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Abstract: Collaborative economy, a practice based on access to goods, is making its way into society, 
with disruptive effects for traditional economy, which is based on property. Although it is a recent 
phenomenon, its rapid growth and user acceptance make it possible to predict that in the near 
future, collaborative economy will be an important pillar of economic growth and employment. The 
results of this research indicate the existence of other effects of the collaborative economy, not 
always desirable, among which are changes in mentality or the appearance of new business models. 
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1. Introduction 

In recent years, the old practice of sharing has grown significantly and has given rise to a new 
phenomenon known as ‘collaborative economy’. Owing to the innovative nature of this movement 
and its recent origins, there is still some discrepancy about its definition and other issues (Murillo et 
al. 2017, Tescasiu et al. 2018). Different terms have been used to refer to collaborative economy, and 
many of these have different meanings but overlap in some aspects. ‘Sharing economy’ (Byers et al. 
2013, Cohen and Kietzmann 2014, Nadler 2014, Schor 2014, Hamari et al. 2015, Sung et al. 2018), 
‘collaborative consumption/economy’ (Belk 2014, Hamari et al. 2015, Möhlmann 2015, Ertz et al. 
2018), ‘access-based consumption/economy’ (Bardhi and Eckhardt 2012), ‘peer to peer economy’ 
(Bellotti et al. 2015, Weber 2016), ‘gig economy’ (De Stefano 2016, Todolí-Signes 2017, Zwick 2017, 
Petriglieri et al. 2019) or ‘economy of access’ (Denning 2014, Gadellaa 2017) are some of the terms 
used (Acquier et al. 2019). Following Ertz et al. (2018, p. 7) collaborative economy can be defined as 
‘the set of resource circulation schemes that enable consumers to both receive and provide, 
temporarily or permanently, valuable resources or services through direct interaction with other 
consumers or through an intermediary’. Acquier et al. (2019) define sharing economy as a group of 
initiatives that improve the availability and efficiency of sub-utilised resources through exchanges 
between participants or promoting access over ownership. Our concept of collaborative economy is 
related to these two definitions and includes models that allow participants to play the role of 
providers and receivers of infra-utilised goods or services, making the transaction easier and 
reducing its costs, where the interaction can occur either directly or through an intermediary such as 
a digital platform, and includes both free services and those that require some type of compensation. 

The effects of collaborative economy are varied and include aspects such as changes in citizens’ 
mentality and way of thinking, and in professional relationships or even basic economic sectors such 
as accommodation and transport. Some of these effects are positive and contribute to meeting the 
needs of users, while other effects could lead to deterioration in job quality or increases in social 
inequality. This paper reviews the published research on the effects that collaborative economy has 
or could have on society. The methodology used to reach this objective is based on the consultation of 
Scopus and the Web of Science (WoS) databases using key words. 
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2. Literature Review 

In its report to the European Commission (Daveiro and Vaughan 2016), 
PriceWaterhouseCoopers (PwC) distinguishes five key sectors within collaborative economy: peer-
to-peer accommodation, peer-to-peer transportation, on-demand household services, on-demand 
professional services, and collaborative finance. There are also studies from the European 
Commission about the impact of collaborative economy on the accommodation sector within the 
tourism industry (European Commission 2018), on the labour market (De Groen and Maselli 2016, 
Pesole et al. 2018), and on consumers (Jourová 2017). 

2.1. Main Sectors Affected 

The peer-to-peer accommodation sector includes both shared access to spaces available at home 
and, for example, the lease of a house to travellers during holidays. It includes modalities as diverse 
as ‘house swapping’, ‘couchsurfing’, ‘warmshowers’ for bikers, or ‘nightswapping’. In some of these 
modalities (couchsurfing, warmshowers) there is no compensation for the services rendered (Jarne-
Muñoz 2016), while in others (house swapping, nightswapping) there is reciprocity between the 
participants (Andriotis and Agiomirgianakis 2013). There are also modalities in which a monetary 
compensation is paid (as in the case of Airbnb). It is important to note that this sector already 
accounted for more than 50% of operations carried out in Europe within the scope of collaborative 
economy in 2015 (Daveiro and Vaughan 2016). 

The collaborative transport sector includes operations that involve sharing a means of transport, 
a car, or a parking space (Daveiro and Vaughan 2016). Some of the modalities of this sector of 
collaborative economy imply more efficient vehicle use and, with it, a positive impact on the 
environment and road traffic in cities (Teubner and Flath 2015). Others, on the other hand, allow 
individual access to a vehicle (in which the positive contribution to the environment and the decrease 
in traffic in the cities do not seem to be significant) to satisfy the user’s need to move more comfortably 
(Bardhi and Eckhardt 2012). There have also been studies on the reduction of fatal accidents due to 
alcohol consumption after the introduction of certain collaborative transport services (Greenwood 
and Wattal 2017). As in the previous case, the importance of this sector in the total collaborative 
economy in Europe, where it represents 18% of operations in the continent and 47% of the profits 
generated, must be highlighted (Daveiro and Vaughan 2016). 

The sector of on-demand household services occupies the third place in benefits generated 
(within the European scope) at 12% (Daveiro and Vaughan 2016). The operations contemplated 
include services provided at home, generally in the peer-to-peer area, coordinated by a technological 
platform. Due to the increase in the number of people who offer their services and obtain an income 
from this type of platform—between 300% and 440% (JPMorgan 2015), and the high number of users 
offering their services, it is easy to conclude that, for consumers, being able to easily find what is 
needed is an attractive alternative (Melián-González 2017). Some authors warn of the precariousness 
and low rewards that the service providers obtain: the platforms decide, through complex 
algorithms, who is shown, when they are displayed, and what is shown, and have the ability to 
change the algorithm or the criteria used at any time and without taking the bidders into account 
(Ravenelle 2017). These same criticisms may be applied to the professional on-demand services 
sector. The distinction between the two would be in the professional or domestic nature of the 
services (e.g., Uber and TaskRabbit, respectively) (Melián-González 2017). In the case of professional 
services, the platform creates a channel for service providers, allowing them to expand, while in the 
case of domestic services, platforms create new markets for new and different forms of autonomous 
work (Sundararajan 2014). Alfonso-Sánchez (2016) speaks of ‘platform cooperativism’, a movement 
that advocates for platforms to be owned by users—both the providers of services or goods and the 
consumers—thus preventing third parties from profiting from the work or goods of users. 

The last sector, collaborative finance, includes services related to financing, either in the form of 
investment (‘crowdfunding’) or in the form of a loan (‘peer-to-peer lending’), collective currencies, 
and collaborative insurance policies (Alfonso-Sánchez 2016). Crowdfunding can be defined as the set 
of efforts on the part of entrepreneurs—both individual and collective—to finance their projects 



Soc. Sci. 2019, 8, 142 3 of 13 

 

through small contributions from a large number of individuals using the Internet, without the 
participation of traditional financial intermediaries (Mollick 2014). Instead of going to a small group 
of specialised investors, many individuals are approached, each of whom contributes a small amount 
(Belleflamme et al. 2014). Following Mollick (2014), the term crowdfunding encompasses several 
variants: 

• Patronage model: the sponsors play an altruistic role, without expecting any concrete 
compensation for their contribution. 

• Loan model: the funds are offered as loans, with the hope of obtaining a profit and return on 
capital. 

• Reward model: rewards are very common and may consist of being mentioned in a film, 
participating in the creation of a product, knowing the authors of a specific project, or having 
access to the product in advantageous conditions. 

• Business participation model (‘equity crowdfunding’): investors acquire the status of partners 
in the project. 

Other authors (Belleflamme et al. 2014) have considered two models of crowdfunding: ‘pre-
ordering’ and ‘profit sharing’. In the first model, entrepreneurs encourage consumers to pre-order 
the product to obtain the necessary financing to start the project. In the second, the entrepreneurs ask 
for money from people in exchange for sharing the future benefits of the project. 

Peer-to-peer lending uses digital platforms to connect an individual who needs funds with other 
individuals who are interested in lending (Bruton et al. 2015, Emekter et al. 2015). The user receiving 
the loan obtains more competitive interest rates, while the user who lends the money obtains a return 
that is generally higher than that from a credit institution (Emekter et al. 2015). To facilitate 
transactions, platforms usually establish various measures to ensure the trust between the lender and 
the borrower, which may include relationships through social networks with other users of the same 
or similar platforms (Freedman and Jin 2017, Ge et al. 2017). 

2.2. Implications of Collaborative Economy 

Following Ertz and Sarigöllü (2019) and Frenken and Schor (2017), the emergence of the 
collaborative economy has involved a series of economic, social, and environmental changes. 

2.2.1. Economics Effects 

We have detected three main effects related to economic changes brought about by collaborative 
economy: the transition to an economy based on use, the emergence of new economic actors, and the 
dramatic appearance of a new business model. Following Arnould and Rose’s (2016), and Ertz et al. 
(2018), it is necessary to take into account the existence of some form of compensation. Thus, we must 
use the ‘sharing’ concept when there is no compensation, and ‘pooling/mutualizing for a 
compensation’ if there is any form of compensation such as object, service, points, money, or 
something similar. 

Transition to an economy based on use. Society is moving from an economy based on property 
to an economy based on use, that is, from ‘you are what you have’ to ‘you are what you can use’ (Belk 
2014). Owning something that we only use a few minutes a year does not make sense if we can access 
that good specifically when we need it (Botsman and Rogers 2010). This does not change the object 
of consumption, but rather the manner of consuming the product. The reasons for this change are 
diverse: some are of an altruistic nature, such as the feeling of collaborating with the sustainability of 
the environment, while others are more prosaic, such as obtaining an economic benefit, either by 
gaining an income or by saving on the acquisition or use of the product (Hamari et al. 2015). 

The segment of the population that is traditionally associated with collaborative economy and 
that tends to show a greater propensity to share is the generation known as ‘Millennials’ (Hwang and 
Griffiths 2017, Ranzini et al. 2017). The Millennial generation include those born from the beginning 
of the 1980s until the beginning of the twenty-first century. This cohort seems to be influenced by 
their social environment—both physical and virtual—and by the search for variety and exclusivity 
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in shared goods (Amaro et al. 2018). Millennials seem to be less attracted to owning a house and more 
willing to use public or shared transportation rather than purchase a vehicle of their own (McDonald 
2015, Ranzini et al. 2017). This seems to go against what has been found in other studies (Xu et al. 
2015), which have argued that more than 85% of Millennials have the objective of purchasing a house, 
considering this option preferable to renting. In fact, Garikapati et al. (2016) point out that as 
Millennials grow, they tend to adopt behaviours and attitudes like those of previous generations; 
thus, the great change in the economy in which they were supposed to participate could not happen. 

Sharing is an activity that feeds back: people are driven to share when someone has shared with 
them—although they will not necessarily share with the same person (Hyde 1983). Certain assets are 
more ‘shareable’ (‘shareable goods’) than others, and the definition of shareable can vary depending 
on the subject’s level of income (Benkler 2004). There are two possible modalities when sharing a 
good. The first (‘sharing in’) occurs within groups of individuals or communities united by family, 
friendship, or neighbourhood ties. The second modality (‘sharing out’) occurs between strangers and, 
being commercialised, entails a compensation (‘pooling/mutualizing for a compensation’), generally 
economic (Belk 2017). In either case, the activity of sharing something has been reinforced by Web 
2.0, particularly in social networks, where users share content with each other and both shared 
production and shared consumption are found (John 2013). 

New actors in collaborative economy. Collaborative economy is based on the creation of 
common spaces where users make exchanges either directly or through platforms that allow them to 
acquire, sell, rent, lend, or give/donate using technologies that facilitate the generation of trust, 
confidence, and information reciprocity with very low transaction costs and coordination (Cañigueral 
2016, Lan et al. 2017). Not only start-ups are involved in these operations, but other actors participate 
as well, as indicated in Table 1. Although some of these are not, strictly speaking, new actors, we have 
included them for their connection with the idea of prevalence of access over ownership (as in the 
case of municipal libraries, which can be a meeting space where people can access books without 
having to buy it). In Table 1, we differentiate between actors who seek profit (the person who rents 
his car or his house), actors with other motivations like reputation or recognition or even social or 
environmental concerns. We can also see actors whose main purpose is related to the community, 
where technology’s role is less relevant than for other actors, but there is a strong emphasis on contact 
and human relationships. The last role, the public sector, comprises heterogeneous services including 
bicycle shares or local currencies. 

Table 1. Actors in collaborative economy. 

Purpose/Role Definition Examples 

For profit 

For-profit entities that carry out purchase/sale, rental, 
loan, exchange, or gift/donation activities with the help 
of information technologies that significantly reduce 
transaction costs and facilitate exchanges between 
strangers. 

International: 
• Airbnb 
• BlaBlaCar 
• EBay 
• Car2Go 
Local: 
• Wallapop 
• SocialCar 
• Percentil 
• Trip4real 

Non-profit 
Like profit companies, but actors are non-profit, that is, 
their main motivation is to advance their mission and/or 
purpose. 

• Goteo 
• Shared orchards 
• Freecycle 
• Reutiliza.cat 
• NoLoTiro.org 

Social 
Enterprise/Co-
operative/B Corp 

Like non-profit entities, with the exception that social 
and environmental motivations have priority over 
economic profit. In cooperatives, ownership is shared. 

• SomMobilitat 
• Banks of time 
• CiviClub 
• Ecrowd 
• RobaAmiga 
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Community 

Actors focused on the local and/or neighbourhood 
levels, with a variety of legal structures, although non-
profit entities and informal models are the most 
common. Most transactions are not monetised. 
The use of information technologies is more modest, 
with an emphasis on contact and human relationships. 
Often explicitly, one of its purposes is to achieve 
sustainability at the local level. 

• SocialToy 
• 1010 ways to buy 

without money 
• Community gardens 
• Consumer groups 
• Banks of time 
• EcoXarxes 
• PetitBus 

Public sector 

Unlike the cases above, public sector entities are subject 
to rigorous standards of responsibility, transparency, 
and legitimacy. They can use their most sophisticated 
infrastructure to support or arrange agreements with 
other players to promote new ways of sharing, although 
they have to meet the interests of citizens and governing 
bodies. 

• Municipal libraries 
• Shared bicycle services 
• Public purchase with 

criteria in favour of 
the sharing city 

• Local currencies with 
municipal support 

Source: Own elaboration adapted from Cañigueral (2016). 

New business models. Collaborative economy has brought together a great diversity of business 
models that oscillate between capitalist platforms (Srnicek 2017) and those with a cooperative 
approach. The appearance of these new business models based on the exchange of goods and/or 
services through technological platforms is another important effect of collaborative economy. These 
new models, characterised by very low transaction and coordination costs, allow users to operate and 
carry out transactions that would not be possible in the traditional economy. The following figure 
(Cohen and Muñoz 2016, Figure 1) shows the key aspects of the new companies in collaborative 
economy, following the ‘Sharing Business Model Compass’ (SBMC). 

 

Figure 1. Sharing Business Model Compass (SBMC). Source: Cohen and Muñoz (2016). 

This model is used at the EADA Business School and the University of Leeds, where its authors 
(Cohen and Muñoz 2016) are based, and can be used by public authorities to develop specific 
standards for each business model (Cañigueral 2016). The model, as shown in Figure 1, consists of 
six dimensions: technology, transaction, business focus, shared resources, governance model, and 
platform type. Each dimension has three degrees. Of these dimensions, four range from market-based 
models to cooperatives (transaction, business model, governance, and type of platform). Models 
based on the other two dimensions can use any of the three options reflected (Cañigueral 2016). It is 
important to highlight that Cañigueral (2016) used an extended concept of participants/consumers 
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which includes not only individuals/natural persons but also companies/legal entities. Therefore, it 
is possible to find a business-to-business platform in the model, even if its location in the model is 
almost out of the sharing core, on the third level, near to a market model. Moving in a clockwise 
direction, the location of a specific case within collaborative economy can be analysed. As long as it 
is located on the most external levels, it is a business model, while the interior zone focuses on 
platforms whose objective is shared use, without a profit motive. A comparison of Airbnb and 
Couchsurfing, for example, yields the results shown in Table 2. 

Table 2. Dimensions assigned to Airbnb and Couchsurfing. 

Dimension Airbnb Couchsurfing 
Transaction Market Free 
Business approach Profit-driven Mission-driven 
Governance Model Corporate Collaborative 
Platform Type Business to crowd Peer-to-peer (P2P) 

The technology and shared resources dimensions are only descriptive, and their parallel choices 
have no effect on business model orientation. When we draw the lines for each model, we can see 
clear differences between them. One is very close to the market model (Figure 2), while the other one 
(Figure 3) is very close to the commons sharing model. 

 
Figure 2. SBMC applied to Airbnb. Source: Cohen and Muñoz (2016). 
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Figure 3. SBMC applied to Couchsurfing. Source: Cohen and Muñoz (2016). 

Another classification of collaborative resource circulation systems can be found in Ertz et al. 
(2016), who describe each resource circulation system in terms of three dimensions: collaborative 
intensity (sourcing, trading, pure), collaborative consumption (yes/no), and consumer process 
(delegation, quasi-empowerment, empowerment). 

2.2.2. Social Effects 

In this section, we include the effects that have a relevant social impact, including changes in 
people’s mindset, impact on professional conditions, and the rise of inequality or discrimination 
between users. 

Changes in people’s mindset. There has been a change in user mindset concerning trust in 
strangers and security. Transactions are now made between strangers that would have been 
unthinkable a few years ago (Ert et al. 2016, Botsman 2017, Ter Huurne et al. 2017). Users take risks—
such as sharing a house or car with, borrow money from, or buying food for strangers—to obtain an 
economic benefit or enjoy an attractive service, and these risks, despite the efforts of the platforms, 
are not always covered (Schwartz and Oster 2018). Feeney (2015) points out a growing concern, which 
is encouraged by sectors of the traditional industry such as the taxi sector or the hotel industry, for 
the safety of the users of these services, highlighting certain problems that exist in this type of service: 
first, the risk involved in car or house sharing with a stranger; second, and with reference to the 
transport sector, the fact that because the drivers of these companies are individuals who dedicate 
themselves to these activities in a partial and non-professional manner, there can be conflicts 
regarding insurance coverage, as insurers usually differentiate between private and professional 
drivers. Finally, Feeney (2015) also points out the regulatory gap in making the platform responsible 
for the behaviour of its users (suppliers or consumers of services). However, for other authors (Dills 
and Mulholland 2015), the introduction of the services of these companies in the transport sector has 
meant a decrease in fatal traffic accidents that is estimated to range from 17% to 40% once the 
companies have operated for more than 4 years in the area. According to these same authors (Dills 
and Mulholland 2015), no evidence has been found that the inhabitants of areas where these 
companies operate are more likely to suffer robbery or assault since they began to provide their 
services; on the contrary, a decrease in arrests for ‘disorderly conduct’ is suggested. In fact, other 
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studies (Park et al. 2016) point to a decrease in sexual crimes since the introduction of services from 
companies such as Uber and Lyft. 

Companies have reacted to safety concerns in different ways, depending on the sector in which 
they operate. In the accommodation sector, it is common to acquire millionaire insurance policies that 
cover the owners for possible damage by users (Etzioni 2017), while in the transport sector, the 
requirements for being an Uber or Lyft drive have increased and are now well above those required 
by traditional taxi companies. 

Effects on professional conditions. The impact of constant technological change on the 
traditional economic model, and the new perceptions and social attitudes that the new economy has 
brought are difficult to quantify. An emerging society with new motivations drives new forms of 
work (Sagardoy-de-Simón and Núñez-Cortés-Contreras 2017, p. 94). Thanks to new technologies, 
new types of jobs are being created. Many of these new occupations are based on self-employment, 
require a high level of creative skills, have a marked entrepreneurial character and benefit from low 
initiation and marketing costs (Berger and Frey 2006). These new types of services bring benefits both 
for the worker (access to job opportunities, obtaining professional experience, recognition, flexibility, 
increased productivity, or income) and for the person who requires their services (access to specific 
skills that are not easy to locate by other means, participation in creation, cost savings, variety of 
available solutions, scalability, or increase in productivity; see, e.g., Mtsweni and Burge 2014, Ertz 
and Sarigöllü 2019). There is, however, no security in the demand, which results in precariousness 
and lack of income stability (Melián Gonzalez and Gideumal 2015), and social protection does not 
exist or is lower than that obtained by a traditional employee (Auvergnon 2016). Sharing companies 
have also strongly resisted regulatory attempts from local authorities (Smorto 2016). 

However, the existence of the so-called ‘uber economy’, born with the camouflage of 
collaborative economy, has led to the growth of ‘work on demand’ (‘jobbing’). These jobs have a high 
degree of precariousness (if there is no demand, there is no work), with revenues mediated by 
companies (with maximum pricing policies), and conditions set by companies too (Sagardoy-de-
Simón and Núñez-Cortés-Contreras 2017); additionally, these jobs are unstructured and unprotected 
(Auvergnon 2016, Freedland and Prassl 2017), precarious (Malin and Chandler 2017) and, in general, 
with worse working conditions than conventional employment (Cockayne 2016, Schor 2017, Schor 
and Attwood-Charles 2017). It is therefore necessary to question the adequacy of the current labour 
legislation, created for a traditional economy, for the new situations that collaborative economy 
creates. Considering how to adapt these regulations is paramount (Ginés-i-Fabrellas and Gálvez-
Durán 2016). 

Possibility of discrimination. Fremstad (2017) has suggested differences in the propensity to 
share goods depending on socio-economic level, with people with a medium-high income being more 
likely to share using the new technology platforms. This leads to one of the most criticised aspects of 
collaborative economy, which is the possibility that people from a low socio-economic level cannot 
enjoy its benefits because they have no means to access it (e.g., computers or mobile devices, Internet 
connection, etc.). In fact, the peer-to-peer nature of collaborative economy can increase discrimination 
among users themselves (Frenken and Schor 2017). This point of view contrasts, however, with the 
results obtained by other authors (Dillahunt and Malone 2015) studying the perception of 
collaborative economy in groups with the worst economic situation, where the predominant opinion 
is that collaborative economy will help people find a job or save money. Accordingly, if participation 
in collaborative economy is examined adjusting the data according to the ease/difficulty of certain 
social groups to access the Internet, the result shows that collaborative platforms receive more use 
from individuals with low income (Fremstad 2017). 

2.2.3. Environmental Effects 

The shift from an economy based on ownership to an economy based on access leads to more 
efficient use of underutilised goods and, at the same time, reduces the level of industrial production, 
creating a positive impact on the environment (Botsman and Rogers 2010, Belk 2014, Acquier et al. 
2019). However, the environmental effects of collaborative economy are complex and although it is 
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true that sharing implies lower resource consumption by reducing the demand for new goods, it is 
not clear whether this reduction is balanced with the growing use of resources created by increased 
access for people not using these goods before (Frenken and Schor 2017, Ertz and Sarigöllü 2019). 
This is particularly relevant in the case of car sharing, where the low price may cause a decrease in 
the use of public transport and increase CO2 emissions, congestion, and pollution, generating a 
rebound effect (Ertz and Sarigöllü 2019). The consideration of such secondary effects is necessary to 
avoid what Frenken and Schor (2017) call ‘partial-equilibrium analysis’, in which only first round 
effects are considered, but not the secondary ones. It is also quite possible that the income obtained 
through collaborative activities are used to buy new goods, thus increasing the environmental 
impact. 

3. Conclusions 

Collaborative economy has expanded in five main sectors: accommodation, transportation, on-
demand household services, on-demand professional services, and finance. The effects generated 
differ according to the sectors and are debated in the academic literature, with no clear consensus on 
their nature. While some studies defend the positive environmental contribution, as sharing reduces 
the amount of goods that must be produced, others question this effect in sectors such as transport, 
as the services of collaborative economy discourage the use of public transport in favour of private 
transport, which would increase pollution and congestion in the cities. From a labour perspective, 
there seems to be consensus in the academic literature on the enormous potential of collaborative 
economy to create jobs, although for many authors the problem lies in the precarious nature of these 
positions, which are often linked to the existence of demand for certain services and have lower 
salaries than those in the traditional economy. Meanwhile, in the financial sector, the emergence of 
platforms for financing projects by individuals has facilitated access to credit in an economic situation 
in which financing was particularly difficult to obtain. 

The practical application of this research focuses on establishing a theoretical framework that 
opens new lines of research. Future empirical studies should be conducted to validate the theoretical 
basis. 
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