trains are more affordable,
convenient, and sustainable than any car-based transport system. However, in areas that are not densely
populated, cars will likely remain an important component of our transportation system. Traditional
institutions for sharing vehicles have had limited success in increasing the utilization of private vehicles.
While car rental companies and taxi services provide centralized means for sharing vehicles, annual
household expenditures on car rentals and taxis are just $31 and $28 respectively. However, online
platforms may provide an alternative by allowing people to share cars and trucks with their peers.
Moreover, sharing vehicles might also increase demand for mass transportation. Vehicle ownership
reduces demand for public transportation, since the marginal cost of a car trip is low. However, sharing
vehicles decreases the fixed cost and increases the marginal cost of a car trip. Allowing people to better
share cars may, therefore, complement mass transportation.
Table 3: Spending on Shareable Goods
Categories of spending
Tools, media, gear, etc.

Mean annual
expenditures
$820

Private vehicles (fixed costs)

$3,994

Private vehicles (variable costs)

$3,403

Source: Consumer Expenditure Public Use Microdata 2011 and
Fremstad 2014a Table 7.

Some members of NeighborGoods offer to share their cars, but the site is not specifically designed for
sharing vehicles. However, a slew of online platforms are attempting to facilitate greater peer-to-peer
sharing of private cars. Carpooling.com and BlaBlaCar promote ride-sharing, by matching drivers and
riders, providing feedback mechanisms, and allowing drivers to charge riders a clear fee. RelayRides and
Wheelz use similar tools to create an online marketplace for peer-to-peer car rentals. It is not yet clear
how successful these companies will be. There are some obvious disadvantages to sharing rides and
cars: it may be unpleasant to carpool with strangers and difficult to find nearby cars to borrow on short
2

Assuming five-seat cars
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notice. However, due to the network externalities underlying online platforms, the more people who adopt
ride-sharing and car-sharing, the more convenient the practices will become. Since households currently
spend over $7,000 a year on private vehicles, it seems likely that peer-to-peer sharing could save them
significant sums of money.
Although NeighborGoods currently facilitates about one thousand transactions a year, informal peer-topeer sharing is widespread. The potential economic value of increased sharing across households could
be significant. The largest benefits would likely result from increased car-sharing or ride-sharing, allowing
people to better distribute the cost of owning and maintaining underutilized private vehicles. To varying
degrees, Craigslist, Couchsurfing, and NeighborGoods improve livelihoods and create opportunities by
increasing access to a range of consumer goods. Moreover, the economic benefits generated by these
platforms are only likely to increase in the future.

2.2.

Equity

The benefits of increasing access to secondhand goods and underutilized goods tend to be greatest for
people with low incomes. After all, high-income individuals do not need to buy or sell used goods, they
can afford to stay in hotels when they travel, and they gain little from sharing tools, gear, or appliances.
However, online platforms only provide access to goods for people who can, in fact, get online. People
with low incomes and limited online experience are unable to harness the benefits of reduced transaction
costs. This hurdle complicates the impact of Craigslist, Couchsurfing, and NeighborGoods on equity.
The percent of Americans with some access to the internet has grown dramatically over the last two
decades, reaching 70 percent in 2011 (File 2013, 5). However, internet access is significantly lower for
blacks, Hispanics, and people living in households earning less than $50,000 a year. Most strikingly, only
32 percent of individuals without a high school degree report that they have access to the internet, as
shown in Table 4.
Table 4: Percent of individuals who access the internet from some location, 2011

Age

%

Race and ethnicity

%

Household
income

%

Education

%

3-17

60

White

71

less than $25k

50

Less than HS

32

18-34

82

White non-his.

75

$25k-$50k

64

High school

59

35-44

81

Black

60

$50k-$100k

80

Some college

81

45-64

72

Asian

73

$100k-$150k

87

Bachelors or more

90

65+

46

Hispanic

54

$150k +

86

Source: File (2013) Table 2

This “digital divide” creates a serious obstacle for online platforms to improve the lives of America’s worse
off. Craigslist, Couchsurfing, and NeighborGoods cannot solve the underlying problem of unequal internet
access, although they do recognize it. The argument for making affordable, high-speed internet available
to all Americans extends far beyond providing everyone access to online platforms for exchanging and
sharing goods. Internet access is increasingly necessary for work, cultural participation, social
engagement, and political action. Home internet connections are as essential in the 21st century as
electricity and water were in the 20th century.
Despite the fact that poor populations have worse internet access, there is some evidence that online
platforms are used disproportionately by low- and middle-income people. This is probably because the
economic benefits of exchanging used goods are greater for people with lower incomes. Online platforms
for exchanging and sharing goods likely improve equity.
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2.2.1. Craigslist
These statistics are consistent with recent economic analysis that suggests secondhand markets
disproportionately benefit the poor. The previous section presented research that demonstrated falling
transaction costs in the used car market significantly increased consumer surplus (Rapson 2012). Other
recent research suggests that the main beneficiaries of improved secondhand car markets are lowincome households. Gavazza, Lizzeri, and Roketskiy (2014) model the American car market, in which
households’ demand for newer cars is heterogeneous but transaction costs prevent instantaneous trade.
Their model suggests that low-income households receive the largest gains in welfare from lower
transaction costs and deeper secondhand markets (Gavazza, Lizzeri, and Roketskiy 2014, 3688). The
intuition behind this model is that more efficient secondhand markets are able to match low-income
consumers with cheap secondhand vehicles. Similar arguments could be made about secondhand
markets for furniture, electronics, and appliances. This model fits the evidence that low-income individuals
report using Craigslist as much or more than average, even though they have less access to the internet.

2.2.2. Couchsurfing
As a first approximation, it is likely that non-market platforms like Couchsurfing and NeighborGoods do
even more to advance equity than market platforms like Craigslist. After all, members of these platforms
do not need to pay to be someone’s guest or borrow someone’s stuff. However, other forces may work
against this tendency. People with limited resources might get less out of these platforms because they
are built on generalized reciprocity. Members who are unable to contribute much to the networks – in the
form of a nice place to stay or useful items to borrow – may find that their own requests to crash on a
couch or borrow a tool are less likely to be accepted. Since the interactions on these platforms tend to be
more intimate and require more trust, members may also consciously or subconsciously discriminate
against those outside of their socioeconomic class.
Evidence suggests that marginalized groups are slightly more likely to use online hospitality networks.
About 10 percent of Americans have used “peer-to-peer lodging services, such as Airbnb and
Couchsurfing”. Only 9 percent of white Americans have used the sites, compared with 21 percent of
Asian Americans, 12 percent of Hispanics, and 11 percent of blacks. These sites are also used
disproportionately by people from low and middle-income households. 13 percent of people from
households with incomes between $35,000 and $50,000 have used Airbnb or Couchsurfing compared to
just 8 percent of people from households with over $100,000 in income. As in the case of Craigslist,
education matters. People with a bachelor’s degree are twice as likely to use peer-to-peer lodging sites
as people with a high school degree or less (Center for a New American Dream 2014).
Couchsurfing probably mostly benefits young, educated, low-income people. For these people, free
lodging allows them to travel without spending large sums of money on hotels. This may be particularly
useful for people pursuing alternative lifestyles, including artists, activists, and explorers. By providing
low-income people with free lodging, Couchsurfing has made access to travel more equitable.

2.2.3. NeighborGoods
NeighborGoods does not collect detailed data on its users, but the online survey of its members finds
some evidence that they have above-average incomes (Fremstad 2014a, 14). Since the site has not yet
gained much traction, this might not mean much. People with higher incomes and better internet access
may be more likely to sign up for a new online sharing platform out of sheer curiosity, whereas people
with lower incomes and worse internet access may be unlikely to do so until it is clear it improves users’
livelihoods. An analysis of data from the General Social Survey and my survey of NeighborGoods users
suggests that people with lower incomes are significantly more likely to share items with others.
Preliminary results imply that a 10 percent increase in household income is associated with a 1-3 percent
decline in the frequency of inter-household sharing. If a platform like NeighborGoods does build a critical
mass of users, it would probably be especially useful to low-income people, who own smaller stocks of
goods, and who would benefit from borrowing a wider array of items.
NeighborGoods is also working to make its services more accessible to low-income households. Alan
Berger, the director of NeighborGoods, argues that “the sharing economy, with its overwhelming focus on
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technology-driven solutions, is bypassing a large segment of the population,” including his low-income
New York City neighborhood, where many people lack home internet access (Berger 2014). In an attempt
to overcome the digital divide, NeighborGoods is experimenting with establishing “libraries” for commonly
shared goods. This could speed up the process of checking out and returning items, since there is no
need for borrowers and lenders to coordinate schedules. Libraries would also make sharing goods more
visible in the community. However, there are also difficulties in moving from an online network with few
costs to physical libraries, which require space and a librarian.
Online platforms for exchanging and sharing goods are no panacea for growing economic inequality.
Craigslist, Couchsurfing, and NeighborGoods do not provide solutions to unemployment or stagnant
median wages. However, they may help make the material necessities of life available to more
Americans. The inequality in internet access poses a major challenge for sharing economy platforms that
assume the ability to get online. Despite this barrier, data suggests that low-income people and racial and
ethnic minorities are slightly more likely to make use of platforms like Craigslist and Couchsurfing than the
average American. By improving access to secondhand goods, free lodging, and inventories of
household goods, these platforms may produce the largest benefits for “downshifters” who actively
pursue alternative lifestyles in which they earn less money, own less stuff, and live more
interdependently. While it is still too early to say whether the sharing economy will make this sort of life
more mainstream, it has helped make it available for more people.

2.3.

Empowerment and Social Relations

So far, this study has focused on the economic benefits of online platforms for exchanging and sharing
goods. While the material incentives for cooperating on these networks is crucial to their success, much
of the excitement around the “sharing economy” is about how it may change the way that people interact
and cooperate with one another. Online platforms provide new ways for people to share resources and
participate in the economy by promoting trust and reciprocity among users and members.

2.3.1. Craigslist
Of the three cases in this paper, Craigslist is probably the least focused on creating social connections or
building community. Since Craigslist is an anonymous platform, in which buyers and sellers have no
online identity or reputation, buying and selling secondhand goods is not a very positive social
experience. Nevertheless, Craigslist relies on trust and goodwill among users. Buyers must have some
faith that the descriptions of items contain useful information about the good being offered. The platform
itself is also moderated by users. Anyone can “flag” a post that is miscategorized, prohibited, or spam,
and if any post receives enough flags it is automatically removed from the site (Craigslist 2014). The
combined effort of thousands or millions of users keeps the for-sale section of Craigslist relatively free of
unwanted ads for stores and services.
Measuring the social impact of Craigslist is difficult. Craigslist users do report significant levels of group
identification and solidarity, although users do not identify with Craigslist as strongly as members identify
with Freecycle, a non-market platform where people post secondhand goods they would like to give away
(Willer et al 2012, 146). It is possible that Craigslist helped pave the way for the sharing economy by
showing people that complete strangers can often be trusted, but most platforms associated with the
sharing economy have moved away from the anonymity of a website like Craigslist. By incorporating
identities and reputations into their platforms, more recent platforms may be able to facilitate more novel
forms of cooperation.

2.3.2. Couchsurfing
Unlike Craigslist, Couchsurfing facilitates non-market cooperation and is dedicated to building new social
connections. Couchsurfing promotes cooperation and builds relationships among its members in two
ways. First, its online reputation system generates trust among people who do not know each other
offline. Members can peruse each other’s references before deciding to host or stay with another
member. These references also provide incentives for members to follow the community’s norms, since
negative reviews could make it more difficult to surf or host in the future. Second, Couchsurfing
encourages members to recognize the value of exploring the world and meeting new people. The
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platform’s effort to mold preferences is perhaps best captured in its promise that “You have friends all
over the world, you just haven’t met them yet” (Couchsurfing 2014). In terms of economic theory,
Couchsurfing is attempting to transform social relations by promoting cooperative norms and developing
pro-social preferences among its members (Fremstad 2014a).
As a hospitality network, many of the connections that Couchsurfing creates are international and crosscultural. A significant number of experiences on Couchsurfing introduce people from different countries.
Part of the platform’s vision is that “Couchsurfers share their lives with the people they encounter,
fostering cultural exchange and mutual respect” (Couchsurfing 2014). In this way, Couchsurfing continues
the work of Servas, a hospitality network that was founded in 1947 to “build peace, goodwill, and
understanding by providing opportunities for personal contacts among people of different cultures
backgrounds, and nationalities” (Servas 2014).
It is inherently difficult to quantify the social benefit generated by Couchsurfing. In 2014, Couchsurfing
facilitated hundreds of thousands of new connections, and the vast majority of those experiences were
rated positively by both hosts and guests. A surprising number of stays on Couchsurfing lead to lasting
friendships. Lauterbach, Truong, Shah, and Adamic (2009) analyze anonymous, individual-level data
from Couchsurfing. As noted earlier, the platform is built partly on generalized reciprocity, since direct
reciprocity is only possible if two members travel to each other’s home cities – an unlikely coincidence of
wants. Nevertheless, Lauterbach et al. find that 12 to 18 percent of Couchsurfing stays were directly
reciprocated between 2004 and 2008, suggesting that Couchsurfing experiences sometimes lead to
friendships (Lauterbach et al. 2009, 348). Extrapolating from Lauterbach et al.’s analysis suggests that
Couchsurfing fosters tens of thousands of friendships each year.
That said, Couchsurfing does not need to lead to lifelong relationships to generate social benefits. Part of
the attraction of meeting people on Couchsurfing is that the interaction has a designated end point. This
can be liberating, since it allows members to stay with or host people who might be quite different from
their typical friends. One of my own hosts on Couchsurfing compares the experience of hosting members
to reading short stories, rather than committing to a long novel. Even when Couchsurfing does not lead to
long-term relationships, it can expand members’ perspectives of the world.

2.3.3. NeighborGoods
While Couchsurfing is dedicated to building cross-cultural connections, NeighborGoods focuses on
strengthening local communities. Like Couchsurfing, NeighborGoods uses an online reputation system to
encourage cooperative behavior. The platform also stresses the “three golden rules of sharing: play nice,
treat other people’s stuff the way you’d want your stuff to be treated, and show up on time” to promote
norms that are conducive to borrowing and lending items among loosely-connected individuals.
NeighborGoods is focused on fostering long-lasting relationships by creating networks of neighbors who
routinely share items with one another. In some ways, this may be more difficult than facilitating shortterm interactions. Although the experience of hosting or staying with another member of Couchsurfing
may sometimes be unpleasant, the downside risk is limited by the fact that the relationships can end
when members part ways. On NeighborGoods the experience of borrowing and lending goods can lead
to ongoing relationships, which may raise the stakes for people who seek to avoid potential conflicts.
Perhaps this is why NeighborGoods members say they are more interested in strengthening existing
social connections than creating new ones. In my survey only 16 percent of NeighborGoods users report
that meeting new people is a very important reason for participating on the platform, whereas 48 percent
of users say that building community is very important and 55 percent say that helping others is very
important.
There are social benefits to all the online platforms examined in this paper, but they are probably largest
for Couchsurfing and NeighborGoods, which facilitate non-market forms of cooperation. That said, all
three platforms depend on trust among peers. To varying degrees, Craigslist, Couchsurfing, and
NeighborGoods also help people create or strengthen social bonds. These decentralized platforms
provide their users substantial control in determining what they will buy, sell, or share. For example,
Couchsurfing members are not required to host surfers, even if they surf themselves. If members are
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unable or uninterested in hosting travelers, they can offer to meet members for a drink. Although people
can participate on these platforms however they like, users and members have limited say in how these
platforms operate. Craigslist, Couchsurfing, and NeighborGoods are all privately-held companies, and
most decisions are made by their managers. So while these platforms enable users to build new social
connections, they do not exactly empower users to decide how the platforms will operate. A later section
on resilience will address the lack of formal accountability of online platforms to their members.

2.4.

Environment

Beyond the economic and social benefits of online platforms, there may also be environmental benefits to
making better use of the stocks of consumer goods that have already been produced (Botsman and
Rogers 2010; Schor 2010, 137-143). Exchanging secondhand goods and sharing underutilized goods
may help lower demand for new goods. In this way, online platforms have the potential to reduce the
pollution and habitat loss associated with the production of consumer durables. To the extent that sites
like Craigslist, Couchsurfing, and NeighborGoods can help us transition away from our throwaway
consumer culture, they contribute to a more ecologically sustainable economy. Again, online platforms
are no environmental panacea. However, they may help reduce environmental degradation and foster
forms of cooperation that can help us adapt to environmental change.

2.4.1. Craigslist
Craigslist’s huge market for secondhand goods has almost certainly been good for the environment. The
platform diverts items from the solid waste stream by efficiently matching consumers with secondhand
goods. While Craigslist’s most direct environmental impact is on waste, slowing down the purchase and
disposal of consumer goods should also reduce pollution, resource extraction, and habitat loss.
The Environmental Protection Agency estimates that Americans dispose of 40 million tons of durable
goods every year (Environmental Protection Agency 2011, 10). In other words, nearly a quarter of postrecycling solid waste is made up of items that last three years or more including “large and small
appliances, furniture and furnishings, carpets and rugs, rubber tires, lead-acid automotive batteries,
consumer electronics, and other miscellaneous durable goods” such as “luggage, sporting goods,
miscellaneous household goods” (Environmental Protection Agency 2011, 62). To the extent that
Craigslist leads people to sell or give away goods instead of simply discarding them, it helps address this
problem.
To get a sense of Craigslist’s potential impact on waste, consider the types of goods that are sold on
Craigslist and the scale of the site. How much does the average post on Craigslist reduce waste? My
analysis of a random sample of 1,000 posts in California suggests that the average weight of secondhand
goods posted on Craigslist is 717 pounds, as shown in Table 5. Assuming that items posted in the
sections for Cars & trucks, Motorcycles/scooters, Heavy equipment, RVs, ATVs UTVs & snowmobiles,
and Boats have no impact on waste, that 69 percent of the remaining posts succeed in finding a buyer
(Willer et al. 2012, Table 1), and that 50 percent of items sold on Craigslist would otherwise have been
discarded, the typical post on Craigslist could plausibly reduce waste by 19 pounds (Fremstad 2014b,
23). Given that Americans created about half a billion posts in the for-sale section of Craigslist in 2014,
the platform could have diverted nearly 5 million tons of waste from the solid waste stream. Of course this
exercise is fairly uncertain, but if the typical post diverted just 1 pound from the solid waste stream,
Craigslist would still reduce solid waste generation by hundreds of thousands of tons. The sheer size of
Craigslist’s market for secondhand goods leaves little doubt that it has diverted goods that would have
otherwise ended up in landfills.
There is also statistical evidence from California that waste generation tended to decline in counties after
Craigslist launched an area list for residents to buy and sell secondhand goods. Moreover, the effect was
larger in counties with a greater density of internet users, or potential Craigslist users – per square mile.
This makes sense. When Craigslist users live close together, the platform is better able to match people
with bulky, heavy goods that are difficult to transport. The estimates suggest that Craigslist reduced waste
in California by at least 1.7 percent – or by about as much as the state’s glass bottle recycling program
(Fremstad 2014b).
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What is most striking about Craigslist’s environmental impact is that it is mostly an unintended
consequence of the platform’s secondhand market. No doubt, some people use Craigslist with the explicit
goal of building a more sustainable economy, but most people use it to buy cheap secondhand goods
and to sell stuff they no longer use. Willer et al.’s surveys suggest that Craigslist users are less concerned
with environmental issues than Freecycle users (Willer et al. 2012, 135). This actually highlights the
potential for online platforms to produce significant environmental benefits. Already over half of all
Americans have used platforms like Craigslist to buy and sell used goods, and more would likely do so if
there was a public campaign to encourage the reuse of goods similar to campaigns to encourage
recycling.
Table 5: Price and weight of secondhand goods posted on Craigslist
Percent of all
posts for
secondhand
goods

Mean
asking
price

Mean
weight
(in lbs.)

Cars & trucks

14.1%

$8,307

3,737

Furniture
Auto parts
Electronics
Baby & kid stuff
Appliances
Sporting goods
General
Clothing & accessories
Tools
Household items
Computers
Collectibles
Musical instruments
Motorcycles/scooters
Other categories
All secondhand goods

12.3%
9.5%
7.4%
4.8%
4.6%
3.7%
3.6%
3.3%
3.2%
3.0%
2.9%
2.7%
2.4%
2.0%
20.6%
100.0%

$348
$327
$248
$57
$342
$179
$574
$88
$190
$77
$213
$156
$427
$4,579
$180
$1,549

155
103
45
71
173
77
297
8
57
33
10
9
96
417
120
717

Category

Notes: Based on author's proportionate stratified random sample of
1,000 postings across 28 lists in California. These figures are for the
788 posts that I classify as secondhand goods. See Fremstad (2014b)
for details.

2.4.2. Couchsurfing
While the environmental benefits of Craigslist are clear, the environmental consequences of Couchsurfing
are less certain. Couchsurfing may reduce demand for hotels. Thomas Friedman stresses this in a
celebration of the sharing economy in his July 30, 2013 op-ed in the New York Times: “Just think how
much better all this is for the environment — for people to be renting their spare bedrooms rather than
building another Holiday Inn and another and another.” Suppose that Couchsurfing facilitates about half a
million nights of lodging annually. Given the occupancy rate of the traditional hospitality industry
(Hotels.com 2014, 2), that is the equivalent of about 2,000 hotel rooms or about ten typical hotels. By
reducing our need of more hotels, Couchsurfing may have also slightly reduced urban sprawl, habitat
loss, construction waste, and energy use.
However, this thought experiment probably overstates the environmental benefits of Couchsurfing. Some
of the nights people spend Couchsurfing would have otherwise been spent on the couch of a relative,
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friend, or acquaintance, rather than in a hotel. More importantly, though, some of the nights people spend
Couchsurfing would have otherwise been spent at home. If travel and lodging are complementary goods,
reducing the cost of lodging to zero will increase demand for travel. From the perspective of equity and
social relations this is a great thing. Part of Couchsurfing’s mission is to help people travel and explore.
But from an environmental perspective, this extra travel has costs, especially in terms of carbon
emissions. Air travel is a large and growing source of global warming (Rosenthal 2013). Without much
more information about how Couchsurfing affects members’ travel decisions, it is impossible to calculate
the platform’s overall impact on the environment.
Although Couchsurfing’s net environmental impact is unclear, it is highly beneficial in terms of livelihoods,
equity, and social relations. Moreover, the solution to curbing the environmental burdens associated with
travel is not to reduce access to affordable, peer-to-peer lodging. In the United States, there are 10 million
commercial flights each year, and nearly half of the travel is done for business (US Department of
Transportation 2009). Any extra trips brought about by Couchsurfing are a drop in the bucket. The
solution to preventing excessive travel is to have people pay the true social and environmental cost of
their trips by putting a price on carbon. With such a tax in place, Couchsurfing and other platforms would
produce unambiguous environmental benefits by reducing the need to build, heat, and cool unnecessary
hotel rooms.

2.4.3. NeighborGoods
There are probably also environmental benefits to sharing rather than owning infrequently used goods.
Online platforms will have the greatest environmental impact if they can create dense networks of
members that share goods without transporting them back and forth over significant distances. Sharing
goods will also be better for the environment if households devote their savings to less environmentally
damaging activities, such as increased leisure. Given NeighborGoods’ small scale, its current impact on
waste, pollution, and habitat loss is limited. However, my survey suggests that the single most important
reason for joining and participating on NeighborGoods is to reduce waste. Alan Berger describes
NeighborGoods’ early adopters as people who are “trying to develop a more sustainable life.” (Berger
2014).
People probably tend to share goods more intensively when material goods are relatively expensive. As
incomes have grown in the United States, there has been less of an incentive for people to share a range
of belongings, from homes (Salcedo, Schoellman and Tertilt 2012.), to vehicles (Ferguson 1997), to
everyday goods. So why is there such an interest in sharing goods today? The answer may be similar to
Frank Ackerman’s argument for why people choose to recycle in an era of material abundance. By
recycling, Ackerman argues that the American public is steering resources and innovation in a more
sustainable direction (Ackerman 1997, 182-187). People may believe that by recycling we will get better
at recycling. The same basic argument could apply to sharing. By borrowing and lending goods, we may
develop the norms and the preferences that will make it easier for us to share a wider range of goods on
a wider scale in the future.
While NeighborGoods’ current environmental impact is modest, the potential environmental benefits of
sharing goods could be large. This paper previously highlighted the economic incentives to share private
vehicles, which are enormously wasteful. Although a few members of NeighborGoods have offered to
share their cars or trucks, other platforms have focused explicitly on helping people share vehicles.
RelayRides promotes decentralized car-sharing in the US, and BlaBlaCar facilitates ride-sharing in
Europe. Both services could help reduce demand for new vehicles and parking. Ridesharing could also
reduce the pollution and congestion associated with single-occupancy trips (Gorenflo & Eskandari-Qajar
2013).
To the extent that online platforms can increase the utilization of existing goods and reduce demand for
new goods, they should have environmental benefits. There is early evidence that Craigslist’s market for
secondhand goods has led to significant reductions in solid waste. The environmental impact of
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Couchsurfing is less clear, since it both reduces the need for hotels and lowers the cost of travel.
NeighborGoods’ current environmental impact is quite limited, but early adopters are very interested in
sharing goods and reducing waste. If online platforms can succeed in helping people better share cars
and trucks their environmental benefits could be substantial.
Online platforms for sharing and exchanging goods have economic, social, and environmental benefits.
To a greater or lesser degree, Craigslist, Couchsurfing, and NeighborGoods expand access to goods
especially for low-income people, they build social relations, and they reduce waste as well as the
pollution and environmental degradation associated with the production of consumer goods.

3. RESILIENCE, SCALABILITY, AND REPLICABILITY
While its current achievements are impressive, much of the excitement around the sharing economy is
based on its possibilities for the future. This section will address the scalability, the replicability, and the
resilience of these online platforms. Online platforms are both blessed and cursed by extreme economies
of scale. It is difficult to launch a successful platform, but successful platforms also face little competition.
While private companies create and maintain socially valuable platforms, there may also be a case for
public investment in online platforms for exchanging and sharing goods, given their economies of scale
and network externalities.

3.1.

Economies of Scale

As noted earlier, online platforms like Craigslist, Couchsurfing, and NeighborGoods are characterized by
extreme economies of scale. Unlike traditional methods for sharing and exchanging underutilized goods,
online platforms that facilitate peer-to-peer transactions are easily scalable. This stems from the fact that
online platforms increase the use of existing stocks of consumer goods. While there are some fixed costs
to building, maintaining, and upgrading websites, those costs do not increase much with the number of
people using the services. These economies of scale set online platforms apart from most traditional
methods of sharing. Consider public libraries, which provided a new way for Americans to read books.
After the first American public libraries proved to be popular, the concept was brought to more cities and
towns. However, expanding access to books by this method required building more libraries, purchasing
more books, and hiring more librarians.
Compare this to the recent experience of online platforms. Once Craigslist took off in San Francisco, the
platform was able to easily expand to other cities at little cost. There was no need for Craigslist to open
an office or hire employees in each city it entered. In a sense, the economies of scale on Couchsurfing
are even more dramatic. The cost of the marginal member is very low, and the more people join the site,
the more efficient the hospitality network becomes, due to network externalities. Between 2008 and 2014
the number of Couchsurfing members increased from 2 to 9 million people, which meant that the platform
is now able to match travelers with hosts in more neighborhoods, cities, and countries.
There are some limits to the scalability of these platforms. In the case of Craigslist, the platform probably
works best where the geographical density of users is high, because it is easier for buyers to pick up
secondhand goods from nearby sellers (Fremstad 2014b). For this reason, Craigslist is probably more
successful in urban environments than rural environments. This may explain why Craigslist expanded first
to large cities and eventually to sparsely-populated counties and regions.
There may also be limits to the number of people who are willing to use a given platform to exchange or
share goods. For example, Couchsurfing may be better suited for people who are extroverted or
adventurous. Peer-to-peer lodging services may never be used by as many people as online classified
ads. However, these limits to the scalability of online platforms depend partly on malleable norms and
preferences. Online platforms are constrained by the level of trust among members and the willingness of
members to rely on each other for their livelihoods, but these social constraints are subject to change.
That is exactly why online platforms promote cooperative norms, like NeighborGoods’ “three golden rules
of sharing”, and pro-sharing preferences, like Couchsurfing’s assurance that “you have friends all over the
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world, you just don’t know them yet”. There is good reason to think that social constraints on peer-to-peer
exchange and sharing will relax as online platforms become a larger part of everyday life (Fremstad
2014a).

3.2.

Replicating Successful Platforms

While a given online platform is highly scalable, the success of the most popular platforms is not
necessarily replicable. Craigslist has been very successful in getting people to buy and sell secondhand
goods online. However, its success does not guarantee that Couchsurfing or NeighborGoods will ever
attract similar numbers of users. Most platforms associated with the sharing economy are trying to
popularize a specific type of economic transaction, but whether or not any given type of transaction will
take off is uncertain. Finding the right formula is a huge challenge for new platforms.
NeighborGoods and similar sites have yet to prove that an online platform can facilitate the regular
sharing of household goods among members. The economic benefits of sharing most household goods
may simply be too low for the practice to gain much traction. As NeighborGoods’ director Alan Berger
notes, as stuff gets cheaper it dilutes the economic incentive to share goods (Berger 2014). However,
NeighborGoods may save members a significant amount of money if it had enough active members living
close together. Due to network externalities, individuals’ decision about whether to participate on a
platform like NeighborGoods might be best described as a huge coordination problem. There is no
economic benefit if one person joins the platform, but many people would be significantly better off if they
all joined the platform.
A number of platforms are continuing to tweak the existing formula to help people share everyday items
across households. As noted above, NeighborGoods is experimenting with the idea of allowing people to
borrow some goods from central locations stocked with items members have donated or lent to the
network on a long-term basis. Relying on libraries for everyday goods would reduce the scalability of
NeighborGoods, because each community or neighborhood would require a new library and librarian, but
these costs are not necessarily unmanageable. One possible solution may be for public libraries to
devote some of the space that they are saving from the transition to digital books, music, and films to
physical goods like tools, gear, and small appliances. Neal Gorenflo, the founder of Shareable.net, has
offered some other formulas. His “Tupperware” model has individuals operating small rental shops out of
their garages. This would allow people to conveniently rent some key items from someone in their
neighborhood rather than from the nearest rental store. Gorenflo also describes a model in which
consumers automatically have goods they purchase added to their inventories. They could then easily
choose to lend or rent these items out to their friends or peers, without having to photograph and describe
the item like they do on NeighborGoods (Gorenflo 2012). Whether one of these proposals could help
peer-to-peer sharing gain traction remains to be seen, but there is some hope in the fact that a number of
platforms are continuing to experiment with ways to get people to borrow and lend household goods.
Craigslist has millions of users and facilitates millions of transactions each year, but not all platforms will
be able to replicate its success. Some forms of cooperation are more difficult or, perhaps, impossible to
foster. It is too early to tell which platforms will be similarly successful, but recent experience suggests
that online platforms for exchanging and sharing goods will become increasingly important in the years to
come.

3.3.

Financial and Organizational Resilience

Online platforms for exchanging and sharing goods are inherently scalable, and the number of successful
platforms is likely to grow over time. However, since most online platforms are organized as private
companies, they can face distinct financial and organizational challenges. Despite the sharp economies
of scale, platforms are not always profitable. Once a platform is built, it costs very little to facilitate the
marginal transaction, but somehow companies must cover the significant fixed cost of building,
maintaining, and improving their sites. It can be difficult for companies to break even.
Of the three case studies in this paper, only Craigslist has a regular and substantial revenue stream.
Craigslist charges fees for some types of posts, including $25 to $75 for job posts in some cities, $10 for
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brokered apartment rentals in New York City, and $5 for cars and trucks posted by dealers (Craigslist
2014). These fees may improve the quality of advertisements in these sections, and they are sufficient for
Craigslist to continuously invest in its site. Because of this revenue, Craigslist has not needed to charge
individuals to post items for sale, which has helped Craigslist remain the largest online market for local
secondhand goods.
However, not all platforms earn significant revenue. Couchsurfing and NeighborGoods remain free to join
and free to use. There are a number of potential reasons for this. Many consumers may be unwilling to
pay to use these platforms. After all, digital services that have nearly zero marginal cost, such as Gmail,
Facebook, and Pandora, are often made available at no cost to users. Imposing fees on members may
also be counterproductive when sites are working to expand their memberships and exploit network
externalities. It might also be unpopular and untenable for non-market sites to charge members, when
members freely welcome each other into their homes and share their tools, media, and gear. However,
without a steady flow of financial resources, the resilience of young platforms is uncertain.
These financial challenges hamper the ability of online platforms to produce the economic, social, and
environmental benefits discussed above. Platforms like NeighborGoods face serious difficulties accessing
the funding they need to streamline their services. It seems likely that many concepts for sites devoted to
helping people exchange and share goods are unrealized because they are not financially viable – at
least not initially. The need to make ends meet probably also encourages companies to build marketbased platforms rather than reciprocity-based platforms. While it may be difficult for Couchsurfing to
charge its members $5 to surf, Airbnb faces little opposition in charging users fees that total between 9
and 15 percent of a reservation price (Airbnb 2014).
Private companies may also fail to provide long-term organizational resilience to platforms for exchanging
and sharing goods. Profit maximization may not maximize the economic, social, and environmental
benefits of online platforms. The current owners and managers of Craigslist, Couchsurfing, and
NeighborGoods appear to have their users’ best interests in mind. However, their organization as private
companies does not guarantee that this will always be the case, and the mission and structure of the
platforms could change with the whims of future owners and managers. While users on all platforms have
full control over whether they exchange or share goods on these platforms, they have little say in how the
platforms are run or how interactions are structured. Although platforms within the sharing economy rely
heavily on cooperation among users, they rarely provide formal mechanisms for users to collectively
determine how the platforms operate. Moreover, due to network externalities, successful platforms are
natural monopolies, making it difficult for individual consumers to vote with their feet (or clicks).
One way to improve both the financial and organizational resilience of online platforms may be to provide
companies with some public funding in exchange for more democratic decision-making. Funding could
come from governments, philanthropists, or a subset of members. The economic justification for this is
that online platforms are fundamentally public goods. Due to their economies of scale, these platforms
provide services that are essentially non-rival. The case for some public funding is made even stronger by
the presence of network externalities. Keeping platforms free can help build the number of users over
time, which will tend to increase the economic, social, and environmental benefits generated by these
platforms.
While there are good theoretical reasons for increasing public funding to online platforms, it may be
difficult to do so in practice. It is essential to recognize that private companies have been most successful
at developing platforms for exchanging and sharing goods that take advantage of new technologies and
growing internet access. Craigslist presumably displaced CalMAX, California’s government-sponsored
materials exchange platform, because Craigslist provided a better platform for buying, selling, and giving
away secondhand goods. If greater public funding were made available to platforms in the future, it
should be provided in a way that encourages, rather than impedes social entrepreneurship.
It may nevertheless be useful to consider a variety of ways in which the public could provide some
funding to online platforms in exchange for more democratic decision-making. Funding might be provided
by philanthropists or governments that recognize the potential of unprofitable platforms to generate the

20 | P a g e

economic, social, and environmental returns highlighted in this paper. Donors might provide the
managers with funds as long as the managers protect the best interests of their users and members.
Alternatively, platforms could charge optional membership fees in exchange for the right to vote on
policies that affect how members will exchange and share goods. Currently consumers of most free
digital services have very little say in how they are run. Facebook and Google periodically send their
users “user agreements” which individuals must accept if they are to continue to use the service. A model
for democratic online platforms may be for members to vote on important changes to their privacy
controls or reputation systems. While giving members greater decision-making power could make
platforms more unwieldy in the short-run, it could also make them more resilient in the long-run.
Some online platforms may already be shifting towards generating greater public funding. For example,
NeighborGoods is working with municipalities that are interested in reducing solid waste by increasing the
reuse of goods (Berger 2014). If a few local governments were willing to devote relatively small sums of
money to the platform, NeighborGoods would have the funds it needs to invest in its site. This sort of
public investment could pay off for municipalities by reducing the cost of waste disposal. Moreover, the
benefits of a better and denser platform could be made available to more users free of charge. Public
investments may also give the citizens of the partnering municipalities a greater say in how the platforms
facilitate the sharing of household goods. While it is still too early to tell whether online platforms for
exchanging and sharing goods will receive more public funding and become more democratic, this may
be a strategy for keeping platforms financially and organizationally resilient in the years to come.

3.4.

Online Platforms in the Future Economy

Online platforms for exchanging and sharing goods are highly scalable. There are significant fixed costs
to building and maintaining a useful site, but the cost of the marginal member and marginal transaction is
very low. At the same time, larger platforms will facilitate more transactions and produce greater social
benefits, due to network externalities. However, it can be difficult for private companies to develop online
platforms that reach the scale necessary to cover their costs. While there is no guarantee that young
platforms will replicate the success of a successful website like Craigslist, there are also probably
platforms that would generate economic, social, and environmental benefits if they had access to
financing. There may be a role for greater public funding of these platforms in the years to come.
Government, philanthropists, and members may agree to help finance platforms for exchanging and
sharing goods in exchange for increasing the platform’s formal accountability to their members and the
public at large.

4. CONCLUSION
In the current economy, huge stocks of consumer goods are wasted. Online platforms for exchanging and
sharing goods can help Americans increase the use of underused goods, improve the livelihoods of lowincome people, build social connections, and protect environmental resources. This case study has
evaluated the economic, social, and environmental effects of Craigslist, Couchsurfing, and
NeighborGoods.
Because Craigslist is used by so many people to buy and sell secondhand goods, it has probably already
significantly contributed to livelihoods, equity, and environmental sustainability. For a smaller group of
people, Couchsurfing provided its members with opportunities to affordable travel, which may be
particularly important for low-income people. Couchsurfing has also led to millions of new social
connections between people all around the world. While NeighborGoods has not yet received the same
level of traction, there is a decent chance that an online platform for borrowing and lending household
goods will succeed in saving people money, expanding access goods, building community, and reducing
waste. The greatest benefits in this area may come from platforms that are able to facilitate car-sharing
and ride-sharing.
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The inherent scalability of online platforms for exchanging and sharing goods makes them particularly
promising initiatives for building a more sustainable economy. However, platforms often face challenges
in raising the funds they need to invest in their sites. Going forward, it may be a good idea to provide
greater public funding of these platforms in exchange for greater accountability to their members and the
public. This analysis concludes that online platforms like Craigslist, Couchsurfing, and NeighborGoods
have an important role to play as future economy initiatives.
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