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Sharing economy is nowadays a particularly important facet of modern society. It is driven by digitalization that

allows firms to interact with their customers on a daily basis by the need of reducing the environmental impact of

both companies and individual actions and by the growing consciousness for environment that consumers are

developing day by day. New models of consumption, such as the liquid one, are becoming very frequent, shaping

countries’ productive systems and consumers’ habits.

consumption  liquid  sharing economy  solid  sustainability

1. Introduction

At the individual level, the advent of sharing economy brings changes and different approaches on consumption

habits and choices. In the modern society, often described as liquid , the rise of sharing economy drives

consumption decisions that are based on the access model rather than on the ownership model. In this scenario,

the concept of liquid versus solid consumption  emerges. Liquid consumption, grounded on an access-based

model, is becoming a very frequent approach for consumers. Scholarly works have so far concentrated their

attention on explaining the contextual determinants of this phenomenon, overlooking the individual and

psychological characteristics at the individual level that might induce consumers to engage into a more solid versus

liquid consumption approach. This work tries to contribute exactly to this research gap. By means of a cluster

analysis on seven psychological characteristics, four different segments associated with different consumer

behavior, grounded on the solid versus liquid continuum, are identified. Each of the customer profiles identified

highlights specific characteristics of the individuals, providing a more detailed framework for assessing and

interacting with consumers in the liquid society.

2. Macroeconomic Justifications of the Sharing Economy
and the Antecedent of Liquid Consumption in a European
Perspective

In order to grasp the scientific relevance of the researchers empirical findings, the researchers contextualize

consumption trends within an economically broader, macroeconomic perspective. If Gross Domestic Product

(GDP)—namely, “the value added created through the production of goods and services in a country during a

certain period “measuring” the income earned from that production, or the total amount spent on final goods and

services (less imports)” —remains despite providing nearly no information on non-economic well-being and

nonvaluable activities , “the” economic measure par excellence, consumption represents another facet of
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production. In fact, “any act of production is a production-consumption, a wave” . Neither economies nor (even)

trade would exist without production. Any newly created added value has the sole purpose of being spent, namely

either consumed or invested. In this specific regard, even financial saving implies spending economic resources

and buying securities. More interestingly, for the sake of the following analysis, any consumption, but also

investment expenditure, implies that a share of production and its added value is “finally” spent. Final consumption

expenditure is, therefore, tightly related to GDP where new economic needs, trends etc. affect it conversely.

Monetarily speaking, “the final purchase of the product takes place by debiting the income holders and crediting the

company. Since the income is identified with the product, this operation also constitutes an absolute exchange.

However, while during the payment of wages money and product give life to income, after its final expenditure the

product gets rid of its monetary essence to be once again turned into a simple set of physical objects” [own

translation] . While added value goes hand in hand with production, so does consumption with GDP.

Final consumption expenditure as compared to GDP must, therefore, represent the starting point of the

researchers introductory macroeconomic analysis. If the researchers take the United Kingdom and the European

Union for the sake of coherence with the following cluster analysis, the British final consumption expenditure has

been particularly high in the Seventies and Eighties—respectively, at 86.7% and 86.4% of GDP on average—while

it plummeted in the middle of the Nineties (1996) to 81.1%. In more recent years (2015–2020), instead, it stabilized

rather at 83–84% .

Moreover, as pointed out in Figure 1, final consumption expenditure in the European Union (27 countries) and in

the world (195 countries) has been lower—respectively, at 75.8% and 81.1% of GDP on average —than in the

United Kingdom. In addition to the causal relation between final consumption expenditure and future production

trends, indebtedness of private individuals also matters. For instance, the researchers already know from the

economic literature that “the decline in consumption following the Crisis was greater in areas that had higher

outstanding loan-to-value ratios prior to the Crisis” . Although final consumption expenditure is on average

significantly lower than GDP—however, some small, often low-income countries like Liberia (130.9%), Kiribati

(150.7%) or Somalia (172.6%) have been even net borrowers between 2018 and 2020 to finance their excess

purchases—link with macroeconomic variables affecting consumers such as the gross debt-to-income ratio of

households is likely too. Moreover, “policy-makers and the mainstream economic literature largely neglect the role

of private debt developments in causing financial crises and subsequent prolonged recessions” . Although this is

not the focus of the researchers paper, macroeconomic interconnections also at the basis of sharing economy

remain fundamental to be explored. Moreover, it should not be forgotten that according to , “throughout the

industrialized world, more and more enterprises are focusing on their internal competences and operations,

outsourcing all noncore competences to external suppliers or network partners”. The well-known practice of

outsourcing the production of goods and services is nothing else than a cost- and/or infrastructure-saving way of

sharing. Servitization is, in fact, nowadays a major trend in the context of sustainability business models. Finally,

another trend worth mentioning regards Product Service Systems (PSSs), which involve the development of “both

tangible characteristics of the product and intangible ones related to the services surrounding the product, e.g.,

maintenance services and end-of-life recovery schemes, aiming to provide an integrated offering” . As the

researchers will see, the sharing economy represents a multifaceted area of research and is characterized by
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several—both micro and macroeconomic—elements of interest affecting both the consumption as well as the

production side of economic activities.

Figure 1. Final consumption expenditure (% of GDP), 1970–2020 based on .

2.1. The Macroeconomic Nexus between Consumption, Economic Wellbeing of Consumers
and the Sharing Economy

If the researchers agree that final consumption expenditure and GDP influence each other, the researchers are

bound to conclude that (over-)indebtedness of the private sector, namely of the driving force of final consumption

expenditure, affects consumer trends too. In fact, “negative long-run effects on consumption tend to intensify as the

household debt-to-GDP ratio exceeds 60%” . Moreover, the gross debt-to-income ratio of households might,

macroeconomically speaking, “nudge” consumers to adapt consumption patterns to tighter financial boundaries.

Within this context, the concept of sharing economy (or collaborative economy) itself is not new—in fact, “Marcus

Felson and Joe L. Spaeth, in their study “Community Structure and Collaborative Consumption”, introduced the

term economy of sharing in 1978” , but the term has only recently gained relevance among the general public.

Moreover, “given that the terms [sharing economy] and [collaborative consumption] are relatively new, a

misunderstanding of their meaning prevails in the literature, as well as among consumers and service providers”

, which is however a not necessarily to be introduced distinction. If the size of the sharing economy is plausibly

influenced by factors like the local number of—and, even, accessibility to—companies supplying “shared” goods

and services or the degree of openness to more sustainable consumption models , macroeconomic variables

like the debt level of the private sector (and, especially, of households) represent a motivation to rearrange the

local economy in the medium–long run so that consumer needs are still matched despite financial tightness. If

economic resources are becoming limited, consumers might decide to adjust a part of their final consumption

expenditure and share specific goods and services with other individuals instead of purchasing them. More
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(1)

(2)

generally, the worsening of the economic situation of consumers can be an incentive for the sharing economy as

further confirmed by , who finds that “consumers are more strongly driven by economic motives, especially

those who are more educated and trusting. Finally, providers with lower household income, who are more

educated and innovative, are more likely to be driven by economic motives”. In line with the researchers

preliminary conclusion, ref.  also find that “economic interests are holding back the purchase of people with a

low level of education, a low standard of living, and a short-term budget planning period”.

The gross debt-to-income ratio of households influences the average number of individuals having used

websites/apps to arrange an accommodation or a transport service from another individual. By calculating the

average number of consumers sharing an accommodation or a transport service—respectively, 18.8 (cf.

accommodation) and 10.1 (cf. transport service)—the researchers find that countries with individuals using

websites/apps to arrange an accommodation or a transport service from another individual above the average

have a higher gross debt-to-income ratio of households—respectively, 108.0 (cf. accommodation) and 105.4

(cf. transport service). Instead, countries with individuals using websites/apps to arrange an accommodation or

a transport service from another individual below the average have a lower gross debt-to-income ratio of

households—respectively, 87.8 (cf. accommodation) and 96.2 (cf. transport service). This result confirms the

researchers previous claim, according to which (over-)indebtedness of the private sector is an incentive to the

sharing economy;

The price dynamic within the specific economic sector—respectively, for accommodation and transport services

—is less relevant than the gross debt-to-income ratio of households. While countries with individuals using

websites/apps to arrange an accommodation or a transport service from another individual above the average

have recorded lower increases of the Harmonized Indices of Consumer Prices (HICP)—respectively, 111.9 (cf.

accommodation) and 99.3 (cf. transport service)—countries with individuals using websites/apps to arrange an

accommodation or a transport service from another individual below the average have presented higher

increases of the HICP—respectively, 114.7 (cf. accommodation) and 106.9 (cf. transport service). Not

surprisingly, price variations display their impact on consumption expenditure only if the economic wellbeing of

households is at risk. Otherwise stated, the gross debt-to-income ratio of households represents a sufficient

macroeconomic “brake” to excessive spending and an incentive to share certain goods and services. Upward

trends of the HICP are already “incorporated” in the gross debt-to-income ratio of households because—if

consumers are already indebted above the average—they will not additionally care about price increases. In

the meantime, consumers will have adjusted their consumption patterns.

2.2. Macroeconomic Considerations about the Status Quo of the Sharing Economy in Europe

For sake of the present paper, it suffices to remark that production, final consumption expenditure and private debt

trends are macroeconomically inter-related. At the same time, “[t]o recover from the COVID-19 crisis, Europe

needs to unlock new economic activity”  with the concept of “sharing economy” likely gaining relevance in the

near future. Moreover, European countries will have to face the fact that “the EU appears to be lagging behind the

US when it comes to digitalization” . Although individuals using the Internet in the European Union in 2020 have
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been 87.9 percent of the total population , this figure is not far from the United States (89.4 percent) , and this

is not a sufficiently precise indicator. On the one hand, it is not only the access to the Internet, which makes sharing

of goods and services possible, because “[d]igital platforms are [rather] the key element of the collaborative

economy” . Moreover, according to , “[m]anagement technologies could be of significant value-added, while

strategic collaboration via digital hubs could help share knowledge with more advanced organizations, gather

community, engage society, and create the desired synergy effect among stakeholders”. A part of the economic

literature also reminds us that European countries treat the sharing economy—more precisely, they draw the line

between professional and nonprofessional providing of goods and services—in an often significantly different way

than their neighbors . While individuals make more or less frequent use of shared goods and services, the

European economy as a whole has not yet been able to generate a truly incentivizing environment for investing

companies. While some goods and services are shareable from consumers to consumers (C2C), the most relevant

opportunities in terms of contribution to GDP are represented by those from businesses to consumers (B2C) .

According to , in 2016 more than 275 companies belonging to the “collaborative economy” have been founded

across nine major European countries. Although the United Kingdom and France counted more than 50

organizations, Germany, Spain and the Netherlands ranked at more than 25 companies while countries like

Belgium, Italy, Poland and Sweden counted only less than 25 organizations. Among the reasons for the growth of

targeted platforms, there is “flexibility, smartphones; a shift from valuing ownership to renting; and growing digital

trust, lax regulations [and] operational efficiency” . This has caused a rapid increase of revenues in the

European Union from approximately € 1 bn. to € 3.6 bn. in the time period 2013–2015 . As more specifically

outlined by , “the sustainable development of car-sharing services is influenced not only by operators, but also

by local authorities and local market conditions”.

Furthermore, such structural characteristics have to be considered also from a public policy perspective. If

“[h]ousehold consumption is the largest element of expenditure across the economy” , but as the main GDP

component it is subject to new patterns and characterized by different typologies of consumers, governments

should care too. For instance, it has to be questioned whether public incentivizing and/or subsidizing the purchase

of specific goods and services—let us mention, for sake of simplicity, cars (including e-cars ) are still adequate

both in terms of consumption paradigms and sustainability. The COVID-19-pandemic has caused a partial,

exogenous stop to the sharing economy, which has been due to lockdowns and psychological fears deriving from

contagion risks . While taking a public transport service before February/March 2020 was considered a

cheap way to reduce the environmental footprint of individuals, after worldwide contagions, taking his/her own car

was perceived as “safe” while the sustainability-related aspect became secondary. Will this be an enduring trend?

Probably not because macroeconomic variables affecting consumer trends and concerns about the environmental

sustainability of traditional consumption patterns will prevail. However, the sharing economy has to be explored in

its complexity due to heterogeneous and emergent ways of consumption in digitally advanced eras. The next

section is, therefore, dedicated to the in-depth analysis of these paradigms.

2.3. Liquid and Solid Consumption in the Sharing Economy
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Advantages and opportunities for individuals brought by the sharing economy are often paired with another trend in

consumption: liquid modernity . In this context of modernization and digitalization, consumers adopt a slightly

different approach to consumption that  defined “liquid”. Liquid consumption is ephemeral, access-based and

dematerialized. Liquid consumption is opposed to solid consumption that is enduring, ownership-based and

tangible. Ownership is strictly connected with use, control, and the possibility to convey the good to others .

Ownership communicates meanings and is frequently used by consumers to build their identity  as well as a

signaling mechanism for success and wealth. Moreover, ownership leads to consumer responsibility and

commitment: maintenance, storage, and divestiture of unwanted goods  as well as obsolescence or a value

decrease are just examples of the negative side of ownership.

Conceptually opposed to consumption models based on ownership, the liquid one is traditionally an access-based

model. In fact, consumers in the access-based model pay for access to goods instead of buying those goods and

prefer to pay a price for temporarily having the access to the goods . The access-based consumption model is

more and more popular nowadays for individuals; in most cases, it is more profitable and convenient for consumers

to pay for temporary access to product (e.g., renting) rather than owning it . More specifically, as  pointed out,

the two models of consumption (ownership versus access-based) differ for two characteristics: (1) the nature of the

object–self relationship and (2) the rules regulating such relationships. When consumers adopt an access-based

model, they are aware that their disposal of the good is limited in time and connected to specific consumption

situations. On the contrary, when adopting the ownership model, individuals embrace a long-term orientation

planning how to dispose of the object over time. In terms of how the relationship with the object is regulated,

individuals choosing the access-based consumption option cannot regulate the access to it preventing other

consumers from (over)using it. This, on the opposite, is a privilege that only owners enjoy.

The access-based consumption model has recently gained in popularity: in the past decades, it was considered

inferior as compared to the more traditional property model. This perception was due to the idea that consumers

not able to buy and own a good would prefer to rent it. These consumers were socially stigmatized and considered

not capable of saving and allocating their expenditures and therefore not worth the social power intrinsically tight to

ownership. Today, on the contrary, access-based models of consumption are very popular thanks also to a shift in

the paradigm and public opinion. Firms, thanks to digitalization, guarantee access to their products on a daily

basis, while the development of a liquid society  fostered this change. In this scenario, liquid consumption

emerges . Liquid consumption is a more comprehensive paradigm than the access-based, which does not

substitute solid consumption. More specifically, consumption is conceptualized as a continuum of alternatives faced

by consumers ranging from pure solid to pure liquid. Therefore, solid and liquid consumption are two extreme poles

of a spectrum . Among the conditions that foster one form of consumption over the other, the same scholars

identify: relevance to the self, nature of social relationship, accessibility to mobility and the nature of precarity.

Specifically, authors posit that, when relevance to the self is high, consumption will be more solid. It is the

identification with the good which drives the relevance for the self. In those cases in which the good contributes to

the formation of the consumer identity (e.g., extended self as in ), then consumers will prefer the ownership

option while consumption will be more solid. Such a relationship is based on a long-term attachment with a product
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or brand , thus emphasizing the relevance of brand loyalty in predicting the position of individuals in the solid–

liquid continuum. On the contrary, when the identification of the item is not fundamental for the consumers, they will

prefer a more liquid mode of consumption. Although this is not good-specific, it varies with individuals and the level

of importance, which the good has for them. For example, in the music industry, there are collectors very

passionate about owing the CD or the vinyl of their favorite bands, so they would identify with a typical solid

consumption model; at the same time, there are thousands of consumers, who have switched completely to

streaming options for music. These consumers enjoy the benefits of online platforms such as Spotify and prefer to

pay a subscription fee, which is in turn typical of a liquid consumption model.

The second characteristic driving a solid versus liquid consumption mode is the nature of social relationships.

Whenever relationships are strong, consumption is supposed to be more solid. This is the case, for example, of

brand communities  in which consumers sometimes even embody their brands. However, the relationship

between brand loyalty and liquid consumption is already under debate. Access-based consumption, as a

component of the liquid side, allows consumers to test new products and trends avoiding the barriers of ownership

and commitment to a specific style or brand. Moreover, even if brand loyalty represents a deterrent to access-

based consumption because of a lack of past experience, this could become a new way to determine exactly their

preferences and to regulate them in a context qualified by high level of product variety. Moreover, trust towards

providers of functions or services—as providers of goods in the liquid side of consumption—has been seen as a

critical element in forming attitudes towards this form . Under this perspective, liquid consumption could be

positively associated with brand loyalty, being an alternative route to product and brand loyalty .

Access-based consumption is associated with a higher degree of environmental consciousness. Frequently linked

to a cheap and easy way to access expensive products, the access-based model is considered a way to be

environmentally friendly . Indeed, as  suggests, this consumption model is one of the main components of a

more sustainable and responsible consumption. In addition, policymakers also support access-based model of

consumption because of its positive impact on the environment, thus highlighting the link between more liquid

consumption and benefits for the environment .

Another driver of consumption models are mobility systems, which are organized in cities around the mechanisms

and allow people to circulate in different spaces at different speeds. These networks, which are highly de-

territorialized, are common in global cities. When consumers have access to these networks, consumption can be

liquid; when access to mobility networks is instead limited, consumption is mostly solid. This is the typical example

of car sharing. In global cities, car sharing is a very frequent and common method of moving across the city;

moreover, it allows citizens to have the possibility to access to a car (e.g., liquid consumption) rather than owning it

(e.g., solid consumption).

The last factor is precarity and represents the extent to which individuals feel insecure, instable and uncertain.

When individuals perceive high levels of precarity, they tend to use consumption as a way to restore certainty.

Therefore, they prefer to engage in solid purchases. When the situation and context they experience in their daily
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lives are relatively stable, individuals do not feel the need to restore any level of certainty and stability. Therefore,

they are more prone to engage in liquid consumption.

So far, previous research contributions  have highlighted the contextual and situational factors

having an influence in driving individuals towards solid versus liquid form of consumption. To the extent of the

researchers knowledge, little is known about the individual motivations that drive consumers’ choice.

Grounding on the characteristics of solid and liquid consumption, this study aims at shedding lights on

psychological and behavioral characteristics at the individual level that can foster a more solid versus more liquid

form of consumption. More specifically, if solid and liquid consumption are the two extremes of a spectrum, what

are the psychological characteristics inducing individuals to engage more in a consumption form over the other?

According to Agenda 2030 goals, the rise of environmental consciousness represents a key goal for the success of

the whole program. Indeed, as recent research conducted by  has highlighted that “the majority (73%) of global

consumers say they would definitely or probably change their consumption habits to reduce their impact on the

environment”. Such environmental consciousness is an antecedent of environmentally friendly behaviors ,

and access-based consumption, as one of the possible facets of liquid consumption, could represent the right

solution for consumers characterized by a high level of environmental consciousness. Access-based products offer

consumers the opportunity to adopt practices that are more environmentally friendly, targeting those individuals

that are motivated mostly by an efficient resource’s exploitation and the willingness to contribute to waste

reduction.

Focusing on shared mobility, previous research finds an unclear role of environmental consciousness for

consumers’ decision to engage in car sharing having  found that sustainable concerns were not among the

priorities of consumers engaging in B2C carsharing services. However, a fast change in consumer habits has been

recently noted. According to , “[t]he image of carsharing in general is “greener” thus showing how environmental

concerns affect the decision to engage in P2P service over B2C services. Recently, ref.  finds that

environmentalism has a positive effect on providers’ and users’ propensity to participate in peer-to-peer shared

mobility services. To this purpose, investigating the psychological characteristics that might lead individuals to

engage in more liquid consumption is fundamental to identify was to incentive a more sustainable consumption.

Emotions and especially happiness can have a strong influence over choice too. Indeed, being in a positive mood

affects individuals’ cognitive processing, thus influencing the types of choices individuals make. Under this

perspective, individuals that are in a positive mood are more likely to engage in heuristic processing  or to

develop an optimistic view over the future , or to evaluate people and objects more favourably . Positive

mood influences choice, leading individuals to choose less risky options  and greater variety among different

choices. Moreover, when an individual lays in a positive mood condition tend to make healthier choices both in

terms of food, lifestyle, and professional life. A positive mood increases the perception of value for items owned

both actually or potentially. Such an effect occurred in judgments about both actual and potential possessions,

suggesting that people tend to overestimate the value given to their material possession depending on how they

are feeling in that time.
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