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Sustainable sharing in local communities: exploring the role of
social capital
Tom E. Julsrud

CICERO Center for International Climate Research, Oslo, Norway

ABSTRACT
There are many forms of sharing occurring in local communities that can
help reduce overconsumption and mitigate the continuous growth of
climate emissions. Lately, traditional forms of local sharing have been
supplemented with internet-based peer-to-peer sharing applications.
This paper applies a social capital perspective to explore the relational
basis for different forms of sharing in local communities, and to inform
a discussion on how local sharing can be scaled up. Based on a survey
of citizens in four municipalities in Norway, four key forms of sharing
are explored including p2p-sharing, sharing schemes organised in the
community, sharing of time through voluntary work, and informal
sharing among friends, family and neighbours. Results indicate that
bridging social capital is particularly important for all sharing activities,
and that time-sharing is most strongly sustained by social capital. In
addition to social capital dimensions, environmental motives also
contribute to people’s engagement in face-to-face local sharing. p2p-
sharing, however, is to a much lesser degree related to social capital
and environmental motives.
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1. Introduction

A recurring challenge of the current economic system of production is that it tends to encourage the
over-consumption, and even hyper-consumption, of goods and services, resulting in household con-
sumption with a substantial environmental and climatic footprint. There is little doubt that the esca-
lated consumption of everything, from long-distance travel and food to consumer electronics and
household energy, represents a threat to the physical environment as much as growing greenhouse
gas (GHG) emissions do (Ivanova, Stadler, and Steen-Olsen 2016). It is estimated that 73 per cent of
GHG emissions globally come from household-related activities (Hertwich and Peters 2009; Dubois
et al. 2019), and very steep reductions in emissions are needed if the global community is to meet
the goals of the Paris Agreement, which aims to reduce emissions from 40 gigatonnes of carbon
dioxide in 2020–5 gigatonnes in 2050 and eventually reach a level of “net zero” by 2100.

Several authors have advocated for more local and democratic forms of production, distribution
and consumption to speed up behavioural change (Arcidiacono and Gandini 2019; Hamari, Sjöklint,
and Ukkonen 2016; Schor 2016; Mi and Coffman 2019). Forms of “local sharing” have been con-
sidered a promising alternative to market – and reciprocity-based sharing schemes, including the
sharing of clothes, toys, tools and vehicles. Studies have documented that under the right con-
ditions, local sharing can help to avoid, or at least delay, waste production via the bartering,
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swapping, gifting, renting, trading and borrowing of multiple underused or unwanted goods
between individuals (Oliveira, Tomar, and Tam 2020; Sandin and Peters 2018; Jung and Koo 2018;
Ala-Mantila et al. 2017). In the longer term, these systems may represent an important step to
curbing overconsumption, reducing GHG emissions and spurring the development of more sustain-
able lifestyles.

Over the last two decades, there has been much experimentation centring on local sharing as
“grassroots social innovations”, where civil society actors play an important role (Smith et al. 2016;
Seyfang and Longhurst 2013; Seyfang and Smith 2007; Westskog et al. 2021; Whalen 2018; Albinsson
et al. 2019). Such initiatives have proven to promote sustainability through a plethora of different
activities, including less fossil fuel-intensive transportation, urban gardening, renewable energy
implementation and waste regeneration, among others. As a particular type of social innovation,
they are believed as crucial to fostering regional transitions towards a low-carbon economy
(Seyfang and Smith 2007; Hargreaves et al. 2013). However, although promising, these actions
and experiments have not been able to scale up in ways that have changed mainstream consump-
tion behaviour (Martellozzo, Landholm, and Holsten 2019). There has also been a paucity of research
that addresses community-based aspects that can give grassroot innovation initiatives a stronger
momentum and enable it to become part of “mainstream” consumer practices (Bennett et al. 2016).

In addition, over the last decades, traditional sharing has been supplemented by an upsurge of
numerous technology-mediated applications for sharing, including the sharing of cars, accommo-
dation, items, food and more. Particularly influential is peer-to-peer (P2P) sharing, in which
sharing, lending or renting between individuals is done through an internet-based application
offered by a third party (Bardhi and Eckhardt 2012; Belk 2014; Botsman and Rogers 2011; Agarwal
and Steinmetz 2019). Compared with traditional community-based sharing, P2P sharing extends
the circle of possible lenders and sharers way beyond the local community. These digital technol-
ogies are changing the premises and practices for local sharing, and there is a growing interest in
how they, combined with traditional forms, may contribute to a shift towards more sustainable con-
sumer practices. This exploratory paper suggests that a closer focus on relational structures and their
embedded qualities in a community can give new information on what drives different forms of
sharing and the basis for their development. In general, there are good reasons to believe that com-
munities with a well-developed network of social relations are in a better position to circulate infor-
mation about sharing events and opportunities, facilitate network-based learning and build norms
to promote sharing practices. However, little empirical work has been done to investigate this sys-
tematically and explore the variation across different forms of sharing and factors that can help to
promote them further.

In the literature on sustainable development, social capital has proven essential for building resi-
lience, managing scarce resources, fostering entrepreneurship and improving citizen health (Aldrich
and Meyer 2015; Kusakabe 2012). Furthermore, collective social capital has proven helpful for
pooling resources and mobilising in climate-related crises, particularly in the developing world (Kalk-
brenner and Roseen 2016; Sonderskov 2008; Jovita et al. 2019; Wickes et al. 2015). On an individual
level, aspects of social capital dimensions have also proven to be important in terms of concern for
the environment (Macias and Nelson 2011; Macias and Williams 2016). Recent studies have found
that social capital dimensions may work together with social needs and environmental motives to
motivate the uptake of environmental measures in communities (Broska 2021; Macias and Nelson
2011). Hence, social capital may supplement and enrich the more established perspective in sustain-
ability research, where the primary focus is on individual characteristics and demographic variation.

However, an important but so far unanswered question is whether social capital, along with
demographic and motivational aspects, can also be a driver of citizens’ engagement in the form
of sustainable sharing. This question is important to answer since it can help understand the
variety of sharing that occurs in many local communities and guide the development of policy
measures to strengthen sharing practices that are most likely to promote sustainability goals. In
response to this, the central research question guiding this paper is as follows: How are social
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capital dimensions, in combination with motivational and demographic factors, influencing sharing
activities in communities, and how can this be used to inform policies to promote a wider upscaling
of sharing in communities?

This paper is structured as follows: In the next section (2) we explain the key concepts of social
capital and sharing practices and provide an overview of the relevant literature and findings. Four
central types of local sharing practices is here outlined. In section (3), we review the methodology
and data, including an introduction to the four municipalities1 that are the basis for the quantitative
analysis. In section 4, we present the results of the analysis and then return to the research question
in the last part (5) to address the dynamics between forms of sharing and social capital and the con-
nections between “old and new” forms of sharing.

2. Theory and literature review

2.1. Social capital

Over 100 years ago, George Simmel wrote about the value of social relations and networks for devel-
oping trust and as a socialising force generated via everyday social interactions (Wolff 1950). Since
then, multiple disciplines have adopted the idea that social relations and networks are central
elements in all social life and that involvement and participation in groups can have positive conse-
quences for the individual and the community (Portes 1998; Field 2003; Lin 2001). Bourdieu (1983)
was among the first to coin the term “social capital”, which he described as one of four types of
capital, along with economic, cultural and symbolic capital, that was important for social perform-
ance and social position. In his approach, social capital is the aggregate of the actual or potential
resources linked to the possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalised relationships
of mutual acquaintance or recognition. Like Bourdieu, Coleman (1988) saw social capital and other
types of capital as a resource for the individual. In his definition, he pointed out that social capital is
defined by its function. It is not a single entity but a variety of different entities with two elements in
common: they all consist of some aspect of social structures, and they facilitate certain actions of
actors – whether persons or corporate actors – within the structure.

Coleman’s approach to social capital overlaps with that of Bourdieu, although Coleman elabo-
rated further on the reciprocity embedded in the system consisting of obligations and expectations.
He described situations in which doing favours for someone is a type of “credit slip”. When someone
receives (unpaid) help from another, they are essentially giving them a credit slip, which signifies that
they will be paid back for their goods and/or services. However, for an individual to believe that their
favour will be reciprocated, there also needs to be a level of trustworthiness in a social environment
such that people believe the obligation will be met. Putnam (2000) built on these works when
warning against – and to some extent also documenting – a trend towards the gradual fragmenta-
tion of social life in the United States. Although not repudiating former works, he laid out a view of
social capital that maintained a stronger focus on the role of social capital in generating benefits
beyond individuals at the neighbourhood and community levels. In his broad approach, social
capital includes “features of social organizations, such as networks, norms and trust that facilitate
action and cooperation for mutual benefit” (35). In the regional development literature, the
definitions offered by Coleman and Putnam have been most influential, particularly the latter, as
it emphasises the role and influence of social capital at the community level.

However, although influential, Putnam’s work has been critiqued for having a simplified view of
social capital that shadows the multifaceted nature of the concept (Poder 2011). Arguably, a ranking
of groups and nations based on social capital indicators misses the point that there is a complex
interplay of different dimensions and processes that differ across places and over time (Serageldin
and Grootaert 2017). Moreover, his emphasis on social capital as a product of face-to-face inter-
actions in the community has been criticised for ignoring the opportunities that new media plat-
forms can foster for communication and other forms of mediated social capital (Rainie and
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Wellman 2012; Wellman 2002). Most importantly, Putnam continued Coleman’s key argument that
social relations are comparable to economic investments and that human actors are developing their
social networks based on rational calculations (Ishihara and Pascual 2009), even though many
studies have documented that the build-up of social relationships and trust is often motivated by
other motives and practices (Arrow 2000; Decker and Uslaner 2001; Ala-Mantila et al. 2009).

Partly due to the diversified theoretical landscape, there is no unified understanding of how the
concept of social capital should be broken down and measured. The strategy behind most efforts to
analyse social capital has been to select indicators that can capture some of the main dimensions.We
follow this approach in our operationalisation and address three key dimensions: trust, social norms
and social relations.2 This is aligned with the conceptual framework suggested by Brunie (2009), who
distinguished between relational, collective and generalised social capital. The relational form of
social capital refers to the structures of social relationships that connect people within a local com-
munity and beyond. Here, two types of relations are central: bonding and bridging.3 Bonding
relationships denote ties between friends and family members. In bonding relationships, there is
a high degree of mutual affinity, and one may find emotional support. In contrast, bridging ties
encompass people with whom one is not particularly close, typically acquaintances or people that
one occasionally meets or talks to. Bridging ties are usually more diverse and a source for
different types of information compared to bonding ties. As such, they are considered particularly
valuable in the network literature for sharing knowledge and information in social communities
(Burt 2005).

The collective social capital dimension refers to the level of engagement in pro-social activities in
the community. Social capital is understood as a collective resource that is essentially defined in
relation to its function. Reciprocity norms are particularly important because they predispose indi-
viduals to cooperate with one another and refrain from engaging in opportunistic behaviour and
free riding (Ostrom 1990). In the realm of sharing, in some cases, reciprocity is an underlying mech-
anism, although not in its most altruistic forms (Belk 2010). Finally, the generalised type of social
capital relates to individuals’ attitudes and predispositions towards others. When people have a gen-
erally trustful attitude towards others, it makes them predisposed to cooperate, trust, understand
and empathise with others. In the context of sustainable development, generalised trust makes it
more likely that people will engage in altruistic and non-profit activities because it builds on the
idea that others are likely to replicate this. Therefore, generalised trust is sometimes seen as a pre-
dictor of engagement in environmental activism and membership in environmental organisations.

2.2. Sharing – new and old forms

Sharing is a fundamental activity for many central social mechanisms that are implicitly or explicitly
part of many social theories. According to Belk (2010), sharing can be described as a practice that
involves “the act and process of distributing what is ours to others for their use and/or the act
and process of receiving or taking something from others for our use” (126). In many ways, the
concept is closely related to social capital; both put relational interactions in focus, and the
duality between bridging and bonding social capital is mirrored in the distinctions between
weaker and stronger forms of sharing (Belk 2014, 2010). Similarly, Tim Ingold (1986) coined the
twin concepts of “sharing in” and “sharing out”, where the first is the typical consumption of
resources within a denser circle of people regarding ownership as common, and the latter involves
giving or receiving to or from those outside the social group boundaries. Sharing is often a product
and an expression of social capital, and it can simultaneously help to build or sustain it. The close
association between social capital and sharing entails an inevitable recursiveness; pre-existing
social capital can initiate sharing, but simultaneously, involvement in sharing practices may
produce social capital. However, like most pre-existing work on social capital in the context of sus-
tainable development, we will consider sharing as primarily an outcome of social capital in commu-
nities (Macias and Williams 2016; Grootaert and van Bastelaer 2009; Serageldin and Grootaert 2017).
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In the literature, four types of sharing have been addressed: sharing between local friends and
family members, community based sharing, time sharing and the more recent p2p haring taking
place through digital platforms. Traditional sharing between family members and close friends build-
ing up reciprocity and relational trust is fundamental for developing and sustaining most social
groups and communities. However, there also exists a more organised form where sharing activities
are coordinated and regulated within the community. Community-based sharing includes arrange-
ments set up to share and/or re-use items, such as sharing events, flea markets, informal sharing
of cars and food cooperatives. These sharing forms tend to operate in a middle position between
market-based and informal sharing schemes (Hamari, Sjöklint, and Ukkonen 2016; Albinsson and
Perera 2012), and they are typically coordinated and facilitated by activists, often in cooperation
with NGOs and/or public enterprises. Westskog et al. (2021) defined community sharing as “orga-
nized sharing activities that involve members of a well-defined societal group and where a centra-
lized body provides an asset or a pool of assets and governs members’ use”. Hence, compared with
sharing within the close circle of family and friends, community-based sharing is more institutiona-
lised and can help to promote what Ingold described as “sharing out”.

Contributing to community-based work voluntarily and helping others in the community with
various assignments can be considered a particular form of sharing. When this is in the form of
institutionalised behaviour, it links up to organised sharing, although it points to the act of “dis-
tributing” time rather than tangible goods. In previous literature, the sharing of time through
voluntary work has been related to social capital, either as an outcome or an indicator (McCulloch,
Mohan, and Smith 2012; Hanifi 2013; Sørensen 2012). According to Putnam (2000), engagement in
voluntary associations represents one of the main arenas for face-to-face communication that may
be generative of networks and trust over time. However, a distinction should be made between
volunteering work as membership in formal organisations and informal commitment to a commu-
nity (Neymotin 2016). We will address the latter in this paper, as it more closely captures the
concept of sharing.

A key theme in the literature on sharing over the last two decades has been the extent to which
communication technology has influenced and changed sharing practices. Along with the rapid
growth of Internet 2.0 and smartphone applications over the last decades, a range of P2P sharing
platforms has been introduced that offers consumer systems that help to coordinate sharing and
lending, extending the circle of possible lenders and sharers way beyond the family and local com-
munity. This has brought new attention to the idea of sharing as an alternative and more sustainable
system for the distribution of goods, and applications for sharing have emerged across different con-
sumer areas, including accommodation (Airbnb), transportation (BlaBlaCar, Zipcar), items and tools
(eBay), food (Too Good To Go) and clothing (Clothing Swap). In the literature, sharing activities on
the internet have been described as collaborative consumption, representing a transformed type
of sharing and often seen as a cornerstone in the advent of a sharing economy (Botsman and
Rogers 2011; Whalen 2018; Agarwal and Steinmetz 2019; Arcidiacono and Gandini 2019). Currently,
many different business models exist, and the delimitation of different types of sharing, borrowing,
bartering and market transactions is not trivial. However, one characteristic of shared consumption
online (i.e. collaborative consumption) is that it usually involves some kind of compensation or fee
when individual goods or services shift hands. Therefore, Belk (2014, 1597) defined collaborative con-
sumption as “people coordinating the acquisition and distribution of a resource for a fee or other
compensation”. By including other compensation, this definition encompasses bartering, trading
and swapping, which all involve giving and receiving non-monetary compensation. Another
central aspect of most P2P platforms is the use of systems for rating and reputation scores that
have made sharing with strangers less risky and more appealing (Schor 2016; Huurne et al. 2018;
Kim and Yoon 2016). This enables sharing among a much broader set of agents than is usually
the case for people’s face-to-face-based bridging and bonding ties. However, at the same time,
these rating systems seem to devalue the role of social trust as an important underpinning for
the functioning of social capital (Botsman 2017).
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The idea that internet-based sharing, borrowing and renting can promote more sustainable
societies has been met with much scepticism. For example, Lawrence Lessig (2008) argued that
while sharing has always existed, P2P sharing formalises and monetises previously informal and
voluntary elements. Following Lessig’s argument, there has been an increase in both the volume
and variety of “thin sharing” that is more focused on individual gain and resembles the self-inter-
ested actor model within classical economics. Lessig explained that “a thin sharing economy is
often easier to support than a think sharing economy… [because]… all things being equal, a me
motivation [for us, now] comes more easily to most” (Ibid, p. 155).

More recently, studies have also provided evidence that P2P-based sharing seems to be grounded
on other institutional logics than traditional face-to-face-based community sharing (Julsrud and
Uteng 2021; Bardhi and Eckhardt 2012; Laurell and Sandström 2017). There is also an ongoing
debate as to whether the sharing economy is a trend that may lead to exploitative business practices
that exacerbate existing inequalities rather than strengthen sustainability measures (Martin 2016;
Gruzka 2017).

2.3. Social capital and local sharing

Most of the literature on local and regional development focuses on relational aspects of social
capital (Aldrich and Meyer 2015; Kirkby-Geddes, King, and Bravington 2013; Kusakabe 2012). Well-
functioning networks of weaker and stronger relationships have been recognised as important for
how well communities handle disaster situations through the distribution of information, financial
aid support, child care and emotional and psychological support (Wickes et al. 2015; Elliott,
Haney, and Sams-Abiodun 2010; Jovita et al. 2019). In addition to the bridging and bonding relation-
ship forms, there has been a growing awareness of linking relationships that connect across vertical
institutions and boundaries (Agger and Jensen 2015). In addition, a few studies have found that
social capital may be important for sharing activities such as community gardens (Kingsley, Foenan-
der, and Bailey 2020; Shimpo, Wesener, and McWilliam 2019), food sharing (Whalen 2018) and the
use of local libraries (Johnson 2012). In summary, these studies suggest that social capital can be
positive for sharing activities and that different social capital types – in particular, bridging and
bonding ties – may have complementary functions. However, current work has rarely included mul-
tiple social capital dimensions, and in most cases, existing studies are based on case studies of par-
ticular types of sharing activities. Likewise, there are no works that attempt to relate the new types of
P2P-based sharing with different forms of traditional local sharing, leaving a blind spot on how emer-
ging technologically mediated sharing may interact with traditional sharing forms. In this paper, we
intend to fill some of these gaps by exploring howmultiple social capital dimensions impact P2P and
traditional sharing forms.

3. Data and methodology

As previously indicated, much earlier works have found that social capital can differ across regions,
municipalities and smaller communities (Putnam 2000; Guzhavina and Mekhova 2018; Hofferth and
Iceland 1998; Jens Fyhn Lykke Sørensen 2016). To capture this dimension, our study targets sharing
practices among citizens in four municipalities in Norway: Tromsø, Follo, Lillestrøm and Drammen.
There are different reasons for selecting these areas as our cases. First, they have all been actively
supporting local sharing programmes involving both public sector partners and non-governmental
organisations (NGOs).4 Second, they exhibit diversity in terms of population, size and density, making
it possible to compare geographical and contextual variation (Table 1). Whereas Drammen has over
100,000 inhabitants and is relatively densely populated, Tromsø lies in the northern part of Norway
with more scattered settlements. However, as indicated in the centrality index, all municipalities are
centred around one larger urban region. Including different municipalities in the study allows for an
understanding of the impact of place as an explanatory factor. Nevertheless, following the logic of
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comparative case studies, the low level of variation between communities may suggest that the
impact of the context is low (Ragin 1987).

The questionnaire was distributed to a pre-recruited panel of respondents in each municipality
that was balanced for genders, age groups and income.5 The total net sample included 1,313 infor-
mants who were relatively equally distributed across the four locations (Table 2). There were vari-
ations across the municipalities, with a larger share of younger people in Tromsø and slightly
more respondents in high-income groups in Follo and Lillestrøm. A link to a web-based question-
naire was distributed via e-mail to the pre-recruited panel of respondents. The survey was open
from 16/9/2021 to 5/10/2021.

Social capital was registered using four sets of items. As an indicator of bonding social capital, we
asked respondents to indicate the number of their close friends and/or relatives who lived in the
local community on a seven-point scale. For bridging ties, we asked how many acquaintances
they had in the local community on a four-point scale. For generalised trust, we use the standardised
five-point scale based on the World Value Survey Index (Delhey and Weltzel 2012) “In general, would
you say that most people can be trusted, or you cannot be too careful dealing with people?” Reci-
procity norms were measured through the five-point scale suggested by Kobayashi et al. (2015);
“Would you say that most people in your community are willing to help each other or that they
mostly just look out for themselves?” Motives for sharing (environmental, social and economic)
were measured on a five-point Likert scale indicating agreement with the environmental, economic
or social benefits of sharing items. Finally, community belonging was coded as dummy variables,
with Tromsø as a reference group in the model.

To locate and categorise sharing and borrowing/lending, we asked about engagement in various
activities over the last 12 months, indicated on a five-point scale from “never” to “very often”. This
included regular face-to-face events, sharing time in the local community (voluntary work), re-use

Table 1. Municipality profiles.

Population Area (m2) Densitya Centralityb

Drammen 102,273 318 335 916
Follo 61,032 203 301 929
Tromsø 76,974 2525 31 804
Lillestrøm 89,095 457 217 938
aPeople per m2.
bNational index composed of two sub-scores: access to jobs and service functions within a 90-minute drive. Source: Statistics
Norway. https://www.ssb.no/en.

Table 2. Age, household income (NOK) and gender (sample) – percentages.

Drammen (n = 389) Follo (n = 287) Lillestrøm (n = 265) Tromsø (n = 372) Total (N = 1,313)

Age***
<30 6 5 6 11 7
30–44 14 10 15 21 15
45–59 27 28 29 34 29
60< 53 57 50 34 48

100 100 100 100 100
Household income**
<400,000 11 8 9 13 10
400,000–799,999 39 27 30 32 33
800,000–1,199,999 32 34 33 35 33
>1,200,000 18 31 29 20 24

100 100 100 100 100
Gender
Male 51 56 51 47 51
Female 49 44 49 53 49

100 100 100 100 100

** Chi Square <0.05; *** Chi Square <0.01.
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arrangements and sharing coordinated through P2P applications (Table 3). A compilation of 10 items
was presented to the respondents, and the most common sharing activities were buying or giving
away used clothes through re-use arrangements, while the use of P2P applications for sharing was
less common. These items were then reorganised into four main categories: Sharing based on digital
platforms (P2P sharing), local sharing arrangements (Organised sharing), sharing of time for volun-
tary work (Time sharing) and informal sharing with friends and family (Informal sharing). These items
were used to create scales for each of the four forms of sharing, and Cronbach’s Alpha indicates an
acceptable level of reliability for each of them (>0.6). To analyse the impact of social capital dimen-
sions and motivations on sharing forms, a multiple regression analysis was conducted, including
municipality belonging and demographic variables.

A significant contribution from this constellation of variables is that it provides an extensive
understanding of social capital, cognitive aspects and locational dimensions and, as such, goes
beyond most earlier studies in this field. However, it should be noted that the scope of the study
limits the indicators used to map local sharing, and a more extensive set would most likely have
improved the validity of the scales. Moreover, given the broadness of the concept of sharing,
there are likely several other forms of sharing occurring locally than the ones addressed in the ques-
tionnaire. Hence, the scales included should be considered indicative of central sharing forms.

4. Results

The distribution of social capital across the municipalities shows significant variation in both social
capital scores and motives for sharing, although none have an exceptionally high or low score (p <
0.01; Table 4). Follo and Tromsø display higher scores on the social capital measures than the other
two municipalities. Environmental concerns are the strongest motivation for sharing in all the
regions, although these are also higher in Follo and Tromsø.

A multiple regression analysis was employed to understand the impact of social capital dimen-
sions on all the sharing types (Table 5). Models 1–4 included P2P sharing, organised sharing, time
sharing and informal sharing, respectively. For the first model, P2P sharing is predicted by bridging
social capital (β = 0.20, p < 0.05), age (β =−0.225, p < 0.001) and social motives (β = 0.074, p < 0.05).
As evident from Model 2, organised sharing is impacted by the relational social capital dimension,
in particular, the bridging form (β = 0.109, p < 0.001) and bonding (β = 0.063, p < 0.05). Furthermore,
environmental (β = 0.086, p < 0.01) and economic (β = 0.074, p < 0.05) motives work together with
the social capital variables in this model. Of the demographic variables, gender (β = 0.206, p <
0.001), age (β = 0.131, p < 0.001) and income (β = 0.065, p < 0.01) explain much of the organised
sharing type. This model also involves locational differences, with a higher involvement of citizens
in Follo and Lillestrøm (Both β = 0.071, p < 0.05).

Table 3. Variables indicating sharing activities.

Type of sharing Min Max Mean St. d. Scale (M ) Cronb. alpha

Activities coordinated on digital platforms
Rented house through P2P applications (e.g. Airbnb) 1 5 1.21 0.638
Lent/lent out car through P2P applications 1 5 1.07 0.399
Lent/lent out items through P2P applications 1 5 1.15 0.413 1.1 0.669
Organised activities in the local community
Bought or given away used clothes through re-use arrangements 1 5 3.22 1.166
Bought or given away items on flea markets 1 5 2.45 1.21 2.8 0.666
Sharing time in community
Participated in voluntary work in the community 1 5 2.67 1.165 2.8 0.72
Conducted work for others without payment 1 5 2.92 1.105
Activities among friends, family and neighbours
Borrowed/lent out or given away food 1 5 1.85 0.991
Borrowed/lent out trailer or vehicles 1 5 1.89 1.144
Borrowed/lent out smaller tools or items 1 5 2.25 1.122 2 0.674
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Engagement in time sharing (Model 3) is predicted by all social capital dimensions, particularly
bridging and bonding (β = 0.23, p < 0.001 and β = 0.087, p < 0.01) but also trust and reciprocity (β
= 0.066, p < 0.05 and β = 0.068, p < 0.05). Furthermore, environmental motives are a strong predictor
(β = 0.093, p < 0.01), and there is a positive effect of age (β = 0.074, p < 0.01) in this model. Finally,
Model 4 shows that informal sharing is significantly predicted by bridging and bonding social
capital dimensions (β = 0.155, p < 0.001 and β = 0.065, p < 0.05), as well as trust (β = 0.079, p <
0.05). In addition, environmental motives positively impact informal sharing (β = 0.087, p < 0.01),
and there is a minor positive effect of income (β = 0.074, p < 0.01) on informal sharing.

In summary, the analysis shows that even when controlling for demographic and motivational
factors, all social capital dimensions are important drivers for local sharing, although they have a par-
ticularly strong effect on engagements in time sharing and informal sharing. Bridging social capital is
the dimension that most strongly predicts variation in all forms of sharing, including P2P. Figure 1
illustrates how an increasing number of acquaintances in the local environment (bridging social
capital) impact engagement in sharing activities. Overall, trust and reciprocity have a weaker
impact on involvement in sharing activities, although they are active for informal and time
sharing to some extent. As for the motives, environmental aspects are the most salient, influencing
all forms of sharing except for P2P. Nevertheless, this sharing form is influenced by social and econ-
omic motives to some degree.

Locational factors are less important in explaining sharing, although Follo and Lillestrøm appear
to have more organised sharing activities going on than the other two municipalities. The lower level

Table 4. Social capital indicators and motives for sharing – mean values.

Social capital Motives

Bonding** Bridging** Trust** Reciprocity Economy Social Environment**

Drammen (n = 393) 3.7 2.6 3.3 3.4 3.0 3.2 4.0
Follo (n = 287) 4.2 2.7 3.5 3.6 3.0 3.3 4.2
Lillestrøm (n = 265) 3.7 2.6 3.2 3.4 3.2 3.4 4.1
Tromsø (n = 372) 4.0 2.6 3.5 3.5 3.1 3.3 4.3
Total (N = 1313) 3.9 2.6 3.4 3.5 3.1 3.3 4.1

Sig. *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05.

Table 5. Linear regression with sharing forms as dependent variables.

P2P Organised Time Informal

Social capital
Bonding 0.002 0.063* 0.087** 0.065*
Bridging 0.103** 0.109*** 0.23*** 0.155***
Trust −0.05 0.034 0.066* 0.079*
Reciprocity −0.015 0.056 0.068* 0.037
Motives
Economic 0.045 0.074* −0.001 0.01
Social 0.074* 0.059 0.061 0.055
Environment −0.043 0.086** 0.093** 0.087**
Community
Drammen 0.012 0.031 0.004 0.034
Follo −0.011 0.071* −0.053 −0.051
Lillestrøm −0.066 0.071* −0.045 −0.036
Demography
Age −0.225*** 0.131*** 0.074* −0.042
Income −0.04 0.065* 0.036 0.074*
Gender −0.034 0.206*** −0.042 −0.013
F-Value 6,658 13,439 13,439 7,808
Adjusted R2 0.062 0.127 0.127 0.074
R2 0.073 0.137 0.137 0.085

*** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05
aRef. = Tromsø
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of engagement in organised sharing in Tromsø may be due to the lower level of centrality and the
population density in this municipality.

Regarding the demographic variables, age is a significant negative predictor for P2P engagement,
while older groups are more active in organised sharing and time sharing. This provides clear evi-
dence of a generational gap in local sharing practices. There are also important gender variations,
with females significantly more active in organised sharing activities than males. Moreover,
people in high-income groups tend to be involved in other sharing forms than those with lower
income. The reasons for their higher involvement in organised and informal sharing may be differ-
ences in facilities in typical residential areas. Nevertheless, these findings generally refute the con-
ception that people are engaged in sharing because they cannot afford to buy new items.

As displayed in Table 6, all forms of sharing are positively correlated, suggesting that those who
are “sharers” often get involved in all sharing forms. In particular, informal and time sharing have a
close relationship (r = 0.403, p < 0.01).

5. Discussion and conclusions

Sharing, as a part of collaborative consumption, is believed to be beneficial for local communities
(and society in general), and ICT-based applications have made this much more available and
popular over the last few years. Hence, there has been a significant interest in the factors that
support these activities. However, contributions have so far looked foremost at individual factors

Figure 1. Boxplot of sharing forms and level of bridging social capital.

Table 6. Correlation between the forms of sharing.

P2P Organised Time Informal

P2P 1 0.115** 0.095** 0.205**
Organised 0.115** 1 0.371** 0.245**
Time 0.095** 0.371** 1 0.403**
Informal 0.205** 0.245** 0.403** 1

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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that promote particular types of sharing (Schanes and Stagl 2019; Echegaray and Hansstein 2020). In
this paper, we have suggested examining local sharing as also influenced by communities’ networks
of relations, trust and reciprocity norms (i.e. social capital). As shown in this paper, social capital in its
different forms plays an important role in engagement in different forms of sharing locally. Thus, the
findings reply to calls for more focus on contextual and cultural factors when explaining the interest
and engagement in collaborative consumption (Retamal 2019; Mont and Plepys 2008; Whalen 2018).
Moreover, while earlier works have mainly addressed singular forms of sharing, we have applied a
more extensive approach here, defining four main forms of sharing. By including face-to-face and
the more recent P2P form, we have elaborated on how older forms of sharing are enriched but
also possibly replaced by newer P2P forms.

Regarding the research question raised, our data confirms that social capital dimensions are of
high importance for all the sharing activities occurring in the municipalities. The indicators of social
capital were, in different ways, predictive of engagements in informal, time-based and organised
sharing forms. Nevertheless, the benefits of having a developed network of bridging relationships
figure as the strongest driver for sharing, including the newer P2P form. Moreover, the analysis
suggests that social capital dimensions work in concert with motivational structures, speaking
to former works that have found that social capital can supplement individual norms and attitudes
when explaining engagements in pro-environmental behaviour (Macias and Nelson 2011; Kusa-
kabe 2012; Böcker and Meelen 2017). We found that environmental motives are most influential,
even for the P2P-based form, supporting the argument that local sharing is founded on moral
values and norms more than economic self-interest. In addition to social capital and individual
motives, it is clear that there are important differences related to how men and women and
people in different age groups get involved with local sharing. We found a generational gap
related to the use of P2P sharing and organised sharing locally. Differences across the four muni-
cipalities suggest that population density and centrality may have a positive effect on certain
forms of sharing.

5.1. Social capital as a driver for local sharing

What are the underlying mechanisms in play that make social capital influence sharing? Based on the
results described, we suggest that there are at least three processes involved. First, social relational
networks, trust and norms of reciprocity represent community-based resources that enable sharing.
Social capital makes the sharing of items without safeguards possible since fraud will corrupt indi-
viduals’ trustworthiness and reputation, as elaborated by Coleman (1988) and others. As for the
sharing of items within closer circles and time sharing, there needs to be a certain level of
general trust and reciprocity in place to enable this. These are resources that require time to
develop. As we found in the analysis, bonding social capital and organised sharing were more pro-
minent among the older groups, and this may indicate that living in the same area over time pro-
vides opportunities to forge denser relationships.

Second, social capital dimensions can help to mobilise sharing by making it more accessible and
attractive. For the relational social capital dimensions, it is reasonable to assume that the existence of
a wide network of acquaintances gives citizens better access to information about where (or with
whom) one can share, lend and give away. The finding that bridging ties are significant for
sharing aligns with the “strength of the weak tie argument”, holding that it is the weaker ties, not
the stronger ones, that provide novel information in communities (Granovetter 1973). It is also in
accordance with the concept of “structural holes”, where links between formerly weakly connected
subgroups make up a core element in the development of social capital (Burt 2005, 1992). Moreover,
it is reasonable to assume that the presence of pre-existing relationships will make face-to-face
sharing easier than sharing between strangers. Hence, an upscaling of sharing activities in commu-
nities is more likely when there are existing networks of weaker ties. Our findings here echo adjacent
studies that have found that bridging social capital can be utilised to enable community-based
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initiatives, that is, collective actions where citizens initiate and implement initiatives aimed at provid-
ing public goods or services for their community (Igalla, Edelenbos, and van Meerkerk 2020).

A third type of mechanism can be outlined in the cases of social capital-initiated synergies
between different forms of sharing and social capital elements. There are good reasons to believe
that there are multiple two-way interactions where social capital and sharing build up and
support each other over time. For instance, engagement in time-sharing activities seems to be
the type of sharing that draws on social capital the most, but this activity is also likely to build rela-
tional social capital and trust. The adjacency of the concepts suggests that they can collaborate and
create positive spirals in the upscaling of local sharing. Such processes have been pointed out in pre-
vious qualitative studies of sharing events and activities (Albinsson and Perera 2012; Standal and
Westskog 2022). Moreover, the strong and positive impact of environmental motives on all face-
to-face forms of sharing suggests that there are common norms involved in local face-to-face
sharing. One reason for this may be that involvement in sharing activities also cultivates norms
and environmental practices, as well as generates social capital.

5.2. P2P – a threat to community-based sharing?

An important question that needs to be addressed is whether the fast-growing P2P sharing is
destructive for social capital and sharing on a local level or whether it creates some new opportu-
nities. On the one hand, findings indicate that P2P sharing operates in different ways than the
other sharing types, being less related to the common social capital dimensions. There is a
younger generation that is more actively involved in sharing on digital platforms, while older gen-
erations adhere to organised and time-sharing forms. This is consistent with previous research
suggesting that collaborative consumption may vary across generations (Echegaray and Hansstein
2020; Mahadevan 2017). Even though empirical evidence has found that the level of social capital
and trust remains high in Norwegian communities (Ivarsflaten and Strømsnes 2013), the findings
here give some support to Putnam’s argument that community-based social networks are
eroding (Putnam 2000). It may also, to some extent, indicate that “networked individualism”,
which is the increasing use of web-based communication and social media, has come to dominate
people’s social lives rather than local relationships (Castells et al. 2007; Wellman et al. 2003).

On the other hand, P2P sharing is still less common than the other forms of sharing addressed
here. We also see that a higher level of acquaintances in the local environment bolstered engage-
ment in P2P, suggesting that the P2P sharers do not solely relate to people outside their local com-
munity. The positive correlations that we found between P2P sharing and the other forms also
indicate that this group is often involved in other forms of sharing as well. This resonates with
some other studies that have shown that new forms of community-based social media platforms
can provide the infrastructure that can facilitate more interaction and social capital in neighbour-
hoods (Kwon, Shao, and Nah 2021; Mossberger, Wu, and Crawford 2013). In the context of urban
development, this also supports the growing interest in the creation of “sharing cities” where
highly networked physical spaces are converging with new digital technologies to drive more
sharing in cities (McLaren and Agyeman 2015; Finck and Ranchordas 2016).

5.3. Future work

This study aimed to illuminate the impact of relational, community-based qualities on multiple forms
of sharing activities. In this area, we believe that the results have presented insights that pave the
way for more research on the role of social capital and sharing in developing more sustainable con-
sumer practices. In our view, the findings presented here cast new light on how sharing can contrib-
ute to environmental benefits and transformations in consumption patterns. As we have seen,
sharing is a multi-dimensional concept involving both old and new forms, which may have
different impacts. We also believe that this paper can add to a growing interest in the role of
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social network dynamics in “sharing niches” locally, putting local sharing activities in the larger fra-
mework of transition theory (deHaan and Rotmans 2018; Schäpke et al. 2017). A social capital
approach offers the opportunity to further illuminate mechanisms crucial for understanding
sharing practices and the premises for an upscaling of this beyond the local community level.

Notes

1. In this paper, we use the term “community” interchangeably with “municipality”. Although these concepts are
not identical, they both address an interacting group of people within a geographically bounded area. This
approach finds support in a general conception within social sciences that this involves shared locality and
neighbourhood, but also the idea of solidarity and connection between people who share similar characteristics
or identities (Scott 2006, 35).

2. The Social Benchmark study includes four forms (social trust, membership in formal groups, altruism and infor-
mal interactions among individuals) as key dimensions (Rogers and Gardner 2012). In this paper, we exclude the
element of altruism, as this dimension is rarely used in empirical works and can be difficult to separate from
social norms.

3. These two types of relationships reflect the twin concepts of weak and strong ties that were initially developed
by Mark Granovetter (1973) in a study of jobseekers, where he found that most people obtained information
about vacant positions through their weak ties (bridging) rather than their strong ones (bonding).

4. This study was conducted as part of a larger research project focusing on sharing in local communities.
5. The survey was distributed by a marketing company to its pre-existing panel of respondents. The population

base is a pre-recruited sample of people over the age of 15 willing to participate in surveys (currently
approx. 40,000 people). The participants were recruited randomly through other telephone (fixed and
mobile) and postal surveys and constituted an active panel.
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