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SETTING AN EXAMPLE FOR THE “SHARING
ECONOMY” CATEGORY: THE DOUBLE-EDGED SWORD

OF EXEMPLARS

TAEHYUN LEE
JONATHAN SITRUK

University of Amsterdam

In their efforts to tackle grand challenges, social movements often create and promote a
category infusedwithmoral values and purpose. Examples serve as rhetorical devices in
shaping and defining a category’s meaning. However, the role of examples in categorical
dynamics has been largely overlooked in existing research. In our study, we use qualita-
tive researchmethods to examine the sharing economy category between 2004 and 2019,
focusing on how the category’s initiating social movement and the press use examples
during the phases of category obscurity, growth, and decline. Our findings reveal that
the social movement utilizes rhetorical practices such as “example proliferation,”
“example concentration,” and “exemplar vilification.” We delve into the motivations
behind these strategies and their outcomes, analyzing their impact on the actions of both
the press and the socialmovement and the resulting shifts in the category’smeanings.We
underscore the double-edged nature of exemplars—the most salient and prominent
examples—highlighting their capacity to mainstream a category while also potentially
steering it toward undesired changes, and, ultimately, its decline. This has profound
implications for the category’s usefulness in addressing grand challenges.

Something died. I feel a sense of loss that I just can’t
shake. The Sharing Economy has become an icon
and an emblem for a business model rather than a
movement.

—Chelsea Rustrum (2016)

Social movements are influential actors in addres-
sing grand challenges (Etchanchu, de Bakker &
Delmestri, 2021; Kaufmann & Danner-Schr€oder,
2022).1 One strategy that socialmovements have used
to promote their causes is to create a category infused
with moral value and a sense of purpose (Arjali�es &
Durand, 2019; Haveman & Rao, 1997; Weber, Heinze
& DeSoucey, 2008). The “sharing economy” was one
such category that grouped organizations and their
practices around the act of sharing, anchored in values

of being “fairer, lower-carbon, and more transparent,
participatory, and socially-connected” (Schor, 2016: 8)
with the aim being to “solve today’s biggest chal-
lenges, which old, top-down institutions are failing
to address” (Shareable, n.d.).

However, the sharing economy changed, and, as
stated in the article’s opening quote by Rustrum
(2016), it became better known as a category of plat-
form businesses, as exemplified by firms such as Uber
and Airbnb (e.g., Garud, Kumaraswamy, Roberts &
Xu, 2022; Markman, Lieberman, Leiblein, Wei &
Wang, 2021; Zhang, Chen & Raghunathan, 2022),
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1 In this paper, we view social movements and social
movement organizations as social actors (King, Felin &
Whetten, 2010: 301) capable of taking actions that “in effect
create new institutions and categories that subsequently
shape the activities of not just the focal organization but
also its peers” and their broader environments. The mem-
bers of these movements and organizations, though not
completely aligned, are, “to a degree, an extension and
representative” of the collective (King et al., 2010: 293).
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rather than retaining its original intent as a category
grounded in moral values and purpose (Acquier,
Carbone & Vasseur, 2020; Schor & Vallas, 2021). Cat-
egories are dynamic and evolve over time (Kennedy,
Lo & Lounsbury, 2010) and can change as different
actors articulate, construct, and contest their mean-
ings (e.g., Jones, Maoret, Massa & Svejenova, 2012).
These changes can be detrimental in addressing
grand challenges as the original purpose pursued by
the social movement through the category may be
displaced (Grodal & O’Mahony, 2017).

In this study, we examine the growth and decline
of the “sharing economy” category, focusing on the
role of examples and exemplars. Although examples
and exemplars play a crucial role in shaping the
understanding of a category, they have received little
attention in the literature. An example is a “rhetorical
induction” (Benoit, 1980) that is used to form a gener-
alization (Aristotle [ca. 400 BCE] 1991; Hauser, 1968;
Zerubavel, 2020). Among various examples, exem-
plars are themost salient representations of a category
(Smith & Medin, 1981). The importance of exemplars
is underscored by their essential role in defining a
category’s meanings (Loewenstein, Ocasio & Jones,
2012). Therefore, examining the use of examples and
exemplars as a rhetorical device is essential to fully
understand how the meanings of categories evolve,
which, in turn, may significantly impact the cate-
gory’s ability to address grand challenges.

We study how different actors use categories and
their examples and exemplars as rhetorical devices.
The different uses may, over time, lead to discrepan-
cies between the original meanings of the category
and how it comes to be understood, which may, in
turn, affect the category’s trajectory. More specifi-
cally, we ask: How are examples used by different
actors to understand and shape a category created to
address grand challenges? Are examples used differ-
ently, and, if so, how do these differences affect the
trajectory of a category? By answering these research
questions, we seek to provide insights into how the
use of examples and exemplars affects the evolution
of a category intended to address social, political,
and environmental problems, and the implications
for the category’s usefulness in addressing grand
challenges.

To explore the research questions, we examine the
sharing economy category from 2004 to 2019.We ana-
lyze how two main actors—the social movement and
the press—use examples and exemplars to understand
and shape the sharing economy category. The social
movement that created the category has a vested inter-
est in promoting and maintaining the category to

address grand challenges (Grodal, 2018; Grodal &
O’Mahony, 2017). The press is an influential actor
in categorical dynamics as it records and influences
the knowledge and opinions of the general public
(Deephouse, 2000; Vaara, Tienari & Laurila, 2006) and
acts as an information intermediary that significantly
impacts how categories are shaped (Kennedy, 2008;
Navis & Glynn, 2010). We use qualitative research
methods to capture changes in the use of examples
and meanings associated with the sharing economy
category over time.

We show how the social movement varied theway
it used the examples associated with the sharing
economy category as rhetorical devices. Specifically,
we identify three key rhetorical strategies employed
by the social movement—example proliferation,
example concentration, and exemplar vilification—
as the category underwent different phases of its
evolution. Our study advances our understanding
of examples and exemplars as rhetorical devices
(Cheney, Christensen, Conrad & Lair, 2004) that
influence category evolution and address grand
challenges. Our research thus extends beyond the
focus of recent studies which mainly explore how
new entrants use examples and exemplars to posi-
tion themselves within a category for legitimacy
and competitive advantage (e.g., Barlow, Verhaal &
Angus, 2019; Younger & Fisher, 2020; Zhao, Ishihara,
Jennings & Lounsbury, 2018). Furthermore, our analy-
sis shows how their use of the category and its exam-
ples differed from that of the press, which contributed
to changes in themeaning of the sharing economy cat-
egory over time. We find that the category’s decline
was due to its diminishing capacity to meet the cate-
gorical expectations of the movement and the press.
Overall, our findings underscore the pivotal role of
examples and exemplars as critical rhetorical devices
that shape category change and influence the pursuit
of grand challenges.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Our study explores how social movements utilize
examples and exemplars as rhetorical devices to
establish new categories aimed at tackling grand
challenges. This research extends the existing body
of work that examines how actors engage in commu-
nicative practices to construct meanings that chal-
lenge existing institutional arrangements (Brown,
Ainsworth & Grant, 2012; Cornelissen, Durand, Fiss,
Lammers & Vaara, 2015; Suddaby & Greenwood,
2005). Social movement scholars have studied how
movement actors partake in framing to create new
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understandings and meanings that challenge con-
ventional views (Benford & Snow, 2000; Gamson,
Fireman & Rytina, 1982). Research on institutional
change similarly examines how change agents engage
in framing and rhetoric to construct meanings of
new practices, organizational forms, and indus-
tries (e.g., Erkama & Vaara 2010; Gurses & Ozcan,
2015; Lounsbury, Ventresca, Hirsch, 2003; Rao, 1998).

These studies collectively highlight approaches
actors use for “meaning making” (Leibel, Hallett &
Bechky, 2018; Zilber, 2017). Studies on framing have
focused onmethods such as core framing tasks (Snow
& Bedford, 1988; see also Lee, Ramus & Vaccaro,
2018; Meyer &H€ollerer, 2010) and frame alignment
processes (Snow, Rochford, Worden & Benford,
1986; see also Gray, Purdy & Ansari, 2015; Werner
& Cornelissen, 2014). Additionally, research has
examined various rhetorical devices, such as the use
of different forms of persuasion (Erkama & Vaara,
2010; Vaara et al., 2006), institutional vocabularies
(Jones et al., 2012; Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005),
and analogies and metaphors (Cornelissen, Holt &
Zundel, 2011).

Building on this groundwork, our study focuses on
a particular rhetorical device—the use of examples
and exemplars—that mediates between the commu-
nicative acts of the actors (i.e., the social movement
and the press) and changes in the sharedmeaning sys-
tem (i.e., the category). We delve into how examples
and exemplars, often overlooked in the literature, are
used by the social movement to construct meaning.
Furthermore, our analysis shows how their usage dif-
fered from the press, which contributed to shifts in
the category’s initial meanings, culminating in its
decline, despite its initial aim to address grand chal-
lenges and instantiate beliefs, norms, and values that
challenge extant social structures (King & Pearce,
2010). Below, we review existing literature on how
social movements use categories to address grand
challenges, the use of examples and exemplars as
rhetorical devices, and their impact on category evo-
lution before detailing the methods and findings of
our study.

Social Movements’ Use of Categories for
Collective Action and Addressing
Grand Challenges

Social movements have a significant impact in
tackling grand challenges (Etchanchu et al., 2021;
Kaufmann & Danner-Schr€oder, 2022) like combating
climate change (Schifeling & Soderstrom, 2022),
income inequality (Reinecke & Ansari, 2021), and

protecting human rights (Claus & Tracey, 2020). Tra-
ditionally, studies have focused on social movements
taking direct action against the state or businesses
(e.g., den Hond & de Bakker, 2007; McDonnell &
Cobb, 2020; Walker, Martin & McCarthy, 2008). More
recently, however, there has been growing attention
to social movements that offer alternative economic
practices and lifestyles to the broader society (Auld,
2020; Etchanchu et al., 2021; Pelenc et al., 2019), as
illustrated with examples such as “Transition towns,
Degrowth, the Commons movement, Buen vivir and
Rights of Nature” (Pelenc et al., 2019: 373).

This is achieved by creating and promoting a new
category infused with moral value and a sense of pur-
pose (Arjali�es & Durand, 2019; Haveman & Rao, 1997;
King & Pearce, 2010; Weber et al., 2008). Categories
are socially constructed groupings of entities that are
perceived to be similar in someway (DiMaggio, 1997;
Douglas, 1986; Zerubavel, 1997). A category often
consists of a set of attributes,which determinewhether
an entity is considered to be included within the
category (Porac & Thomas, 1994). For example, the
“organic” label in food products groups together
products that meet specific environmental and health
standards, making it easier for consumers to iden-
tify and choose products that align with their values
(Jennings& Zandbergen, 1995; Lee, Hiatt & Lounsbury,
2017). Thus, categories are a shared meaning system
that allows actors to understand and evaluate entities
and “provide an anchor for making judgments related
to value and worth” (Vergne & Wry, 2014: 58). Cate-
gories are powerful tools that, once successfully
established, offer credibility, appropriateness, and
viability (Croidieu & Monin, 2010; Wry, Lounsbury
& Glynn, 2011). Established categories can in turn
help garner resources andmobilize support (McCarthy
& Zald, 2001).

Many categories have arisen from social move-
ments, including nouvelle cuisine (Rao, Monin &
Durand, 2003), grass-fed beef and dairy (Weber et al.,
2008), and wind energy (Sine & Lee, 2009). Because
categories are socially constructed (Schnackenberg,
Bundy, Coen & Westphal, 2019), social movements
can strategically create and promote a category to
instantiate beliefs, norms, and values that challenge
extant social structures (King & Pearce, 2010). Moral
values and purpose, in this case, become the core
attributes of the category (Arjali�es & Durand, 2019;
Haveman & Rao, 1997). For instance, the creation of
the category “grass-fed beef and dairy,” which
aimed to address the grand challenge of sustainability
and animal welfare, was defined in terms of values
such as “clean” and “nurturing” (Weber et al., 2008).
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The creation of this category led to the emergence of
new producers, collective identities around the new
category, and the conditions for market exchange,
countering industrial capitalism, which was charac-
terized as a manipulative, exploitative, and artificial
system. As such, successfully establishing a category
infusedwithmoral values and purposemay be instru-
mental in helping social movements address grand
challenges.

Examples and Exemplars as Rhetorical Devices

Examples are an important but understudied com-
ponent of categorical dynamics (Loewenstein et al.,
2012). Examples have a long history in rhetorical the-
ory, dating back to Aristotle’s On Rhetoric (ca. [400
BCE] 1991; see also Benoit, 1980; Hauser, 1968).
Examples are rhetorical devices (Cheney, Christen-
sen, Conrad & Lair, 2004) that can “alter the percep-
tion of the world by selecting, framing, and regulating
… some entity or event” (Lyons, 1989: 4).More speci-
fically, examples are used to give and make sense of
what a category means by creating an explicit link
between an entity (or the examples) and themeanings
of the category (Zerubavel, 2020). For instance, people
understand the “minivan” category through examples
such as the Dodge Caravan, Toyota Vans, and Volks-
wagen Vanagons (Rosa, Porac, Runser-Spanjol &
Saxon, 1999). To give andmake sense of what the cat-
egory “managed care” means within the hospital
field, participants relied on examples such as the Kai-
ser Foundation, Henry FordHealth System, and Inter-
mountainHealth System (Nigam&Ocasio, 2010).

Examples, as a rhetorical device, can be used in
different ways. One approach is to use many differ-
ent examples to describe a category. The New Rhe-
toric advises that “when one wishes to clarify a
rule with many different applications, it is good to
provide examples that are as different as possible”
(Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca, [1958] 1969: 353).
By employing a wide array of examples, each
highlighting unique attributes, actors can reveal the
complete meaning of a category. For instance, in dis-
cussing the category of “electric vehicles,” one could
use a diverse array of models, such as the Tesla
Model S, Toyota Prius Prime, Hyundai Nexo, BYD
Dolphin, and Ford Mustang Mach-E. Each example
highlights different technological features, perfor-
mance capabilities, and charging options, while also
spanning various body types and price points, dem-
onstrating the breadth of what electric vehicles can
offer. This wide range of examples helps to provide
a more complete understanding of the category,

ensuring a more nuanced and accurate representa-
tion that avoids oversimplification.

Conversely, one can emphasize and concentrate
on a single or a few examples. Focusing on a particular
example can make it an exemplar—the most salient
and prominent example—of a category (Smith &
Medin, 1981). An exemplar enhances information
processing by offering a focused, concrete embodi-
ment of informational cues and directing the audi-
ence’s focus to a few specific instances (Barlow et al.,
2019; Cohen & Basu, 1987). In turn, thismakes it eas-
ier for audiences to grasp the meanings associated
with a category (Gouvard&Durand, 2023; Zhao et al.,
2018). For instance, presenting the Tesla Model S as
an exemplar of electric vehicles simplifies the under-
standing of the category for broader audiences. Thus,
exemplars function as a powerful rhetorical device,
facilitating the sensegiving and sensemaking of
what a category represents (Loewenstein et al., 2012;
Younger & Fisher, 2020).

Using exemplars, however, carries the risk of mis-
interpretation and misuse, especially when these
exemplars do not fully embody the core attributes
of a category. If an exemplar is not a prototype—
whether as an abstract representation or an actual
example that most accurately reflects a category’s
core attributes (Posner & Keele, 1968; Reed, 1972;
Rosch &Mervis, 1975)—it may fail to provide a com-
prehensive representation of the category. Different
actors may focus on varying attributes of an exem-
plar. Some may focus on the category’s “physical
and functional features,”whereas others might focus
on attributes “that reveal a purpose or specific values”
(Arjali�es & Durand, 2019: 885). For example, using
the Tesla Model S as an exemplar of electric vehicles
could lead some to focus on its luxury features, such
as advanced autopilot capabilities and minimalist
design, which are atypical in most electric vehicles.
This may create the perception that electric vehicles
are primarily high-end luxury products, misrepre-
senting the broader category’s accessibility and envi-
ronmental focus. Such interpretive flexibility can
lead to divergent understandings of the category,
potentially jeopardizing the categories promoted by
social movements that emphasize attributes revealing
purposes or values for collective action and addres-
sing grand challenges.

Category Evolution

Different interpretations and uses of the category
can lead to changes in itsmeaning (Durand, Granqvist
& Tyllstr€om, 2017; Jones et al., 2012). This is because
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categories are dynamic (Kennedy et al., 2010), particu-
larly when they first form (e.g., Khaire & Wadhwani,
2010; Ruef & Patterson, 2009) and have not reached
maturity (cf., Krabbe & Grodal, 2023; Lockwood,
Glynn & Giorgi, 2023). For instance, Jones and
colleagues (2012) illustrate how the de novo cate-
gory of “modern architecture” experienced signifi-
cant changes in its formative years before architects
embraced a pluralistic and expansive understanding
of the category, which became taken for granted.

While changes in the meaning of a category may
be natural, meanings that contradict or undermine
the original ones may jeopardize the category’s sur-
vival (Lo, Fiss, Rhee & Kennedy, 2020). For the core
community that initiates and promotes a category,
such as social movements, the proliferation of differ-
ent meanings may be problematic because it may
threaten their identity, which is closely tied to the
category (Grodal, 2018). In extreme cases, different
meanings may lead to the erosion of the category
itself (Rao, Monin & Durand, 2005). Other times,
the core community may end up embracing the
expandedmeanings of a category (Jones et al., 2012).
The reaction of other actors, such as the press and
the general public, to these multiple meanings of a
category is less clear. Investigating the evolution of a
category, especially one intended to address social,
political, and environmental problems, is crucial
due to its significant implications for the category’s
effectiveness in tackling grand challenges.

METHODS

Research Setting

We explore the sharing economy category from
when we see the creation of the category in 2004
to when we see a significant decline in the use of
the category in 2019. There have been numerous
debates on how to theoretically conceptualize the
sharing economy (Acquier, Daudigeos & Pinkse, 2017;
Schor & Vallas, 2021), with it being described as a
“big tent” (Schor, 2016) or an “umbrella construct”
(Acquier et al., 2017) that encompasses various prac-
tices including “platforms for accessing accommoda-
tions and rides[;] … food swap and donation apps;
rental, gift, and loan sites for household items; cloth-
ing exchanges; repair cafes; and labor services such as
time banks and errand sites” (Schor & Vallas, 2021:
317). Central to these discussions is how the sharing
economy is defined, which influences the inclusion
or exclusion of specific organizations and practices
within the category. This is evident not only in
the academic literature (e.g., Gerwe & Silva, 2020;

Markman et al., 2021) but also in our data that we
describe below, where we found that much of the
discussion by the social movement and the press
revolved around how andwhether to group practices
and their organizations together into the sharing
economy category. Thus, we see the sharing economy
as a category, or a grouping of entities (DiMaggio,
1997; Douglas, 1986; Zerubavel, 1997), but one that is
still in flux, characterized by an unclear meaning
system and ambiguous boundaries (Boone, Declerck,
Rao& VanDenBuys, 2012; Jones et al., 2012; Kennedy
et al., 2010).

We examine the sharing economy category and the
examples used by two actors that were influential in
categorical dynamics: the social movement and the
press. The social movement is the “core community”
(Grodal, 2018) or “category promoter” (Durand &
Khaire, 2017) that created the category and has
a vested interest in promoting and maintaining the
category to address grand challenges (Grodal &
O’Mahony, 2017). The press is an information
intermediary that significantly impacts how catego-
ries are shaped (Kennedy, 2008; Navis & Glynn, 2010)
by recording and influencing the knowledge and opi-
nions of the general public (Deephouse, 2000; Vaara
et al., 2006). The coexistence of different sets of actors
with seemingly different goals and interests (Acquier
et al., 2020; Gerwe & Silva, 2020; Schor, 2016) allows
us to gain insights into a social process “rooted in
cultural understandings and expectations” (Glynn &
Navis, 2013: 1125) where actors rely “on their partic-
ular contexts and interpretations” (Durand et al.,
2017: 5) to influence category dynamics.

Data Sources

The primary data we collected and used to exam-
ine the sharing economy category is as follows. For
data that represent the social movement, we used
articles published between 2006 and 2019 by the
media outlets of three social movement organiza-
tions that focused on the sharing economy. The three
organizations central to the social movement were
the P2P Foundation, Shareable, and Ouishare. The
P2PFoundation is a nonprofit organization and global
network founded in 2005 that advocates for and con-
ducts research on commons-oriented peer-to-peer
dynamics in society and operates the P2P Founda-
tion Blog. Shareable (n.d.) is a nonprofit news,
action, and connection hub founded in 2009 for
what it calls “the sharing transformation.” Ouishare
is a Europe-based organization founded in 2012with
hubs in the Americas and is best known for hosting
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sharing economy events, including the annual Oui-
share Fest, and publishing Ouishare Magazine.
While the editorial teams curate and edit the content
in all three outlets, they are open to contributions
fromwriters alignedwith themovement’s cause.

For data representing the press, we used news
articles from the New York Times, the Wall Street
Journal, and the Times. This selection mirrors the
publication outlets used by the social movement,
ensuring a balanced geographical representation from
both the United States and Europe. As prominent and
influentialmedia entities in these regions, with publi-
cations in English, they are likely to represent main-
stream views and opinions, which is important for
understanding how the sharing economy category is
presented and perceived in the wider public sphere.
We used articles published between 2007 (the earliest
article in the press on the sharing economy)2 and
2019.

We supplemented these sources with secondary
data providing further insight into the trajectory of

the sharing economy category. For data prior to the
first article on the sharing economy in the P2P Foun-
dation Blog in 2006, we used foundational articles
by Ito (2004) and Lessig (2005) to examine the initial
creation of the category and the category dynamics
within the social movement in 2004 and 2005. Other
materials, including books and articles about the
sharing economy, were used to gain a general
understanding of the sharing economy, its modes
of organizing (e.g., business models), and the dif-
ferent perspectives of various actors over time.
Multiple data sources, as summarized in Table 1,
allowed “triangulation” and verification of the find-
ings derived from the primary data (Denzin, 1978).

Text data acquisition. The articles in the P2P
Foundation Blog, Shareable, andOuishareMagazine
were extracted from their websites using Python 3
(van Rossum & Drake, 2009) with the help of the
BeautifulSoup package for HTML tag extraction and
manipulation (Richardson, 2007). For Ouishare Mag-
azine, only English-language articles were retained.
Articles including the word “sharing economy” were
then selected, resulting in 462 articles from the P2P
Foundation Blog, 719 articles from Shareable, and 95
articles fromOuishareMagazine. Articles in the news

TABLE 1
Data Sources and Their Use in the Analysis

Data Sources Role in Analysis

Material published by the social movement
� P2P Foundation Blog (2006–2019) (462 articles)
� Shareable (2009–2019) (719 articles)
� Ouishare Magazine (2012–2019) (95 articles)

Material published by the press
� New York Times (2007–2019) (231 articles)
� Wall Street Journal (2009–2019) (115 articles)
� Times (2013–2019) (277 articles)

� Identified examples
� Coded and labeled how the category was being defined and

used, and how and why particular examples were being used
as rhetorical devices

� Identified temporal sequences among the codes to reveal
processes

Material published by the social movement after category
creation and before the founding of P2P Foundation Blog
� Ito (2004), Lessig (2005)

� Examined initial creation of the category
� Examined the categorical dynamics in years 2004 and 2005

when the P2P Foundation Blog did not yet exist
Count of articles published by the press using alternative

categories, including rental economy, on-demand economy,
gig economy, and 1099 economy
� Factiva

� Examined the categorical dynamics in the press, especially
during the phase of category decline

� Used to create Figure 4

Material about the sharing economy
Written by non-academics
� Orsi and Doskow (2009), Botsman & Rogers (2010),
Gansky (2010), Bloomberg (2015), Chase (2015),
PricewaterhouseCoopers (2015), Slee (2015), Stephany
(2015), Shareable (2017)

Books written by academics (excluding academic journal
articles)
� Lessig (2008), Parker, Van Alstyne, and Choudary (2016),
Sundararajan (2016), Belk, Eckhardt, and Bardhi (2019),
Schor (2021)

� Gained a general understanding of the sharing economy and
the modes of organizing

� Gained an understanding of the different perspectives of
various actors over time

2 The Times published two articles that included the
term “profit-sharing economy” in 1986; thesewere excluded
from the data sample.
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mediawere selectedby searchingmentions of “sharing
economy” in the body of the article, resulting in
342 articles from the New York Times, 115 articles
from the Wall Street Journal, and 277 articles from
theTimes.

Reduction into segments. As a large portion of the
articles did not necessarily focus on the sharing
economy, we selected textual segments that did. For
consistency across data sources, the text for analysis
included the two sentences before and the two sen-
tences after the one inwhich theword “sharing econ-
omy” appeared. This unit was chosen as opposed to,
for example, using paragraphs including “sharing
economy” because there was a significant variance
in what constituted a paragraph between different
articles and data sources. In cases where “sharing
economy” appeared multiple times within the five-
sentence window, the window was extended to two
sentences before the one in which “sharing econo-
my” first appeared and two sentences after the one in
which “sharing economy” last appeared. The final
sample included 839 segments from the P2P Foun-
dation Blog, 1,321 segments fromShareable, 208 seg-
ments from Ouishare Magazine, 282 segments from
the New York Times, 145 segments from the Wall
Street Journal, and 289 segments from the Times.
Table 2 shows the number of articles, segments, and
the mean number of words per segment for each pri-
mary data source.

Analytical Process

Identifying examples and exemplars. We
extracted the proper nouns used within the text seg-
ments to identify the examples associated with the
sharing economy category. The proper nouns repre-
sent material embodiments of what were considered
examples of the sharing economy category. Initially,
we employed the Stanford Named Entity Recognizer

(Finkel, Grenager & Manning, 2005) to identify the
proper nouns linked to the category. This tool labels
sequences of words in a text, such as names, and can
differentiate between organizations, persons, and
locations. As we found the identification of proper
nouns was incomplete using this method, we went
through the segments and hand-coded proper nouns
that were not identified earlier or that were incor-
rectly identified.

In this study, we use the examples that co-occur
the most frequently with the term “sharing econo-
my” in a given year as the exemplars of the category.
Frequent and prevalent mentions of an example sig-
nal its salience and prominence, and thus impor-
tance to a category (Jones et al., 2012; Kennedy,
2008). This assumption builds on the vocabulary
approach (Loewenstein et al., 2012), which focuses
on the co-occurrence of a category and examples,
where central examples reveal information about the
category, and the category reveals information about
the examples. Table 3 shows the top three examples
of the sharing economy by year for the social move-
ment and the press.

For both practical and theoretical reasons, we
restricted examples to only the proper nouns asso-
ciated with the category. In our data, different
verbs, such as “renting, bartering, lending, trading,
gifting, and swapping” (Hyer, 2011), as well as a vari-
ety of objects, such as “time, household goods, auto-
mobiles, money, and living space” (Gaskins, 2010),
were also used to describe the sharing economy
category. However, tracking all verbs, objects, and
verb–object combinations was not only infeasible
but also did not capture the subtle differences
between the examples, such as those of Lyft and
Uber. Both firms are often classified as offering ride-
sharing, but demonstrate a significant difference
between how the social movement and the press cat-
egorize the sharing economy, as we will illustrate
later in the findings. Moreover, different verbs,
objects, and verb–object combinations were used
to describe the same proper noun: Airbnb was
described using verbs such as sharing, renting, and
leasing, and objects such as housing, accommoda-
tion, apartment, (vacation) home, (spare, bed-) room,
(living, personal) space, and so on. In addition, verbs
and objects were often included as part of the defini-
tion of the sharing economy category, blurring the line
between the examples and the definitions of the cate-
gory. Thus, verbs, objects, and verb–object combina-
tionswere not used to capture examples in our study.

Qualitative coding and process analysis. To gain
more detailed insights into the roles of examples in

TABLE 2
Textual Segments

No. of
Articles

No. of
Segments

Mean No.
of Words

per Segment

Movement
P2P Foundation Blog 462 839 134.28
Shareable 719 1,321 134.72
Ouishare Magazine 95 208 137.02
Press
New York Times 231 282 116.22
Wall Street Journal 115 145 115.48
Times 277 289 111.18
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category dynamics, we followed the iterative process
recommended by Miles and Huberman (1994), trav-
eling back and forth between the data and an emerg-
ing structure of theoretical arguments. We began
coding the segments through open coding for salient
categories of information supported by the text. Then,
we looked for similarities and differences among the
many codes, which led to the emergence of dominant
themes around the questions of how the sharing econ-
omy category was being defined and used, and how
and why particular examples were being used as rhe-
torical devices. This process led to separate codes, for
instance, in which examples were employed to high-
light specific attributes of the category versus cases
where their use was driven primarily by the fact that
they were well-known, as evidenced by the example
being mentioned in the text segment as widely recog-
nized by the general public. Additionally, our codes
differentiated instances where an example was either
not seen as a good example of the category or not
considered part of the category at all. Other codes
included situations where the category was deemed
an inadequate descriptor for an example, even though
it was categorized under the sharing economy. We
further explored whether the codes differed between
the social movement and the press. This investigation
enabled us to compare the similarities and differences
in how the two actors used the category and examples
within a single context (Yin, 2017).

As we were interested in revealing processes of
“how and why things emerge, develop, grow, or ter-
minate over time” (Langley, Smallman, Tsoukas &
Van de Ven, 2013: 1), we further examined the codes
using “organizing strategies” by creating graphic dis-
plays and identifying temporal sequences among the
codes (Langley, 1999). By temporally organizing the
codes and analyzing the use of examples each year,
wewere able to identify variations in the uses of cate-
gories and examples over time, as well as the inter-
play between the social movement and the press,
shedding light on how they relate to one another in
shaping categorical dynamics. Our goal was to pro-
vide process explanations that involve “causality
composed of explicit chains of events, activity and
interactions that may or may not accomplish things
over time” (Cloutier & Langley, 2020: 4). We ensured
that the ordering of events and activities was accurate
(Mohr, 1982), and we ruled out possible alternative
explanations through “triangulation” and verification
of our findings using multiple data sources (Denzin,
1978). Additionally, we considered counterfactual
scenarios and boundary conditions to strengthen our

confidence in the causal relationships within our
processmodel (Durand &Vaara, 2009).3

We supplemented the analysis with metrics such
as the number of articles mentioning the sharing
economy, the number of distinct examples used, and
the sum of mentions of each example for the social
movement and the press by year. Using the number
of articles mentioning the sharing economy, we tem-
porally bracketed the processes into different phases
(Langley, 1999)—stages of category obscurity, growth,
and decline (see Figure 1). In contrast towhat theories
of categorical dynamics would suggest for categories
that become established, the sharing economy context
did not reveal a clear period of category maturity in
which we would expect “categorical deepening,”
where the semantic network associated with the
category becomes denser and stabilizes (Grodal,
Gotsopoulos & Suarez, 2015).

We continued to revise, merge, and elaborate ear-
lier codes during this process (Grodal, Anteby &
Holm, 2021). Ultimately, traveling back and forth
between the data and an emerging structure of theo-
retical arguments led us to the framework illustrated
in this paper. In the following section, we present
the findings using a narrative interpretation of the
analysis.

FINDINGS

Figure 2 is our process model of category obscu-
rity, growth, and decline that emerged from our anal-
ysis. Our model captures the interplay between the
social movement and the press and highlights key
differences in how they use the category and exam-
ples. The social movement focuses on the category to
address grand challenges, and the examples or exem-
plars are used as a rhetorical device to pursue this
goal. Conversely, the press focuses on exemplars to
report on significant business and societal events,
using the category merely as a means to describe the
exemplars. Themodel delineates how these different
uses of the category and examples (shown in solid
boxes) are associated with distinct outcomes (in
dashed boxes), which not only result in the subse-
quent actions of each actor but also contribute to
changes in the other, thereby facilitating an interplay
between the two actors. Ultimately, ourmodel reveals
that these divergent uses and interplay between the
social movement and the press contribute to shifts in

3We sincerely thank our anonymous reviewers for
their thoughtful engagement throughout this process.
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FIGURE 1
Category Obscurity, Growth, and Decline for Social Movement (above) and Press (below), 2004–2019
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FIGURE 2
A Process Model of Category Obscurity, Growth, and Decline through Exemplars
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the category’s meanings, culminating in its decline,
despite its initial aim to address grand challenges.

To investigate categorical dynamics, our research
focuses on the use of examples and exemplars as rhe-
torical devices. Figure 3 shows the number of dis-
tinct examples mentioned and the sum, by year, of
mentions of each example by the social movement
and the press. The general trends in this figure are
consistentwith Figure 1, which depicts the phases of
category obscurity, growth, and decline. To fully
comprehend the category’s trajectory, however, a
more nuanced understanding of how the examples
and exemplars were used is required, which we
illustrate in detail below.

Category Obscurity: Social Movement (2004–2009)
and Press (2007–2012)

Category creation. The social movement’s quest
to address grand challenges starts with “category
creation”—constructing a new category by defining
its attributes (see also Durand & Khaire, 2017). For
categories created to advance a cause, this definition
goes beyond mere physical and functional features
to also include attributes that embrace a purpose and
specific values (Arjali�es & Durand, 2019; Haveman &
Rao, 1997; Weber et al., 2008). The aim of category
creation with clearly defined values and purposes is
to inspire broader social and cultural changes,
extending the impact of its practices beyond its
immediate objectives.

The first uses of the sharing economy category can
be traced back to 2004, when social movement acti-
vists started using the term (Lessig, 2005; see also Ito,
2004)4 to describe practices based on the principle of
sharing that would address a grand challenge that
they had identified and were concerned with. The
P2P Foundation Blog, launched at the end of 2005,
provided a forum for further discussion of the sharing
economy. The categorywas defined as “platforms that
enable such sharing,” “primarily about sharing one’s
creative expression” (Bauwens, 2007), but at the core,
the category was defined in terms of the moral values
and purpose that it aimed to achieve as described in
the following quote:

What is so new about this sharing economy … is the
new feasibility of producing information, knowledge,
and culture through social, rather than market and
proprietary relations that creates opportunities for
greater autonomous action on the part of millions of
individuals—a more critical culture, a more engaged
and better-informed society and the possibility of a
more equitable global community. (Bauwens, 2006)

In short, the sharing economy was about “the pro-
duction of the ideas, innovations, experiences and
other intangibles” (Arvidsson, Bauwens & Peitersen,
2008: 10) that were shared through the web (i.e.,

FIGURE 3
Number of Distinct Examples (Bar Chart) and the Sum of Mentions of Each Example (Dashed Line Graph)

by the Social Movement and the Press by Year, 2009–2019
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4Alternatively, Jemielniak and Przegalinska (2020)
credit Felson and Spaeth (1978) with coining the term
“economy of sharing.”
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online platforms), but, more importantly, was about
creating amore equitable society through these activi-
ties, emphasizing values such as “freedom, participa-
tion, social equity and innovation” (Bauwens, 2009).

The category was heavily linked to the notion of
Creative Commons in this period. In 2006, Flickr,
del.icio.us, and ccMixter, where pictures, web book-
marks, andmusic could be shared, aswell asWikipe-
dia, were mentioned as examples of the sharing
economy. In 2008, Linuxwasmentioned to illustrate
how the sharing economy could outperform the con-
ventional market system, and YouTube and Google
were mentioned as examples of platforms where the
value created by users could be shared andmonetized.
However, the narrowly defined category led to only a
few examples being used to illustrate the category.

Outcome: Category lacks attention. During this
period, the sharing economy was an occasionally
used categorywithin the socialmovement. However,
the category did not receive sufficient attention to
attract more potential enthusiasts who identified
with its cause. It was also rarely incorporated into
the press and public discourse. There were a few
exceptions. A 2007 report in the New York Times
covered the sharing economy and mentioned Wiki-
pedia and BostonNOW, a newspaper that combined
traditional and web journalism, as examples (Kum-
mer, 2007). There was also one opinion piece in the
Wall Street Journal in 2009, and two articles in 2010
and 2011 in the New York Times, that covered the
sharing economy. Other than these articles, the cate-
gory remained largely obscure during this period.

Category Growth: Social Movement (2009–2014)

Category expansion and example proliferation.
To grow the category, we found that the social move-
ment engages in “category expansion,” which we
define as proactively redefining the attributes of an
existing category to include a broader range of enti-
ties (Grodal, 2018). In our study, we found that
this was done by expanding the attributes that deter-
mine membership in the category, although some
instances could involve the restriction of the number
of attributes considered for category inclusion. Cate-
gory expansion by the social movement is driven by
the need to reevaluate and adapt how a category is
used. Initially, the attributes defined by the move-
ment actors promoting the category may have been
too restrictive, thus limiting the category’s potential
to grow among potential enthusiasts. Through cate-
gory expansion, the social movement aims to culti-
vate wider acceptance and deeper engagement with

the category, hoping to resonate with a broader spec-
trum of advocates and proponents by presenting a
diverse array of instances that are relatable and perti-
nent to their cause.

In 2009, Shareable expanded the sharing economy
category to include the “sharing of physical objects
and spaces” such as living and working space, food
preparation, household items and appliances, and
apparel (Gorenflo, 2010a), whereas it previously
focused only on the sharing of intangibles through
the web. This redefinition expanded the set of prac-
tices that could be considered part of the category.
The redefined and expanded sharing economy also
enlarged the values and ideals of the category.
In addition to its original values that the sharing
economy should “stay open, fair, and democratic”
(Johnson, 2012a), the social movement emphasized
“cost savings, stronger communities, environmental
conservation, broader access to resources, and
higher quality products made for sharing” (Goren-
flo, 2010b) as the core attributes that define the shar-
ing economy category.

As part of category expansion, the social move-
ment engages in the rhetorical practice of “example
proliferation,” which we define as the act of using
multiple and diverse examples. Example prolifera-
tion results from the deliberate expansion of the cate-
gory, which allows more examples to be considered
asmembers of the category.More importantly, exam-
ple proliferation is a rhetorical practice in which
the use of diverse examples makes it easier to com-
prehensively understand a category. This is because
each examplemaypossess a different set of attributes
from one another (Perelman & Olbrechts-Tyteca,
[1958] 1969). By using multiple and diverse exam-
ples, the social movement effectively demon-
strates the category’s versatility and scope. This
approach not only enriches the understanding of
the category but also allows for a more nuanced
appreciation of its potential applications and
variations.

Category expansion involved the inclusion of new
examples used to describe the sharing economy.
Two examples seen in the publications of the social
movement organizations in 2009 reflect both the
original definition and the expansion of the category.
The example ofWikipedia corresponded to the origi-
nal definition of the sharing economy. In contrast,
the example of Freecycle, a platform for “giving
(and getting) stuff for free in their own towns and
neighborhoods” (Freecycle, n.d.), illustrates how
the category now encompassed the sharing of tan-
gible objects.
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More importantly, it appears that the primary aim
of example proliferation was to aid in a comprehen-
sive understanding of the category, as suggested by
the growing variety and number of examples over
the years. Starting with the increase in the number of
examples to 18 examples in 2010, the number of
examples continued to increase to 38 in 2011 and
95 in 2012 and reached a peak of 148 in 2013 (see
Figure 3). The use of many different examples illus-
tratedhow the category encompassed a variety of prac-
tices, including the sharing of “office space, travel
accommodations, textbooks, kids’ clothes, parking
spaces, garden plots, private planes, camera lenses,
luxury handbags, boats, household items, andmore”
(Gorenflo, 2010c). Rather than focusing solely on
the models of organizing that movement activists
believed were best suited to addressing grand chal-
lenges, they provided examples of various models,
including for-profits, “social entrepreneurship, co-ops,
non-profits, and more” (Davis, 2011). The diverse
examples demonstrated the category’s moral values
and purpose, which included “decentralizing power;
creating a fairer world; reducing waste; empowering
people and groups; building more resilient systems;
and strengthening communities” (Sharp, 2014).

Outcome: Growth of category within social move-
ment. Category expansion resulted in the growth of
the category within the social movement. The grow-
ing use of the category, as evidenced by the increasing
number of articles on the sharing economy published
by the social movement organizations, illustrates the
point (see Figure 1). We also found other signs that
indicate the growth of the category within the social
movement. For instance, several new books about the
sharing economy were published that were featured
in Shareable and the P2P Foundation Blog, including
The sharing solution (Orsi & Doskow, 2009), The
mesh: Why the future of business is sharing (Gansky,
2010), andWhat’smine is yours: The rise of collabora-
tive consumption (Botsman & Rogers, 2010). More
social movement organizations focusing on the shar-
ing economy were founded during this period, such
as The People Who Share in 2011 and Ouishare in
January 2012. Shareable (Johnson, 2012b) noted this
growth, stating, “as the sharing economy picks up
momentum, … there are also groups emerging that
consciously identify with the big-picture shar-
ingmovement.”

Category mainstreaming and example concen-
tration. As the category growswithin the socialmove-
ment, the focus moves to “category mainstreaming,”
which we define as the deliberate efforts undertaken
to make a category widely accepted and recognized
beyond the social movement. In essence, category

mainstreaming aims to extend the category’s influence
into the broader public discourse, in the hopes that the
ideals and goals of the social movement will permeate
mainstream thought and practice, potentially leading
to substantial societal change.

As the category gained traction, the social move-
ment started to discuss ways to “bring the sharing
economymainstream” (Makkonen, 2012) and “spread
the idea of sharing to the general public” (Johnson,
2013). As an article in Shareable (Makwana, 2013)
noted,

At this crucial juncture in the evolution of the shar-
ing economy, it behoves us to think very carefully
about how and why we pursue and promote sharing
in society—both in our campaigning activities and in
our engagement with the mainstreammedia.

To accomplish category mainstreaming, the social
movement engages in the rhetorical practice of
“example concentration,” which we define as the
act of focusing on a few examples to represent a cate-
gory. As opposed to example proliferation, which
uses multiple diverse examples to provide a com-
prehensive understanding of the category, exam-
ple concentration focuses on a few entities. Example
concentration leads to the rise of an exemplar, the
most salient and prominent example of a category
(Smith & Medin, 1981). In particular, we found that
the social movement uses well-known entities as
exemplars. By using entities that are more familiar
and noticeable, the social movement hopes to draw
the attention of the broader public to the category.

For the category mainstreaming of the sharing
economy, the social movement chose to concentrate
on Airbnb as their exemplar. Airbnb was first intro-
duced as the opening example in the book What’s
mine is yours: The rise of collaborative consumption
(Botsman & Rogers, 2010), which was subsequently
mentioned in the outlets of the social movement
organizations. Airbnb’s successful Series B funding
round of USD 112 million increased its visibility,
prompting the social movement to mention it more
frequently as an example of the sharing economy.
Although Airbnb was already the most frequently
mentioned example of the category by the social
movement as early as 2011, its use as an example
continued to increase more compared to the use of
other examples. By 2014, mentions of Airbnb repre-
sented 20% of all references to examples within
the category, highlighting its dominant role as an
exemplar of the sharing economy (see Table 3 for the
top examplesmentioned, and Figure 3 for the sum of
mentions of each example by year).
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One important thing to note is that some social
movement activists did not consider Airbnb to be an
example that best conveyed the values and purpose—
the core attributes—of the sharing economy category.
One of the core reasons was that Airbnb received
funding from venture capitalists. They were con-
cerned that “venture capital funds are not interested
in people power, they are interested in an investment
with a good return” (Slee, 2013, cited in Bauwens,
2013a). Some went on to argue that “high-profile
companies like Airbnb, Lyft, €Uber [sic], Sidecar, and
TaskRabbit” needed “a new business model” that
was not “privately owned, venture-capital funded”
to “fulfill the dream and promise of the sharing econ-
omy” (Orsi, 2013).

Despite the disparity between Airbnb and the core
attributes of the sharing economy category as origi-
nally defined by the social movement, its promotion
of Airbnb as an exemplar was viewed as critical to
the sharing economy becoming mainstream. Share-
able (Hyer, 2011) noted, “The past year has seen the
rise of the sharing economy. Airbnb is now a house-
hold name.” Another article in Shareable (Cozza,
2012) suggested thatwith “the recent success of com-
panies like Airbnb, 2012 may prove to be the year
sharing goes mainstream.” As an article in the P2P
Foundation Blog (Geron, 2013, cited in Bauwens,
2013b) noted, “Airbnb is the best-known example …

(tomost casual observers, it’s the only example).”

Outcome: Interplay between social movement
and press. Category mainstreaming and example
concentration on the part of the social movement
corresponded with the press using the sharing econ-
omy category, as explained below.

Interplay between Social Movement and Press

Category permeates beyond social movement
via exemplar. While the sharing economywasmen-
tioned a few times in the press during category
obscurity, it was in 2012 through Airbnb that the
sharing economy category was prominently intro-
duced in the press and became known to the broader
general public. As Airbnb started to become more
widely mentioned in the press due to its exponential
growth, the sharing economy was also mentioned.
Of the six articles that referenced the sharing econ-
omy in 2012, all but one were about Airbnb. It was
the press coverage of Airbnb that also allowed the
sharing economy category to be mentioned and to
grow beyond the social movement. Thus, the exem-
plar Airbnb played a significant role in introducing

the sharing economy category to the general public
andmainstreampress.

Category Growth: Press (2012–2015)

Category superficial use. We found that the press
engages in what we call “category superficial use,”
defined as the use of a category in a manner that
is only surface-level, lacking depth or a thorough
understanding of the category’s core attributes. As
noted earlier, an important distinction between the
social movement and the press is that while the for-
mer focuses on the category and uses examples and
exemplars to discuss the category and the values and
ideals it aims to fulfill, the latter focuses on covering
key events and entities in business and society. This
focus often means the category is mentioned merely
as a descriptor of the exemplar covered in the press
article, contributing to the category’s superficial use.

Most of the articles in the press mentioned the
sharing economy in passing without elaborating on
what it is and, more importantly, the values and pur-
pose it is meant to fulfill. For instance, an article
about Airbnb in the New York Times (Carrns, 2013)
stated, “Airbnb is part of the increasingly popular
‘sharing’ economy, in which people use online
services to rent rooms in their homes, or to rent
their cars, directly to others.” An article in the
Wall Street Journal (MacMillan, Karmin & Dwoskin,
2014) described, “Airbnb, valued at $10 billion in an
April round of financing, is a pioneer of the ‘sharing
economy,’ where consumers use apps like ride-
sharing service Lyft Inc. and odd-job marketplace
TaskRabbit Inc. to exchange goods and services.”
While a few articles provided a thorough examina-
tion of the sharing economy and its intended ideals—
such as an opinion piece by academic Juliet Schor,
detailing “the potential for the sharing economy to give
work more meaning, autonomy and social impact”
(Schor, 2013)—the majority offered at most a cursory
description. For instance, the Times mentioned, “‘the
sharing economy’ — where people use the internet to
rent beds, cars, boats and other goods and services
direct from each other” (Arlidge, 2014), which entirely
omits the values andpurpose of the category as defined
by the socialmovement.

Outcome: Emergence of devoid exemplar. Super-
ficial use of the category was followed by the emer-
gence of a new exemplar, Uber, which was devoid
of the core attributes of the category as originally
defined by the social movement. Interestingly,
the Wall Street Journal (Lessin, 2012) had already
used Uber as an example of the sharing economy in
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anOctober 20, 2012 article, grouping it together with
Airbnb and TaskRabbit. At the time, Uber allowed
users to hail commercially licensed drivers; this dif-
fered from “ridesharing” firms like Lyft and SideCar,
where regular people drove their personal cars,
which the social movement believed was closer
to the ideals behind the sharing economy. Uber
would eventually incorporate the “ridesharing”model
in April 2013. The early inclusion of Uber as an exam-
ple of the sharing economy category suggests that
the press focused on how it “connect[s] paying
passengers to drivers” (Fitzgerald & Orden, 2013),
without considering the core attributes of the cate-
gory, which encompass the purpose of “being ‘good
for society’” and “helping the environment or soci-
ety” (Gaskins, 2011). In that sense, it was devoid of
the core attributes fundamental to the sharing econ-
omy category.

Similar to how the sharing economy category was
used as a descriptor for Airbnb, the sharing economy
became a descriptor for Uber when the firm received
considerable press coverage starting in 2014. That
year, Uber grew exponentially, completed its Series
D and E funding rounds, and started to face contro-
versies around regulatory issues. Extensive coverage
made it the second most mentioned example in the
press in 2014, and thus became another exemplar of
the sharing economy. Through the emergence and
inclusion of Uber, in which the original business
model was based on users hailing commercially
licensed drivers, we see the emergence of an exem-
plar devoid of the category’s core attributes as defined
by the socialmovement.

Outcome: Interplay between press and social
movement. Following category superficial use and
the emergence of a devoid exemplar in the press, the
social movement started using the devoid exemplar
(i.e., Uber), as explained below.

Interplay between Press and Social Movement

Devoid exemplar permeates social movement.
As Uber became the second most mentioned exam-
ple of the sharing economy in the press, it also came
to be frequently mentioned by the social movement
in discussions around the sharing economy, despite
it being an exemplar thatwas devoid of the core attri-
butes that the movement had used to define the cate-
gory. It is worth noting that while the press already
started using Uber as part of the sharing economy
category in 2012, the social movement only started
mentioning Uber after it adopted the ridesharing
model in 2013. Even then, Uber was mentioned

fewer times than Lyft, which was the second most
mentioned example by the social movement at the
time.When Lyft was initially founded, as Zimride, it
served as an example of the sharing economy by
the social movement. It concentrated on ridesharing
for college students, and many considered that it
embodied the principles and beliefs of the sharing
economy, in contrast to Uber, which started as a tra-
ditional cab company. However, with Uber becom-
ing the second most mentioned example in the
mainstream press in 2014, and widely recognized as
an example of the sharing economy by the general
public, the social movement was unable to exclude
discussions about Uber, making it the second most
mentioned example of the sharing economy category
in its publication outlets (see Table 3).

Category Decline: Social Movement (2014–2019)

Category refocusing and exemplar vilification.
As an example that is devoid of the core attributes
that initially defined the category becomes an exem-
plar of the category, the social movement engages in
“category refocusing.”Wedefine category refocusing
as redirecting or shifting attention toward the origi-
nal core attributes of a category. Rather than trying to
narrow the boundaries of the category as the existing
literature would suggest (Grodal, 2018), category
refocusing involves maintaining the boundaries of
the category,while reverting the focus of the category
to its originalmeaning.

The inclusion of Uber as another exemplar of the
sharing economy became a problem for the social
movement. The social movement was particularly
concerned with the misalignment of the values and
purpose of the sharing economy and what the exem-
plars being highlighted typified. One activist noted,
“by focusing on Uber as the representative of ‘the
sharing economy,’ we risk confusing the public’s
understanding of the sharing economy and overlook-
ing many revolutionary enterprises that better exem-
plify an ethos of actual sharing” (Pick & Dreher, 2015,
cited in Pick, 2015a). The social movement was wor-
ried that the sharing economy category would
come to mean “profit-seeking smartphone apps
for unregulated taxi services (Uber) and vacation
rentals (Airbnb)” rather than addressing, for instance,
“wider concerns of equity, fairness and worker
participation” (Makwana, 2015).

With the dominance of Airbnb and Uber, and the
focus on the business aspects of the sharing economy
category, the social movement engaged in category
refocusing. While some social movement activists
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attempted to narrow the category by pushing for “the
idea of a real sharing economy” (Schneider, 2014a,
cited in Troncoso, 2014) or a “‘true’ sharing econo-
my” (Pick & Dreher, 2015, cited in Pick, 2015a), or
even creating a new category, such as “platform
cooperativism” which only includes platforms in
which “providers like drivers and hosts … own and
control the platforms” (Gorenflo, 2015), most of the
effortswere focused on keeping the sharing economy
category inclusive and redirecting the attention
toward its original core attributes. As one activist
wrote, “it is of course not a question of being
opposed to entrepreneurs and their ‘sharing’ pro-
jects, but of being opposed to the reduction of p2p
[peer-to-peer] to market activities” (Bauwens,
2014b).

As part of category refocusing, the social move-
ment employed “exemplar vilification,” which we
define as negatively portraying exemplars within a
category by emphasizing attributes of the exemplars
that do not fit the core attributes of the category. As
exemplars may not always embody the core attri-
butes of a category, this rhetorical practice highlights
discrepancies and misalignments, effectively ques-
tioning the exemplars’ representativeness of the cate-
gory’s true essence. Through exemplar vilification,
the social movement aims to refocus attention on the
original values and purposes of the category. This
approach reinforces the category’s foundational prin-
ciples, ensuring that the category remains aligned
with themovement’s original vision and goals.

The social movement vilified the two exemplars,
Airbnb and Uber, for not adhering to the category’s
core values. An article written by Shareable cofoun-
der Neal Gorenflo, where he referred to “Uber and
Airbnb as Death Star platforms” (Gorenflo, 2015),
garnered a lot of attention, being mentioned in other
articles in Shareable and the P2P Foundation Blog.
Despite being recognized as part of the category, both
firmswere viewed as having a detrimental impact on
the original purpose and values associated with the
sharing economy. In particular, Uber was used as an
exemplar to highlight problems that were increas-
ingly associated with the individuals using these
platforms. As more and more people started to use
these services tomake a living, socialmovement arti-
cles started to address whether users of the platforms
should be classified as employees or independent
contractors, with articles complaining that “workers
get no benefits and aren’t covered by minimum-wage
laws” (Leonard, 2014, cited in Bauwens, 2014a). An
article in Ouishare Magazine (Pick & Dreher, 2015,
cited in Pick, 2015a) stated,

Many of the best-known platforms currently associ-
ated with the sharing economy, such as Uber … per-
petuate centralized, hierarchical, capitalist systems
that stymie any kind of fundamental societal trans-
formation… . It is important to look at why they were
set up, how they are organized, and who they are
intended to benefit.

Airbnb was not free from criticism. Despite some
activists claiming that “there is actually a difference
between Uber and Airbnb” (Filippova, 2014), the
fact that the twowere financed by venture capitalists
was a problem. As one article pointed out:

[Venture capital]-backed sharing economy compa-
nies like Airbnb and Uber have caused trouble for
legacy industries, but gone is the illusion that they
are doing it with actual sharing. Their main contribu-
tion to society has been facilitating new kinds of
transactions—for a fee, of course, to pay back to their
investors. “The sharing economy has become the
on-demand economy,” laments Antonin L�eonard,
co-founder of the Paris-based network OuiShare,
which connects sharing-economy entrepreneurs
around the world. (Schneider, 2014b)

The social movement believed that venture capital–
backed companies were focused on firm growth and
profit to pay back investors at the expense of fulfill-
ing the ideals of the sharing economy.

Interestingly, as the conversationmoved fromhow
the sharing economy category could solve grand
challenges to how venture capitalist-backed firms
went against this ideal, Uber overtookAirbnb, becom-
ing the most mentioned example of the sharing econ-
omy by the socialmovement in 2015 (see Table 3).

Outcome: Failure to refocus the category on
core attributes based on values and purpose.
Exemplar vilification, focusing on negatively por-
traying exemplars, allowed the social movement to
illustrate how these exemplars weremisalignedwith
the core values of the category that the social move-
ment had originally defined. However, it fell short of
refocusing the category on the core attributes based
on values and purpose.

Apart from exemplar vilification, the social move-
ment also laid out what were considered good
examples “‘as … antidote[s] to the so-called death
stars’ of the sharing economy” (Johnson, 2017). For
instance, La Zooz, a ridesharing app that “operate[s]
as a decentralized, autonomous organization” (Pick &
Dreher, 2015, cited in Pick, 2015a) was highlighted in
all three publication outlets of the socialmovement as
a good example of the category. However, because of
the dominance of Uber and Airbnb in the discourse
around the sharing economy, most discussion on the
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category centered on these devoid exemplars and
their problems rather than on the examples that better
reflected the core attributes of the category. While we
see examples such as FoodAssembly and RideAustin
that better reflect the original core values of the shar-
ing economy category coming to the fore in 2017 (see
Table 3), this was already after we saw the social
movement engaging in category abandonment, which
we describe next.

Category abandonment. We found that the social
movement engages, as a consequence of the failure
to refocus the category, in what we call “category
abandonment,” which we define as the deliberate
decision to no longer use the category. This occurs
when efforts to refocus the category toward its origi-
nal values and objectives prove unsuccessful. In
such scenarios, themovementmay conclude that the
category has diverged too far from its intended pur-
pose or has become overly diluted or misrepresented.
This action reflects a recognition that continuing to
invest in a category that no longer serves its original
purpose can be counterproductive to the movement’s
broader aims.

As time passed, the social movement slowly
started to give up on using the sharing economy cate-
gory. On December 21, 2015, Ouishare Magazine fea-
tured an article titled “After the gold rush,” the theme
ofOuishare Fest, an annual event on the sharing econ-
omy, to be held in the coming year (Pick, 2015b). The
article declared:

5 years on and the enchantment with the “Sharing
Economy” is over … . For now, it appears only few
are benefitting from the abundance of value that has
been created by communities and entrepreneurs
worldwide—few organizations that are starting to
look suspiciously similar to those they were
disrupting—or worse?

The social movement had concluded that the cate-
gory, devoid of the core values initially used by the
movement to define it, was no longer able to fulfill
themovement’s ideals.

By 2016, the social movement had largely aban-
doned the sharing economy category. An article in
KQED, a San Francisco local newspaper, titled “The
movement to kill the phrase ‘sharing economy’”
(Harnett, 2016) quoted Shareable cofounder Neal
Gorenflo and stated that “he and others in the origi-
nal sharing economy have started giving up on the
phrase.”An article inOuishare Magazine (De Grave,
2016, emphasis in original) stated:

Of course, lumping Airbnb, Blablacar, Fab Labs and
Wikipedia together was, as the Anglo-saxons say,

a heroic assumption … . Large platforms were of
course rare and not always nice, but they were sup-
posed to form a kind of vanguard: their success
would be a prelude to the emergence of a motley
crew of well-meaning initiatives (yes, some even a
bit nuts), that so far only existed in the margins… .
The concept … was composite by nature, from
the beginning, but the tensions that shape it have
reached a level today that makes it impossible to
hold it together. We have to pull the plug. Requiescat
in pace.

The abandonment of the category seems to have
hurt the driving force of the social movement, which
was centered on promoting the sharing economy.
The total number of articles published by all three
socialmovements, regardless ofwhether they included
the term “sharing economy,” dropped significantly,
from 1,340 articles in 2015, to 758 in 2017, to 438 in
2019. The P2P Foundation Blog stopped publishing
articles in May 2020. Ouishare stopped hosting its
annual Ouishare Fest in 2017, which had run every
year since 2013,5 andOuishareMagazine’s last English
post was dated September 2022. Shareable remained
the only one among the three that continued to publish
articles as ofMay 2024.

Category Decline: Press (2015–2019)

Category incertitude. The press, on the other
hand, engages inwhatwe term “category incertitude,”
defined as the expression of uncertainty or doubt
regarding using a category. This occurswhen there is a
disconnect between the exemplars and the category’s
label (see also Vergne & Swain, 2017). As a conse-
quence of category superficial use from the previous
phase, the category’s label may seem ill-fitted as a
descriptor for the exemplars covered by the press,
even without taking the category’s core attributes into
account. This mismatch prompts the press to reevalu-
ate the appropriateness and effectiveness of the cate-
gory in accurately representing the exemplars.

Category incertitude came especially as Uber sur-
passed Airbnb to become the most mentioned exam-
ple of the sharing economy in the press in 2015.
While Uber and the sharing economy were men-
tioned in multiple contexts, labor issues became one
of the core concerns driving extensive discussions
of both the firm and the category in the press. For
instance, theWall Street Journal published an article
on January 27, 2015 titled, “On-demand workers:

5Ouishare tried to revive Ouishare Fest in 2021, but it
remained a one-off event.
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‘We are not robots’—Is technology liberating or
squeezing the new class of freelance labor?” (Weber,
& Silverman, 2015) that reported various lawsuits
involving Uber, Lyft, and Handy, and “whether
the contractors should be considered employees—a
debate that has surfaced in recent court decisions as
more large employers rely on contract work.” The
issue gained further attention when the California
Labor Commission ruled later that year that Uber dri-
vers should be considered employees and receive
compensation formileage and other expenses.

With the negative coverage ofUber and the sharing
economy, the press started to show incertitude toward
the sharing economy category. For instance, theWall
Street Journal (Mims, 2015) published an article by a
technology columnist titled, “Keywords: How every-
one misjudges the ‘sharing’ economy,” in which he
stated that “many of the companies under this
umbrella, like labor marketplace TaskRabbit, don’t
involve ‘sharing’ anything other than labor. If
TaskRabbit is part of the sharing economy, then so is
every other worker in America.” A New York Times
article titled, “Twisting words to make ‘sharing’ apps
seem selfless” on August 9, 2015 (Singer, 2015),
described how the term was being questioned by
news organizations:

The Associated Press [AP] Stylebook, the ultimate
American language manual for many reporters …

described the company [Uber], along with Lyft, as
“ride-hailing” or “ride-booking” services that allow
people to use smartphone apps to book and pay for a
car service. The entry cautioned: “Do not use ride-
sharing.” The AP manual does not yet have an entry
for “sharing economy.” In a telephone interview,
David Minthorn, co-editor of the AP Stylebook, told
me that “sharing” tends to imply an informal agree-
ment among people, like carpooling. So it seems
inaccurate, even euphemistic, he said, to use “sharing”
in the context of commercial enterprise.

Later articles in the New York Times claimed that
“there often isn’t much actual sharing going on”
(Greenhouse, 2016) and that “the so-called sharing
economy of Airbnb has nothing to do with actual
sharing” (Dobbins, 2017).

Outcome: Inadequacy of category to describe
exemplar. With category incertitude, there was an
increase in articles adding the modifier “so-called” in
front of the sharing economy. An article in Fortune
reported that “objections to ‘sharing economy’ appear
to be mounting because the term is inaccurate” and
that “more reporters [were] choosing to avoid” using
the sharing economy category (Roberts, 2015). This is
reflected in the use of the sharing economy category

by the press. After hitting peak use in 2015, articles
in the press that used the term “sharing economy”
started to decline (see Figure 1). It was evident that
the press was finding the sharing economy category
label unfit for use.

Recategorization. In contrast to the social move-
ment, which undergoes category abandonment, we
found that the press engages in “recategorization.”
Recategorization is defined as reassigning exemplars
to other categories that more accurately reflect their
attributes. As a result of recategorization, the original
category becomes obsolete, supplanted by new cate-
gories thatmore aptly describe the exemplars.

As the press was exemplar-focused and continued
to report about Uber and other companies, it needed
another descriptor for these firms. Many different
categories started to be used, including rental econ-
omy, on-demand economy, gig economy, and 1099
economy (which refers to the relevant U.S. tax forms
for workers) to refer to and group these firms. These
categories were not simply one-to-one replacements
for the sharing economy category. Rather, they
involved recategorization. For instance, “rental
economy” could only be used for firms that involve
rentals, such as Airbnb, not firms like Uber that
involve wage arrangements. On the other hand, cate-
gory labels such as “on-demand economy” and “gig
economy” applied largely to firms like Uber but not
to firms such asAirbnb.

The category that ultimately seemed to stickwas the
gig economy. This could be attributed to the fact that
the labor conditions and legal classification ofworkers
for Uber and other firms continued to be the center of
debate in the press after 2015. Figure 4 compares the
number of articles using the sharing economy versus
the gig economy category in the press between 2012
and 2019. By 2017, use of the gig economy surpassed
the use of the sharing economy category. With this
recategorization, the use of the sharing economy cate-
gory dropped further, leading to its decline.

DISCUSSION

In our study, we explore how different actors use
examples and exemplars to understand and shape a
category created to address grand challenges. We
find that the social movement employed examples
associated with the sharing economy in varied ways
as rhetorical devices, adjusting their use over time as
the category evolved. We also illustrate how the
social movement and the press used the category
and the examples differently. We show how the
divergent uses and their interplay contributed to
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shifts in the category’s meanings, culminating in its
decline, moving away from its initial aim to address
grand challenges. The findings of this study have
important implications for social movements and
other actors that seek to address grand challenges
(George, Howard-Grenville, Joshi & Tihanyi, 2016;
Markman,Waldron, Gianiodis & Espina, 2019).

Examples and Exemplars as a Rhetorical Device

First, this study demonstrates how examples and
exemplars can be used as rhetorical devices (Aristotle,
[ca. 400 BCE] 1991; Zerubavel, 2020).Mobilizing sup-
port is a critical challenge for addressing grand chal-
lenges (e.g., Hoffman, 1999; Lounsbury et al., 2003;
Weber et al., 2008). We illustrated how examples and
exemplars are used for category expansion, fostering
wider acceptancewithin themovement. Additionally,
we explored their role in category mainstreaming,
which aims to achieve widespread acceptance and
recognition of the category beyond the confines of the
socialmovement.

As part of category expansion, where the actor
proactively redefines the attributes of an existing cate-
gory to include a broader range of entities (Grodal,
2018) and cultivate wider acceptance and deeper
engagement within the movement, example prolifer-
ation, the intentional use of multiple diverse exam-
ples, proves to be useful. Example proliferation
highlights the category’s versatility and scope, not
only enhancing understanding but also preventing
oversimplification of the category. These findings
correspond to advice inTheNewRhetoric (Perelman
& Olbrechts-Tyteca, [1958] 1969): by employing a
wide array of examples, each highlighting a unique
aspect of a category, actors can reveal the complete

meaning of a category. Employing this rhetorical
strategy is possible because like-minded actors are
already devoted to the core values and purposes of
the social movement (Fine, 2002). Therefore, in this
instance, it becomes important to present a diverse
array of instances that are both relatable and perti-
nent to their cause.

For categorymainstreaming, where the actor seeks
to extend the category’s influence beyond the core
community and into the broader public discourse,
our findings indicate the use of example concentra-
tion, focusing on one or few examples to represent a
category. Example concentration elevates the exam-
ple to the status of exemplar, the most salient and
prominent example of a category (Smith & Medin,
1981). Exemplars play a crucial role in shaping and
conveying a category’s meanings (Loewenstein et al.,
2012; Younger & Fisher, 2020), enhancing audiences’
ability to process information effectively (Barlow
et al., 2019; Cohen&Basu, 1987). Therefore, example
concentration is an important rhetorical practice,
enabling audiences to more easily grasp the mean-
ings associated with a category (Gouvard & Durand,
2023; Zhao et al., 2018).

In particular, we uncover that the social movement
focuses onwell-knownentities that become the exem-
plar of a category. Concentrating on these recognized
entities leverages the power of familiarity, making
intricate ideas more accessible and relatable to audi-
ences (Giorgi, 2017; Martens, Jennings & Jennings,
2007). This strategy also facilitates memory and
recall, making information more memorable (Cohen &
Basu, 1987). Furthermore, due to their noticeable and
accessible nature, these examples can ensure greater
audience engagement (Entman, 1993; Fiske & Taylor,
1991; Pollock, Rindova & Maggitti, 2008). The

FIGURE 4
Number of Articles Including the “Sharing Economy” and “Gig Economy” in the Press, 2012–2019
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widespread media coverage of well-known entities
(Kennedy, 2005; Rosa et al., 1999) additionally pro-
motes exposure to the category. The social move-
ment pushed Airbnb as the exemplar of the sharing
economy category. It was a well-recognized firm,
andmanysocialmovement activists (correctly) believed
that the sharing economy could be spread to the gen-
eral public through Airbnb. The frequent media cov-
erage of Airbnb provided more opportunities for the
sharing economy category to be introduced to a wider
audience.

However, it is also important to note that the exem-
plar of a category is not necessarily its prototype,
whichmost accurately reflects a category’s core attri-
butes. Indeed, exemplars do not necessarily encap-
sulate the core meanings of a category (Barlow et al.,
2019). Airbnb’s “home-sharing” practice and fund-
ing from venture capitalistswere not necessarily rep-
resentative of the category’s values compared to
other organizations that incorporated practices such
as swap trading, time banks, tool libraries and
exchanges, and food co-ops. The social movement’s
selection of Airbnb as the exemplar provided room
for misinterpretation of the category and allowed the
introduction of a devoid example far from the ideals
of themovement. In that sense, Airbnbwas a double-
edged sword for the social movement because it
initially helped bring the movement’s goals to the
mainstream but may have also resulted in unwanted
changes in the category, ultimately contributing to
not only the abandonment of the category but also
the weakening of the movement. The findings point
to a challenge in selecting andhighlighting the exem-
plars that will help maintain and promote the moral
values and purposes of the category, with the ulti-
mate goal of solving grand challenges.

Future research should investigate the consequences
for a category when a social movement uses an exam-
ple that is more closely aligned with the ideals pro-
moted by the social movement. In our context, we
posit that had the social movement chosen a different
example—one better aligned with its core values—as
an exemplar for the category, the category’s meanings
would have been more closely associated with those
characteristics. In this scenario, examples such as
Airbnb or Uber would have served only as peripheral
examples, with their characteristics remaining on the
margins of the semantic space defining the category.
Consequently, it might have beenmore challenging for
the press (or other actors) to have used the category
in ways that significantly diverged from the move-
ment’s original conceptualization. Furthermore, such
an examplemayhave been lesser known to the general

public, proving less effective for categorymainstream-
ing. To summarize, while adopting examples more
closely aligned with a category’s ideals might ensure
its sustained use within a social movement, the cate-
gory could face challenges in achieving mainstream
status if the examples are lesser known.6

The third rhetorical practice that we identified
is exemplar vilification, which involves negatively
portraying exemplars within a category by empha-
sizing aspects that do not fit the core attribute of the
category. This rhetorical strategy is used by the social
movement for category refocusing and seems to be
more of an inevitable strategy than a proactive one. If
an actor decides not to restrict the definition of the
category or police membership (cf., Grodal, 2018)
because the actor wants to keep the category inclu-
sive or the exemplar has already become perceived
as an integral member of the category, exemplar vili-
fication may seem like a viable strategy. However,
we found that exemplar vilification fell short of refo-
cusing the category on the core attributes based on
values and purpose. The dominant focus on Uber
and Airbnb centered around their problems rather
than on the values and purpose the categorywas sup-
posed to promote to address grand challenges. Once
the exemplars took over the discourse, efforts to
bring in examples that better represent the original
values of the category, such as La Zooz—a decentra-
lized ridesharing app—did not gainmuch attention.

Overall, our research underscores the importance
of tailoring the use of examples as rhetorical devices
depending on the specific goal and intended audi-
ence. For a comprehensive understanding of a cate-
gory, particularly for audiences who are already
aligned with the intended goal, employing a variety
of diverse examples can be highly effective. Con-
versely, concentrating on one (or a few) examples,
thereby elevating it (them) to an exemplar, can facili-
tate easier understanding of a category’s meanings,
especially for a wider audience. In choosing an

6We thank Reviewer 1 for pointing out that because
the press engages in category superficial use, the press
might still introduce the sharing economy when covering
Airbnb, disregarding the core attributes of the category.
The crux of the matter then shifts to whether the press
could establish the link between Airbnb and the sharing
economy, particularly if mentions of Airbnb within the
discourse around the sharing economy were less fre-
quent. As highlighted in existing research on how the
press engages in meaning-making and legitimation pro-
cesses (e.g., Vaara et al., 2006), the press’s coverage deci-
sions are dependent on their information sources, which
influences how they frame and legitimize such connections.
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exemplar,we stress the importance of carefully select-
ing an example that meets two criteria: one that is
bothwell-known to the general public and also reflec-
tive of the values and purpose of the category. Choos-
ing an example that only meets one of these criteria
could potentially lead to the category not becoming
mainstreamor even being entirely abandoned.

Different Uses of Categories and Category Decline

Wealso highlight howdifferent actors’ use of a cat-
egory varies. We show that two influential actors in
categorical dynamics—the social movement and the
press—perceive and use categories differently, lead-
ing to changes and differences in the category’s
meanings. The social movement can create and use
a category to address grand challenges (Arjali�es &
Durand, 2019; Haveman & Rao, 1997; Weber et al.,
2008). The social movement, as a “core community”
(Grodal, 2018) or “category promoter” (Durand &
Khaire, 2017), focuses on promoting the category
and uses examples and exemplars to illustrate how
the movement’s goals might be fulfilled. Conversely,
the press focuses on exemplars to cover significant
business and societal events, using the category pri-
marily as a means to describe these exemplars, often
overlooking the category’s original meanings as
defined by the socialmovement.

While our paper does not explore how actors
beyond the socialmovement and thepress use the cat-
egory, it is reasonable to assume that other actors also
use the category for their own purposes (Granqvist,
Grodal & Woolley, 2013). In our empirical context,
“many organizations have been eager to position
themselves under the ‘big tent’ of the sharing econo-
my” (Schor, 2016: 8), with “companies fram[ing]
themselves as part of a broader ‘sharing economy’”
(Walker, 2015). Notably, firms like Airbnb and Side-
Car have utilized the “sharing economy” category in
response to regulatory challenges (Lee, 2017). Conse-
quently, the actions of these actors can also influence
categorical dynamics, affecting everything from the
selection of examples and exemplars by the social
movement to how the category is portrayed by the
press andultimately understood by the broader public.

Category meanings that contradict or undermine
the original ones can lead to category decline and
demise (Lo et al., 2020), which has significant impli-
cations for the category’s usefulness in addressing
grand challenges. In our study, we found that the
consequences of category decline were different for
the social movement than for the press. The press
successfully engaged in recategorization based on
the firms that it continued to cover. The new gig

economy category took hold, and the press contin-
ued covering business and societal events using the
new category. On the other hand, the social move-
ment abandoned the category. The social movement
identified with the category and was closely tied to
its fate, and with the category’s decline, the move-
ment also declined.

Our findings provide valuable insights for social
movements and other actors that seek to create and
use a category to address grand challenges. Building
on existing research on the dynamics between social
movements and the press (Gamson, 1992; Ryan,
1991), we reiterate the observation by Benford and
Snow (2000: 626) that “social movement activists
rarely exercise much control over … how the media
represent the activists’ claims.”Our study highlights
the importance ofmonitoring how the category is uti-
lized, and emphasizes the need to carefully manage
the examples promoted as exemplars of the category.
Drawing from categorization research, we observe that
categories evolve through diverging interests and vary-
ing interpretations among actors (Gehman& Soubli�ere,
2017; Jones et al., 2012). Once created, categories
become “‘public resources’ that actors can selectively
‘pull down’ (Weber& Dacin, 2011)” (Giorgi, Lockwood
&Glynn, 2015: 19) anduse for different goals and inter-
ests (Durand et al., 2017; Granqvist & Ritvala, 2016).
Consequently, the category, or the meaning system,
“takes on a life of its own” (Li, 2017: 527), becoming
susceptible to changes and deviations from creators’
and promoters’ original definitions. While we found
some instances where certain activists treated the
movement and the “sharing economy” category as syn-
onymous, the extensive use and alteration of the cate-
gory by the press diluted the category’s meanings,
resulting in a substantial divergence between the social
movement and the category. These findings suggest
that categorical processes involve diverse and even
dissonant interpretations that do not result in consen-
sus among the various actors, which may inhibit the
category’s effectiveness in tackling grand challenges.
Consequently, actors need to seekways to successfully
manage the boundaries and retain control of the cate-
gory (Grodal, 2018).

Implications for Grand Challenges

We acknowledge that grand challenges vary, poten-
tially impacting the applicability of our findings
about the use of examples and exemplars as rhetori-
cal devices. Our study demonstrates that category
expansion and the rhetorical practice of example
proliferationwere effective in fostering broader accep-
tance and deeper engagement within the movement.

172 Academy of Management Perspectives February



However, over-expansionmay lead to varied interpre-
tations of the category and its examples, posing chal-
lenges in maintaining the category’s core attributes.
The expansion of the sharing economy category to
include a wide range of moral values and purposes
(i.e., from “promoting a more sustainable use of
resources” to “promot[ing] … new forms of col-
laboration, solidarity and social bonding among
individuals”; Acquier, Daudigeos & Pinkse, 2017: 2)
with lots of examples that each describe how they
could fulfill these goals could have hindered the
social movement’s efforts to maintain the original
meanings of the category. In contrast, categories that
are defined in terms of “a clearly articulated problem
or goal” (George et al., 2016: 1881)may experience dif-
ferent dynamics, as progress is more easily measured,
and achievements are clearer. Therefore, it is crucial to
balance the scope of the category and example so that
the category can attract enough actors early but allow
for sufficient control of the category later.

Conversely, in our study, we found that category
refocusing and the rhetorical practice of exemplar
vilification were less effective. Instead of trying to
redirect attention toward the original core attributes
of a category while maintaining the boundaries of
the category, an alternative could be to narrow the
category and exclude the exemplars from the cate-
gory altogether. However, studies on framing and
rhetoric in social movements highlight the consis-
tency of the message as critical to its effectiveness
(Benford, 1993). Excluding Airbnb from the category
altogether would have contradicted the social move-
ment’s earlier promotion of these exemplars, poten-
tially damaging the movement’s credibility. This
consideration might explain why the social move-
ment opted for exemplar vilification instead of exclu-
sion, as it allows the exemplars to remain part of the
category. This approach might be seen as less detri-
mental while maintaining some continuity with past
actions. A potentially more viable option would be to
balance exemplar vilification with the active promo-
tion of alternative examples that align more closely
with the category’s core attributes. Existing research
highlights the effectiveness of clearly balancing
between “good” and “evil” in shaping understand-
ings and interpretations (Gamson, 1995; Levi-Strauss,
1963). The social movement could highlight “good”
examples that clarify the category’s core attributes by
facilitating a comparison with the vilified examples
(Weber et al., 2008). If feasible, these “good” examples
could even be elevated to the status of an exemplar,
effectively counterbalancing the vilified ones and
reinforcing the intendedmeanings of the category.

Although our study specifically examined the use
of examples as a rhetorical device to shape themean-
ings of a category, we believe that our insights are
applicable to other instances in which actors seek
to reshape behaviors and actions. This extension
includes the utilization of examples in crafting nar-
ratives and stories (e.g., Suddaby, Israelsen, Robert
Mitchell & Lim, 2023; Vaara, Sonenshein & Boje,
2016) and cultural frames (e.g., Howard-Grenville &
Hoffman, 2003; Reinecke & Ansari, 2021) or shaping
discourse (e.g., Grodal & O’Mahony, 2017; Schwoon,
Schoeneborn & Scherer, 2022) that not only mobi-
lizes other actors but is also carefully chosen to avoid
misinterpretation that could impede efforts in
addressing grand challenges. Our study highlights
the crucial need to adapt the use of examples as rhe-
torical devices according to different goals at various
stages, while also considering their potential for
diverse interpretations and applications by different
actors. We hope our findings offer valuable guidance
for social movements, policymakers, and other key
players in selecting and utilizing examples effec-
tively to confront and navigate grand challenges.
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