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Merante, 2017; Barron et al., 2018). What is 
more, sharing practices may cause serious 
negative externalities to third parties, especially 
to neighbours suff ering from nuisance and 
feelings of unsafety, as was reported in 
Amsterdam (Frenken et al., 2019). Moreover, 
incumbent businesses like hotels and car 
rental companies claim that platforms facili-
tate unfair competition and call for a level 
playing fi eld.

As online platforms grow so fast – especially 
in large cities with a lot of tourists such as 
Amsterdam, Barcelona, London, New York, 
Paris and Seoul – local authorities are taken 
by surprise. They have to deal with a rapidly 
growing practice among their citizens who 
often ignore the local and sectoral regulations 
that professional providers (hotels, restaurants, 
bike rentals, car rentals, taxi companies, 
etc.) generally do adhere to. Enforcement of 
extant regulations that apply to professional 
suppliers is diffi  cult given the unwillingness 
of platforms to share their data with local 
authorities. Instead, as Codagnone et al. (2016) 

The rise of sharing platforms is among the 
most daring challenges for cities around the 
world. Using online platforms, many residents 
rent out their spare rooms, houses, gardens, 
cars and motorcycles and provide taxi and 
delivery services using their own cars or bi-
cycles. With consumer assets being used more 
effi  ciently, urbanites may economize on hotels, 
car rentals and parking spaces. Indeed, the con-
centration of sharing-economy transactions 
in large cities can be understood from the 
relative scarcity of housing, cars, and parking 
spaces in larger cities compared to smaller 
ones.

However, the advent of the online sharing 
economy has proved to be a mixed blessing 
(Kenney and Zysman, 2016; Frenken and Schor, 
2017). While positive environmental sustain-
ability impacts may well be sizeable, serious 
concerns have arisen about growing inequali-
ties as U.S. studies have shown that while 
homeowners who rent out their homes see 
their income rise, house prices rise for the 
whole neighbourhood  (Lee, 2016; Horn and 
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not been subject to such an analysis. This is in 
part due to the specifi c nature of apps, which 
can be distributed at very low cost given 
the widespread use of smart phones. Using 
this infrastructure, people simply download 
apps and start using these, without any 
opportunity for government intervention. As 
a result, the desirability of new apps – here 
sharing platforms – can only be assessed ex 
post.

One might argue that ex post technology 
assessment is preferable over ex ante assess-
ment as the eff ects of a new platform would 
be hard to predict. What is more, most plat-
forms fail to reach any critical mass. Hence, 
ex ante assessment would be rather costly 
given that most platform innovation fails any-
way. That said, the ex post assessment of 
platforms after they reach a critical mass of 
users is frustrated by the diffi  culty to estimate 
economic, social, environmental and spatial 
impacts without the user data appropriated 
and kept secret by platforms. And, even to the 
extent that tentative assessment can be made 
on the basis of historical and/or aggregate 
datasets, or by collecting alternative data, 
the fact that raw data do not underlie the 
investigation is unlikely to pacify confl ict and 
public debate, and may even only boost the 
mistrust of those negatively aff ected.

While this lack of data hampers the oppor-
tunities of authorities to respond, it is arguably 
also detrimental to urban democracy. As Stir-
ling (2008) asserts, technology assessment 
should be a careful and deliberative process 
which is opened up to diff erent voices and 
ideas. In a process of reversed technology 
assessment residents are often faced with a 
situation that is diffi  cult to change, rather 
than having the opportunity to engage in the 
future of their city or neighbourhood. In a 
similar vein, if urban planning is seen as a 
process of ‘knowledge claim testing’ (Rydin, 
2007),  reversed technology assessment limits 
both the procedural room to engage in debate 
as well as the substantial room to discuss the 
validity of knowledge claims because insight 
into impact on the city is limited.

suggest, alternative policy options may be con-
sidered, ranging from strict regulation to de-
regulation. Yet, each of these policy options 
may run against public interests without a 
proper assessment of the local impacts of 
sharing practices.

‘Reverse Technology Assessment’

Sharing involves a voluntary exchange by 
two parties, raising welfare on both sides 
(win-win). For example, people who rent out 
their private car make some extra money, while 
the person who rents it gets a car at a lower 
price compared to a professional rental agency. 
On top of the direct economic benefi ts, 
strangers may meet in person with possible 
communal benefi ts as social capital would 
increase (Parigi et al., 2013; Acquier et al., 2017). 
In addition, especially with car sharing and 
ride sharing, substantial sustainability benefi ts 
have been documented (for an overview, see 
Frenken, 2017).

However, the precise direct and indirect 
eff ects of sharing economy platforms are likely 
to remain unclear for a long time to come. For 
a proper scientifi c assessment of the impacts 
of online platforms, as in a classic technology 
assessment, access to the user data currently 
held by platforms is key. Platforms such as 
Airbnb and Uber have shown to be unwill-
ing to grant researchers and authorities access 
to their user data, citing privacy and compe-
tition concerns. To the extent that scientifi c 
research is carried out on the basis of plat-
form data – be it commissioned or not – the 
data are only disclosed to a single research 
team making proper peer review and replica-
tion impossible.

This impasse created a logic, which can be 
described as ‘reverse technology assessment’ 
(Frenken and Schor, 2017). While innovations 
in mature sectors like food, drugs, transporta-
tion, construction, and children’s toys are 
subject to detailed scientifi c analysis and norm-
ative deliberation before fi rms are allowed 
to introduce these on the market, sharing 
economy platforms, as an innovation, have 
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with platforms in ways that they are willing 
to disclose data and further details required 
to make use of data for assessment purposes. 
In doing so, the challenge for governments 
is not to frustrate innovation at a too early 
stage while simultaneously to facilitate an 
open and transparent assessment process in 
which diff erent public values are taken into 
account. In this context, the Dutch Ministry 
of Economic Aff airs (2015) advocated a new 
policy framework for dealing with platforms 
under the title ‘future-proof legislation’. The 
Ministry argues that when platform innova-
tions emerge in future, government should 
in principle tolerate a new platform, but at 
the same time start systematic learning pro-
cesses so as to be able to assess its impacts. 
To this end, the Ministry wants to limit 
technology-specifi c regulations so as to give 
more room for innovations.

A specifi c instrument, already in use in the 
context of the Dutch Building Decree, is called 
the Right to Challenge (RTC),1 which gives 
citizens and companies a legal possibility to 
achieve the goal of a regulation in its own 
way without complying with all the statutory 
rules. Such an exemption is granted for a limited 
period of time and concluded with an evalua-
tion to assess whether the goal of a regulation 
has indeed been achieved in this new sett ing. 
Granting a party a right to challenge remains 
a political decision which must be based, case-
by-case, on a weighing up of the (potential) 
importance of an innovation and other public 
interests, including the risk that parties will 
later prove incapable of achieving the goals 
of existing legislation in their own way (Frenken 
et al., 2019). Furthermore, the costs of evalu-
ation and oversight ensuing from the Right 
to Challenge processes should not exceed the 
expected benefi ts from the experiment.

Regarding sharing platforms, the Ministry 
of Economic Aff airs (2015) suggested that ratings 
and reviews may be suffi  ciently eff ective in 
fi ltering quality that consumers would remain 
protected if formal product and service regu-
lation were abandoned. Following this reason-
ing, some steps were undertaken to investigate 

The call for quantitative data from sharing 
platforms to inform the public and policy-
makers may thus seem understandable and 
desirable. At the same time, however, a more 
data-driven governance logic may possibly 
de-politicize urban injustices (Shelton, 2017). 
Moreover, one may also cast doubts on whether 
transparency will lead to accountability as the 
assumptions in the algorithm steering the plat-
form may remain hidden and unproblem-
atized (Kroll et al., 2016). Eff ective technology 
assessment ex post can thus only function if 
political agreements about platform algor-
ithms are made. 

In sum, traditional constructive technology 
assessment and participatory planning ap-
proaches face serious limitations in dealing 
with sharing platforms. Moreover, there are 
many nuances and trade-off s regarding the 
ways in which data about the platforms are 
made accessible. One approach highlighted 
in the Dutch context, which might be suited 
to appreciate both the characteristics of plat-
forms and safeguard public interests, is that 
of ‘right to challenge’.

Right to Challenge

A classic response to the current impasse 
regarding data sharing between platforms 
and authorities could be to give out licences 
to platforms conditional on data sharing with 
local authorities, overseen by an independent 
third party. However, as platforms can be run 
from outside a territory, such a licence system 
would be hard to implement in practice. In 
addition, the privacy law may still prevent 
local authorities from making use of such 
data in many contexts. Finally, the data on 
their own will be insuffi  cient to perform an 
impact assessment, let alone a public debate, 
as long as the algorithms and classifi cation 
systems used by the platform are not being 
disclosed. Hence, data output may still be 
unclear, manipulated or contested, providing 
a shaky basis for technology assessment.

The balancing act for local authorities will 
be to get into a collaborative constellation 
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innovation may be elusive, and complex trade-
off s between such values only become apparent 
over time. For instance, Uber often claimed 
that reviews protect consumers by providing 
an incentive for drivers to deliver a good ser-
vice. This may be an argument to deregulate 
taxi laws and licence requirements that were 
primarily aimed at safeguarding consumer 
safety (Frenken et al., 2019). Yet, deregulation 
in turn will spur taxi use and, possibly, car 
congestion and pollution, jeopardizing public 
health and bicycle safety. Likewise, city regula-
tions that allow homeowners to rent out their 
homes to tourists up to a certain maximum 
period, as pioneered by the Amsterdam muni-
cipality which introduced the 60 days maximum 
back in 2014 (Frenken et al., 2019), aimed to 
strike a balance between the economic free-
dom of individual homeowners and zoning 
laws distinguishing between residential and 
commercial exploitation. Yet, as tourism grew, 
in part, due to the legalization of home sharing, 
serious concerns have arisen regarding nuisance 
and rising house prices in the neighbour-
hoods most aff ected by Airbnb.

Refl ection

With sharing platforms increasing and their 
impacts being debated, local governments 
need systematic assessments of the pros and 
cons of platforms, both in order to choose a 
course of responsive action and to facilitate 
a well-informed public debate. A key issue 
here is timing. An early assessment of a plat-
form may well be embraced by a platform to 
receive free publicity and gain legitimacy with 
multiple stakeholders (Mair and Reischauer, 
2017). However, such an assessment will be 
of litt le help as data are few and indirect 
eff ects are hard to assess. The cost of such 
assessment is likely to be judged too high 
as compared to public need for information. 
Any time later, however, a platform may 
have become so successful in a short time 
that it can allow itself a non-cooperative 
stance by refusing to share data or to change 
its practices. In such cases the public will call 

whether the home restaurant platform 
ShareDnD2 (previously called Airdnd) could 
be granted a right to challenge, as reviews 
may be suffi  cient to warrant the food safety 
of meals provided. Yet, the process did not 
result in a formal right to challenge frame-
work, in part because the platform itself did 
not see the need to do so.

While the Ministry presented the Right to 
Challenge as part of its national innovation 
policy, it is obviously also a possible frame-
work for local governments. In particular in 
the context of sharing-economy platforms, 
local governments are the main regulator 
given their responsibilities regarding housing, 
transport and parking, and local order as well 
as planning more generally. Yet, while the 
principles underlying the Right to Challenge 
could work well in certain sectors such as 
construction, it is questionable whether they 
are feasible with the existing online sharing 
platforms. One of the requirements of a Right 
to Challenge holds that the goal must be 
clearly objectifi able and measurable. That re-
quirement seems at odds with the typical att itude 
taken by platforms up to now in refusing 
government access to data so as to protect 
the privacy of users. The question therefore 
is whether the existing impasse surrounding 
access to data can be resolved. If a Right to 
Challenge process is indeed only feasible if the 
platforms provide the data needed to make 
the impact objectifi able and measurable, a 
system of supervision will probably have to be 
established, possibly in the form of a trusted 
third party, to verify that the platform has 
provided correct, objective data. That then 
raises the question of whether the supervisory 
costs weigh up against the returns from the 
innovation, especially given the fact that most 
platforms fail to make profi t and are bound 
to disappear again. 

Finally, the application of the Right to Chal-
lenge principle in a context of platform inno-
vation is further complicated by the nature 
of innovation. As the eff ects of a platform 
innovation are hard to judge beforehand, the 
public values that may be aff ected by the 
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with privatized service provision. For instance, 
the Amsterdam-based initiative Fairbnb pro-
poses a form of ‘community-powered tourism’ 
as an alternative to the Airbnb platform. Such 
examples might counter or alleviate what 
Zuboff  (2016) has dubbed ‘surveillance capital-
ism’, wherein knowledge asymmetry is a key 
economic driver for tech companies that – 
ultimately – challenges democratic values. 
However, to date, we have witnessed very 
few successful examples of social enterprises 
and platform coops, which begs the question 
as to what renders such alternative platforms 
successful and how (local) policy can em-
power such initiatives.

More generally, localized forms of sharing 
and their governance through platforms would 
question the logic of global scalability of plat-
forms rooted in Silicon Valley (Kenney and 
Zysman, 2016). Indeed, sharing and gig plat-
forms mostly enable local exchange, generating 
local benefi ts and externalities. Within the con-
text of the European Union, then, such a local-
ized turn to platform governance would fi t the 
subsidiarity principles underlying the Union. 
Locally rooted platforms would also open up 
new ways to leverage the potential benefi ts of 
platforms in city planning, for example, when 
building low-car neighbourhoods (combined 
with community car sharing) or social housing 
(combined with home sharing), without being 
dependent on global platforms that favour 
uniformity in regulation over local adjust-
ments.

NOTES

1. Note that this is not the same as the Right to 
Challenge as it is deployed in the UK, which is 
part of the Localism Act; see: https://mycommun
ity.org.uk/help-centre/resources/local-services/
community-right-challenge/.

2. This platform allows homeowners to act as 
‘hobby chefs’ providing paying guests with a 
dinner. The platform organizes an online market-
place where hobby chefs offer their menus and 
guests can reserve a seat at the table. Payment is 
also completed through the platform, with the 
platform taking a commission for every reserva-

for systematic assessment, while the platform 
no longer has an incentive to be scrutinized.

A possible in-between option can be to 
grant any platform a license to operate, but 
with a legal agreement that data on all trans-
actions, including reviews, need to be stored 
and made available if a platform grows bigger. 
Access, then, should be to any independent 
researchers in ways that allow impact assess-
ment without jeopardizing the individual 
privacy of users or the competitive concerns 
of the platform. Providing data to multiple 
researchers allows peer reviewing following 
academic standards which is expected to 
raise the trust in results by the general public. 
By making public scrutiny of platforms con-
ditional upon size, one can still follow the 
logic of Right to Challenge while avoiding 
the excessive costs involved in researching 
any platform, big or small. What is more, the 
possible negative publicity that may result 
from an assessment is easier to bear for larger 
platforms than smaller ones.

With regard to the involvement of the public 
in the assessment of platforms, more radical 
forms of public participation could be explored 
as well. In the United Kingdom, for example, 
the Right to Challenge does not refer to chal-
lenging regulations, but to challenging the 
one who provides a public service (Jones and 
Ormston, 2014). Under the Localism Act, resi-
dents from a neighbourhood are allowed to 
take over services if they think they can do 
bett er. These services are typically provided 
by governments or semi-governmental insti-
tutions, such as public transit or picking 
up the trash. While there are serious demo-
cratic risks to this approach (Clarke and Coch-
rane, 2013), such as hollowing out of service 
provision or a competition between government 
and its citizens, it also has potential to 
develop a form of participation that is based 
on citizen ownership of a platform – also 
known as ‘Platform Cooperativism’ (Scholz, 
2016) – rather than just voicing opinions and 
voting at elections. 

Moreover, in principle,  cooperative owner-
ship structures could be extended to compete 
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