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ABSTRACT 
Platform cooperatives have emerged as a response to “Sharing economy” platforms. Against models that 
extract data, value, and resources, they try to reconcile economic viability with social and environmental 
values, by blending logics coming from the Social and Solidarity Economy (the cooperative) and the digital 
commons (FLOSS). This means that they operate on a different market and different objectives than other 
platforms. These initiatives are still emergent and do not aim at competing with companies operating with 
models of “growth-before-profit” tied to venture capital funding. They operate regionally at the intersection 
of their specialization (mobility, tourism, etc.) and the social market, aiming for viability rather than 
profitability.  

 

This has a direct impact on how they think of their development in terms of space and scale: rather than 
scaling, they combine replicating with meshing. This means that you start with the blueprint of a platform 
and an organization used by other cooperatives but adapt it to the local/regional market where you operate. 
To gain legitimacy on a local/regional social market, emergent platform cooperatives need recognition. To 
do this, platform cooperatives use two local relational asset: intercooperation and reputation. They emulate 
and/or collaborate with local entities with a solid reputation in this social market. Intercooperation is one 
the seven ICA principles. Cooperating with entities that are well regarded and established is a sign that you 
are coopted by the “right” actors. It sends a good signal to other actors of this market as well as public 
administration and possible users, one that you are worthy of interest and trust.   

 

Does it also have an impact on the design of the platform per se? Cooperatives have participatory 
governance because of their juridical personality: ownership and decision-making are shared with its 
members. The expectation is that the ensuing strategy and operationalization will be able to guarantee a 
fairer and more sustainable model than the one of current dominant platforms, since the most vulnerable 
stakeholders’ voices will also be taken into account. It is unclear if this results in any differences beyond 
the business model. 

 

I am conducting an ethnography of two platform cooperatives. The first is Som Mobilitat, a Catalan 
electrical carsharing non-profit cooperative, with currently over 1,600 members. They are part of a 
European cooperative of cooperatives, The Mobility Factory, that is in charge of developing the software. 
The software is shared by all the cooperative members of the The Mobility Factory, that is currently 11 
from 4 different countries. The second case is FairBNB, the “fair” alternative to the short-term rental 
platform AirBNB. They are still establishing their activity in 30 cities across Europe, with a very low level 
of transaction on the platform—Covid-19 has slowed down their launch. 

 

While Som Mobilitat is focused on developing its activity in Catalonia only and helping other cooperatives 
replicate their model in different Spanish regions, FairBNB is more centralized: the overarching structure is 
an Italian worker cooperative that orchestrates the global development and strategy of the platform. 
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Nonetheless, both pursue in Catalonia a similar strategy of intercooperation with locally established 
organizations of the social market, being in contact and collaborating with the same organizations. I am 
currently interviewing the developers of both platforms to reflect on the design process and features of the 
platform.  

 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
This research is funded by AGAUR through the European Social Fund. 

	  

	  

	  


