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CHAPTER 9

Reflective Ethnographic Design  
of Collaborative Economy Business  
Models Using Annotated Portfolios

Justin Larner 
University of Cumbria, UK

Abstract

As the collaborative platform economy develops, network effects tend to cre-
ate one dominant platform within each domain such as transport, reducing 
the power of workers to find alternatives. The research problem is to find a 
specific methodology that could enable researchers to draw on the experience 
of participants as workers and their wish to create ways of working that offer 
them greater power in the collaborative economy. Ethnographic studies can 
enable researchers to discover how workers make sense of their involvement 
in the collaborative platform economy and provide valuable data on how cur-
rent business models and platforms can affect worker power. However, a wish 
to promote worker power implies a participatory form of research that aims 
to break down power relations between researchers and participants. This 
chapter reflects on the methodological challenges of studying the collaborative 
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economy ethnographically in order to develop new business models and plat-
forms. Annotated portfolios, a technique used in human-computer interaction, 
offers the potential to enable worker experience to inform new business model 
designs. Researchers can use annotated portfolios to articulate latent designs in 
ethnographic data gathered from engagement with workers in the collaborative 
economy. In bringing these designs into existence, researchers can then con-
tribute their perspective to a co-design process with these workers. Annotated 
portfolio techniques can thus help both researchers and workers to use ethno-
graphic data to design new business models in the collaborative economy.

Introduction

This chapter proposes an ethnographic methodology for designing new busi-
ness models in the collaborative economy, where the starting point is engage-
ment by researchers with workers through online forums or a similar medium 
to gather data on not only their current situation but also their future wishes 
and desires. Annotated portfolio analysis within a narrative framework can 
then enable researchers to articulate latent business model designs in this eth-
nographic data. This section briefly introduces the context of worker power in 
the collaborative platform economy, then the next section considers the poten-
tial for new business models. The following sections explore ethnography as a 
business model design technique, introduce a narrative framework, then pre-
sent annotated portfolios as a business model design methodology. The chapter 
concludes by offering an ethnographic methodology that can enable co-design 
of business models with workers in the collaborative economy using narrative 
and annotated portfolio techniques.

The collaborative or sharing economy has been defined as ‘using internet 
technologies to connect distributed groups of people to make better use of 
goods, skills and other useful things’ (Stokes et al., 2014: 10). Since its inception 
in the mid-1990s, the collaborative economy has become increasingly mon-
etized, and by the mid-2000s companies such as iStockphoto, InnoCentive and 
Amazon Mechanical Turk were formed to coordinate the work of amateurs, but 
this crowdsourcing became a problem for professionals, who found their liveli-
hoods being undermined by these new platforms (Howe, 2006). The term ‘plat-
form’ was originally adopted by industrial economists to describe a system or 
institution that mediates transactions between agents (Baldwin and Woodard,  
2009). Several writers have since used the term ‘platform economy’ to distin-
guish the growing trend towards monetization of the digital platforms that peo-
ple use to communicate and increasingly to gain employment (Fuchs, 2014; 
Kenney & Zysman, 2016; De Groen et al., 2016). This monetization has cre-
ated a new class of digital labourers, or precariats (Bradley, 2014; Pignot, 2021).  
Kenney & Zysman (2016: 61) define platforms as ‘multisided digital frame-
works that shape the terms on which participants interact with one another’. 
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In the platform economy, the main actors are the companies that own the plat-
forms, such as Uber, Airbnb or Deliveroo; customers, who receive goods or ser-
vices via the platform; and freelance workers who provide the goods or services 
on offer (De Groen et al., 2016). Digital platforms can facilitate social media 
such as Facebook or Twitter, enable marketplaces such as Ebay or create new 
forms of business such as Uber. 

Uber is an example of where the platform algorithmically manages independ-
ent workers according to customer demand (Pignot, 2021). When goods or 
services are provided on a paid basis, employers hold far greater market power 
than workers, including unilaterally setting wages for each task (Kingsley et al.,  
2015). The issue of how platform firms can exert power over workers is an 
increasing problem for policy, as a platform can potentially replace entire indus-
tries or services, such as with Uber and the taxi industry (Pignot, 2021). In the 
context of software production, the lock-in effect has been noted, whereby if a 
piece of software can gain enough market share, it gains further customers and 
complementary applications and eventually dominates the market (Bonaccorsi 
& Rossi, 2003). In the collaborative platform economy, these network effects 
have enabled one platform to become dominant in each domain, reducing the 
power of workers to find alternatives (Kenney & Zysman, 2016). 

Although the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
reported that the platform economy is less than 1% of the total economy 
(OECD, 2017), that proportion is growing rapidly. This trend is a concern, 
as workers don’t benefit from regular employment: they take on tasks as and 
when they are given them, responding to temporary offers of work via an app 
(De Groen et al., 2016). These platforms benefit customers as they can find the  
lowest price for products and services worldwide, but workers do not have 
the job security, opportunities for collective action or benefits that workers 
in more traditional organizations have (Scholz, 2016). Collective action in 
the collaborative economy is currently largely expressed by workers creating 
internet-based forums to share knowledge and experience (Fabo et al., 2017). 
For example, workers have started to create online forums to share experience 
and problems (Ride Share Drivers United, 2022), and in some cases researchers 
have set up forums (Irani and Siberman, 2013) that are now run by their worker 
community, who ‘watch out for each other’ (Turkopticon, 2022). These forums 
can benefit workers who use them, but don’t directly change power relations 
between those workers and platform operators.

Another way for workers to deal with these economic changes is through 
organized strikes, such as when Deliveroo workers went on strike in 2016. The 
strike started with workers meeting and self-organizing at points that had been 
algorithmically determined by the platform (Woodcock and Graham, 2020). 
Collective action has now broadened to platform economy workers align-
ing with unions, creating guild-like organizations and worker-led platform  
cooperatives (Vandaele, 2018), which have had some success in niche markets 
(Scholz, 2016). 
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These initiatives highlight wider issues in the collaborative economy, which 
is shaped by political, economic, social and technological factors, including 
worker power (Woodcock & Graham, 2020). One means of exerting power is 
through ownership: Kenney & Zysman (2016: 66) ask the questions, ‘Who owns 
or controls the platform?’, ‘How is value created?’ and ‘Who captures the value?’. 
Business models are framed in terms of creating and capturing value (Zott et al., 
2011), hence they are a useful concept to frame power relations in the collabora-
tive economy. It is thus important to find business models that can offer more of 
a balance of power between workers and firms, where the issue of worker power 
is the context for designing new collaborative economy business models. 

Worker-led forums have been a source of online ethnographic data for 
researchers, contrasting the perspectives of workers and the platform firm 
(Pignot, 2021; Irani & Siberman, 2013). The experience of these workers, in 
particular their reflection on working in a particular domain (Lee et al., 2015), 
could inform the development of new business models in the collaborative 
economy. Ethnography can enable gaining a deep understanding of the experi-
ence of workers in the collaborative economy, but further steps will be needed 
for ethnographic data to inform new business models. A narrative framework 
enables analysis of ethnographic data from engagement with collaborative 
economy workers not only on their current situation, but on their wishes and 
desires for the future. Considering how wishes and desires for the future could 
be fulfilled through new business models implies a design process, of ‘creating  
something that does not yet exist’ (Nelson & Stolterman, 2012: 28). Anno-
tated portfolios are a design technique introduced in the context of human– 
computer interaction by Gaver & Bowers (2012) that can bring together a  
number of artefacts and identify the aspects that are common to them. These 
artefacts could include textual as well as material objects.

This chapter explains how narratives of engagement with collaborative  
economy workers can be annotated as a portfolio of business models that can 
potentially be used to create new ways of working in the collaborative economy. 
The next section introduces the potential for worker-led business models in the 
collaborative platform economy.

The Potential for Worker-Led Business Models  
in the Collaborative Economy

Although the concept of business models was first mentioned in the 1950s 
(Bellman et al., 1957), the use of the term was not widespread until the early 
2000s, in the context of the internet and e-business (DaSilva & Trkman, 2014). 
Thus the business model as a concept and the digital platform economy have 
co-evolved. Business models are generally defined in terms of value creation 
and capture, for example that a business model ‘describes the rationale of how 
an organization creates, delivers, and captures value’ (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 
2010: 14), and that a ‘business model articulates the logic, the data and other 
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evidence that support a value proposition for the customer, and a viable struc-
ture of revenues and costs for the enterprise delivering that value’ (Teece, 2010: 
179). Business models have also been defined in terms of boundary spanning: 
Zott et al. (2011: 1020) highlight that ‘the business model is a new unit of analy-
sis that is distinct from the product, firm, industry, or network; it is centered on 
a focal firm, but its boundaries are wider than those of the firm’. 

In the collaborative platform economy, innovation can extend from products 
and services to business models (George & Bock, 2011). In particular, firms 
have adopted two-sided business models that deliver a value proposition to cus-
tomers, who benefit from services such as transport at a reduced cost (Kenney  
& Zysman, 2016). These firms use the resources afforded by the Internet to 
create software platforms that link customers with freelance workers who pro-
vide these services. These workers are a vital resource to the platform firm, but 
are viewed as independent contractors, with an uncertain income as a result. 
The UK Good Work report (Taylor, 2017) challenges the notion of independ-
ent contractors in relation to platform firms, proposing that the term ‘depend-
ent contractor’ is more appropriate. The Frankfurt Paper on Platform-Based 
Work notes, from a European perspective, that workers as independent con-
tractors in the digital platform economy are ‘typically excluded from the legal 
and social protections established for employees over the last hundred years’ 
(Frankfurt Paper, 2016: 2), and that ‘worker organizing has for decades been 
correlated with the economic well-being of working people’ (p. 6), calling for 
a ‘co-operative turn’, ‘in which workers, clients, platform operators, investors, 
policy makers, and worker organizations work together to improve outcomes 
for all stakeholders’ (p. 3).

Considering how research can contribute to creating new worker-owned 
business models in the collaborative economy implies adopting participatory 
methods that aim to change the situation of workers. The problem that this 
chapter explores is to find a specific methodology that can draw directly on the 
experience of participants as workers, and their wish to create ways of work-
ing that can offer them greater power in the collaborative platform economy. 
Ethnography is a technique that can enable researchers to gain valuable data on 
how workers both participate in and make sense of the collaborative economy, 
but the challenge is then how to bridge the gap between data and action. The 
next section introduces how ethnography and action research can be combined 
to enable business model design in the collaborative economy.

Ethnography as a Business Model Design Technique

Ethnography is generally described as a research methodology that aims to gain 
a deep understanding of the experience of individuals and groups in their con-
text through techniques such as participant observation (e.g. Silverman, 2007). 
Gaining a deep understanding of the experience of workers in the collaborative 
economy can then be a starting point for making change with those workers. 
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Action research has been described as a ‘broadly interventionist approach to 
change and improvement that enables individuals, groups and organizations 
to use reflection on action in a problematic situation as a basis for the crea-
tion of new actions and knowledge’ (Ellis & Kiely, 2000: 83). Through enabling 
researchers and participants to reflect on their current situation, ethnography 
can contribute to reflection that leads to action (Cassell & Johnson, 2006).

Bringing about change implies that the researcher takes an epistemological 
position of critical theory, where they engage in a dialogue with research par-
ticipants in order to understand both how structures in society have gained 
their own reality independent of their creators and how these structures could 
be changed (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). In the context of workers who wish to gain 
power in the collaborative economy, changing the situation of these workers 
from an existing to a desired state implies a design process. Action research 
has been linked with participatory design, as both methodologies encourage 
participation by stakeholders to make real-world change (Foth & Axup, 2006). 
Design is about an ‘inquiry into the ideal’ focusing on what is desirable but 
‘not-yet-real’ (Nelson & Stolterman, 2012: 35), and is ‘concerned with how 
things ought to be, with devising artefacts to attain goals’ (Simon, 1969: 59). 

Taking an epistemological position of critical theory in the context of design 
leads to critical design, introduced by Dunne & Raby (2001) and developed 
further by Bowen (2007: 1) as ‘critical design practices’ that can enable ‘stake-
holders to engage with novel situations and consequently engage in creative 
thinking about future possibilities’. In this case, the stakeholders are workers in 
the collaborative economy, and the future possibilities are new business mod-
els. Critical design practices include speculative design (Dunne & Raby, 2013), 
co-design and participatory design. The last of these links with participatory 
action research, which in turn can be informed by ethnography (Cassell & 
Johnson, 2006). In the situation of seeking to design new business models in 
the collaborative economy, a critical design approach can be helpful, which can 
offer insight into existing social structures by creating new ones that promote 
‘social change, from the present to a hoped-for future that is attainable but not 
immediately within reach’ (Bardzell & Bardzell, 2013: 3304).

Building on critical design, critical design ethnography was introduced by 
Barab et al. (2004: 254) as ‘a process that sits at the intersection of participa-
tory action research, critical ethnography, and socially responsive instructional 
design’. Implementing critical design ethnography starts with understanding 
cultural context through rich description, as with other forms of ethnography, 
then making commitments to social change that are expressed in a design for 
potential action, which can be generalized beyond the original ethnographic 
context (Barab et al., 2004). In the context of the collaborative economy, eth-
nographic data from engagement with workers can offer a rich description not 
only of their current situation but also of their hoped-for future, including a 
future where they as workers gain greater power. Taking a critical design per-
spective, the research process is thus about articulating these wishes and hopes 
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as designs for new worker-led business models. In this respect, the design pro-
cess functions in the way suggested by Zimmerman & Forlizzi (2008: 44), where 
designers can create an artefact that ‘functions as a specific instantiation of a 
model – a theory – linking the current state to the proposed, preferred state’, in 
this case modelling desires for their future that are expressed by workers in the  
collaborative economy in online forums or similar media. These desires for  
the future can be expressed as narratives, where a narrative framework can 
enable ethnographic data to become part of a design process. 

The methodology described in this chapter builds on critical design ethnog-
raphy to elicit business model designs from ethnographic study of workers in 
the collaborative platform economy through the use of annotated portfolio 
techniques within a narrative framework. The next section presents a narrative 
framework for analysis of ethnographic data in a business model context.

A Narrative Framework for Ethnographic Data Analysis  
as a Design Process

Narratives are a form of discourse that can be a ‘form not only of representing 
but of constituting reality’ (Bruner, 1991: 5), more specifically in constituting 
social reality (Ricoeur, 1979). Building on the perspective that narratives can 
create a potential reality, Rosner (2018) highlights the potential of ‘fabulations’ 
as a form of narrative that blends the real and the imaginary, where the latter can 
be an imagined future. Narratives as a form of discourse can exist not only as 
text, but also as actions, images, mime or material objects (Hawkins & Saleem,  
2012). Narratives can be ‘viewed as the cognitive framework that guides an 
individual in making sense of experiences’ (Hawkins & Saleem, 2012: 208), 
and can go beyond individual sense-making to ‘also frame policies for subse-
quent action and interpretation’ (Flory & Iglesias, 2010: 116–117). Narratives 
can thus both communicate and help create potential futures, which makes 
them a helpful tool in design. Narratives could thus be helpful in the design of 
business models in the collaborative economy through making sense of ethno-
graphic data.

A narrative has the elements of plot (events in a chronological order) and 
theme (an overarching meaning), and takes place in a setting or context  
(Solouki, 2017). Narratives can exist not only on the individual level, but also 
on group and societal levels (Gabriel, 2004), including organizational narratives 
(Hawkins & Saleem, 2012), potentially including business models. Business 
models have been viewed as narratives by several authors; for example, Margetta 
(2002: 4) saw business models as ‘stories that explain how enterprises work. A 
good business model answers Peter Drucker’s age-old questions: Who is the 
customer? And what does the customer value?’, while Doganova & Eyquem-
Renault (2009) framed the business model in terms of narrative devices that are 
co-created with stakeholders to enable a shared understanding. Going beyond  
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understanding, Araujo & Easton (2012: 316) claimed that a narrative ‘begins 
to perform the world it narrates with every successful iteration’. Organisations 
can thus be viewed as narratives in a ‘constant state of becoming’ (Ropo &  
Höykinpuro, 2017: 358), and this perspective extends to business models, as ‘a 
text that re-describes and re-constructs reality’ (Perkmann & Spicer, 2010: 5). 
The performative, constructive aspect of business models expressed as narra-
tives links with a design perspective, where the business model can be seen as 
an artefact embodying the wishes and desires of those who create it. Building 
on the work of Solouki and other authors, Larner (2019: 63) offers a useful defi-
nition of narratives that was developed in the context of business model design:

A narrative expresses and enacts the purposeful intent of human 
or other actors who have an agency and inner life. Narratives have a 
plot, that depicts particular incidents or events occurring in a causal 
sequence. A narrative expresses an initial point of view within a specific 
context or frame of reference, but then offers a new point of view. Nar-
ratives express a consistent meaning that can both reflect reality and 
create it. They can become institutionalized through enactment of nar-
rative structures.

Ethnographic data can be analysed in a narrative frame (Burke, 1945), where 
the definition offered above can become a framework:

1. The narrative expresses and enacts the purposeful intent of human or other 
actors.

2. The narrative is enacted by human or other actors who have an agency and 
inner life.

3. The narrative depicts particular incidents or events.
4. The depicted incidents or events occur in a causal sequence.
5. The depicted incidents or events are set within an accepted context or frame 

of reference.
6. The depicted incidents or events express a specific point of view on the  

context or frame of reference.
7. The depicted incidents or events then offer a new point of view on this  

context or frame of reference.
8. The narrative expresses a consistent meaning that can both reflect reality and 

create it.
9. The narrative can become institutionalized as structures.

Metaphors, analogies and narratives ‘often seem to play a similar role in quali-
tative research as quantitative models’, and these

artefacts, re-presentations of, on the one hand empirical ‘reality’, and, 
on the other hand, theory, should then be considered as entities in their 



Reflective Ethnographic Design  181

own right, irreducible to and potentially more important to the research 
process than either of these two, yet playing a mediating role between 
them. (Alvesson & Skölderberg, 2009: 23)

This perspective implies that, in mediating between ethnographic data and 
developing theory, narratives can act as a model. In the research context of 
business models in the collaborative economy, a narrative derived from eth-
nographic data on workers can potentially act as one or more business mod-
els. However, a further stage of analysis will be needed to focus specifically 
on potential business models by eliciting latent designs from the data. Anno-
tated portfolios, a technique used in human–computer interaction, offer the  
potential to enable ethnographic data on the experience of workers in the col-
laborative economy to inform new business model designs within a narrative 
framework. The next section introduces annotated portfolios as a design tech-
nique, then offers a narrative framework for designing business models.

Annotated Portfolios within a Narrative Framework  
as a Business Model Design Methodology

Annotated portfolios were originally developed in the context of classroom 
assessment (Yancey, 1992) as a narrative frame (Burke, 1945) that enabled 
students and teachers to collaborate more effectively and gain transforma-
tive insights. Beyond the classroom, annotated portfolios were first used in the 
context of mental health to evaluate the design of clinical treatment strategies 
(Lavori & Dawson, 1998). Annotated portfolios were then reintroduced in the 
context of human-computer interaction as a method that could bring together 
a number of artefacts and identify the aspects that were common among them 
through text annotations (Gaver, 2012; Bowers, 2012; Gaver & Bowers, 2012). 
Annotated portfolios can be seen as an example of intermediate-level knowledge 
(Löwgren, 2013), a level of abstraction between the ‘ultimate particular’ (Nelson 
& Stolterman, 2012) of each artefact and a more generalizable level of theory.  
The technique thus offers a way to build on the narrative framework offered  
in the previous section to focus more specifically on potential business models.

Annotated portfolios can contribute to producing knowledge of ‘what ought 
to be’ (Gaver & Bowers, 2012: 42), or a desired change in the future, rather 
than documenting what already exists. In this respect, annotated portfolios can 
contribute to design, by bridging the gap between research and design, where 
the ‘essence of research is to produce knowledge, and the essence of design is to  
produce artifacts’ (Löwgren, 2013: 30). Annotated portfolios are not limited  
to material artefacts: Bowers (2012: 71) highlights that any ‘material form can 
be considered for an annotated portfolio including an illustrated monograph, a 
scientific paper, a curated exhibition and so forth’, implying that ethnographic 
data can be annotated as a portfolio. The technique could thus be applicable to 
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the design of business models in the collaborative economy, where the artefacts 
are ethnographic data from online engagement with workers, annotated as a 
portfolio that can then reveal potential business model designs.

A starting point for annotation is the categories of choices that influence the 
design of an artefact offered by Gaver & Bowers (2012: 43):

• functionality
• aesthetics
• practicalities
• motivation for designing
• identities and capabilities of the people for whom it is intended
• culture.

In identifying business model design elements of an annotated portfolio, a help-
ful perspective is that a business model can be considered ‘as a material object, 
as a scale model of the new venture’ (Doganova & Eyquem-Renault, 2009: 
1568). Taking this perspective, a business model design will need to contain all 
the components that would be found in the business itself. A business model 
is essentially about for whom the business creates value, what the business is 
competent at, the scope of the business, its position in the market, where it will 
find resources and how it gains revenue (Morris et al., 2005) in a particular con-
text (Downing, 2005). In drawing up a business model, the entrepreneur needs 
to consider the activities the business will undertake, and how those activities 
will create additional value for customers that the business can capture as profit 
(Al-debei & Avison, 2010; Chesbrough, 2006; Amit & Zott, 2001). 

The business model can be viewed as being created ‘through the performa-
tive practices (i.e. actions, constructions) of actors’ (Wieland et al., 2017: 926), 
where personal and investor factors are key (Morris et al., 2005). As the busi-
ness develops, its business model defines its boundaries as a ‘focal actor’ (Zott 
& Amit, 2010), enabling the business to explore opportunities across organi-
zational boundaries (Jensen, 2013). Shafer et al. (2005: 202) point out that a  
business model ‘helps articulate and make explicit key assumptions about cause-
and-effect relationships and the internal consistency of strategic choices’, while the 
business model can also play ‘an important sense-making and sense-creating role 
for various stakeholders, despite their individual approaches and understandings 
of the term’ (Jensen, 2013: 62). As this sense-making process progresses, the busi-
ness model can then create institutional norms and beliefs (Vargo & Lusch, 2016), 
which then become formalized into ‘the design of organizational structures to 
enact a commercial opportunity’ (George & Bock 2011: 99). 

The components of a business model can thus be identified as: 

• personal factors
• resources
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• opportunities
• stakeholders
• value creation and capture
• strategy
• boundaries
• structure
• activities
• customers
• revenue and costs
• profit.

Business model design can also contribute to organizational design, where 
Stanford (2007: 5) offers the relevant parameters of:

• culture
• systems
• structure
• people
• performance measures and processes
• products and services
• operating context.

The elements of design choices, business model components and organizational 
design parameters can then be combined as business model design elements:

• activities
• aesthetics
• boundaries
• culture
• customers
• functionality
• identities and capabilities of the people for whom it is intended
• motivation for designing
• operating context
• opportunities
• performance measures and processes
• personal factors
• practicalities
• products and services
• profit
• resources
• revenue and costs
• stakeholders
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• strategy
• structure
• systems
• value creation and capture.

The elements can then be set within the narrative framework to create a busi-
ness model narrative framework as shown in Table 9.1.

The next section explores how the business model narrative framework can 
be used to create an annotated portfolio of potential business model designs 
from the ethnographic data. The ethnographic data can be gathered through 
engagement with existing online forums that workers use to share experience 
and knowledge, or new forums created by researchers.

Table 9.1: Business model narrative framework 

Narrative framework element Business model design elements
The narrative expresses and enacts the 
purposeful intent of human or other actors

Culture
Motivation for designing

The narrative is enacted by human or other 
actors who have an agency and inner life

Aesthetics
Identities and capabilities of the 
people for whom it is intended
Personal factors

The narrative depicts particular incidents or 
events

Functionality
Customers

The depicted incidents or events occur in a 
causal sequence

Revenues and costs
Value creation and capture
Profit

The depicted incidents or events are set 
within an accepted context or frame of 
reference

Resources
Opportunities
Operating context

The depicted incidents or events express 
a specific point of view on the context or 
frame of reference

Practicalities
Stakeholders

The depicted incidents or events then offer 
a new point of view on this context or frame 
of reference

Activities
Products and services

The narrative expresses a consistent meaning 
that can both reflect reality and create it

Strategy
Performance measures and processes

The narrative can become institutionalized 
as structures

Systems
Boundaries
Structure
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Using Annotated Portfolios within a Narrative Framework  
to Co-design Business Models in the Collaborative Economy

As well as sharing experience and knowledge through online forums, workers 
have created their own platforms in the collaborative economy. For example, 
ZicXoc Rides (2022) is an ‘app-based booking system, designed to connect 
drivers with riders directly, enabling drivers to run a truly independent busi-
ness, while offering passengers a better service for better value’. This alternative 
platform offers rideshare drivers greater power in the platform economy to cre-
ate their identity as an individual driver-led business rather than take on the 
identity of an existing platform. Such alternative platforms could thus help to 
overcome the network effects that enable existing platform firms such as Uber 
to become dominant in a specific domain, in this case transport. This and other 
alternative platforms suggest that there is potential to create niche worker-led 
business models in the collaborative platform economy. 

Business models are in themselves a representation of how an organization 
strategically manages value creation and capture, and particularly in the collab-
orative economy are implemented as computing systems. The design process 
developed in this chapter can thus be a starting point for implementing new 
business models in the collaborative platform economy. The design process can 
take place in these steps:

1. Identify a domain in the collaborative economy where a dominant platform 
reduces worker power (such as in transport).

2. Identify existing forums or other mechanisms that workers use to exchange 
knowledge and experience about working for that platform.

3. If there is not an existing forum to share experience, researchers can create 
one and encourage workers to join.

4. With the consent of participants, both their experiences as collaborative 
economy workers and their hopes for the future can be collected as ethno-
graphic data.

5. This data is then annotated as a portfolio of potential business model designs 
using the business model narrative framework in Table 9.1.

6. These business model designs can then be offered to workers through the 
forum for discussion and further development.

7. Researchers could also offer in-person workshops to enable other participa-
tory design methods to be used.

8. When a feasible new business model has emerged from this co-design pro-
cess, researchers can then collaborate with workers and with software design-
ers to code a new platform to implement the model.

The design process outlined above can contribute to ethnographic fieldwork 
research practice through offering a data gathering and analysis framework 
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that focuses on how the experiences and hopes for the future of collaborative 
economy participants can be articulated as business models.

This chapter has developed an ethnographic design methodology that builds 
on critical design ethnography (Barab et al., 2004) to enable ethnographic data on  
workers in the collaborative platform economy to be a starting point for the 
design of new business models as an action research process. Action research 
aims to promote and document a change process (Checkland & Howell, 1998; 
Ellis & Kiely, 2000), linking with design research in its aim of bringing about a 
changed future (Foth & Axup, 2006; Dunne & Raby, 2013). In the collaborative 
platform economy, the potential changed future is one where worker-led busi-
ness models can compete with existing dominant platforms through enabling 
collective action. An example of how this can happen is Ride Share Drivers 
United (2022), which started as a forum for ride share drivers on platforms such 
as Uber or Lyft to share experience and problems. Ride Share Drivers United 
then built on the experience of their members to establish its own ZicXoc 
Rides platform (2022) to provide a driver-led alternative business model. 
Another example is how drivers for Indonesia’s Gojek ride sharing platform are 
using existing motorcycle base camps share experience and to take collective 
action, both in hacking the platform and influencing its development (Hao &  
Freischlad, 2022).

The ethnographic design methodology proposed in this chapter can enable 
ethnographic researchers to facilitate an action research / design process with col-
laborative economy workers. By eliciting new business models from analysis of 
ethnographic data on their experiences and wishes, researchers can then review 
potential new business model designs with workers in a process of performative 
practice (Wieland et al., 2017) to establish new platform business models.

As presented here, the methodology has the limitation of trying to derive new 
business models from ethnographic data on the problems workers have with 
existing collaborative platforms. Researchers will need to find ways of encour-
aging participants not only to focus on their present problems, but to consider 
creatively what their future in the collaborative platform economy could look 
like. Building on the methodology presented in this chapter to design potential 
futures through ethnography in the collaborative economy could be an area for 
future study.

Conclusion

This chapter first introduced the issue of worker power in the collaborative 
platform economy, where network effects have resulted in a tendency towards 
one dominant platform in each domain. These network effects reduce worker 
power in relation to platform firms, as they then cannot bargain with the firm 
by withdrawing their labour. Platform workers in the collaborative economy are 
using online forums to share issues that they experience, a form of collaboration  
that enables them to gain some collective power. A further development in 
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gaining collective power is where workers have created alternative worker-led 
business models such as platform cooperatives that enable them to gain greater 
power in niche markets. However, most workers in the collaborative economy 
continue to gain their employment through dominant platform firms.

There is thus potential for researchers to create new business models 
through engagement with workers on existing platforms in the collabora-
tive economy. An ethnographic methodology can enable researchers to use 
online forums or a collaborative platform to engage with these workers to not 
only find out about their existing situation but also discover their wishes and 
desires for the future. Design is about bringing about a desired future, imply-
ing a design methodology. This chapter proposes a design methodology for 
designing new business models in the collaborative economy, where anno-
tated portfolio techniques and a business model narrative framework can 
enable researchers to articulate latent business model designs in ethnographic 
data. This articulation can then be a starting point for a business model  
co-design process with workers that builds on their particular expertise or  
geographical knowledge in challenging dominant platforms in niche areas  
of the collaborative economy.
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