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Sharing rather than owning does not always make
sense

Sharing with others, rather than owning everything: one might think that this
saves energy and preserves the environment. However, this is not always the
case.

Does one really use less energy when sharing a car instead of owning one? 
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When people carpool to work, they save fuel and therefore energy. Collaborative
consumption of this type - also known as "sharing economy" - is becoming much easier and
more widespread thanks to online platforms. But does sharing really save energy?

This is the question addressed in the present project. Out of 157 "sharing" products, a team
of experts selected two that then served as examples for the energy consumed in the
context of collaborative consumption, namely carpooling and the accommodation platform
Airbnb.

The researchers’ investigations led to a surprising conclusion: depending on its type and its
handling, collaborative consumption can incite people to consume more rather than less
energy. Airbnb, for example, leads to an overall increase in energy consumption by both
guests and hosts.

At a glance
Sharing products and services such as cars or apartments with others is called
collaborative consumption or sharing economy.
One might think that sharing leads to lower energy consumption. But this is not necessarily
the case.
Depending on the usage of the product or service and the way things are shared, sharing
can also encourage people to consume more energy, for example because the money
saved allows them to consume more, thus resulting in higher energy consumption.
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This graph illustrates the process of
adoption of a new behaviour by private
individuals, taking into account factors
that may influence this process. This
model was the basis for the collection
and analysis of survey data in the
follow-up project (Introduction of
Carpooling at SwissRe). 

Poor energy balance
This was the result of a survey in which the scientists interviewed potential and actual
guests and hosts from Switzerland. 14 percent of the Swiss population have used Airbnb as
a guest and two percent have offered accommodation on Airbnb.

The researchers then calculated the energy balance of an Airbnb overnight stay.
Surprisingly, using Airbnb results in an energy consumption per overnight stay that is 28
megajoules higher than when not using the platform.

The reason for this is that in the survey 7 percent of the participants stated that if they had
not had access to Airbnb they would have abstained from travelling. The offer is therefore an
incentive to travel more frequently and thus to consume energy – not only for the overnight
stay, but also for travel to and from the destination.

In addition to the direct effect of a sharing
opportunity, there is also an indirect "rebound"
effect on energy consumption: the offer saves
both guests and hosts money. This money
then goes into the consumption of products
and services that would not have been bought
under other circumstances, and which in turn
lead to energy and resource consumption.
Because Airbnb leads to important savings,
the rebound effect results in a total of 281
megajoules more energy consumed per
person per night than without this offer, or
7476 megajoules per Airbnb customer per
year. This is equal to approximately 40
percent of the electricity consumed in a one-
person household.
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Carpooling saves energy
Carpooling is different: the researchers calculated that people who share a car save an
average of 234 megajoules. Although carpooling also leads to an indirect rebound effect, the
energy balance below the line is still negative, i.e. energy is saved. And this is still true when
an additional indirect effect of sharing, the so-called spill-over effect, is taken into account:
once people have committed themselves to sharing, they are generally more inclined to take
advantage of other sharing opportunities. Given that these can also generate increased
energy consumption, as illustrated by the Airbnb example, the spill-over effect leads to a
slight deterioration of the carpooling energy balance.

On average, a person can save 1500 megajoules of energy per year thanks to carpooling
services. This is equal to approximately eight percent of the electricity consumption of a one-
person household.

In Switzerland, however, only two percent of all motorists and three percent of all public
transport passengers avail themselves of carpooling. One of the reasons for this situation is
the reliable and well-developed public transport system. For example, 62 percent of the
respondents stated that in absence of the carpooling option they would have travelled by
train.

Reality check
In order to figure out how to make carpooling more popular in Switzerland and thus
contribute to energy saving in general, the researchers conducted a second survey. They
hoped to identify the factors that led the respondents to choose carpooling. Surprisingly, the
decisive factors were not – as is commonly assumed – money savings or safety and ease of
use. What motivated the respondents most was the feeling that their acquaintances were
also using the service, and that by carpooling they could help the environment

For Airbnb, savings were a more important motive, but again the respondents were more
focused on the behaviour of their fellow human beings.

In order to test the findings of the research project in the real world, the scientists carried out
a trial at SwissRe. This company has implemented a carpooling app enabling employees to
share a car. However, only a very small percentage of the SwissRe employees, i.e. 0.3
percent, have used the carpooling offer at least once.

The main reason for this result was probably that there was no demand for the service at
that time. SwissRe has tested carpooling services in view of a relocation of jobs from Adliswil
to Zurich. A need for carpooling will arise after the move to Zurich. However, the pilot project
took place beforehand.
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Politicians must get involved
The researchers suggested specific measures to expand the energy-saving potential of
carpooling or, in the case of Airbnb, to reduce energy consumption. These were then
discussed with political leaders as well as tourism, research and industry representatives.
These have come to the conclusion that in order for carpooling to substantially contribute to
energy saving, a critical mass of participants is needed. To this end, companies could join
forces and offer a joint carpooling programme. With respect to Airbnb, politicians should take
action to abolish false incentives. For example, laws could allow only short-term rentals of
primary residences or limit the number of overnight stays.

Sharing rather than owning does not always make sense 5



Produkte aus diesem Projekt
 Teilen muss gar nicht zwingend
nachhaltig sein. 
Date of publication: 01.01.18

 Wie energieeffizienzt ist die
vernetzte Gesellschaft? 
Date of publication: 01.01.18

 Güter teilen, Abfall vermeiden 
Date of publication: 01.01.18

 Die Schweiz könnte viel mutiger
sein! 
Date of publication: 01.01.18

 Callaborative Consumption: Hype or
Promise? 
Date of publication: 01.01.18

 What drives people to carpool?
Energy balance and behavioral
determinants of carpooling in
Switzerland 
Date of publication: 01.01.18

 Collaborative Consumption: Energy
balance and behavioral predictors 
Date of publication: 01.01.18

 Collaborative Consumption: Hype or
Promise? 
Date of publication: 01.01.18

 What drives people to carpool?
Explaining carpooling intention from
the perspectives of carpooling
passengers and drivers 
Date of publication: 19.06.19

 Airbnb: bon voyage au pays de l'effet
rebond 
Date of publication: 19.06.19

Sharing rather than owning does not always make sense 6



Contact & Team

All information provided on these pages corresponds to the status
of knowledge as of 13.06.2019.

Prof. Dr. Klaus Jonas
Psychologisches Institut Universität Zürich Binzmühlestrasse 14 / 13 3-C-02 8050 Zürich

+41 44 635 72 30 k.jonas@psychologie.uzh.chz.ch

Klaus Jonas
Projektleiter

Tobias Arnold Jürg Artho

Friedel Bachmann Ueli Haefeli

Anina Hanimann

Sharing rather than owning does not always make sense 7


