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The Collaborative Economy 
Robin Chase 

 
“We are in the middle of an economic transition, from the old industrial economy to the new 
collaborative economy” - Peers Inc. 
 
This week, popular online platform 'Disruptive Innovation Festival' returned. The event is 
curated by the Ellen McArthur Foundation and enables anybody, anywhere to explore the 
future economy through a different lens. Three weeks of open, online and face-to-face 
events that invites thought-leaders, entrepreneurs, businesses, makers, learners and doers 
to catalyse system-level change for a future economy.  
 
Amongst the speakers this week was headliner Robin Chase, who shared her advice and 
experience about the changing economy and how working together towards a collaborative 
economy can help businesses and individuals to continue to grow and flourish within it. 
 
New sharing practices, facilitated by information technology and pervasive networking, are 
disrupting the status quo in business, education and society. As co-founder of Zipcar, Robin 
Chase has been a pioneer and leading thinker in this movement since its emergence. Now, 
with Peers Inc, Robin aims to “combine the best of people power with the best of corporate 
power” to help realise the wider benefits when decentralisation, localisation and 
specialisation meet scale and resources. 
 
Robin founded Zipcar in 2000 and in this talk she shared why she believes that the 
collaborative economy model enabled her company to succeeded, and how other 
companies can have a higher chance of success by adopting it. In her view, there are three 
miracles of the collaborative economy model: 
 

 Leveraging excess capacity (e.g. purchasing a car usually equates to 18% of a 
person's household income, and yet it is idle for 95% of the time)  
 

 Building a platform for participation; that enables sharing choices and power 
 

 Peer collaborators; treating customers as collaborators and co-creators, rather than  
as a consumer (e.g. shifting mindsets in attitude towards customers to become more 
trusting and holistic i.e. we are going to trust you our member to do things that we 
as a company used to do) 

 
These three components together enabled people and businesses to leverage excess 
capacity on a platform for participation for a diverse group of people who are interacting 
very tightly. Robin states, "This is the new organisational structure that I am calling peers inc 
and it's reinventing capitalism". 
 
Robin referred to a list of familiar companies that each work with a collaborative model and 
whose platforms would not be what they are today without leveraging excess capacity and 
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pulling people together in a collaborative platform as key participants. These companies 
include: ebay, Skype, Facebook, Youtube, Wikipedia, Wtsy, Whatsapp, Spotify, Pandora and 
Yelp. 
 
"Excess capacity is an asset that we do not control ourselves that we have to share. So when 
we leverage excess capacity we are actually sharing." 
 
Further examples are demonstrated hotel groups whose success varies dependent on their 
openness and collaboratory nature: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Additionally, Robin also talked about the impact of matching the strengths of industries and 
individuals, commenting that they are actually very complementary of each other. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"The point of companies were to do things that we as companies could not do. With Peers 
inc, each side is sticking to what it does best: the inc side is building a platform for 
participation, and the peers side is delivering diversity of offering." 
 

INDUSTRIAL 
STRENGTHS 
(companies, institutions, governments) 
 
Large investments 
Multi-year efforts 
Integration and Aggregation of many parts 
Deep sector knowledge 
Diverse technical expertise(s) 
Standard contracts and standardisation 
Consistence 
Brand Promise (trusted company) 
Global 
 

INDIVIDUAL 
STRENGTHS 

 (People, local NGO's and Local companies) 
 

Small investments 
Short-term sporadic effort 

Delivery of small services 
Local knowledge 

Specific unique expertise/offering 
Customisation, specialisation 

Creativity 
Personal social networks (trusted individuals) 

Local 
 
 

Company  Age  Rooms  Countries 
 

Hilton   93   610,000   88  

IHG   65   645,000  100 

Airbnb   4   650,000  192 

Couchsurfing  9  2,500,000   207  
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Defining Excess Capacity 
 
Excess capacity is resource and cost efficient, "As an entrepreneur I am always looking for 
something that is cost efficient and excess capacity gives me that". 
 
Robin defines excess capacity as something that already exists, that is already paid for and 
that there is more value to extract out of it. She encouraged her audience to think about 
this in a much broader way stating that "it's not just physical assets, but it's also virtual 
assets and time and networks and processes and education and experience". 
 
Furthermore, once you find this excess capacity, Robin believes that there are three ways to 
look at it and get more value out of it; Slice it: consume only what you need; Aggregate it; 
take all of those small parts and transform via a common interface; Open up that excess 
capacity and discover new value (Open data movement). 
 
The power of open data platforms 
 
McKinsey report on open data - 40+ countries with open data platforms in government - 
which cause 1 million data sets to be made open by governments worldwide - which has 
lead to approximately $3 trillion potential annual value enabled by these 40 governments 
opening up the data sets that they had already paid for and yet existed. 
 
Platforms organise everything, makes the complex simpler and give the power of the large 
entity (gov, company, institution) to the smaller one; which gets all the benefits of economy 
to scale. 
 
Etsy is an example of a peers inc organisation. Platform market place for people who hand 
make thing It takes a long time to get your platform right and to make it work but once you 
get it right people co-invest in this platform. 
 
New collaboration 
 
Getting the best of both worlds now that the internet exists all the transaction costs have 
been reduced. The inc builds the platform and the peers deliver a diversity of offering - so 
there is a shared value. 
 
Robin supports this model because she believes that it is "Powered by the strength of 
diversity of peers". 
 
Robin went on to talk about possible impacts of continuing along the same trends that we 
have used to date and not changing anything.  
 
To learn more, check out her talk at DIF  

https://www.thinkdif.co/headliners/headline-act-the-collaborative-economy

