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Sharing resources has gone on for as long as humans have been living in tribes. But without 
the enabling role of the internet or mobile devices it is hard work in a large complex society 
with a myriad of goods and services. The internet is now helping to solve this problem. It 
co-ordinates and connects individuals to enable transactions. GPS-equipped mobile devices 
and the internet allow precise, real-time measurement of spare capacity as well as the ability  
to locate where it’s needed. These platforms act as networks to intermediate supply and 
demand, drastically lowering the barriers to entry for individual suppliers and the transaction 
costs for rental transactions among strangers. They also provide a trust framework for both 
suppliers and consumers to build a digital brand reputation via the opportunity for 
participants to give free feedback on transactions. Ultimately, the internet widens the circle of 
potential sharing partners from immediate friends to everyone connected to the network and 
it is trust that keeps the sharing economy going.

Some tangible examples
Botsman and Rogers divide the sharing economy into three examples: product service systems, 
redistributed markets and collaborative lifestyles. 

Redistributed markets is the practice of and platforms for the exchange of pre-owned goods. 
The most obvious example of this is eBay. This is not really sharing or renting of goods but old 
fashioned exchange and ownership.

Product service systems, which is the core of the concept, refers to using data to sell goods as if 
they are services, a pay as you go (PAYG) system with access trumping ownership. To provide 
a more meaningful distinction this category can be split into two.

The one we are probably most familiar with is physical product service systems, often referred 
to as collaborative consumption. Cloud computing is an example of this; we do not need to 
own much computing power as businesses or as consumers because it is cheaper and easier to 
rent virtual computers from Google or Microsoft’s datacentres. Mobility is another segment 
that has been subject to the conversion of goods into services through the use of car sharing 
services such as Zipcar and co-operative car ownership clubs. In these examples, participants 
can subscribe and get access to cars parked within a given proximity that they can rent and 
use more cheaply and easily than they would owning a car.

Virtual product service systems are slightly different given the nature of the goods. Unlike 
physical products as services, they are ‘non-rivalrous’; use by one person does not diminish the 
ability of others to use them. The subject here is data in the form of media. From the advent of 
Napster and P2P file sharing, this has evolved into a subscription based model dominated by 
the likes of Spotify and Netflix. The ability to stream through fast broadband and 4G networks 
has diminished the need to own media. Access wins and a subscription model can certainly be 
cheaper given these service providers can offer very affordable access once they reach scale 
given the marginal cost of adding a user is almost nothing.
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02The category that Botsman and Rogers call collaborative lifestyles covers a range of platforms 
which they describe as those which “connect people to share less tangible assets like time, 
space, skills and money”. This perhaps stretches the boundaries of a reasonable definition 
given money is not really a spare resource people have and can share. The most prominent 
platform in this category is Airbnb, which facilitates the renting out of anything from a couch 
to a house for short periods. The idea is to make money from underutilised space, including 
when travelling. This sounds like a physical product service system, but it is the location and 
space that is being let out, rather than floorboards, walls or a ceiling.

The other main form of collaborative lifestyles is individuals renting out their time and skills. 
Websites like Taskrabit and Fiverr allow people to commission from online micro-
entrepreneurs, either via a direct contract or through a crowdsourcing approach, anything 
from creating an animation to picking up laundry. The internet allows these micro-businesses 
to go direct to consumers and the platform allows for public moderation of quality and 
reputation.

A good thing for all involved?
The benefits of such models are fairly obvious. For providers, the draw is the ability to receive 
income from assets, physical or not, that would otherwise be idle. For consumers, the 
attractions are two-fold. It’s the triumph of access over ownership: “I don’t need a drill, I need  
a hole in my wall”. The same functional outcomes can be achieved without the hassle of 
ownership, which is especially pertinent in the case of goods like cars. And in almost every 
case, the user will get use of an asset cheaper than was previously possible through owning  
an item themselves and/or going through a traditional provider. Why would I buy a car when 
Citycarclub lets me rent by the hour, takes care of the road tax, insurance, petrol and 
maintenance, and costs me so much less than owning a car that would stand unused most of 
the time? There are also significant social benefits. Privately owned cars remain parked 96%   
of the time. Increasing the utilisation of fixed assets implies a far more efficient use of society’s 
resources.

However, others consider the sharing economy to be a huge threat. “Renting and sharing could 
lead to lower home sales…as well as lower auto and retail sales… The ripple effects could also 
be catastrophic”. Indeed, given consumption is the largest component of GDP, you would think 
the concept of a sharing economy is a significant headwind. 

But a headwind to what? Hanging clothes on the line creates zero GDP, whereas using a 
washing machine, in the way we account for economic activity, does contribute despite the  
two situations combining the same starting position and outcome.

Threatened corporates
Firstly, distribution franchises which are threatened by disintermediation by the internet. An 
insight, from CLSA, is that “much of the value of traditional goods and services is the friction 
involved with connecting the asset with demand, at the time and place of need”. A taxi 
franchise is not one built on outstanding quality or brand, but on proximity of supply to 
effective demand. The sharing economy disintermediates the distribution franchises making  
a small margin through dealing in the aforementioned friction. That profit either disperses to 
customers and suppliers, or is captured by the platforms likes Uber.

Secondly, those companies providing undifferentiated products or services that are vulnerable 
to new competitors. These entrants are usually the micro-entrepreneurs for whom the barriers 
of entry have been radically lowered by technology. An example of this is hotels, as Airbnb 
effectively now means they have a hundred thousand new potential competitors in the form  
of every single residential space in the city.

Thirdly, asset vendors themselves, both manufacturers and retailers. Ultimately, these are 
business models built on a linear model of consumption. Sharing should lead to reduced 
demand for purchases, especially for big ticket items and those that in other ways match the 
descriptions above of vulnerable goods and services. This impacts not only the manufacturers 
of cars and washing machines, but also the retailers of them. People effectively retail to each 
other via apps and websites. Even ancillary functions like advertising and marketing, 
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03maintenance and servicing (fewer cars means less mechanics), financing (it also means less car 
loans and less insurance) as well as the entire supply chain going back to extractive resource 
companies stand to lose from any shift away from consumption. They tend to share more and 
therefore buy and own less.

Hidden opportunities and adaptations
Ways in which companies can try to combat these threats are firstly participating in the 
sharing economy. Companies have plenty of underused assets, whether they are office space, 
capital equipment or staff. A potential new line of revenue is from renting out portions of 
warehouses which never get above 70% utilisation to small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs) and allowing staff to sell their services to third parties in instances that they are 
underutilised. Kingfisher, the owner of B&Q, are quite advanced in thinking about the sharing 
economy given the potential headwinds they face from it, and have been looking at models of 
leasing power tools to consumers rather than selling them. However, an appreciation for the 
role ‘friction’ plays is required to successfully overcome these headwinds as they don’t just 
have to be compelling on price; the offering has to be efficient in terms of time and facilitated 
by very easy to use online tools. 

Another key means to adapt is to appreciate that sharing changes the economics of spending 
in a more complex way than just reducing it. Goods that were previously for personal use 
become assets to rent, and thus investments. A driver is more likely to pay up for a better car   
if he part-times as an Uber driver and knows he’ll be able to more than recoup the extra 
investment through charging higher fares. Or you might opt for a flat with an extra bedroom 
than you need on the basis that renting it out can cover the additional rent to your landlord.  
As a result, quality, durability and resale value become more of a premium.

This extends to services too. If increasingly items are going to be sold online and peer-to-peer, 
there is more of a need to create an ‘experience’. For retailers, for instance, there are clear 
examples like Apple and Hollister where the visit to the shop is more than a functional 
exercise. These are likely to have more resilience and more retailers are likely to try and 
replicate these sorts of differentiating elements as an alternative selling point. Reconfiguring 
products to suit their new mode of use is another way companies could adapt and the 
automotive industry is a good example of this. Manufacturers are now designing entry 
mechanism features to allow consumers to rent vehicles without having to exchange physical 
keys in a bid to support car sharing schemes.

Of course, not every industry can adapt like this. Some will face very significant headwinds, 
wherever the economics means P2P has cost advantages over B2C.
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04Important information
This document has been prepared for general information purposes only and is intended to 
provide a summary of the subject matter covered. It does not purport to be comprehensive or 
to give advice. The views expressed are the views of the writer at the time of issue and may 
change over time. This is not an offer document, and does not constitute an offer, invitation, 
investment recommendation or inducement to distribute or purchase securities, shares, units 
or other interests or to enter into an investment agreement. No person should rely on the 
content and/or act on the basis of any matter contained in this document.

This document is confidential and must not be copied, reproduced, circulated or transmitted, 
in whole or in part, and in any form or by any means without our prior written consent. The 
information contained within this document has been obtained from sources that we believe 
to be reliable and accurate at the time of issue but no representation or warranty, express or 
implied, is made as to the fairness, accuracy or completeness of the information. We do not 
accept any liability for any loss arising whether directly or indirectly from any use of this 
document.

References to “we” or “us” are references to Stewart Investors. Stewart Investors is a trading 
name of First Sentier Investors (UK) Funds Limited, First Sentier Investors International IM 
Limited and First Sentier Investors (Ireland) Limited. First Sentier Investors entities referred to 
in this document are part of First Sentier Investors, a member of MUFG, a global financial 
group. First Sentier Investors includes a number of entities in different jurisdictions. MUFG 
and its subsidiaries do not guarantee the performance of any investment or entity referred to 
in this document or the repayment of capital. Any investments referred to are not deposits or 
other liabilities of MUFG or its subsidiaries, and are subject to investment risk including loss of 
income and capital invested.

Past performance is not a reliable indicator of future results.

Reference to specific securities (if any) is included for the purpose of illustration only and 
should not be construed as a recommendation to buy or sell. Reference to the names of any 
company is merely to explain the investment strategy and should not be construed as 
investment advice or a recommendation to invest in any of those companies. 

Hong Kong and Singapore
In Hong Kong, this document is issued by First Sentier Investors (Hong Kong) Limited and has 
not been reviewed by the Securities & Futures Commission in Hong Kong. In Singapore, this 
document is issued by First Sentier Investors (Singapore) whose company registration number 
is 196900420D. This advertisement or publication has not been reviewed by the Monetary 
Authority of Singapore. Stewart Investors is a business name of First Sentier Investors (Hong 
Kong) Limited. Stewart Investors (registration number 53310114W) is a business division of 
First Sentier Investors (Singapore).  

Australia
In Australia, this document is issued by First Sentier Investors (Australia) IM Limited AFSL 
289017 ABN 89 114 194 311 (FSI AIM). Stewart Investors is a trading name of FSI AIM.

United Kingdom 
This document is not a financial promotion. In the United Kingdom, this document is issued 
by First Sentier Investors (UK) Funds Limited which is authorised and regulated in the UK by 
the Financial Conduct Authority (registration number 143359). Registered office: Finsbury 
Circus House, 15 Finsbury Circus, London, EC2M 7EB, number 2294743.
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In the EEA, this document is issued by First Sentier Investors (Ireland) Limited which is 
authorised and regulated in Ireland by the Central Bank of Ireland (registered number 
C182306) in connection with the activity of receiving and transmitting orders. Registered 
office: 70 Sir John Rogerson’s Quay, Dublin 2, Ireland, number 629188.

Middle East
In certain jurisdictions the distribution of this material may be restricted. The recipient is 
required to inform themselves about any such restrictions and observe them. By having 
requested this document and by not deleting this email and attachment, you warrant and 
represent that you qualify under any applicable financial promotion rules that may be 
applicable to you to receive and consider this document, failing which you should return and 
delete this e-mail and all attachments pertaining thereto.

In the Middle East, this material is communicated by First Sentier Investors (Singapore).

Kuwait
If in doubt, you are recommended to consult a party licensed by the Capital Markets Authority 
(“CMA”) pursuant to Law No. 7/2010 and the Executive Regulations to give you the 
appropriate advice. Neither this document nor any of the information contained herein is 
intended to and shall not lead to the conclusion of any contract whatsoever within Kuwait.

UAE - Dubai International Financial Centre (DIFC)
Within the DIFC this material is directed solely at Professional Clients as defined by the DFSA’s 
COB Rulebook.

UAE (ex-DIFC)
By having requested this document and / or by not deleting this email and attachment, you 
warrant and represent that you qualify under the exemptions contained in Article 2 of the 
Emirates Securities and Commodities Authority Board Resolution No 37 of 2012, as amended 
by decision No 13 of 2012 (the “Mutual Fund Regulations”). By receiving this material you 
acknowledge and confirm that you fall within one or more of the exemptions contained in 
Article 2 of the Mutual Fund Regulations.

United States of America 
In the United States, this document is issued by First Sentier Investors International IM 
Limited, as SEC registered investment adviser. Stewart Investors is the trading name of First 
Sentier Investors International IM Limited. This material is solely for the attention of 
institutional, professional, qualified or sophisticated investors and distributors who qualify as 
qualified purchasers under the Investment Company Act of 1940 (hereafter the “1940 Act”), as 
accredited investors under Rule 501 of SEC Regulation D under the US Securities Act of 1933 
(“1933 Act), and as qualified eligible persons as defined under CFTC Regulation 4.7. It is not to 
be distributed to the general public, private customers or retail investors. 

Other jurisdictions
In other jurisdictions where this document may lawfully be issued, this document is issued by 
First Sentier Investors International IM Limited which is authorised and regulated in the UK 
by the Financial Conduct Authority (registration number 122512). Registered office 23 St. 
Andrew Square, Edinburgh, EH2 1BB number SC079063.
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All rights reserved.



SFG-SharingEconomy-1220

Edinburgh
Stewart Investors 
23 St Andrew Square 
Edinburgh EH2 1BB 
United Kingdom 
e. info@stewartinvestors.com  
t. +44 (0) 131 473 2900 
stewartinvestors.com

London
Stewart Investors 
Finsbury Circus House 
15 Finsbury Circus 
London EC2M 7EB 
United Kingdom 
e. info@stewartinvestors.com  
t. +44 (0) 207 332 6500 
stewartinvestors.com

Singapore
Stewart Investors 
58 Duxton Road 
2nd & 3rd Floor 
Singapore 089522 
e. info@stewartinvestors.com  
t. +65 680 59670 
stewartinvestors.com

Sydney
Stewart Investors 
Suite 10, Level 3 
13 Hickson Road 
Dawes Point 
Sydney NSW 2000 
e. info@stewartinvestors.com  
t. +61 2 8274 8000 
stewartinvestors.com

Contact details


