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ABSTRACT 
The intensified interest in the sharing economy within recent years has demonstrably changed and 
reconfigured the way in which people share, interact, and transact across and within digital spaces. Although 
the notion of a sharing economy is not a new one, it is the emergence of technology and digital platforms that 
have enabled and increased its scalability and adoption. Subsequently, the accrual of this information-based 
power questions the true intentions of platform owners in relation to the data and information that sharing 
economy organisations possess. To this extent, the notion of information exchange posits a governance 
consideration in relation to the true intentions of digital platforms and the users they serve. Exploring further 
the governance considerations this paper argues that current platforms lack the appropriate governance to 
ensure equitable parity between those that use them and those that build them.  Exploring these themes, this 
paper considers the role of data trusts - a legal structure that provides independent stewardship of data. This 
paper applies a conceptual framework to explore how, when and why the governance of data platforms used 
by the Sharing Economy is compromised and, equally how the introduction of a data trust can remediate this. 

CCS CONCEPTS 
•	Security	and	privacy	•	Human	and	societal	aspects	of	security	and	privacy	•	Social	aspects	of	
security	and	privacy	
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1. Introduction 
The surrounding controversies - or “war stories” [1] - of the sharing economy focus on cautionary tales of 
social and technical exploitations. These exploitations have extended to include the rights of workers and 
participants within the sharing economy and, more pertinently for our paper, the ethically (and, potentially, 
legally) inappropriate processing of personal and transactional data. Such controversies highlight and 
emphasise the power [2] that is - almost literally - handed to and held by the digital platform owners and their 
shareholders. To this extent, this paper identifies the datafication of the sharing economy and suggests such 
a process lacks insufficient governance: the true intentions of the underlying digital platforms of the sharing 
economy, differ from the users they serve. Specifically, in exploring further a governance concern expressed 
by Parker et al. [2] in that platform owners should not “use [their] power to change the rules in [their] favor”, 
this paper argues that current digital platforms lack the appropriate measures to ensure equitable parity - or 
fairness - between those that use them and those that build them. We position this argument through a lens 
which considers the use and practice of digital platforms - as a dependant component of the sharing economy. 
 
Particularly, we present an attempt to tackle what we identify as a “platform data tax”. This, we suggest, is 
where data is exchanged - somewhat unfairly and, arguably unknowingly - alongside the services or goods 
provided by and within the sharing economy. We argue that more emphasis is placed upon the data platform 
and data acquisition and processing than the actual sharing and exchange of data - presenting an immediately 
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impactful governance consideration. As a remedy to this, we present the role and function of data trusts - a 
legal structure that provides independent stewardship of data - as a means to mitigate against the imbalance 
of the data holders power.We argue that this would therefore provide a fairer proposition than that which is 
currently in place and provide a means to transparently and legally exchange data across digital platforms. 

2. Definitions of a Digital Platform 
The primary theme in the dependency of the sharing economy is underpinned by that of the digital platform. 
However, the definition of a “platform” - and therefore its digital counterpart – is ambiguous term and differs 
between various scholastic communities [3]. In this context of this paper, we approach platforms as a 
shorthand of that which is offered by Srnicek [4] in that a platform is both a newly, and now predominant, 
type of business model. This business model is premised upon bringing groups of people together as well as 
referring to the service itself [4]. Brown et al. [5] add that platform models create marketplaces amongst 
distinct groups of users and is a two-sided / multi-sided market. The market is where there is the offer of an 
interaction of service provision to two (or several) categories of End Users. This type of market serves two 
distinct categories of users, where each depends on the other and joint participation makes the platform more 
valuable to the other. Furthermore, platforms also provide a space for participants to carry out their own 
evaluating and product- or service-matching based in platform-provided or platform-curated reputation 
systems and algorithms [6]. 
 
Central to the mutual benefit of the sharing economy is the essential role of data and the processing of which 
between the different users provides increased advantage over their competitors. We begin to see that there 
is an invisible, covert exchange of data which we refer to as “platform data tax”: the exchange of service for 
data This constant need for data ensures the growth of digital platforms - and attempts to dominate their own 
marketplace - not only through increasing their user base but also through the behaviour-altering parasitic 
nature of the platform. The platform, by its very nature, needs further data in order to survive. This is what 
Srnicek [4] labels the platform as an extractive apparatus for data. As such, the platform can be likened to an 
adaptive, behaviour-changing parasite that morphs and evolves in order to extract more data in relation to, 
and the demands, of the interactions of its users. This occurs as a result of their need to extract increasing 
amounts of activity - and therefore data - from its users [7]. Whilst having socially driven motives, platforms 
are, as observed by Srnicek [4], ostensibly economic actors operating within a capitalist mode of production. 
This conflation of the value that a platform brings to the variety of actors involved [8][9] results in different 
drivers and different outcomes between those that come to use it and those that provision it [10]. As both the 
role of an intermediary, and as a basis upon which activities are performed, platforms are privileged to, and 
capable of, the harvesting and repurposing of their user’s data. There is clearly something more at stake - and 
at play - than a low-cost taxi ride [11]. Scholz [12] suggests that these interactions are recruited as informants 
for surveillance capitalism. This leads to what is effectively the funnelling of transactional activity into data 
silos and locks the user to the platform through various means: dependency on a service, inability to use 
alternatives, and a lack of data portability [4]. 

3. A solution to hand? Enter data trusts 
It is understood that the term of “data trust”, was established by Lawrence [13] in an article in The Guardian 
newspaper. His article was produced in response to an NHS “data breach” scandal in the United Kingdom. 
In this instance, it was noted that the patients themselves had no direct voice in traditional regulatory 
frameworks deployed within the NHS in relation to their data. Data trusts are proposed as a mechanism to 
produce more of a citizenship and reduce the impact of platform data tax. Given the reported possibilities of 
their deployment and implementation, data trusts have begun to become increasingly referenced within the 
technology and policy sectors. Hall and Presenti [14] suggest the idea of a data trust as a mechanism to 
facilitate data sharing within the context of supporting the United Kingdom growth in Artificial Intelligence. 
They specify data trusts as “proven and trusted frameworks and agreements” that supply the inherent trust 
between data subject and data processor(s) that ensures data exchanges are “secure and mutually beneficial”. 
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Furthermore, given the recency of data trusts, their exact interpretation has not yet been fixed. Lawrence [13] 
promotes the notion of data trusts as a way to re-assert individual choice over who is best placed to manage 
a data subject’s data. Data subjects essentially pool their data in order to form a data trust. The trust stipulates 
conditions under which the data could be shared - and processed - whilst retaining a duty go care without 
conflicting goals such as making a profit or exploitation of its subjects. Lawrence [13] continues that this 
could applied unilaterally between private sectors - including the improvement of product recommendation 
or matching consumers to suppliers. 
 
Delacroix and Lawrence [15] also suggest that data trusts, in response to vulnerabilities with data leakage, 
are an answer to assumptions regarding data “ownership”, and the manifestation of top-down regulatory 
constraints in relation to data processing. Data trusts have emerged, they suggest, as a way to address these 
data loss vulnerabilities and to implement bottom-up empowerment structures. Additionally, Hardinges and 
Wells [16] proffer a data trust to be based upon that of a more legal upstanding. They suggest that a data trust 
is a “legal structure that provides independent third-party stewardship of data”. Indeed, trusts are legal 
instruments that appoint a steward - or trustee - to manage an asset for a given purpose, they are not allowed 
to legally operate this for their own benefit. By their definition, data trusts are legal trusts that manage data - 
and the rights to said data.  
 
Furthermore, data trusts move beyond single trustees - in this case a single organisation - and build models 
of fiduciary governance over the management, processing and sharing of data-use rights. O’Hara [17] also 
posits that a data trust works within the law to provide ethical, architectural and governance support for 
trustworthy data processing. Key to O’Hara’s [17] debate is the role of the data scientist and intensive data 
processing activities that are undertaken by them via the use of the data platform. O’Hara [17] continues that 
a “data trust needs to be an arena in which data processing and data science can take place transparently” 
allowing data processors to be held accountable in events of malpractice of data processing. This relationship 
also needs an interface between data scientists, data subjects and other stakeholders which O’Hara points out 
is enabled via a data trust. This allows not only the data subjects, but also other stakeholders, to “inject their 
own views about what constitutes trustworthy behaviour” [17] or, as suggested by Delacroix and Lawrence 
[15] ‘give a voice’ to data subjects whose choice when it comes to data governance are often reduced to 
binary, ill-informed consent.  

4. Summary 
Within this paper we have explored two literature bases: one belonging to the sharing economy and the other 
to the digital platform. As a result of combining the two we believe to have highlighted the governance 
concerns of both and the challenges which confront those making use of the Sharing Economy. Furthermore, 
whilst the literature surrounding the sharing economy is recent and much of the research in this field is still 
exploratory and emergent, we feel it important to highlight that the modern incarnation does not comes to 
exist without the digital platform - which too has its own governance concerns. We have highlighted that 
outside of the capitalistic pursuit perspectives of the digital platform - including those highlighted by Srnicek 
[4] -  little consideration, beyond concerns of privacy, has been given to the aspects of information processing, 
and in particular, the concept we introduce as a platform data tax, within the sharing economy. However, 
having said this, we should ask whether not there is as Srnicek [4] points out a future in the sharing economy: 
that the outsourcing of costs and underpinning of platforms that “simply siphon off a rent from every 
transaction they facilitate” will result in the sharing economy becoming unsustainable. As such, our concerns 
and observations are not merely limited to the sharing economy: the issues we identify - considerations of 
data processing and a platform tax -  these observations are entirely infrastructural and, whilst they may 
dissipate from this particular conversation, have emerged as an output of current trends and migrations 
towards a digitally-enabled society. Their inclusions are warning signs for the sharing economy and the 
governance considerations of those that participate within it. 
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