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Most companies recognize that their success depends not only 
on attracting the “best and the brightest” talent, but also on 
retaining, motivating and engaging employees through a workplace 
experience and culture that allows them to thrive. However, this 
does not always translate into the realities routinely experienced 
by millions of employees across the globe. 

At Sodexo, we are passionate believers in the human-centered and 
experience-based workplace, where individual talents are released, 
where people can invent, inspire, lead, learn—and create a better 
tomorrow. This is why Sodexo’s business is focused on improving 
Quality of Life—a key factor in shaping the employee experience, 
increasing levels of engagement and realizing human potential.

Yet we live in a world in which organizations seem in perpetual 
motion, influenced by global shifts in technology, the rise of 
automation, changing expectations of the role and purpose of 
business, and evolving lifestyle aspirations. Every forward-looking 
organization will have to challenge its own received wisdoms and 
come to terms with the trends that are shaping both the nature of 
the enterprise and the future of work. 

Since 2012, Sodexo has scanned the horizon in its annual Global 
Workplace Trends Report. By understanding key trends and their 
implications, we’ve been able to more effectively help our clients 
plan for the future that lies ahead. In the 2018 iteration of the 
Global Workplace Trends, our 7th edition, we look at seven trends 
driving organizational change: 

• Getting Ready for Gen Z
• The Internet of Things: Shaping the Future Workplace
• Creating the Emotionally Intelligent Workplace
• Re-imagining Resources in the Sharing Economy
• Moving the Needle on Gender Balance
•  Human Capital Management 3.0:  

Transforming the Employee Experience
• Employees: New Change Agents for Corporate Responsibility

In examining these trends, we owe a wealth of insights to the 
20 future thinkers and strategists we consulted. These experts 
hail from around the globe, and include young entrepreneurs, 
established business leaders, distinguished organizational 
psychologists, leading technologists and well-recognized social and 
generational researchers. We are grateful for their contributions.

While these trends cover a broad range of topics, they are deeply 
interconnected and possess a clear unifying theme: the need 
for collective intelligence across all workplace domains. And 
every organization, including Sodexo, has the responsibility and 
the privilege to nurture this intelligence to the fullest. Only by 
delivering our promise to the workforce and by investing in the 
boundless human capacity to learn and grow can organizations 
succeed in an ever-changing world.     

  

 SYLVIA METAYER 
CEO, Sodexo Corporate Services Worldwide
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Faced with an often difficult “new normal” 
in the post-2008 economic sphere, both 
individuals and corporations are re-examining 
how their resources are used. Out of this has 
grown a “sharing” or “gig” economy; one that 
eschews traditional ownership to promote 
maximum efficiency of labor and materials.

In practice, the sharing economy has meant a rise in freelance 
working as well as frequent and temporary sharing of material 
resources like office space and equipment. This represents an 
unprecedented opportunity for organizations and individuals 
alike, from greater agility for companies to better work–life 
balance and fulfillment for employees. 

However, workers and companies participating in the sharing 
economy face a number of challenges. Employees are open 
to exploitation, while organizations are vulnerable to the risks 
associated with sharing resources. 

Despite these issues, the sharing economy is clearly here to 
stay—and forward-thinking organizations are redefining their 
business models to leverage its many benefits. With insights 
from sharing economy expert Professor Arun Sundararajan and 
startup guru Sissel Hansen, this article explores what the sharing 
economy means for the world of work in 2018 and beyond. 
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For a term that was virtually unknown a decade ago, the 
“sharing economy” has moved into daily existence with 
astonishing speed. The term is more than a little amorphous 
and covers an extraordinarily broad range of activities—
platforms like Uber, TaskRabbit and Airbnb are all part of 
the sharing economy but so, for example, are the bike loan 
schemes that are found in so many cities today.

However, most people have come to associate the term with 
the shared workspaces springing up in urban centers all over 
the world and the growing prevalence of freelance workers 
on laptops in coffee shops. This is a group of people taking 
control of their schedules and careers in a way that was 
previously impossible, primarily enabled by technological 
innovations. In fact, it’s largely thanks to the internet—with 
its unique ability to link those with the need to those with 
the means—that the sharing economy exists at all. 

One of the best working definitions of the sharing economy 
now comes from the Sharing Economy UK (SEUK) website, 
which states:

“The sharing economy involves using internet technologies 
to connect groups of people and organizations to make 
better use of goods, skills, services, capital and spaces.”1

THE NEW  
NORMAL

“The sharing economy encompasses new ways of organizing economic 
activities that are decentralizing a lot of what used to be done within an 
organization to a distributed crowd of individuals operating through a 
platform—often with greater asset efficiency.” 

Professor Arun Sundararajan 
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A Growing Movement

Although it isn’t known when exactly the concept of the 
sharing economy came into being, it’s widely believed 
to have taken off around 2010.2  By 2016, it had gained 
enough recognition as its own fledgling sector that a 
McKinsey study has predicted online talent platforms 
could add $2.7 trillion (2%) to global GDP by 2025.3 
This would equal 72 million people finding full-time 
equivalent employment.

This new paradigm has become so ubiquitous that leading 
research organizations now regularly commission papers on 
the sharing economy—and with good reason. This is a trend 
that’s growing incredibly fast and looks set to disrupt both 
employment and ownership patterns around the world. No 
longer simply the topic of early adopter blogs, the sharing 
economy is well and truly here, and it’s posing compelling 
challenges and opportunities for businesses.

£21.6 billion
in gross revenues was generated by the EU’s sharing 
economy in 2015. It is predicted that the U.K. gig 
economy will be worth £9 billion by 2020.5

 ONLINE TALENT PLATFORMS 
COULD ADD $2.7 TRILLION (2%)   
TO GLOBAL GDP BY 2025— 
the equivalent of 72 million people  
working in full-time employment.

20–30%
of the U.S. and EU labor force is self-
employed or in temporary work.4

 £3.5/$4.5 TRILLION WORTH 
OF GLOBAL ASSETS LIE IDLE 
and 80% of belongings are used 
just once a month.680%

THE RISE OF SHARING
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A New Approach

The sharing economy not only helps businesses gain greater 
access to more talent, it also makes more resources available 
to them. Tool and equipment sharing programs are becoming 
increasingly popular on a commercial level, with more spaces 
available to small manufacturers or offices on shorter leases—
with specialized equipment included. 

For example, in 2015 Seattle native Johnny Bianchi bought 
an industrial complex that was in disrepair. He renovated the 
site as an incubator for small manufacturing businesses that 
could lease and share equipment they would otherwise not be 
able to afford. The remodeled space filled quickly through word 
of mouth and now hosts tenant businesses that produce LED 
lighting, custom metal manufacturing and 3-D printers for 
metal fabrication and others. Many of these companies have 
just two to four employees.7

“You can be more flexible, especially if you’re a 
startup. Before, new businesses would have to 
factor in pension and other benefits and costs. 
Most startups initially failed because of these 
costs. Now, flexible arrangements let startups 
scale up—or down—much more efficiently.”

Sissel Hansen 

WHAT THE SHARING ECONOMY  
MEANS FOR THE WORLD OF WORK 
The sharing economy has already resulted in developments 
that help companies make the most of a growing need for 
agility. Those same advancements also have important 
implications for professionals by helping them offer their 
expertise and skills to companies around the world. 

Online platforms like Upwork have created an entirely new 
channel to connect talent to work on terms closer to those of 
supply contracts. As Professor Sundararajan puts it: “There’s 
a better fit between the work opportunities that are available 
and what workers are looking for.” 

Another benefit is that independent contractors can source 
the experience they’d prefer from a wider pool of companies, 
giving them much greater control over their careers. “An 
opportunity is created around human assets,” says Sissel 
Hansen, founder of the book series Startup Guide and the 
Startup Everywhere self-publishing company. “For example, 
before, you may have had one person to do one job. Now you 
can have several people doing one project but they each have 
expertise in a specific area.”

Of course, this type of work also supports work–life balance for 
temporary workers, affording them the time and flexibility to 
pursue other interests, both paid and unpaid. For businesses, 
these tools are a hyper-efficient way to overcome critical skills 
shortages and leverage faster staff turnarounds to innovate 
when markets demand it. 

Of course, these dramatic changes in working patterns also 
have crucial implications for how businesses select, design 
and use space. For example, realtors are reporting a rise in 
commercial tenants asking for common areas that include 
shared amenities like couches, whiteboards and wifi-enabled 
cafes. More specifically, agents report that corporate clients 
are asking for fixed workstations for only 70% of their 
workforce, showing that they’re thinking differently about 
how space should be used and creating more opportunities for 
entrepreneurs to pilot their ideas.8 
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As the sharing economy matures,  
it’s proving to be an excellent  
platform for reducing waste—
from space to time to money.

SPOTLIGHT

NEW WAYS  
OF WORKING 

Talent Exchange

 In 2016, PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) launched its own 
online platform called Talent Exchange. The platform gives 
PwC direct access to experienced freelance professionals, and 
is designed to nurture long-term relationships with them.9 
It’s an excellent example of a large corporation taking control 
of changing work patterns to their advantage.

Laboratory Space and Research Equipment

Independent researchers are finding creative ways around the 
prohibitive costs of laboratory space and high-grade research 
equipment. The Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) 
hosts multiple “remote online laboratories” and Harvard 
University maintains a directory where researchers can share 
data and equipment with peers.10

Neo-Nomade Platform

Developed by a Paris-based startup, the Neo-Nomade 
platform enables professionals to find workplaces according 
to their needs and their location. This gives individuals and 
small companies the possibility to “work out of the box”— 
wherever they want, whenever they want and with whomever 
they want.11
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CHALLENGES IN THE  SHARING ECONOMY 
As the sharing economy matures, it’s proving to be an 
excellent platform for reducing waste—from space to time 
to money. In addition to helping disparate providers pool 
resources for maximum benefit, it’s also providing more 
people with unique and previously unavailable opportunities.

Participants in this new economy can expect to enhance their 
work experience, add variety to their professional lives, expand 
their skill sets and improve their value to the job market. 
However, for all the advantages, the sharing economy is still 
a new entity and there are some issues that the sector and 
other stakeholders need to find solutions for.

Because the sector is relatively young, to some degree  
best practice hasn’t been established and legislation  
hasn’t caught up in a way that suitably protects both  
people and property. Both of these gaps can prove  
difficult for governmental and social institutions to fill,  
for several reasons. 

Since so much of the sharing 
economy is technology-driven, 
it’s also fairly dynamic and prone 
to changing rapidly.

Since so much of the sharing economy is technology-driven, 
it’s also fairly dynamic and prone to rapid change. This is 
clearly an advantage in the respects that have been outlined 
above, but it’s also a characteristic that makes rigorous and 
protective procedures difficult to establish and maintain. 

This is most evident in the many headline-making labor 
disputes involving sharing economy companies where 
employees have staged protests against potentially 
exploitative employment practices. As these “gig” or 
temporary workers are not officially “employees”, they 
lack access to protective infrastructure enjoyed by most 
corporate employees. 

However, as the various cases themselves make clear, 
effective legal protection for the sector would be difficult 
to enact. When legislators have tried to rein in some gig-
economy companies (often at the behest of local populations 
who may be finding themselves priced out of employment 
or real estate), there is typically opposition—also at a local 
level—to maintain a status quo that allows more people to 
join or take advantage of the sector.
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A Focus on Fairness

This leaves employees open to potential exploitation. They 
are not always afforded the same benefits as full-time 
employees and can have less protection in the event of a 
labor or payment dispute. They also don’t usually benefit 
from the same level of engagement as full-time employees, 
and often have to get on board quickly with new company 
processes, systems and environments. 

“There is some resistance from workers, but it isn’t about 
how the work is managed,” says Professor Sundararajan. 
“It’s about losing the ‘nice’ things like pensions and benefits 
that go with full-time work.” The labor disputes, he adds, are 
missing the broader point. “These legal battles are largely 
unrelated to the more important underlying question of who 
funds the social safety net, because ultimately, you’re trying 
to fit a new model into an old box.”

It’s not just talent that is vulnerable. The owners of resources 
are also exposed to challenges and risks. Whether they are 
hiring a freelance employee or renting out desk space or 
laboratories, tenant vetting processes can only go so far. By 
engaging in the sharing economy, organizations increase the 
threat levels to their own security with very little outside help 
to turn to for protection. This includes increased vulnerability 
of organizational IT, losing equipment and having resources 
physically damaged.

“Certainly from a European and Northern 
perspective, over the last century we’ve 
created such a good system to be human 
in. Technology means we are able to work in 
different ways. My hope is that the system 
we’ve created can adapt to these changes, but 
many countries are struggling with how to go 
about incorporating these new employees.”

Sissel Hansen 

The most important underlying 
question is who funds the social safety 
net. Ultimately, businesses are trying to 
fit a new model into an old box.
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From Chaos to Opportunity

Ultimately, the sharing economy is extremely sector-based 
and each sector will need to deal with the challenges posed 
by a fluctuating workforce, different employment standards 
and variable availability of facilities. However, there are 
broad-spectrum approaches that organizations can take 
to reduce challenges and take advantage of the sharing 
economy’s growth. These include incorporating the gig 
economy into standard recruitment procedures, improving 
the onboarding process for temporary workers and boosting 
engagement by demonstrating greater commitment to 
these workers.

“A new trend we’ll see is people becoming increasingly 
independent, but still feeling tied up—either financially or 
community-wise—to an organization or platform,” says 
Hansen. “Companies need to create a culture that allows for 
both types of workers and empowers flexible workers to feel 
that they are part of the company vision and strategy.” 

“Large organizations simply have to rethink their  
supply models for talent,” adds Professor Sundararajan. 
“They need to embrace non-traditional sources of labor. 
Correspondingly, smart platforms need to take the long view 
and realize that they have to step up and get creative about 
how the social safety net can be funded so that benefits 
can be provided for workers who choose non-employment 
arrangements via their platforms.”

It’s clear that the sharing economy offers unprecedented 
opportunities for organizations and individuals alike,  
from greater agility for companies to better work–life balance 
and entrepreneurial fulfillment for employees. Despite the 
challenges, and by operating with reasonable caution,  
this exciting sector may hold the key to global growth  
in a changing climate. 

Organizations need to create a culture that 
empowers temporary workers and makes 
them feel that they are part of the company 
vision and strategy.
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BENEFITS+ - DRAWBACKS

PROS AND CONS 
OF THE SHARING ECONOMY
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and the ability to customize 
schedules

GREATER 
INDEPENDENCE

 Multiple employers can 

ENHANCE 
WORKERS’ JOB 
and INCOME 
SECURITY

OFFICE 
SPACE IS 
REDUCED  
and essential equipment 
and resources  
can be shared

Companies can also

SAVE ON 
HEALTHCARE 
and other benefits

 EXTRA HELP 
for the precise  
duration needed

Companies can hire The ability to scale  
a workforce according to 
needs can help organizations 

SAVE MONEY 
and be more competitive

Workers can potentially 

EARN MORE 
as gig workers than in  
full-time employment

Lower levels of 
engagement 
and difficulty 
integrating with 
full-time staff

Working on various projects 
for multiple companies can

Workers have

ENHANCE  
SKILL SETS
and create exposure  
to opportunities

Challenges in 
onboarding with  
different IT systems, 
processes and 
environments

Vulnerability of 
organizational IT, 
equipment 
and resources

Difficulty in maintaining 
employee engagement 
and a cohesive 
workplace culture

Greater risk of legal action due to 
poorly defined legal frameworks

Vulnerable to exploitation due 
to insufficient legal protection
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THE EXPERTS WE CONSULTED

Sissel Hansen is the founder of the book series Startup Guide and 
the creative content and self-publishing company Startup Everywhere. 
She has launched several small businesses to help provide knowledge 
and inspiration to young entrepreneurs. In 2015, Hansen was 
nominated Female Entrepreneur of the Year and named one of the 100 
most aspiring talents and young leaders in Denmark. The following 
year, The Nordic Web identified her among the most influential and 
impactful individuals in the Nordic technology and startup scene. Sissel 
participated in the Trailblazer Challenge at Sodexo’s 2017 Quality of Life 
Conference—learn more at www.qualityoflifeconference.com.

SODEXO’S STAKE IN THE 
SHARING ECONOMY
Sodexo’s corporate strength and flexibility 
allow us to anticipate needs and creatively 
provide the best solutions for the challenges 
and opportunities brought on by the sharing 
economy. Our deep knowledge of trends 
and our consumers equips us to optimize 
all aspects of the workplace, including how 
businesses select, design and use space and 
other resources.

Sodexo also continuously innovates to better 
meet the ever-evolving needs of employees in 
the sharing economy. Our recent investment in 
Neo-Nomade is one example of growth that will 
add value to our clients and further our mission 
of improving the quality of life for the over  
100 million people we serve around the globe.

Arun Sundararajan is a Professor and the Robert L. and Dale Atkins 
Rosen Faculty Fellow at New York University’s Stern School of Business. 
His book The Sharing Economy, published by MIT Press in 2016, has 
been translated into Mandarin Chinese, Japanese, Portuguese, Korean 
and Vietnamese. He is a member of the World Economic Forum’s Global 
Future Council on Technology, Values and Policy. He has been recognized 
by seven “best paper ” awards, two Google Faculty Awards, an Axiom 
Best Business Book Award and a Thinkers50 Radar Thinker Award. 
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