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Abstract 

Taking the sharing economy as an example, the article discusses the social basis for the 
development of the internet platform. It shows that the development of the sharing 
economy and internet platform not only benefits from its economic efficiency and 
social benefits but also relies on the sharing of technological dividends constructed 
by its technical characteristics and application, which have expanded the beneficiary 
groups and broadened the social basis of new technology.
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Phenomenon and question
With the deepening application of technology, internet platforms are widely used in 
social life and production and even show a monopoly trend in some fields, which has 
caused heated debate and stringent regulation. Among them, the sharing economy1 
that relies on the internet platform has developed rapidly in recent years and quickly 
expanded its influence. According to the data of the Sharing Economy Research Center 
of the State Information Center in March 2020, the transaction scale of the national 
sharing economy market reached 3282.8 billion yuan in 2019, which was an increase of 
11.6% over the previous year. Among them, the scale of sharing economy transactions in 
life services, production capacity, and knowledge and skills are 1.73 trillion yuan, 920.5 
billion yuan, and 306.3 billion yuan, respectively. In 2019, the number of participants in 
the sharing economy was approximately 800 million, the number of service providers 
was approximately 78 million, and the number of employees on platforms was approxi-
mately 6.23 million. Taxi, catering, accommodation, and other new forms of the shar-
ing economy accounted for 37.1%, 12.4%, and 7.3% of the industry, respectively. At the 
same time, the penetration rates of online car-hailing, food delivery, shared accommo-
dation, and shared medical care among netizens reached 47.4%, 51.6%, 9.7%, and 21%, 
respectively (National Information Center Sharing Economy Research Center 2020: 1). 
From 2015 to 2018, the proportion of online car-hailing passenger traffic in total taxi 
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passenger traffic increased from 9.5 to 36.3%, the proportion of shared accommodation 
revenue in the accommodation industry’s room revenue increased from 2.3 to 6.1%, and 
the proportion of online takeaway revenue in the catering industry revenue increased 
from 1.4 to 10.6% (National Information Center Sharing Economy Research Center 
2019: 1–2). These data demonstrate that the sharing economy has become an indispen-
sable and important part of the Chinese economy.

The high economic efficiency and social benefits of the sharing economy have contrib-
uted to its rapid development, which is taken for granted by both academia and busi-
ness. In contrast, the sharing economy has always faced resistance from multiple forces. 
However, little attention has been given to how the sharing economy and the internet 
platforms that it relies on can overcome resistance. In fact, the current development 
and application of digital technologies such as internet platforms have sparked intense 
disputes, confrontations, and even strong boycotts. In addition to strikes and boycotts 
in the sharing economy, there are threats to job opportunities by artificial intelligence, 
trade wars for the commanding heights of new technologies, class solidification, and 
ethical disputes that gene editing may cause.

Controversy, confrontation, and resistance to the application of new technologies 
often directly lead to the failure of advanced technology applications (Rogers 2002). 
Research on traditional industrial technologies has also shown that the sharing of tech-
nological dividends by stakeholder groups is critical to the success of technology appli-
cations (Zhang and Qiu 2009). The current disputes and confrontations about digital 
technologies such as internet platforms involve the interest distribution among coun-
tries, industries, or groups, and these all point to the distribution of technological divi-
dends to a large extent. This article takes the internet platform and the sharing economy 
as examples to explore the distribution mechanism of technological dividends and its 
specific impact on the application of digital technologies.

The economic and social background of the sharing economy
The background of the sharing economy

The concept of “collaborative consumption”, which is closely related to the sharing econ-
omy, was pioneered in 1978 by Felson and Spaeth (1978), including traditional sharing, 
barter, leasing, trade, rent, gifts and exchange, and many other types. The generation 
and rapid development of the sharing economy in the current general sense are closely 
related to the decline in income and demand caused by the great recession of the global 
economy in 2008 (Cohen and Kietzmann 2014). In addition, the economic recession has 
also increased the relative cost of private property, which stimulates behaviors such as 
renting and sharing and further promotes the rapid development of the sharing econ-
omy (Gansky 2012). The demonstration effect of the great success2 of Airbnb and Uber, 
which originated in Silicon Valley, has directly stimulated the development of the shar-
ing economy (Martin 2016).

Sharing is a concept that corresponds to “possession.” Before the prevalence of the 
sharing economy, the possession of ownership and use rights was the aim of economic 

2 The two companies have created a myth of rapid growth in less than a decade: Uber went public on May 11, 2019 with 
a market value of $76 billion, and Airbnb has been valued at more than $30 billion.
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property rights. The essence of “possession” is to obtain services and benefits through 
possession. If high-quality services and benefits can be obtained without possession, 
people’s motivation to own things will weaken. The development of the internet, espe-
cially the mobile internet, helps to achieve this to a great extent. The sharing economy 
based on the peer-to-peer (P2P) internet platform realizes the full utilization of idle 
assets, skills, time, and other resources, which gives people the opportunity to transcend 
ownership restrictions and drives the sharing of resource use rights (Botsman and Rog-
ers 2015:8).

Internet platforms enhance the economic efficiency and social benefits of the sharing 

economy

There is no doubt that sharing has existed since ancient times (Belk 2010). For exam-
ple, so-called “borrowing,” especially mutual borrowing and mutual assistance, has the 
meaning of sharing. “Gift” is also a typical behavior of sharing the right to use and own-
ership. The “social exchange” emphasized in sociological theory also includes the basic 
elements of “sharing.” However, what people usually call the sharing economy is not as 
simple as sharing behavior. It has expanded from a close community to an open digital 
community of loosely connected people, even anonymous people, and strangers. At pre-
sent, the sharing economy especially refers to the sharing behavior and economic form 
based on digital internet platforms. Generally, the sharing economy indicates the sum 
of economic activities that utilize modern information technologies, e.g., the internet, 
with the sharing of use rights as its main characteristic, which features the integration 
of massive and decentralized resources to meet diversified needs (National Information 
Center Sharing Economic Research Center 2017: 2). From this point of view, although 
idle capacity, sharing concepts, and trust among strangers play a role in the development 
of the sharing economy, the internet platform is the underlying technological foundation 
for the sharing economy. The internet platform has expanded the scale of sharing and 
spawned some new forms of sharing.

The rapid development of the sharing economy has attracted great attention from 
multiple disciplines. Among them, economics and management focus on the profit 
model of the sharing economy, capital and market operations, and economic efficiency 
and security. Internet platforms that make full use of digital technologies such as the 
mobile internet, big data, and cloud computing not only significantly reduce the cost 
of connecting potential supply and demand through disintermediation and other means 
but also improve the accuracy and efficiency of matching between resource supply and 
demand (Parker et al. 2017: 72) and simultaneously expand the choices available to both 
suppliers and consumers, which drastically reduces the price of products and services 
(Richardson 2015). For example, online car-hailing has increased economic efficiency: 
its time utilization rate is 30% higher than that of taxis, and its mileage utilization rate is 
50% higher (Cramer and Krueger 2016: 3). After car-hailing entered the market, deaths 
from drunk driving dropped significantly (Greenwood and Wattal 2017). With the help 
of the internet platform’s two-way anonymous evaluation mechanism, real-time posi-
tioning, online monitoring, and other technologies, it is possible to improve the qual-
ity of products and services and significantly improve security. Statistics from the 
Justice Big Data Research Institute of the Supreme People’s Court of China show that the 
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number of crimes committed by online car-hailing drivers in 2017 was approximately 
10% of the number of crimes committed by traditional taxi drivers, and the online driv-
ers’ incidence rate of 10,000 people was only 7.69% of taxi drivers (Xu 2018).

The improvement in the safety of online car-hailing is largely due to the new police 
mechanism based on the internet platform. Online car-hailing platforms such as DiDi 
and Uber have launched corresponding safety measures. For example, Uber launched a 
one-click alarm function in May 2018. Passengers can directly call the police by clicking 
“Contact 911” on the app; Uber will also send key information such as the license plate, 
vehicle location, and driving route to the 911 commissioner. The real-time mutual evalu-
ation mechanism between the transaction parties based on the internet platform also 
effectively improves the service quality. In the car-hailing industry, “low ratings (such as 
for rudeness, bad driving, or lack of street knowledge) can cause drivers to be dropped 
from the service” (Chase 2015: 157).

In addition, car-hailing and other sharing economies can provide more diverse ser-
vices to meet individual needs, especially high-end needs, which were previously diffi-
cult to meet, thereby reducing the need for people to buy private cars and thus reducing 
the related social costs. The “China Smart Travel 2015 Big Data Report” revealed that 
in 2015, the success rate of taxis was 60%, and the success rate of online car-hailing was 
89%. The annual empty running rate of Beijing taxis was 31%, while the annual empty 
running rate of online car-hailing was 11%. Express Carpool can reduce 630,000 vehi-
cle trips per day, and hitchhiker ridesharing can reduce 513,000 vehicle trips per day. 
Together, they can reduce 1.143 million vehicle trips for the city, which is equivalent 
to saving 510 million liters of gasoline a year, reducing carbon emissions by 13.55 mil-
lion tons, and generating the amount of ecological compensation equivalent to planting 
1.13 billion trees (DiDi Media Research Institute et  al. 2016: 37, 44–45). The research 
results of the Sharing Economy Research Center of the State Information Center (2019: 
39) are similar, which support the conclusion that online car-hailing improves economic 
efficiency and social benefits. Under free competition, online car-hailing reduces travel 
costs and resource waste by linking and revitalizing idle vehicles. In many fields, the 
sharing economy increases market competition by increasing supply and reducing the 
price of products and services. For example, according to Priceonomics data, in most 
major cities in the United States, apartment prices on Airbnb are on average 21% to 50% 
cheaper than hotel prices, and Airbnb has also made hotel occupancy rates and prices in 
the same area continue to decline (Zervas et al. 2017: 690; Farronato and Fradkin 2018: 
31).

The sociological focus on the sharing economy is broad. For example, the sharing 
economy helps to improve welfare and social benefits, make friends, and improve social 
trust (Botsman and Rogers 2015: 8–9). The sharing economy also helps to improve the 
social utilization rate of redundant and idle resources, reduce waste, promote environ-
mental protection, and it also helps to achieve sustainable consumption; it can even pro-
mote social equity and justice, increase employment opportunities, reduce employment 
pressure, and enhance social integration (Chen 2009; Richardson 2015). The sociologi-
cal perspectives are also diverse, including cultural (Martin and Upham 2016; Hamari 
et al. 2016), grassroots social innovation (Martinet al. 2015), lifestyle movement (Haen-
fler et al. 2012), social integration (Felson and Spaeth 1978; Laamanen et al. 2015), social 
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segregation (Schor et  al. 2015), and governance models (Bardhi and Eckhardt 2012; 
Hartl et al. 2016). Among them, some scholars focus on analyzing the social dynamics of 
the sharing economy, and some focus on exploring the social consequences of the shar-
ing economy (Wang 2017: 24).

Overall, social science research on the sharing economy has extended from economic 
and commercial perspectives to social, institutional, and cultural perspectives and even 
to the technical level. However, the current technical analysis of the sharing economy is 
still limited to improving economic efficiency through new technologies. Both academia 
and industry take for granted that the sharing economy that relies on internet platform 
technology is safer, more efficient, and has significant economic and social benefits. 
Throughout human history, advanced and efficient technologies have not always been 
successfully applied. In fact, various forms of the sharing economy have been resisted 
and even banned.

The sharing economy encounters multiple obstacles
The application of new technologies often encounters various obstacles. The most typi-
cal are the restrictions of laws and regulations and the resistance of interest groups, 
especially when the new technology touches on the interest of stakeholders in the exist-
ing economic structure.

Institutional dilemmas limit the legitimacy of the sharing economy

New technologies are often not within the scope of the old system, and it is difficult to 
comply with the regulations of the old system. By matching supply and demand informa-
tion online and facilitating transactions, internet platforms have far-reaching impacts on 
exchange, consumption, and production, with significant economic efficiency and social 
benefits. However, they also challenge existing systems, especially government regula-
tory systems. For example, house sharing is suspected of violating the Urban Planning 
Law, vehicle sharing is suspected of violating the Labor Law, and information sharing is 
suspected of violating Intellectual Property Law (Jiang and Wang 2017: 142).

According to old regulations, there are many non-compliances in the sharing econ-
omy. Since its origin, online car-hailing has encountered restrictions from regulations 
and even administrative bans. For example, Article 64 of the Regulations of the People’s 
Republic of China on Road Transport (2004) stipulates that “Whoever violates the pro-
visions of these Regulations and engages in road transport business without obtaining 
a road transport business license shall be ordered by the road transport management 
agency at or above the county level to stop the operation; Where there are illegal gains, 
the illegal gains shall be confiscated and a fine of no less than two times but not more 
than ten times the illegal gains shall be imposed; Where there are no illegal gains or 
where the illegal gains are less than 20,000 yuan, a fine of between 30,000 and 100,000 
yuan shall be imposed; Where a crime is constituted, criminal responsibility is to be pur-
sued in accordance with the law.” According to this Article, car-hailing platforms, car-
hailing drivers, and car-hailing vehicles are illegal because they run without obtaining an 
operating license.

In addition, even if both the driver and the vehicle have obtained licenses that meet 
regulatory requirements, people who engage in online car-hailing may still be convicted 
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of breaking the law. Uber in the United States initially cooperated with high-end car 
rental companies by using car rental companies’ vehicles and drivers (both with oper-
ating qualifications) to carry out online booking services. In October 2010, Uber (then 
named UberCab), which had been online for four months, was jointly ordered by the San 
Francisco Municipal Transportation Agency and the California Public Utilities Commis-
sion to cease operations. U.S. government regulators found Uber to be in violation of the 
law on the grounds that Uber’s taxi pricing model blurs the line between premium and 
affordable taxis, that rates were not reviewed and approved, and that vehicles were not 
painted in specified colors (Xu 2016: 42). According to this standard, it is undoubtedly 
more serious to illegally access private cars and drivers without operating qualifications.

As a pioneer in the sharing economy and online car-hailing, Uber received bans from 
almost all local governments when it expanded around the world. From 2014 to 2015, 
Uber received bans in Japan, South Korea, Germany, Denmark, the Netherlands, Thai-
land, Canada, Spain, France, and Belgium (Zou 2015). For example, in Brussels, Uber 
drivers could be fined 10,000 euros for picking up passengers through the app; in Barce-
lona, Uber drivers could be fined up to 6,000 euros and have their vehicles impounded, 
and in France, they were regulated by a peculiar 15-min law that requires customers to 
wait 15  min after booking for a pickup (Stephany 2016: 180; Cao et  al. 2016: 22–23). 
Dutch courts issued an injunction against Uber. Dutch prosecutors declared that Uber 
was operating illegally and carried out continuous raids on Uber’s offices in Amsterdam. 
At the same time, dozens of unlicensed drivers were arrested, and they even announced 
a criminal investigation into Uber’s illegal operations. Uber in Frankfurt, Germany, has 
been sued by the local taxi operator consortium Taxi Deutschland. The court ruled that 
Uber was prohibited from using drivers without taxi operating licenses to offer its ser-
vices and imposed severe penalties for violations of local transportation laws (each viola-
tion carries a fine of 250,000 euros) (Xu 2016: 96).

In China, online car-hailing platforms have also received bans and fines from local 
governments. On July 29, 2014, the Shanghai Municipal People’s Government promul-
gated the “Measures of the Shanghai Municipality on Investigating and Handling Illegal 
Passenger Transport by Vehicles,” which stipulates the following: “Service providers who 
use internet websites, software tools, etc., to provide car-hailing information shall abide 
by the regulations for passenger taxi dispatching services and provide information on 
the drivers and vehicles of passenger transport services to the Municipal Traffic Admin-
istration. If the municipal transportation administration department determines that the 
driver or vehicle of the passenger transport service does not have the qualifications to 
operate, the service provider specified in the preceding paragraph shall not provide the 
car-hailing information service.” On August 12, 2014, the Beijing Municipal Commission 
of Transportation issued the “Notice on Strictly Prohibiting Car Leasing Enterprises to 
Provide Convenience for Illegal Operations,” which stipulates that “It is strictly forbid-
den to use private vehicles or other nonrental vehicles for car rental operations” and that 
“leasing vehicles may not be used for business operations such as unlicensed rentals.” On 
January 8, 2015, the Ministry of Transport affirmed the positive role of online car-hailing 
in meeting the high-quality and diversifying needs of the transportation market while 
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still prohibiting private cars from accessing the platform to participate in business oper-
ations. Following the “premier car” such as DiDi Taxi, No.1 Express, and Easy-to-Use 
Car, which were detained one after another, on April 7, 2015, Uber was determined to 
be an illegal operation, and its “premier car” was also fined and detained by the Beijing 
Municipal Traffic Enforcement Corps (Cao et al. 2016: 161).

Group boycotts weaken the social foundation of the sharing economy

Regulatory systems such as laws and regulations are often not implemented automati-
cally but are propelled by relevant groups. The application of almost all new technol-
ogies will inevitably bring structural adjustment and conflicts of interest, leading to 
problems such as periodic unemployment and structural unemployment (Ricardo 1962; 
Schumpeter 1989). The sharing economy is no exception: shared bicycles have seized the 
market for traditional bicycle rental shops, and Airbnb carved up the customer source of 
traditional hotels. For example, in Austin in the United States, Airbnb has caused local 
hotel income to decrease by 8% to 10%, which greatly impacts low-cost hotels and non-
business hotels (Zervas et al. 2017: 687). Online car-hailing directly endangers the inter-
ests of taxi companies and taxi drivers. Therefore, various forms of the sharing economy, 
such as online car-hailing services since their beginning, have been boycotted by related 
groups. Searching for “taxi strike to boycott online car-hailing” on Baidu can obtain 
20,400,000 results.3 The interests of taxi drivers, taxi companies, and relevant govern-
ment departments have been threatened due to the development of online car-hailing 
services. The specific manifestations are the depreciation of taxi licenses, the reduc-
tion in the number of passengers, the decline in unit prices, the decline in revenue, and 
even the reduction in fiscal and tax revenue of local governments. The boycott of groups 
whose interests have been damaged by car-hailing development is often an important 
force in promoting the implementation of laws and regulations.

In September 2012, Uber began operations in New York. At that time, New York City 
had only 130,000 taxis, which was insufficient. Before Uber entered New York, the New 
York City Government and Mayor Bloomberg tried to replace taxis models through Taxi 
of Tomorrow, Boro Taxi, E-Hail (which summons taxis through mobile apps), add new 
licenses (180,000), change the phone-hailing taxi to the green cab, and other measures to 
relieve traffic pressure. However, these measures were boycotted by taxi companies and 
drivers, who sued in court and hindered the process of issuing new licenses. As a result, 
Uber was welcomed by mayor Bloomberg and became the first mobile app approved 
for use in the first year of the E-Hail project (December 2012). However, even so, the 
government-promoted E-Hail project was forced to be suspended amid opposition from 
vested interests, especially taxis and high-grade car rental companies. This also forced 
Uber to adopt a different coping strategy by changing its antagonist posture and strictly 
abiding by the rules and regulations of the Taxi and Limousine Commission in New 
York, including vehicle conditions, driver qualifications, and personnel assessment (Xu 
2016: 86–87).

3 The retrieval time occurred at 17:00 on July 9, 2021.
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In 2014, taxi drivers in Paris and other cities broke out of the “Snail Operation,” which 
caused massive traffic congestion. In June 2014, the drivers of approximately 10,000 taxis 
in London went on strike at popular attractions in London to protest against Uber tak-
ing passengers (Cao et al. 2016: 152). In January 2015, taxi operators in Boston took the 
municipal government to court and accused the government of allowing unregulated 
companies to enter the market and devaluing taxi licenses. In June 2015, because the 
French government temporarily allowed Uber to operate, more than 2800 French taxi 
drivers organized “Snail Operation” again, and violent incidents such as overturning and 
burning vehicles and attacking Uber drivers occurred (Xu 2016: 108–109).

In China, because domestic online car-hailing companies such as DiDi initially devel-
oped the market through the model of cooperation with taxi companies and taxi driv-
ers (online car-hailing companies installed e-hailing apps for taxi drivers for free and 
guided their use), the interests of taxi companies and taxi drivers were not threatened 
in the early stage but instead benefited from online car-hailing platforms. However, as 
online car-hailing platforms began to access private cars in large numbers in the sec-
ond half of 2014, the market share of taxi companies and taxi drivers was reduced, and 
boycotts such as the taxi driver strike have never stopped since. Since the second half 
of 2014, Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, Chengdu, Jinan, and Qingdao have successively 
taken law enforcement actions against online car-hailing platforms and drivers such as 
DiDi and Uber and have successively issued notices to prohibit private car owners from 
using the internet and mobile phone software to engage in business and have imposed 
severe penalties. In November 2014, Shenyang suspended the “premier car” service, and 
Beijing, Shanghai, Tianjin, Dalian, and Jinan also determined that the “premier car” ser-
vice was illegal. On December 31, 2014, the first case of an online car-hailing labor con-
tract dispute occurred in Tianjin. Between 2014 and 2016, taxi drivers went on strike 
and boycotted online car-hailing in many cities, including Shenzhen, Tianjin, Wuhan, 
and Nanjing.4

To a large extent, the boycott of online car-hailing originates from the loss of inter-
est, which is manifested in the devaluation of taxi licenses, the decrease in the number 
of passengers, the decline in income, and the loss of tax sources. Taking New York as 
an example, its taxi license price was $30,000 in 1974, $76,000 in 1984, and $220,000 in 
2003 (Hodges 2010:138), and the price topped $1.2 million in 2013 and then fell nearly 
$300,000 in a year under the impact of Uber (Parker et al. 2017:60–61). In 2015, with the 
legalization of Uber, the price of a taxi license in New York further dropped to $840,000 
(Cao et  al. 2016:167). In San Francisco, Yellow Cab Co-op, the largest taxi company, 
even filed for bankruptcy protection because of competition from Uber. Established in 
1977, this old-fashioned taxi company had 530 taxi licenses, and the license value was 
$1.32 million at its peak; however, under the impact of online car-hailing, such as Uber, 
the license price fell to $650,000 (Rodriguez 2016). The same is true in China. With the 
operation of DiDi car-hailing and Uber in various cities, the price of taxi licenses has 
also shrunk significantly, which has caused fierce confrontations. For example, at the end 

4 The relevant information was gathered from the internet.
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of 2014 in Tianjin, a taxi license plate valued at 1.15 million yuan could only be sold for 
approximately 700,000 yuan in 2015 due to the impact of online car-hailing (Jiang 2015).

Under the impact of online car-hailing, the business volume of taxis has also decreased 
significantly. From 2015 to 2018, the total passenger volume5 of taxis and online car-hail-
ing across the country increased from 43.85 billion to 55.07 billion, which is an increase 
of 25.6%; however, the taxi passenger volume fell from 39.67 billion to 35.07 billion pas-
sengers, and its proportion in the total passenger volume dropped from 90.5% to 63.7%, 
while the proportion of passenger volume by online car-hailing reached 36.3% (National 
Information Center Sharing Economy Research Center 2019: 20). Therefore, it can be 
seen that under the circumstance that online car-hailing is taking up market share, taxi 
passengers will decrease, which will endanger the income and employment of taxi driv-
ers, and the interests of taxi companies will also be affected accordingly.

Decreased income and interests are undoubtedly important reasons for taxi drivers 
and companies to boycott online car-hailing through strikes. Existing studies give little 
attention to how the sharing economy overcomes obstacles and prohibitions to survive 
and even achieve high-speed development, and insufficient explanation is given from the 
technical level of the sharing economy. Although the existing research on the sharing 
economy emphasizes “sharing,” it is limited to the “sharing” of the right to use items and 
does not involve the sharing of the new benefits created by new technologies, that is, the 
sharing of “technological dividends.” Then, how did the sharing economy, such as car-
hailing and the internet platform, overcome the boycotts and grow, and what role did 
internet platform technology play?

Technological dividend sharing mechanism of internet platforms
The sharing economy based on the internet platform has significantly improved the eco-
nomic efficiency of production, distribution, exchange, and consumption. However, his-
tory has repeatedly revealed that new technology and economies with higher economic 
efficiency are not necessarily successful. Sharing economies such as online car-hailing 
continue to encounter institutional dilemmas, and group boycotts have fully demon-
strated this point. If internet platforms and their new economies want to succeed, they 
must first overcome the abovementioned institutional constraints and the hostility and 
resistance at the practical level. In this process, the technical characteristics of internet 
platforms and their application cannot be ignored, which promote the sharing of techno-
logical dividends, expand the social foundation of new technologies and new economies, 
and then promote the application of new technologies and new economic development.

The openness of the internet platform reduces the threshold for sharing technological 

dividends and expands the beneficiary groups

Openness is an important characteristic of internet platforms. An internet platform is 
essentially an open electronic network: any electronic device can be connected to the 
internet as long as it supports the TCP/IP protocol to realize the exchange and sharing 

5 Total passenger volume = cruise taxi passenger volume + online car-hailing passenger volume. Cruise taxis are also 
commonly referred to as conventional taxis or cabs. In the new statistical caliber, "taxi" already includes cruise taxis and 
online car-hailing taxis, but for the convenience of expression, unless otherwise specified, the taxis mentioned in this 
article refer to cruise taxis and do not include online car-hailing taxis.
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of information and other resources. The internet platform provides an open and partici-
patory structure (Parker et al. 2017: 6) and thus lowers the entry barriers for new eco-
nomic forms based on it, including the sharing economy, which allows more people to 
have the opportunity to participate and get paid.

In the traditional taxi industry, although the operation varies among countries and 
regions, in general, the threshold of the taxi industry is relatively high, and drivers must 
pay a share of money on a regular basis (mostly in "months") or buy taxi licenses at a 
high price (Hodges 2010). Buying licenses may be more cost-effective for taxi drivers 
in the long run, but the upfront expense is large, and the barrier to entry is high. A taxi 
license in many cities in China is worth one million yuan or even more; taxi licenses 
in large foreign cities are more expensive, such as New York City and San Francisco, 
where the price of each license exceeds one million dollars (Parker et al. 2017: 60; Jiang 
2015). This means it is difficult for most drivers to enter the taxi industry by purchasing 
a taxi license. Even in the monthly fee model, drivers who want to enter the taxi industry 
have to pay a risk deposit and other deposits and pass assessments and selection, even 
through bribery and other ways (Wang 2002).

Relatively speaking, the entry threshold of online car-hailing services is much lower. In 
the early days of online car-hailing, drivers who owned vehicles could directly access the 
platform, and drivers who did not own vehicles could also access the platform by leasing 
other people’s or companies’ vehicles. Taking DiDi as an example, drivers can apply for 
registration directly online on their official websites, and after passing the three steps of 
“upload driver information,” “upload vehicle information,” and “online assessment,” they 
can then have a DiDi account and start to receive orders. Online car-hailing does not 
need to pay license fees, and monthly fees are undoubtedly lower, which also gives more 
drivers the opportunity to share the technological dividend created by new technologies.

According to a report released by DiDi Car-hailing in 2016, the DiDi car-hailing plat-
form created 17.5 million flexible employment opportunities for society6 and directly 
provided 2.072 million drivers with a per capita income of more than 160 yuan per 
day. In the field of housing accommodation, several major platforms, such as Xiaozhu, 
Tujia, and Zhubaijia, have created more than 2 million direct and indirect jobs. In the 
field of life services, the number of registered delivery personnel on large-scale takea-
way platforms has exceeded one million (National Information Center Sharing Economy 
Research Center 2017:4). In 2018, more than 10 million online car-hailing drivers earned 
income on the DiDi platform and transported more than 10 billion passengers, and the 
total user journey mileage reached 48.8 billion kilometers; a total of more than 2.7 mil-
lion riders earned income from Meituan, of which 670,000 riders were from poverty-
stricken counties, which covers 94% of China’s poverty-stricken counties (National 
Information Center Sharing Economy Research Center 2019: 39, 45). In 2019, the num-
ber of employed people on the internet platform reached 78 million, of which the DiDi 
platform created 12 million direct employment opportunities and more than 6.3 million 

6 In 2015, there were only 2,626,338 taxi drivers in cities across China. The data come from the “2015 National Urban 
Taxi Employee Statistics,” 2017, Insight and Info Network (http:// data. china baogao. com/ jiaot on/ 2017/ 0X291 5L2017. 
html).

http://data.chinabaogao.com/jiaoton/2017/0X2915L2017.html
http://data.chinabaogao.com/jiaoton/2017/0X2915L2017.html
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indirect employment opportunities (National Information Center Sharing Economy 
Research Center 2020: 1, 9).

In addition, the internet platform has significantly lowered the exit threshold. In the 
taxi industry, drivers still face a high exit threshold even if they choose the monthly fee 
model with relatively low sunk costs (compared to buying a license plate). Most of the 
taxi fee should be paid monthly, regardless of whether the driver carries out service or 
not and even when the driver cannot go to work due to illness or other reasons. If the 
driver terminates the labor contract in advance, he will risk his deposits being withheld 
or deducted (Wang 2002). It also leads to the fact that taxi drivers do not dare to take 
vacations easily, their work flexibility is less, and their daily working hours are longer 
because they can earn their own income beyond the fixed monthly fees only after work-
ing long hours every day. For example, if the fixed fee per day is 200 yuan, a taxi driver 
can earn income only if the turnover is higher than 200 yuan in the entire day. The sunk 
costs of early investment, such as monthly fees, constitute the exit threshold and costs of 
taxi drivers.

In contrast, online car-hailing does not use a fixed, regular fee model. Even if the plat-
form charges a commission, the commission is accrued based on the amount of each 
transaction, not monthly or daily like a taxi. The new technology of the internet plat-
form and its practical application have made the cost of entering and exiting the car-
hailing industry for drivers with vehicles near zero, making part-time jobs possible and 
even mainstream. It effectively expands the benefits of internet platform technology by 
allowing more people to share the technological dividend, thereby expanding its social 
foundation. However, due to the difficulty of measuring and calculating the turnover 
of drivers, it is difficult for taxi companies to calculate real-time fees or commissions 
according to the turnover of taxi drivers. It is even impossible to measure commissions 
finely according to the turnover of each transaction.

Because of its openness, the internet platform can significantly reduce the entry and 
exit threshold and exit costs of many related industries. Even after regulations, car-hail-
ing platforms like Uber in the United States do not have to follow the taxi industry’s 
stringent access standards (Stephany 2016: 180). It essentially lowers the threshold for 
relevant interest groups to obtain the technological dividend of the internet platform so 
that more people and groups can share the technological dividend created by techno-
logical progress, which lays a broader and more solid social foundation for the successful 
application of technology.

The two‑sided network effect has increased the ability of stakeholder groups to share 

technological dividends

In addition, the two-sided network effect of internet platforms amplifies the traditional 
supply economies of scale while spawning demand economies of scale; when the net-
work is larger, it is more valuable. Parker and his colleagues (2017:19) pointed out that 
“Demand economies of scale are driven by efficiencies in social networks, demand 
aggregation, app development, and other phenomena that make bigger networks more 
valuable to their users. They can give the largest company in a platform market a net-
work effect advantage that is extremely difficult for competitors to overcome. Demand 
economies of scale are the fundamental source of positive network effects, and thus 
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the chief drivers of economic value in today’s world.” Driven by this two-sided network 
effect, the influence and value of supply and demand (such as online car-hailing driv-
ers and passengers) have also increased. The mutual positive promotion relationship 
between the supply and demand sides on a car-hailing platform is a good example of 
this network effect (see Fig. 1). This is exactly the important reason why various shar-
ing economies and, in a broader sense, platform economies are eager to use subsidies to 
attract the supply and demand sides of the platform. Such subsidies also enable platform 
users, including those on both the supply and demand sides, to share more technologi-
cal dividends, at least before the platform gains a monopoly position, thereby expanding 
and strengthening the platform’s own user base and social support.

In fact, even without considering subsidies, the average hourly wage of online car-
hailing drivers is generally higher than that of taxi drivers (Hall and Krueger 2018). 
Sundararajan’s (2017: 226) research further revealed that even after the platform col-
lects commissions, workers in many industries on internet platforms earn higher hourly 
wages than those who find jobs through traditional channels.

In addition to the direct users of the platform, the internet platform also obtains more 
social support by creating value for offline stakeholder groups. As mentioned earlier, 
when Uber entered the New York market, it was strongly supported by Bloomberg, the 
New York City Mayor, for its ability to make up for the insufficient transportation capac-
ity and alleviate traffic trouble, and it became the first mobile app approved for use in the 
E-Hail project to thus obtain the qualifications to conduct business in New York.

Technology application affects the opportunities and ability of stakeholder groups 

to share technological dividends

Although different online care-hailing companies rely on mobile internet platform tech-
nology, there are still subtle differences in the specific application of technology that 
eventually lead to significant differentiation. Uber, which first launched online car-hail-
ing, initially opened only to car rental company vehicles and private cars (Xu 2016: 42) 
and refused taxis access to the platform. Even when Uber was conducting business in 
China, Uber refused taxis even though a large number of taxis were already connected 
to other car-hailing platforms, which is a typical model for Uber7 to expand its business 

more demand

more drivers

more geographic coverage/saturation

faster pickup

lower price

less waiting time

Fig. 1 Network effect diagram of online car-hailing (Parker et al. 2017:17)

7 In very few cities (such as Tokyo, where the number of taxis is relatively abundant, the service quality is high, and the 
regulations are extremely complex and stringent), Uber allows taxis to connect to its platform.
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globally. It also reflects Uber’s specific application of the internet platform. In this case, 
taxis cannot access (regardless of their will) Uber’s car-hailing platform. Taxi drivers not 
only cannot obtain the technological dividend created by the internet platform but also 
have been robbed of some customers by online car-hailing because of the application of 
the new technology, which results in intensified competition and reduced income. As a 
result, Uber has a direct competitive and even confrontational relationship with taxis, 
which has directly or indirectly led to strong boycotts from taxi drivers and taxi compa-
nies around the world.

In fact, the same technology can be applied in different ways and shape different tech-
nological dividend distribution results and social impacts (Zhang and Qiu 2009; Zhang 
2013). Specifically, in the field of car-hailing, there are obvious differences in the appli-
cation of internet platform technology by different car-hailing platforms. Unlike Uber, 
China’s major online car-hailing platforms opened up the market by initially accessing 
(or at least not excluding) taxis.

For example, the DiDi App was launched on September 9, 2012. At the time, there 
were 16 drivers online in Beijing, all of whom were taxi drivers (Cheng and Liu 2016: 
71). At the time, DiDi Taxi and KuaiDi Taxi, the predecessors of DiDi, provided only 
online taxi-hailing services for passengers,8 similar to the E-Hail project in New York 
City. The passenger clicks “I want to order a car” on the mobile phone and sends a voice 
message to give the specific location and destination. DiDi transmits the information to 
the taxi driver nearest the passenger. The driver can accept the order with one click on a 
mobile phone and contact the passenger directly (Cao et al. 2016:40). Since the services 
provided by online car-hailing platforms such as DiDi only call taxis for passengers, far 
from being competitors and threats to taxis, they are taxi helpers who can help taxis find 
passengers, which is especially useful in times and places where passengers are relatively 
sparse. Therefore, online car-hailing platforms such as DiDi did not encounter boycotts 
from taxi drivers and taxi companies at first but easily solved the credit problems and 
the short supply of vehicles and drivers that Uber had in its start-up period. More cred-
ible and reliable vehicles and drivers attract more passengers to join online car-hailing 
platforms, thereby achieving positive feedback on the two-sided network effect (see 
Fig. 1), which achieves faster growth and wins the fierce competition with Uber.

However, as online car-hailing platforms gradually connected to vehicles other than 
taxis (including private cars and car rental companies), such as DiDi Premier Car service 
launched in August 2014 (positioned for higher-end travel demands) and DiDi Express 
and DiDi Hitchhiker (with mainly private cars that are more comfortable and cheaper 
than taxis) launched in May and June 2015, online car-hailing platforms posed a greater 
and more substantial threat to taxis. Since online car-hailing platforms began to access 
non-taxis and launched premier cars, express cars, and hitchhiking cars, demonstra-
tions, strikes, and other boycotts by taxi drivers have emerged. To date, although drivers 
of online car-hailing vehicles (such as premier cars and express cars) are drawn commis-
sion (approximately 20%) by online car-hailing platforms, taxi drivers still do not need 
to pay any fees to platforms. In the initial stage of the online car-hailing platform, the 

8 Please refer to “Development History,” DiDi official website, at https:// www. didig lobal. com/ about- speci al/ miles tone 
(retrieval date August 8, 2021).

https://www.didiglobal.com/about-special/milestone


Page 14 of 21Zhang and Huang  The Journal of Chinese Sociology           (2023) 10:13 

participation of taxi companies and drivers promoted the development of the online car-
hailing platform; however, in the case of a relatively sufficient supply of online hailing 
cars and drivers, the online car-hailing platform still does not charge a commission for 
taxis, which may be one of the effects of taxi drivers boycotting online car-hailing plat-
forms.9 It also helps to moderate the hostility and boycotts of taxi drivers.

By connecting to the car-hailing platform, taxi drivers can also share the technological 
dividend of the internet platform. First, taxi drivers reduce possible losses in acquiring 
customers by joining the platform, which also helps to obtain better passengers and find 
passengers at special times. Second, with the competition brought by online car-hailing 
services, the monthly fees and license fees of taxis in various places have also dropped 
significantly, and the cost of taxi drivers has decreased accordingly. For example, the San 
Francisco Municipal Transportation Agency no longer charged taxi license renewal fees 
since 2015.10 Monthly fees in many cities in China have also declined, and the newly 
established "DiDi Haibo" taxi company in 2016 canceled the monthly fees of drivers for 
the first time.11 Finally, taxi drivers can also freely transform into online car-hailing driv-
ers. After all, Uber’s success in many countries and regions is enough to show that it can 
grow without taxi drivers joining the car-hailing platform.

Moreover, since online car-hailing can easily escape the supervision of regulatory 
authorities, the strike of taxi drivers will even become an opportunity for online car-hail-
ing vehicles to expand their market under certain conditions. For example, in June 2014, 
approximately 10,000 taxi drivers in London went on strike at popular tourist spots to 
protest that Uber had robbed them of their business, and Uber immediately offered free 
rides. As a result, citizens who could not get taxis had to download Uber, and the taxi 
driver strike prompted more people to choose Uber. According to Uber statistics, 850% 
of new users were added on the day of the strike parade (Cao et al. 2016: 152).

Compared with online car-hailing platforms that do not allow taxi access (such as 
Uber), the technology application adopted by Chinese domestic car-hailing platforms 
such as DiDi not only solved the supply dilemma of vehicles and drivers in the early 
stage of platform entrepreneurship by accessing taxis but also effectively alleviated the 
impact of online car-hailing on taxis, reduced the loss of taxi drivers, lessened the resist-
ance of taxi drivers and taxi companies, and expanded their own living space and social 
foundation.

The cancellation of the monthly fees by DiDi Haibo for drivers is also a typical example 
of new technology benefiting the old interest group (taxi drivers). It will undoubtedly 
help domestic car-hailing platforms like DiDi gain more social support and development 
space in competition with Uber.

It can be seen that different technology applications can directly affect the interests of 
vested interest groups and influence the adjustment of the interest pattern. The case of 
online car-hailing has shown that internet platforms can fully incorporate old interest 
groups and realize the sharing of technological dividends. Moreover, with their previous 

9 However, as the balance of power between the two sides changes or even reverses, it remains to be seen whether 
online car-hailing platforms will restrict taxi orders or charge commissions.
10 Previously, there was an annual fee of $1,000 a year to apply for a taxi license from the agency.
11 “Shanghai Haibo Taxi and DiDi have reached a cooperation and the first batch of ‘online hailing cars’ has entered the 
platform,” 2016, China News Network (https:// www. china news. com/ auto/ 2016/ 04- 26/ 78489 98. shtml).

https://www.chinanews.com/auto/2016/04-26/7848998.shtml
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skills and knowledge, taxi drivers can easily find alternative jobs and income on car-hail-
ing platforms, not only to compensate for the previous loss but also to have the opportu-
nity to obtain a higher return than before.

Sharing of technological dividends promotes the development of the sharing 
economy
Technology beneficiary groups help expand the living space of the sharing economy

Internet platforms allow not only service providers (such as online car-hailing drivers 
and Airbnb landlords) to share technological dividends more conveniently but also ser-
vice demanders (such as online car-hailing passengers and tenants) to enjoy lower prices 
and better service. All participants who share the technological dividend have gradually 
become loyal users and staunch supporters of the platform. The game between platform 
companies such as Uber and Airbnb and regulators fully reflects how technology ben-
eficiary groups expand the living space of the sharing economy and how they ultimately 
help internet platforms gain legitimacy.

In October 2010, after operating online for only four months, Uber received a joint 
prohibition from the San Francisco Municipal Transportation Agency and the California 
Public Utilities Commission to stop operations, and in the process of seeking approval 
from government regulatory authorities, it mobilized netizens (mainly its chauffeurs 
and passengers) to organize a petition-signing campaign by sending mail to the mayor 
to protest; in this way, Uber expanded its own living space while protecting users’ travel 
convenience rights, and it finally succeeded (Xu 2016: 42–44).

Moazed and Johnson keenly pointed out that Uber’s users are its assets and even the 
largest asset in Uber’s game with regulators. When Uber was preparing to launch the 
UberX service in the summer of 2012, the Washington City Council attempted to pass 
an amendment to a taxi regulation bill (the "Uber Amendment") to push Uber out of 
Washington. The Washington City Council submitted the bill at 4 p.m. on Monday and 
was ready to vote at 11 a.m. the next day. Uber fought back by mobilizing its users to 
write to the city council to express their demands. “In 18 h, 50,000 emails were sent by 
riders to the city council along with 37,000 tweets.” As a result, the city council pulled 
the amendment at noon (Moazed 2017:103).

In September 2013, New York Attorney General Eric Schneiderman subpoenaed 
Airbnb to hand over all data on 15,000 New York City hosts and offered to arrest all 
those operating illegally. Soon after, 500 Airbnb hosts demonstrated at City Hall and 
waved posters. Douglas Atkin, Airbnb’s Global Head of Community, emailed hundreds 
of thousands of customers: “I’m writing to you on behalf of Airbnb hosts … because our 
community is under attack by officials and special interests.” In defense of Airbnb, he 
called on users to add their name to an online petition, which gathered over 230,000 sig-
natures. In May 2014, a state judge annulled the subpoena on the grounds of dispropor-
tion (Stephany 2016: 186–187).

In July 2015, under pressure from interest groups such as the taxi industry, New York 
City Mayor Bill de Blasio tried suppressing Uber’s development. de Blasio planned to 
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cap the number of Uber online drivers temporarily. In response to de Blasio, Uber devel-
oped a "de Blasio Model" for users in New York City.12 Uber also invited users to write 
to the mayor and city council, asking them to veto de Blasio’s bill. As a result, data from 
the Wall Street Journal show that the mayor received 40,000 emails and 20,000 tweets. 
Finally, the mayor compromised and agreed to set a four-month observation period on 
congestion and no longer set a limit on the number of Uber vehicles. Although Uber 
has also used traditional PR tactics in this political battle, such as TV commercials and 
celebrity voices, as The New York Times put it, “the company (Uber) leaves much of 
its political lobby to its customers” (Moazed 2017:102–103). At the time, in addition 
to direct interest groups such as passengers who put pressure on government depart-
ments to support Uber through various channels, celebrities and stars also actively par-
ticipated. Hollywood actor Neil Patrick Harris tweeted support for Uber: “@BilldeBlasio: 
25  K new residents use @Uber_NYC each week. How is a fixed number of cars sup-
posed to serve this demand for rides? #UberMovesNYC”. This caused many repercus-
sions on social platforms. Supermodel Kate Upton, CNBC’s Amanda Drury, and others 
also joined the discussion and expressed solidarity with Uber: “@BilldeBlasio Why do 
you want to return to days when only those in Midtown & Lower Manhattan could get 
a ride? #UberMovesNYC,” “@BilldeBlasio New York City traffic outside Manhattan 25% 
rely on Uber rides vs. 6% on taxi. Do you only care about Manhattan? #UberMovesNYC” 
(Xu 2016:141).

Legalization of the sharing economy

Why are sharing economy users, such as Uber and Airbnb, willing to speak for them, 
write letters to the mayor and city council to plead, put pressure, and even vote “no” for 
a bill that endangers the interests of the platform? The motivation may be diverse, but 
this behavior undoubtedly helps users to protect their rights and interests. Because the 
internet platform on which the sharing economy depends not only lowers the thresh-
old for sharing technological dividends on the supply side but also creates new value for 
internet platform participants due to its significantly improved ability to match supply 
and demand and meet demand. All participants can share the technological dividend 
created by technological innovation. Internet platform participants, including demand-
ers, have therefore become supporters of internet platforms. In fact, not only the direct 
participants of the internet platform may benefit from it, but also other indirect partici-
pants may benefit from the competitive effect caused by the development of the internet 
platform.

For example, Airbnb benefits not only its residents but also all consumers by lower-
ing the price of hotel accommodations (approximately 6%) (Zervas et al. 2017:698). In 
the same way, the development of online car-hailing platforms such as Uber and DiDi 
will also help reduce the price of taxis or improve the quality of service. Because of this, 
consumers are willing to undertake relevant “public relations work” and contribute to 
the breakthrough of political and institutional restrictions on internet platform compa-
nies such as Uber. Although consumers may seek and protect only their own rights and 

12 The model shows that if de Blasio’s bill passed, then passengers would wait longer.
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interests, their rights and interests depend on the survival and development of the inter-
net platform. Internet platforms and other related digital technologies provide them 
with low-cost, convenient, and efficient ways and channels to express their interests, so 
they will exert pressure on regulators to make the platform prosper.

The sharing of technological dividends and economic efficiency and security have laid 
the social and economic foundation of the sharing economy, and the support of stake-
holder groups has further promoted its legalization process. On September 19, 2013, the 
California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC) granted legitimacy to online car-hailing 
companies such as Uber that rely on an internet platform to provide transportation ser-
vices, characterized them as transportation network companies (TNCs), and created 
a new regulatory path so that TNCs do not need to comply with the stringent access 
standards of the traditional taxi industry (Stephany 2016: 180; Hou 2017: 99). This is fac-
tual evidence that internet platforms have lowered the threshold for the entry and exit of 
the taxi industry.

Subsequently, an increasing number of countries have gradually legitimized the 
internet platform companies represented by Uber, DiDi, and Airbnb. Even countries 
that strongly resisted before, such as Germany and South Korea, have permitted their 
domestic online car-hailing companies to operate following the law. In China, on July 27, 
2016, the “Interim Measures for the Administration of Online Hailing Taxi Service Man-
agement” officially legalized online car-hailing and private cars on the platform. They 
directly promoted the application of internet platforms and the legalization of the shar-
ing economy based on them.

Conclusion and discussion
Because of the digitalization and openness of digital technology, internet platforms can 
converge more social resources. With the assistance of technologies such as cloud com-
puting, they can further achieve the accurate, efficient, and real-time matching of sup-
ply and demand, which, in turn, helps to solve problems such as supply and demand 
matching and pricing. In addition, the economic form that relies on the internet plat-
form, especially the development of the sharing economy, also depends on the success-
ful separation of possession and use rights and on the owners’ ability to derive benefits 
(rights) from their sharing behavior. This, in turn, depends heavily on transaction costs 
and the proprietary arrangements behind them (Coase 1960). Because of transaction 
costs, different rights definitions and distributions will bring different economic efficien-
cies and social benefits of resource allocation. In contrast, even if property rights are 
clearly defined, if the separation of possession and use rights can be achieved, then the 
utilization of resources and economic efficiency can be further improved, and greater 
total social benefit can be created.

Before the rise of internet platforms, although similar behaviors such as sharing and 
leasing were widespread, it was difficult for these behaviors to cross larger regional 
and group boundaries due to high transaction costs. On the one hand, these behaviors 
are limited by a lack of trust; on the other hand, it is also limited by a lack of infor-
mation and information asymmetry. Internet platforms reduce not only search costs 
by aggregating massive amounts of information but also negotiation and contract costs 
in the transaction process by directly connecting producers and consumers through 
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disintermediation. They also accumulate and establish a credit system through the 
mutual evaluation mechanism of two or more parties to the transaction, which better 
solves the problem of credible commitments, thereby reducing transaction costs. On 
internet platforms, reducing transaction costs makes the transfer of use rights more 
profitable and can bring greater benefits. Moreover, each sharing or rental on an inter-
net platform is identifiable, measurable, open, and transparent, further clarifying its 
right and return. It helps attract more social resources, especially idle resources, to enter 
internet platforms for trading and sharing.

In addition, the coordination cost and incentive cost for transactions always wax 
and wane: integration helps to reduce coordination costs, but it increases incentive 
costs; marketization reduces incentive costs but increases coordination costs, which 
also determines the size of the organization and its boundaries with the market (Coase 
1937; Williamson 2002). With the assistance of new technologies, internet platforms can 
achieve both the incentive effect of marketization and the coordinative effect of integra-
tion, thereby significantly reducing transaction costs. The sharing economy is a typical 
example. Whether it is an online hailing car owner or a landlord, they are often inde-
pendent operators rather than employees responsible for their profits and losses. How-
ever, internet platforms can coordinate them, such as by allocating the internal resources 
of an organization to achieve a better matching between supply and demand. The ability 
of internet platforms to achieve the same unity and coordination as within the organiza-
tion without increasing the incentive cost means that the scale of internet platform com-
panies can be much larger than that of traditional companies economically, even almost 
infinite until they are limited by state power. The rapid development of internet plat-
form companies in recent years has confirmed this theoretical possibility, and they have 
grown into the world’s largest group of companies in market value. The aforementioned 
leading sharing economy companies, such as Uber, DiDi, and Airbnb, have all experi-
enced rapid development, and within a few years, they have reached a scale that is unat-
tainable for most traditional companies. Apple, Amazon, Microsoft, Google, Facebook, 
Alibaba, Tencent, and other internet platform companies rapidly grew into the world’s 
largest companies and the top ten of the world’s largest market capitalization in 2019. 
Under the blessing of digital technologies such as internet platforms, the platform has 
risen rapidly as a new organizational form. It is between the market and the organization 
which blurs the boundary between the organization and the market. In addition, new 
technologies are also driving the platformization of society as a whole.

Internet platforms have significantly improved economic efficiency and laid an eco-
nomic foundation for developing many economic forms that rely on internet platforms, 
such as the sharing economy and online shopping. However, economic efficiency is far 
from a sufficient condition for the success of the sharing economy. Although new tech-
nologies often improve resource utilization, increase productivity, and even better meet 
popular needs, they will almost inevitably be resisted and even fail if they fail to com-
pensate for the losses of stakeholder groups. In contrast, if the loss of stakeholder groups 
can be compensated for and stakeholders can even benefit from it, then new technolo-
gies can lay a more solid and broad social foundation for themselves.

The same is true for developing the sharing economy based on internet platforms. As 
mentioned above, the sharing economy has significant advantages in the economy, but 
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its development has always faced various obstacles and even prohibitions from stake-
holder groups and social and institutional levels. The sharing economy represented by 
online car-hailing and house-sharing makes full use of the technological characteristics 
of internet platforms, expands the scope of beneficiary groups by lowering the threshold 
of technological dividend sharing, and improves social welfare by matching supply and 
demand more quickly and effectively and promoting sharing. The innovation of technol-
ogy application by DiDi and other companies has benefited the vested interest groups, 
enabled more groups to share the technological dividends, and thus created a solid 
foundation for the application of new technologies. The massive social foundation has 
expanded its survival and development space.

Although the sharing economy and the internet platforms it relies on are significant 
and far-reaching, it is only a prelude to the digital technology revolution in the long 
run. On the one hand, against the background of the current new round of technologi-
cal revolution, both national competition and social progress are increasingly depend-
ent on technological innovation. Governments have also introduced related incentive 
policies to compete for the commanding heights of technological innovation. The Chi-
nese government has spared no effort in encouraging technological innovation and has 
even elevated it to the national strategic level, and technological innovation has achieved 
leading international advantages in some fields. On the other hand, the application of 
new technologies is often submerged behind the halo of technological innovation and 
even ignored as the inevitable continuation and result of technological innovation. The 
development of the sharing economy based on internet platforms reminds us once again 
that the successful application of new technologies with higher economic efficiency and 
stronger security also depends on the sharing of technological dividends. Therefore, to 
ensure and accelerate the successful application of new technologies so that new tech-
nologies can serve the national innovation strategy more rapidly and better, serve social 
development goals, and serve the needs of the people for a better life, it is necessary to 
build a sharing mechanism for technological dividends in the process of technological 
innovation and application.

In the long run, with the development of various new technologies, especially the great 
development of robots and artificial intelligence, human beings will eventually have the 
opportunity to enter an era of abundant goods. Optimists even believe that in the future, 
extreme productivity will push humans into an era of the Internet of Things that con-
nects everyone and everything in a global network, even an era of nearly free goods and 
services (Rifkin 2017: 18). However, the development of internet platforms has once 
again reminded us that even in the digital age, even in the era of abundant goods and 
services, sharing can not come true automatically. Moreover, it is doubtful whether 
internet platforms will weaken the sharing of technological dividends when they achieve 
great success or even gain a monopoly position. On February 7, 2021, the “Anti-Monop-
oly Guidelines on the Platform Economy” issued by the Anti-Monopoly Committee of 
the State Council highlighted “choose one from two” and “differential treatment” and 
other platform behaviors that harm users’ rights and interests as warnings. Technology 
and its application profoundly affect the technological dividend distribution mechanism 
of digital technologies such as internet platforms. Achieving the sustainable sharing of 
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technological dividends still requires collaborative efforts and scientific supervision of 
the market, society, government, and other parties.
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