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ABSTRACT

With the increasing influence of sharing economy in China and
throughout the world, its definition, objectives, and development
methods have become one of the topics for the science of urban
public management. This interview points out that the sharing
economy has emerged under the background of the transition of
consumer society from possession-orientation to use-orientation,
and the revolution of consumption mode and lifestyle with an
ultimate aim of improving the efficiency and well-being. As a
result, in China’s urbanization process which is now shifting from
incremental planning to inventory planning, the key for urban
development lies in the promotion of the sharing economy and
achieving maximum utility with minimum material possession.
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Yishuang SHE (SHE hereafter): When
translated into Chinese, the English word
“sharing” could be “4}Z£” (to have or use
something in common with other people)
or “JLE” (to take equal responsibility for
something along with other people). What
do you think are the differences in terms
of sharing economy and sharing city?

Dajian ZHU (ZHU hereafter): In
terms of Chinese translations, there are
no special differences, both indicating
the sharing of social and public services.
The concept of the sharing economy was
proposed by Rachel Botzman "'in 2010
to describe the shift from ownership
to accessibility, or from possession
to use, and the result is a cooperative
consumption in which “mine is yours
and yours is mine.” In discussion of
sharing, some people only mention
Airbnb and Uber as examples. They
believe the sharing economy is only
the sharing of idle resources, and thus
exclude the non-idle and incremental
sharing. They think sharing bicycles
is pseudo-sharing because many new
bicycles are added. I do not agree with
such a narrow definition. However, it
would be very difficult to mark out
the precise boundaries of the sharing
economy. The boundary between the
sharing economy and the non-sharing
economy is like a spectrum, which has
a large area of grey zones and cannot
be precisely divided. Botzman believes
that we are now shifting from possession
to use. As the two-dimensional matrix
shown in Figure 1, we will be able to see
very diverse consumption patterns.

There are now two common forms of
the sharing economy. One is the sharing
of personal physical products when they
are idle, that is C2C or P2P based on
the Internet platform, and the typical
services are Airbnb and Uber. The other
form is the B2C Product Service System
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(PSS), based on the European recycling
economy, which incorporates sharing with
individuals based on manufacturing supply
and offering product-related services. The
latter might fit better in Chinese society.
Different from leasing companies, PSS
manufactures but does not sell products.
PSS sells services, and is the mixture of the
secondary manufacturing industry and the
tertiary service industry. In English, the
word “prosumer” is coined from “produce”
and “consumer”; in this interactive
relationship, consumption guides demand
while manufacturing fulfills demand. For
example, the Sweden-based Electrolux
offers a “sharing washing machine,” which
is installed in the houses of its customers,
who then pay monthly according to how
often the machine is used — they have a
special software in the machine to record
the usage times. In this way, the goal of the
companies is no longer the improvement of
production efficiency and exchange value,
but rather the improvement of service
efficiency and usage value. Privately-
owned products that are cheap and short-
lived will be replaced by expensive and
durable products that are not possessed
by individuals. The essence of these two
forms of the sharing economy is to seek
accessibility instead of ownership.

Sharing bicycles in China are also
the PSS product of the sharing economy.
Companies, such as Mobike, own the
bicycles and profit from the riding services
provided to their users. They are able to
offer more services with fewer physical
products by improving the durability
and usage rate of their products through
technological innovations. Compared
with Europe, China has larger cities with
denser populations and faster product
turnover, and thus better conditions
for a product service system to thrive.
Growing from such an environment, these
companies operate on larger scales than
their European PSS counterparts, with the
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world’s leading mobile payment service
in China being another advantage. If we
can stick to technological innovation, aim
at providing maximum product services
with minimum physical products, and
shift from incremental development to
inventory development, there will be
opportunities for leaping development
and making a breakthrough with a
specific Chinese mode of technology,

business, and governmental management.

SHE: You once commented on Weibo,
the Chinese micro-blogging platform,
that “the sharing economy in China starts
with sharing bicycles instead of DiDi taxi
hailing.” Could you please elaborate?

ZHU: DiDi taxi hailing is pseudo-
sharing; it is a full-time driving operation
in the name of the sharing economy, and
essentially it is a taxi company. Two years
after DiDi started its service, car usage
in China’s four largest cities of Beijing,
Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Shenzhen
has increased instead of decreasing,
exaggerating traffic congestion. However,
the first objective of the sharing economy
is to satisfy increasing travel demand
without increasing the number of
vehicles. The quantity of urban goods
should be decreased or replaced, and the
key factor for the sharing economy is to
fulfill the constantly increasing demand
with a certain amount of materials.
What the sharing economy advocates
is the shift of consumer society from
“possession” to “use”; it is a revolution
of both consumption pattern and lifestyle.
Possession is not the only way to enjoy
a “rich” life; quality life is also possible
through sharing. The ultimate goal of the
sharing economy is to improve the utility
and well-being of life, and the existing link
between utility and physical objects will be
gradually decoupled.
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SHE: The sharing economy has
caused a fervor of bicycles that has swept
both large and small cities in China. The
suspended cycle track newly built in
Xiamen City (illustrated below) has also
attracted wide public attention. What do
you think of this design?

ZHU: I do not think this kind of
design should become a model project
since it is built into a privileged road for
bicycles. Sharing bicycles are primarily
intended to solve the “last-one-kilometer”
travel problem of the commute for most
urban residents; then the traveling and
fitness demands of a small population
are further integrated. As a result, these
roads should be close to our daily life,
multi-functional, and easily accessible for
all people. There might be no difference
between the mono-functional suspended
cycle track and the express way.

SHE: What are the connections
between the concepts of sharing economy
and sharing city?

ZHU: On the scale of the city, one of
the corresponding systems to the concept
of B2C product service system in the
sharing economy is cooperative housing.
One of the cases is the Chuangzhi Farm
designed by Yuelai Liu from Tongji
University, in which residents grow
fruits, vegetables and flowers inside the
housing area and share the produce. This
is bottom-up inventory economic growth
from the grass-roots. Sharing cities are
the expansion of the sharing economy
concept, in which Copenhagen, Seoul
and San Francisco are considered the
front runners. Sharing cities consist of
sharing economy and sharing society: the
former needs to profit, while the latter
is a non-profit model. The circulation of
idle clothes and books in high-speed train
stations in south China and the yard sale



in other countries are part of the sharing
society that requires the integration and
co-establishment of both components
instead of a simple add-up.

SHE: How can we tell the profitable
from the non-profitable in sharing cities?

ZHU: All objects can be grouped into
three categories: 1)objects state-owned
and provided completely by society,
which are pure public objects; 2) objects
completely provided by the market,
which are pure market objects; and 3)
mixed objects which are both public and
market-provided. Public services could
be non-profit; however, some should also
be allowed to profit so that enterprises
would have the opportunity to
participate and help improve operational
efficiency.

There is a skating rink in the Central
Park in New York City, in which the
government invested a lot of money,
but it eventually failed. Later, Donald
Trump joined in as a businessman and
now the rink is in sound operation. The
High Line Park in New York is a similar
story, in which companies participate in
public services and bring positive change.
In Beijing, Shanghai, and Hangzhou, the
local governments have long launched
public bicycle rental services, but it
has never been popular in these cities.
However, sharing bicycles operated by
companies swiftly created a very different
picture. Therefore, for many urban public
services, the municipal government needs
to cooperate with companies to achieve
the highest efficiency.

It should be noted that all public
services should be managed by the
government, since parks and public
transits are both public properties.
Though participation of companies
could better address the key demand
issues, many public problems could soon
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follow, just like the chaotic parking of
sharing bicycles. However, the public will
no longer allow these public services to
go back to operating at their previous low
efficiency. Only by clarifying the powers
and responsibilities between government
and companies, and promoting quality
company-provided social services with
long-term durable profit models, can the
problems be well solved. This is also the
biggest challenge facing the development of
sharing cities.

In China’s new urbanization process,
it would be quite impossible to provide all
the social services of pension, education,
transportation, garbage collection,
gardening, public space, and public transit,
etc., if solely financed by the government.
These areas are waiting for social capital
to play its role. Governments are paying
more attention to the operation of projects,
instead of focusing on the investment and
construction scale of social capital. As a
result, in terms of public service in the
future, projects financed purely by either
government or social capital will decrease
in frequency, while cooperation between
these two will be seen in more and more
operation models.

SHE: Why is the sharing economy so

important in China?

ZHU: Sharing economies emerge in
developed societies because there are
adequate idle resources, and the pre-
conditions for idle resources are the
abundance of physical products and a low
utilization rate. In contrast, the physical
demands in developing countries have yet
to be fulfilled, where cars and houses are
not idle at all. This point echoes my view
mentioned before: the sharing economy, in
the broad sense, should include both idle
resources sharing and inventory sharing. In
China demands for physical products are
still increasing, and there are a dozen years
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to go before its urbanization rate reaches
70% in 2030. So we have an opportunity
for a "leap-frog" development of sharing
bicycles, periodic lease of cars, house
sharing, and so on. Chinese people can
enjoy high social welfare even though
China’s average standard of living is
lower than the developed countries. For
example, we can limit the number of
private cars to 20% of all vehicles on the
road while providing integrated transport
sharing solutions to address the issues of
fast travel demand, traffic congestion, and
environmental protection.

Urban planning in China has
proceeded from incremental planning to
inventory planning. Urban development
is like playing mahjong. In its early stage,
it is like taking mahjong tiles. You need
more tiles to expand urban development.
However, you can only take a maximum
of 13 tiles. At this stage, you have to adjust
the layout of the existing tiles by giving
up one tile before you can take in another
one — giving up those with low added
values and taking in those with high added
values.

This is called “tile changing.” The
coastal areas in east China are now in
this stage, and they need to upgrade
their industries. If we can apply the
sharing economy to the transition of
public space, private space, and industrial
space (including physical products),
development will be greatly accelerated in
these cities, and the deep-rooted concept
that “new cities make profits and the old
ones lose money” will become history. In
the future, Shanghai is expected to grow
its per capita GDP by 7% annually and
double it in a decade, all without new land
acquisition or maybe even with less land
for construction, and the sharing economy
is the opportunity. That is why the sharing
economy is so important in China, and
this is the real test for the management
capability of the government.

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE FRONTIERS / VIEWS & CRITICISMS

SHE: How can the sharing economy
be promoted in cities?

ZHU: Discussions on the sharing
economy in China are now limited to
single products and rarely on the scale
of city. When discussing the sharing
economy on municipal scale, we first
need to determine if the amount of
physical products, compared to a
traditional “ownership” economy,
have decreased, if public services have
increased, and if efficiency has been
improved. There are four popular action
fields in terms of the sharing economy:
the first is sharing mobility instead of
sharing transportation. Mobility equals
“utility.” The goal of traveling from
point A to point B needs to be achieved,
no matter what tools are used, while
transportation usually talks only of
tools. The second is sharing buildings
in a broad sense, such as the sharing of
office space. The third is the sharing of
household appliances, washing machines,
carpets, furniture, and other durable
products. And the fourth is that of food
or agriculture.

Apart from being grouped into
profitable and non-profitable from the
perspective of service providers, sharing
cities could also be categorized into
three major types in terms of the shared
contents. One is the sharing of objects,
such as the periodic lease of cars and
sharing bicycles. Another is the sharing
of services, such as ride sharing, Uber,
and Airbnb. And the third is the sharing
of knowledge, such as MOOC and Zhihu
(an online Q&A community). As a result,
the development of a sharing city is not
about a single sharing economy, but a
social revolution in the systematic sense.

Once we understand the first layer
— the application and contents of
sharing — the most important thing to
realize is that the sharing economy is
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the economy of cooperative governance.
The governance triad framework

of governments, corporations, and
consumers should be established to

form an interactive combination for

the best utility. The second layer is to
determine the key action areas, focusing
on determining the guidelines, indicators,
and action areas. The third layer is to
take measures that combine government,
corporations, and society. So what
should they do? The three steps of vision
and goals, action areas, and cooperative
governance should be the strategic
planning and management methods for
the establishment of sharing cities.

SHE: What do you think of the future
of the sharing economy?

ZHU: It will take time before we can
all enjoy the lifestyle of the sharing city.
However, sharing is the future of social
development and the market segment
of the sharing economy will continue to

grow. [ am quite confident of this.

SHE: What roles do you think
designers are playing in leading the
development of urban space? What are
your expectations for designers?

ZHU: It used to be the belief of
designers that they should design with
nature, but in the future, they will have
to design with the sharing economy or
design for sharing. I hope this could be
an important direction for the future,
just like the Big Dipper. LAF
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