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ABSTRACT  

The alternative economies such as sharing economy provide intriguing possibilities for 

organizations to attract customers and gain economic advantage but the lack of clear 

understanding of a sharing service can result in constellations and battles how the services should 

be perceived.  In this paper our aim is to examine how an organization becomes acknowledged 

as a part of sharing service category. We use a single-case study method and examine how one-

way or freefloating carsharing has become categorized as carsharing. Press releases of focal 

actors form the main part of the data, which is complemented by press articles and interviews 

with focal industry actors. The results show that the categorization process has by no means been 

self-evident and that it was not initiated by the freefloaters themselves. It is also indicated that 

ending up in carsharing category has caused legitimacy spill-overs to freefloaters and therefore it 

has been contested by the existing category members. 

Keywords: categorization, market categories, car sharing, sharing economy   
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INTRODUCTION 

During the recent decade, number of old ideas in a new framing have been suggested as a 

remedy to cure the ills in the way we produce, consume and exchange goods and services, that is, 

practice unsustainable economy.  Examples of such remedies to address more sustainable 

patterns are for example degrowth economy (Georgescu-Roegen, 1975), circular-economy 

(Pearce & Turner, 1990) and the sharing economy (Belk, 1988). Sharing economy, where the 

ownership of goods is replaced by temporary access to them has received increasing scholarly 

attention at the wake of its diffusion. Howard Grenville et al. (2014) in the recent Academy of 

Management Journal editorial presented a call for making organizational research on sharing 

services, because they hold the potential to radically remodel existing markets and supply chains. 

The main focus in sharing economy literature has been in consumer research, attempting to 

explore the phenomenon of sharing as an alternative or complement to traditional ownership-

based consumption (e.g. Bardhi & Eckhardt, 2012; Belk, 1988; Hartl, Hofmann, & Kirchler, 

2016; Möhlmann, 2015; Ozanne & Ballantine, 2010). Despite their valuable contributions in 

addressing incentives and obstacles for consumers to engage with sharing services, we know 

much less about the tensions and struggles among sharing economy service providers and their 

audiences. More specifically, there is little literature on the processes how different types of 

service providers begun to carry the label of being a part of a sharing category and the struggles 

involved in this process. This is arguably an important and interesting research topic since the 

idea of labeling one’s service as a part of the sharing category has become a rather intriguing 

way of gaining space in the markets. For example, platforms such as Airbnb and Uber are 

experiencing explosive growth, which, in turn, has led to regulatory and political battles over 

who and what qualifies as a part of the idea of sharing (Schor, 2014). 

Categories refer to socio-cultural constructs that provide a flexible conceptual system (Rosa, 

Porac, Runser-Spanjol, & Saxon, 1999) and a set of meanings that are applied to an entity that 

can be constructed and reconstructed in alignment with social realities or particular objectives 

(Zuckerman, 1999). A category is then understood to consist of shared understanding about 

collective identities, methods of production, and products (Zhao, 2005), and provide both rules 

for conformity and sanctions for nonconformity (Zuckerman, 1999). The categorization process, 

that being the way certain producers become a part of a specific category, has recently been 
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promoted as a collaborative and joint process between the operator and the audiences (Glynn & 

Navis, 2013). The interesting case then is, how service providers that may clearly operate under 

different types of logics than those whose definitions made up the category in the first place 

become perceived as a part of the very same category of sharing and what groups have played a 

key role in this sensemaking process. Our specific research task is then to elaborate firstly, how 

an organization gains a membership in sharing category and secondly how ambiguity of a 

sharing category influences on the legitimacy struggles of its member organizations? 

This study focuses on car sharing, which is arguably one of the central and the most successful 

sharing economy services. Car sharing is a service mainly functioning in cities using 

membership based rental schemes allowing people to rent cars usually by the minute or by the 

hour. In their influential book on sharing economy Botsman and Rogers (2010) describe 

carsharing as “the most visible and celebrated” form of what they call product service systems, 

where product is offered as a service.  

Carsharing is also interesting for category studies, because it entails services with quite different 

business models. These different models can be roughly categorized as round-trip, point-to-point 

and peer-to-peer carsharing (Le Vine, Zolfaghari, & Polak, 2014). Round-trip carsharing is the 

oldest and classic form of carsharing, in which the users return the cars to the very same place 

they were rented from. Around the turn of 2010, Car manufacturers introduced the so-called 

point-to-point model, where cars are parked on-street and the users can just leave the cars on the 

destination of their travels. Both round-trip and point-to-point carsharing are operated by a 

central organization that owns the fleet used for delivering the service. In peer-to-peer 

carsharing, which is the newest form of the service, private actors rent their own cars to other 

private people and the car sharing company only works as a market mediator that takes a 

provision from each transaction. In terms of logistics, peer-to-peer carsharers usually work like 

station-based carsharing. However they usually rent by the day and not by the hour. In this study 

round-trip carsharing will be referred to as station-based carsharing and point-to-point carsharing 

as freefloating carsharing according to their terminological equivalents in the empirical context. 

Empirically, we approach our task by focusing on categorical positioning of freefloating 

carsharing in Germany and how the organizations providing this service have gained a 
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membership in the carsharing category. The phenomenon is specifically interesting because the 

first freefloating organization was not categorized as carsharing. The organization itself 

compared itself to mobile subscription services (Daimler, 2008) and external audiences have 

categorized it as car rental service (Grünweg, 2009) or self-driven taxi service (Wüst, 2011).  

The central data used in the study are the press-releases of the focal car sharing organizations, 

which have found to be strategic tools in the sensegiving process of the producers, as they try to 

construct a new category (Kennedy, 2008). Not to be tied only to the industry actors’ own view 

of the categorization and to understand, which views get press exposure, this data is 

complemented with press articles from the German weekly magazine der Spiegel and its online 

version Spiegel Online. Press is important in the forming of a new category, as it is a major 

influencer on its legitimacy (Schultz, Marin, & Boal, 2014) and has an effect on perceptions on, 

which market actors are competing in the same market (Kennedy, 2008). Der Spiegel was chosen 

for the study, because it is one of the papers with the widest circulation in Germany.  Secondly it 

has been mentioned to be one of the newspapers of record in Germany (see e.g. Pfanner, 2013). 

Newspaper of record is a paper, which journalists use to follow the important events and trends. 

To make sense of the press releases and journal articles interviews are also conducted with focal 

players of the carsharing market. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: MEMBERSHIP IN NASCENT MARKET 

CATEGORIES  

Market categories are generally perceived as social agreements about the meanings of labels 

assigned to sets of objects (Negro, Özgecan Koçak, & Hsu, 2010). As socio-cognitive structures, 

they contain content and discursive and symbolic material from relevant audiences used to 

signify the difference between categories. As a result, a classification system is constructed that 

not only labels but stereotypes the categorized issue. In the case of markets, categories generate a 

shared understanding about the collective identities, the methods of production and the products 

(Zhao, 2005). 

The previous literature on categorization has taken mainly three perspectives to categorization 

process. In the first case, categories are more or less perceived to emanate from cultural sources 

without active meaning-making processes. In the second case, organizations self-categorization 
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efforts and communication of a membership in a particular category are perceived crucial. In this 

second case, firms are more likely to seek self-categorization in categories that are perceived 

legitimate and attractive by relevant audiences (Piazza & Perretti, 2015).  This type of an activity 

is often perceived to be active management of categorical membership by the firms themselves 

and takes place particularly if the main attributes of the firm and its products are likely to result 

in its labeling as a part of a less attractive category by major audiences. For example, although 

Boeing is a major player in the arm industry, it is more known as an aircraft manufacturer 

(Vergne, 2012). In particular, firms that operate in questionable industries often seek 

acknowledgement in association to more favorable industries. In the third case, categorization is 

perceived to take place as a joint effort on behalf of both organizations and their focal audiences 

(Glynn & Navis, 2013). However, a joint effort is not necessarily a collaborative one but can 

involve contestation and struggle over categorical membership or overall meaning of a category. 

As a result, categorization is a political contestation in which cultural symbols and norms can be 

manipulated in order reduce aforementioned uncertainty. What the category is then supposed to 

signify may result in results ongoing processes of dispute and deliberation among those who can 

influence on the labels in the category. However, these groups are not necessarily formal 

regulators but private actors, experts, organizations and various social movements (Reinecke & 

Ansari, 2012; Weber, Heinze, & DeSoucey, 2008).  

Strategic categorization and new category building in particular are still under-researched 

processes (Kennedy & Fiss, 2013). Strategic categorization has been acknowledged to emerge if 

a category is ambiguous, suffers from a low legitimacy or lacks a clear definition (Granqvist, 

Grodal, & Woolley, 2013; Weber et al., 2008). The process can then utilize symbolic and textual 

resources to renew and reconstruct meaning and value of an industry’s processes, products and 

identities of its participants and constructs, creating a category that is more salient and preferable 

compared to other categories of a similar type (Khaire & Wadhwani, 2010; Weber et al., 2008). 

However, new meaning creation is not an easy task (Rosa et al., 1999; Weber et al., 2008). 

Nascent categories can challenge the dominant position of those organizations belonging to more 

established categories. For example, new categories claim to offer value that others cannot 

produce (Khaire & Wadhwani, 2010). As a result, new categories can infuse the market with new 

moral values, which increases the likelihood that they are contested (see Weber et al., 2008). 
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Furthermore, nascent categories tend to suffer from a meaning void in their very beginning 

which complicates their acknowledgement and valuation.  

A particular challenge for nascent categories is the legitimacy void. Legitimacy is particularly 

important for organizations, because it provides cognitive affirmation and sociopolitical 

endorsement for constellations of organizations (Aldrich & Fiol, 1994). As a result, 

organizations can gain access to number of tangible and intangible resources. The key audiences 

and their judgements play a vital role in the building, maintenance of loss of organizational 

legitimacy (Tost, 2011). Legitimating accounts that refer to widely institutionalized structures 

and procedures may be particularly effective in protecting organizational legitimacy in the eyes 

of the audiences than those that referred to technical structures or procedures (Elsbach, 1994). 

More importantly, key audiences do not merely interpret certain accounts, but may play an 

important role in associating new meanings to organizations or even categorize organizations in 

a fashion that is different from organization's own categorization.  

More specifically then, some features of a category can carry symbolic value that organizations 

would gladly take advantage of. Studies on collective action suggest that free-riderism is a 

constant threat by organizations who wish to take advantage of legitimacy but bear none of the 

costs (Elinor, 1990). In particular, alternative models of service production such as sharing 

economy may attract free-riders due to the potentials of gaining acknowledgement in a possibly 

favorable category. Whether this ambiguity of members or the potential existence of free-riders 

then decreases the legitimacy of a sharing category or results in a legitimacy spillover is not 

however well known. It has been commonly perceived that legitimacy transfers are influenced by 

the degree of similarity between organizations and the category (Yu, Sengul, & Lester, 2008). 

Similarity thus helps legitimacy transfers through classification among audiences (Kostova & 

Zaheer, 1999). However, we argue that similarity can be complex in case of nascent categories; 

If categorical boundaries are unclear, a so-called prototype based processing may be critical 

audience-originating classification and legitimacy spillover because it offers a benchmark for 

comparisons (the prototype here referring to the most central member in the category Rosch & 

Lloyd, 1978). This then suggests that if the key audiences have difficulties in classifying certain 

organization(s), they may compare them with certain "prototype organizations" and if perceiving 
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them similar, associate them to the very same category in order to reduce uncertainty (Glynn & 

Navis, 2013).  

For carsharing an important part of the legitimacy and a source for symbolic value comes from 

the fact that it reduces the number of private cars and therefore helps to alleviate the problems 

caused by cars in congested cities and reduce CO2-emissions, which has been shown in many 

studies during the years (e.g. E. W. Martin & S. A. Shaheen, 2011; Harmer & Cairns, 2011; 

Loose, 2010). This is especially important not only for cities, but also public transportation, 

because by replacing private cars, carsharing can bring new customers to public transportation. 

The collaboration with cities is very important to station-based carsharing, because they can 

substantially advance the services by providing parking spots in good places, taking it into 

account in communal planning and by using it as transportation service for city’s workers (Kiel 

& Loose, 2014). Public transportation can help by bringing new customers though co-marketing, 

shared pricing, and providing parking spots in public transportation land (Loose, 2010). The 

positive legitimacy claims cannot be generalized to all types of carsharing, but the effects of each 

business model should be evaluated separately (Le Vine et al., 2014). Because freefloating 

carsharing is a fairly new service, there has not been knowledge about its effects. The first long-

term studies have been published only during last year (Schreier, Becker, & Heller, 2015; 

Wimobil, 2016). Their results suggest similar albeit substantially weaker positive effects for 

freefloating carsharing as has been found for station-based carsharing.  

CARSHARING IN GERMANY 

The story of professional carsharing started in Germany in 1988, when Markus Petersen founded 

a pilot project called Stadt-AUTO Berlin with one Opel Kadett with a mileage of 94000 km. The 

project was meant as a field experiment for Petersen’s dissertation and was never meant for more 

than 50 people. The rapid growth that the organization experienced as a result of positive press 

resonance and the opening of new markets as a result of the fall of the Berlin wall became as 

something of a surprise. (Petersen, 1995) 

Partially inspired by Petersen’s example and partially independent of it carsharing organizations 

started to emerge all over Germany and in 1994 there were already 69 car sharing organizations 

practically all of whom worked on voluntary basis (Loose, 2014). However, due to steady 
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growth of the carsharing organizations, the sheer time to take care of the operations started to 

outgrow the boundaries of the voluntary organizations (Loose, 2014). There were also several 

structural issues that favored running car sharing as a business, for example insuring the cars and 

required investments for technology. To enable the automatization of the industry and also to 

create common economical models the car sharing industry started to centralize and some actors 

created mother firms to take care of the issues of large coalition of local players (Caroli, 2014). 

This development created the two big carsharing coalitions that hold a major part of the German 

carsharing market today: Stadtmobil and Cambio. Both coalitions were formed around the turn 

of the millennium (Caroli, 2014; Warmke & Dannheim, 2014) 

The carsharing organizations networked very early in their journey. Already in 1991 German and 

Swiss carsharing organizations formed a European car sharing central organization (Loose, 

2014). Later a separate German central organization was formed, which now works under the 

name BCS (Loose, 2014). BCS represents its organizations by supporting their practical work 

and the further development of the industry, by nurturing the communication between different 

operators and informing about the topical issues of the industry (Bundesverband Carsharing, 

2016).  

Carsharing industry in Germany took a major leap forward as the first freefloating service, a 

joined venture of Europcar and Daimler called car2go, came into the market in 2008. This was 

not the first major corporation to come into the market, as German railway operator Deutsche 

Bahn had already entered the market in 2001. However, they approached the market with a 

platform strategy providing a central technological and contractual platform, but leaving the 

operations to local carsharing players (Knie, 2014). Thus although it has probably advanced 

carsharing growth, it did not change the branch substantially. car2go was started in the small 

German city of Ulm and it exceeded all expectations getting twice as many customers as 

originally expected and getting one third of the town’s population as the customers of the service 

(Daimler, 2010). It was quite quickly in 2011 succeeded by another freefloating service 

DriveNow, the joined venture of Sixt and BMW. Since then many other car manufacturers have 

entered the business. However car2go and DriveNow are still the only big services in the market 

with clear business targets, whereas the other services are mainly in the pilot stage. 
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As presented in Figure 1 during the last years the growth of car sharing has been very rapid. The 

user count in the beginning of the year 2016 was 1.26 million. About two thirds of the users were 

members of freefloating carsharing schemes and one third members of station-based carsharing 

schemes. However, there are more station-based carsharing cars, because one station-based car 

serves on average 45 customers, whereas same number for freefloaters is 126. Freefloaters are 

present in the large German cities: Berlin, Hamburg, Köln, Munich, Stuttgart, Frankfurt and 

Düsseldorf. Station-based carsharers operate also in much smaller municipalities. Their services 

are available in 537 different German cities (Bundesverband Carsharing, 2016).  

 
Figure 1. The users of car sharing services (Bundesverband Carsharing, 2016). 

METHODOLOGY AND DATA 

This study is what Dyer and Wilkins (1991) call a classical or deep case study, where theorizing 

is based on a single social setting using rich contextual evidence. The data is collected 

longitudinally to uncover how the categorization stories have evolved and coevolved. 

Longitudinal single case analyses are well suited to category emergence studies because they 

allow the researcher to closely observe the subtle causal mechanisms (Kennedy & Fiss, 2013).  

Embedded in the case study there are five case organizations, which are studied in detail to 

uncover the mechanisms of self-categorization. The organizations that are examined in 

freefloating carsharing segment are Daimler’s car2go and BMW’s DriveNow. The examined 

organizations in the station-based car-sharing segment are the two large coalitions, Stadtmobil 

and Cambio and the umbrella organization BCS.  Arguably these actors are central in debating 

the membership of freefloating for the carsharing category and assessing its effect to it. The only 
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active freefloating organization not included in the study is Multicity, which unlike car2go and 

DriveNow is still in pilot stage and only operates in Berlin. The field of station-based carsharing 

is a lot more scattered with 150 different organizations delivering the services to German market. 

However BCS represents 122 of them and works as a central information channel of the branch 

(Bundesverband Carsharing, 2016). Stadtmobil and Cambio are chosen to the study as the 

leading and largest players that have been in the carsharing business since its dawn. Thus they 

are likely the focal organizations besides BCS to comment the membership of the freefloaters in 

carsharing category and also most likely actors to change the category at the wake of the new 

entrants. 

The data sources used for the study are presented in Table 1. There are all together 409 press 

releases from years 2001-2015 from the organizations chosen for this study. The amount of press 

releases is fairly evenly divided between freefloaters (211 articles) and station-based carsharers 

(198 articles). The data includes all the press releases ever published by the studied organizations 

with the exception of some minor announcements from the station-based carsharers. All the 

articles from der Spiegel and Spiegel online concerning carsharing were included in the study. 

Der Spiegel categorizes its articles under themes and the articles that were categorized under 

carsharing were included in the study with the exception of a few articles, where carsharing was 

not the main topic, but mentioned only as a side note. This batch was complemented by eight 

more articles that were found using search term “carsharing” in Spiegel’s homepages.  

The temporal division of data is presented in Table 2. As can be seen there is a lot more data 

after the coming of Car2go in 2008 and especially after the coming of DriveNow in 2011. This is 

a good match for the studied phenomenon, since the discussion on what carsharing is has been 

multivoiced after the coming of the freefloaters and thus the contestation of the category is 

covered well in the studied material. The data before year 2008 is mainly used as background 

material of how carsharing category has developed and how it has been seen before the coming 

of the freefloaters. 

The archival data sources were supplemented with interview data with focal people in the 

carsharing industry. The interviewees for freefloating business were identified by contacting the 

companies directly. For station-based carsharing the people were identified mainly by asking for 
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focal people to be interviewed in the segment. Many of the people interviewed were also the 

people in charge of the external communication and thus they were fitting for making sense of 

the communication in the press releases.  

Table 1. The data sources used for the study. 

Source of data Primary purpose of data source Amount of data 

The press 

releases of 

market actors 

To map the process of categorizing 

freefloating as carsharing 

409 articles from years 2001-2015 

(car2go 118, DriveNow 93, BCS 50, 

Cambio 72, Stadtmobil 76 articles) 

The newspaper 

articles 

To get a grasp of how media sees 

the field. 

67 articles from der Spiegel and 

Spiegel Online from years 1990-2015 

Interviews To make sense of the press releases 12 interviews (900 minutes)  

 

Table 2. The temporal division of data. 

  <2008 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

Der Spiegel 14 4 3 6 9 7 8 10 6 

Press releases 29 6 10 17 42 89 83 53 82 

 

The data analysis advanced abductively meaning that the themes grounded in the data guided the 

theory building process and the insights learned from theory guided, what should be paid 

attention to in the data and which question should be asked from the interviewees. The 

categorization as central theme and its linkage to legitimacy was identified from the data. Theory 

led the process for example by guiding the researcher’s attention to what actors called 

themselves and whom they considered as competitors. The former has been shown to indicate 

companies’ willingness to associate with a category (Granqvist et al., 2013) and the latter to 

draw the boundaries on who are the actors of the new industry (Kennedy, 2008; Porac, Thomas, 

& Baden‐Fuller, 1989). The data was analyzed chronologically and each actor’s view on 

categorization was constructed separately. After filtering the separate views of the actors, the 
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similarities and differences between the views were analyzed. Finally a rich narrative of how 

freefloaters have received a membership was formed presented in this paper as results. 

RESULTS 

It is quite clear that nowadays freefloaters are widely seen as carsharing companies and that 

freefloating business model is seen as one particular type of carsharing. In the Spiegel and 

Spiegel Online articles freefloaters are consistently referred to as carsharing companies. Also as 

illustrated in the Figure 2, freefloaters have gained more press coverage in the carsharing articles 

other carsharing business models. The central position of the organizations in the discussion has 

led to a situation, where for many people freefloating carsharing is the only kind of carsharing 

they know. In fact, a recent study found that in Berlin and Munich about 31% of the freefloating 

carsharing customers did not know about the existence of station-based carsharing (Wimobil, 

2016). 

 
Figure 2. Count of mentions of different kinds of carsharing in der Spiegel. 

The following quote form a press release by Car2go illustrates how the company would like to 

be perceived:  

“From the start of car2go the whole carsharing market as advanced substantially. 

Nowadays car2go is one of the best known and the most successful carsharing companies in 
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with standardized design as well as leading role in the first “Free-floating” Carsharing 
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system have made car2go internationally as a synonym to station-independent car rental 

models. The pioneer does not see itself being in competition with other forms of city traffic 

like the public transportation or the taxi, but as an ideal complement to the existing system.” 

It is not self-evident that the freefloaters have ended up in the carsharing category. In fact in the 

first article in der Spiegel car2go was described as a mobility concept and it was compared to 

carsharing as a clearly separate service. Interestingly, the only industry that car2go compares 

itself in its first press release is the mobile telephony industry, where pricing is done on 

transparent time based fee. 

The terminological ambiguity is illustrated will in Figure 3 presenting, what car2go has been 

called in its own press releases. During the first years of the service car2go referred to itself as a 

mobility concept and later as a car rental system. Only in recent years has it referred to itself as a 

carsharing service or freefloating service. Also the references to freefloating service position it 

within the carsharing category, because usually car2go does not use the term freefloating, but 

flexible carsharing, which is a synonym for the former.  

 
Figure 3. What car2go has been called in its own press releases? Numbers are normalized i.e. the number of usage of a term has been divided 

with the number of documents each year. 
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How freefloaters become categorized as carsharing 

The first time anyone calls car2go a carsharing service in the data studied for this article is in 

car2go’s press release in November 2009 announcing car2go’s launch in Austin, the capital of 

Texas. Austin’s Mayor Marc Ott comments the launch as follows: 

“Facilitating innovative transportation solutions is integral to the City of Austin’s goal of 

becoming the best-managed city in America,” said City Manager Marc Ott. “By promoting 

large-scale car sharing, we can help address mobility challenges in and around our urban 

core, ultimately reducing the burden on city center traffic and parking.” 

The first time Spiegel calls car2go a carsharing service in is in March 2010. Interestingly the 

press release that the article is based on does not mention the word sharing at all. It consistently 

refers to car2go as a mobility concept, talks about its rental model and says that the concept is in 

the market of urban mobility and individual mobility. The first time car2go calls itself a 

carsharing service in its press releases is not until in September 2010. However during 2010 

neither the press releases nor der Spiegel use consistent terms to describe car2go. For example in 

October 2010 der Spiegel describes car2go’s operations as a mix of car rental and carsharing. 

It would seem that the consistency to calling freefloaters as carsharing services comes sometimes 

during 2011 and 2012. Der Spiegel starts to refer to the services routinely as carsharing. Even 

though car2go starts to consistently categorize itself as carsharing only in 2013, already in 2011 

there are signals that at least the label of carsharing is not systematically avoided and the term 

flexible carsharing is also used for the first time. When making its launch to the market 

DriveNow is very clear on its association to the carsharing category. Its first press release begins 

with the following words: 

“Drivenow, the mutual carsharing joint venture of BMW Group and Sixt Ag, will officially 

start in Munich June 9
th

 2011” 

In recent times the freefloating companies have clearly emphasized their role in carsharing 

market thus trying to construct an image as the cognitive referent of the category. car2go 

describes itself as the biggest carsharing company in the world and the world’s leading provider 

in the freefloating carsharing segment. DriveNow calls itself the most successful carsharing 
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company in Germany. The companies also clearly try to create competitive differentiation from 

each other. DriveNow emphasizes the premium cars in its fleet and builds also builds its business 

model into making the driving experience personalized, by allowing people to set up their 

coordinates to the vehicles beforehand and turning on the webasto during booking so that the car 

is preheated for the customers. car2go on the other hand emphasizes its technological 

innovations and leadership in electric carsharing and builds its business model towards 

technological mobility ecosystem, where car2go is just one piece of the puzzle. 

In the research material, there is a lot of indicative evidence that being categorized as a 

carsharing service has been beneficial to the freefloaters. In the direct quotes of external 

audiences in the press releases of car2go and DriveNow and in many of the articles in der 

Spiegel, people refer to the positive effects of carsharing for the cities and the environment 

without making separation between different business models. This has probably been of great 

help for them in creating partnerships with cities and public transportation operators, which as 

for station-based carsharers is critical for the success of freefloaters. In fact, in some ways it is 

even more important. A manager of a freefloating scheme revealed in the interviews that they 

cannot enter a city, without its active support since they need a contract of how the parking fees 

of the freefloating cars are handled. 

Contestation of the beneficiality of the freefloaters 

The station-based carsharers have clearly stated that freefloaters are should not be perceived as 

carsharing. Shortly after car2go announced a press conference of the launch of the service in the 

first German big city Hamburg in November 2010, BCS clearly stated in a press release that 

car2go is not a carsharing service, because there is no certainty that the service leads to the same 

kinds of pro-environmental effects as the station-based carsharing services do:  

“car2go is without a doubt an innovative automobility concept. It seems questionable 

however, whether or not it creates the behavioral changes in its users, like those created by 

carsharing that have been proven many times in scientific studies… The opposite effect 

seems possible that is to say that the flexible automobility concept cannibalizes the public 

transportation and lures the people having a monthly subscription to public transportation 

operators… Short car trips for a low price are definitely a substitute for trips that would 
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customarily be carried out by foot, with a bike, with a train or with a bus. Therefore car2go 

can quickly become a replacement of the environmental modes of transportation and not 

complementary like classic carsharing… As long as the environmentally beneficial effects of 

this service have not been proven, the communities should not be euphorical about car2go 

and should rather intensify the co-operation with the local [station-based] carsharing 

companies.” 

BCS and its member organizations have formed a criterion list that in their view defines, what 

kind of service can be described as carsharing. car2go contradicted this criterion list in its pricing 

model and fleet. According to BCS a carsharing service should have a pricing element that that 

would charge on driven kilometers in order to educate people to drive less. Fleet on the other 

hand should have different kinds of cars so that the carsharing service can answer to different 

kinds of vehicular need of its customers. Later in 2011 in an article by der Spiegel, the managing 

director of BCS Willi Loose described freefloating services as self-driven taxis. 

The demarcation of freefloating outside carsharing category can also be seen in the press releases 

of the station-based carsharers. This can be seen for example in the following press release by 

Cambio carsharing 

„Cambio does station-based carsharing“, says Joachim Schwarz, the manager of the 

Cambio group. “The reserved parking spot and the planning security during the booking 

make it easy for our customers to make do without a car. We can really reduce the number 

of cars in cities only, when carsharing can be used for all the driving purposes in everyday 

life.” 

This quote reflects a common theme in the communication of station-based carsharers, where 

they do not to present themselves as strategically more important than the other actors by for 

example saying that they are the leading provider, but try to build the legitimacy of carsharing 

category instead. The reason behind this is probably the fact that the station-based organizations 

do not see each other as competitors, but as co-conspirators working for the common goal of 

reducing the need for a private car. This was clearly stated in the interviews. 
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The legitimacy of freefloaters has also been contested on some of the articles by der Spiegel. In 

November 2011, about a half a year after the launch of DriveNow, der Spiegel wrote an article 

doubting freefloaters’ motives in the business. The magazine characterized the situation as 

follows.   

With their initiatives [car2go and DriveNow] Daimler and BMW have dealt with their bitter 

competitor, the public transportation and consequently act totally counterproductively in 

relation to the original carsharing ethos. car2go promotes in its homepages unabashed as 

“the first public transportation vehicle of your own”. 

car2go and DriveNow have not been answering directly to most of these doubts. However, by 

looking at the press releases of the freefloaters, it seems clear that legitimacy for cities and the 

public transportation is a major issue, because they were constantly emphasized. Table 3 presents 

three kinds of legitimacy claims found in the studied material. For car2go 136 legitimacy claims 

were found in 118 studied documents meaning that there was on average more than one 

legitimacy claim per document. DriveNow has emphasized its legitimacy a lot less. In the 92 

documents that were studied, there is in total 27 legitimacy claims. This can be due to the fact 

that, car2go has paved a way to the legitimacy. The amount of legitimacy claims have gone 

down in a steady pace.  

  



EGOS Proposal for sub-theme 56: Organizing in the Shadow of Sharing 

Vaskelainen, Taneli; Siltaoja, Marjo 

 Table 3. Examples of the different legitimacy claims. 

Legitimacy claim Example 

An environmental 

service 

car2go has already received several awards because of its innovative 

and environmentally-friendly features. In addition to the "2010 EPA 

Clean Air Excellence Award" given by the U.S. Environmental 

Protection Agency (EPA), the program last month received the "Clean 

Tech Media Award" in the category of “Mobility” in Berlin. 

Complementing 

multimodality 

 “It is interesting that our customer consider DriveNow as 

complementary option to public transportation and the bicycle.” says 

Andreas Kottmann, co-director of DriveNow. About two thirds of 

DriveNow customers use public transportation and a bike regularly. 

“This confirms our thesis, that Drivenow should be perceived as a 

complementary mobility option and that it can promote the usage of 

other means of transportation”, says Kottmann. 

Relieving problems 

caused by cars in cities 

„Innovative solutions in the area of urban mobility offer a way to 

effectively overcome the challenges caused by traffic, help reduce the 

CO2 emissions and increase the quality of life”, says Gérard Collomb, 

mayor of Lyon”.  

It was not until June 2015 that the freefloaters clearly took a stand, how they perceive their 

legitimacy with respect to the station-based carsharing. car2go and DriveNow published a 

common press release arguing that it is important to take the interest of the freefloaters in 

account in the carsharing parking policy. The issue is characterized in the press release as 

follows: 

“Our customer base and usage figures clearly show that DriveNow, during the past four 

years, has made a major contribution to the development of carsharing in Germany. No 

other company has introduced more people nationally to carsharing,” says [DriveNow’s 

CEO Nico] Gabriel. But it would be very important now, not to draw a dividing line between 

station-based and free-floating carsharing within the framework of current discussions. “It 

makes more sense to promote carsharing in general as opposed to the ownership of a car. 

Station independent carsharing must enjoy the same privileges, especially when it comes to 
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parking zones in areas with a scarcity of parking spaces. This is the only way to fully exploit 

the potential relief provided by carsharing and convince even more people of the advantages 

that lie within sharing a vehicle.” 

Interestingly, the freefloaters do not legitimize their claim on parking privileges only with their 

direct effects on the city traffic, which are also mentioned in the article, but also with their 

positive effect on the whole category. 

The effects of the freefloaters to the carsharing category 

Arguably being categorized as carsharing has had an effect on the freefloaters, but the 

freefloaters have had an effect on the carsharing category as well. In the interviews it turned out 

that since the coming of car2go and DriveNow, some customers have started to ask for 

freefloating services from the station-based carsharers as well. Even though they generally have 

a negative outlook on freefloating as car2go and DriveNow do it, their response to the customer 

demands vary. 

Of the studied organizations Cambio clearly has stated that they focus on station-based 

carsharing. In their membership magazine, Cambio journal, they reported of a customer survey 

on the issue and the result was that freefloating carsharing was not very important to the 

customer base. Stadtmobil in some cities however have however have expanded their business 

model in the direction of freefloating. Stadtmobil Rhein-Neckar offers this service under the 

name of JoeCar and Stadtmobil Hannover under the name of Stadtflitzer. Stadtmobil sees this 

primarily as a way to enable their customers the possibility for open-ended booking for trips, 

whose length they are not sure of. Unlike car2go and DriveNow, they have both an hourly and a 

kilometer based cost component. They claim that in terms of beneficiality for the public 

transportation and the cities, this differentiates them from car2go and DriveNow. Furthermore 

according to Stadtmobil, carsharing should always be based on the station-based model. This is 

characterized in the press release of Stadtmobil as follows: 

Carsharing is sensible for Stadtmobil only, when it is based on the station-based 

model:”Stadtmobil aims at replacing the private car completely. That is possible only, when 

the trips are not possible only spontaneously, but can also be reliably planned and are not 
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tied to a single type of a small car” says Gunnar Petersohn, director of Stadtmobil in 

Karlsruhe. 

DISCUSSION 

It is interesting and not self-evident that freefloaters have ended up in the carsharing category. As 

can be seen from how car2go has categorized itself it was not clear from the start. From the 

audience perspective the services are used for different transportation purposes (Wimobil, 2016). 

Also, when thinking only about the features of the services, categorization as self-driven taxis 

suggested by station-based carsharers seems not to be far-fetched. Both are used for one-way 

trips, both enable spontaneous private travel and both have a short-term time-based pricing and 

they probably at least partially compete in the same market. For example, both operators offer 

the possibility to drive one-way to the airport and 10-15% of the trips of DriveNow in Munich 

and in Berlin either have the airport as the start or the end point (Wimobil, 2016). It is probably 

lucky for the freefloaters that the comparisons to taxi business have not been frequent. Daimler 

has already created annoyance its taxi hailing app MyTaxi among taxi drivers, who are an 

important customer segment (Hecking, 2016). 

The process of freefloaters ending up in carsharing category in the German market seems to be 

an audience initiated process. This study however cannot answer to the mechanisms, how this 

process has happened and which are the focal actors in it. This would be an interesting topic for 

further study. It would be interesting to consider the whole composition of the category. In 

addition to freefloating, peer-to-peer carsharing has ended up in the category as well even though 

considering many of its features e.g. rental by the day, manual car key transfer and transaction 

based pricing, it resembles car rental more than car sharing. In fact, in Germany car rental and 

peer-to-peer carsharing have met in the courtroom twice: first time because of peer-to-peer 

carsharing organization comparing its prices to car rental in marketing and the second time, 

when car rental filed a suit of peer-to-peer carsharing to be illegal car rental (Harder, 2014; 

Spiegel Online, 2012).  

There is no clear and direct evidence that the legitimacy spillover has led to beneficial effects to 

the freefloaters. However, there is a lot of indicative evidence that it has helped the growth of 

freefloating services. In the press releases both city officials and public transportation officials 
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advocate the positive environmental effects of freefloating carsharing operators, when partnering 

with it. Also freefloating operators have won many awards because of their pro-environmental 

nature. These things have happened despite the fact that first long-term studies were published 

this year and the positive environmental effects of freefloating have been contested by many 

parties. To more carefully scope on the effects of legitimacy spill-overs is left as a topic for 

further study. 

Interestingly much of the legitimization efforts have been done towards city-level operatives. 

Arguably, this kind of argumentation for beneficiality on the city-level will be emphasized with 

the coming of sharing economy. Cities can decide who is beneficially treated or even revoke the 

license to operate from companies that are not seen as beneficial. car2go had to pull out of the 

Miami market, because the local regulation favored ride-sharing companies like Uber and BMW 

had to pull out from San Francisco, because the local regulation favored station-based car 

sharing (Korosec, 2015; Stoll, 2016). The power of cities is not limited to carsharing. Berlin 

banned the rental of whole flats from AirBnB cutting the offered apartment listings by 40% due 

to increasing housing shortage in the city (Payton, 2016). It seems that the incumbents are not 

used to playing this kind of a game. car2go had to pull out from London, because it could not 

create a comprehensive freefloating parking contract with its 32 regional authorities (Taylor, 

2014). 

CONCLUSIONS 

The interesting question our paper then adds to is why firms seek or ‘accept’ a membership in a 

category that is nascent and thus potentially attracts lower amount of resources? More 

specifically, why they would not contest for being categorized differently by audiences from how 

they self-categorize themselves? We argue that in these types of cases, the core attribute of the 

category resembles something that can be highly valued, something that is further embedded in 

the ultimate purpose of the category. This positive core attribute can be something that is 

perceived as a solution to contemporary societal problems and risks.  For example, if the core 

attribute of the category refers to embeddedness with sustainable development and offers 

alternative models of organizing against the more unsustainable capitalist economy, is it likely to 

be more favorably perceived than a category without such connotation. Thus, the core attribute 
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can be considered a highly legitimate one if it provides a rather self-evident answer to a why 

should we do this -type of question (Van Leeuwen, 2007). This is what sharing seems to 

currently connote and constellations of organizations are not likely to contest favorable labeling 

if it bears potentials for higher legitimacy. Whether this ambiguity contributes to’ real’ 

alternative, or ‘more sustainable’ models is however highly debatable 
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