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Material plenitude in the U.S.

“You wouldn’t believe 
what Americans throw 
away.”

The average drill in 
the US is supposedly 
used for 15 minutes 
in its entire lifetime.

Owning and operating a 
vehicle costs over $8,000 
a year, but the average 
car is used less than 4 
percent of the time.

New homes have 1,050 
sq. ft. per person, 
compared to 550 sq. ft. 
40 years ago.



Stuff around the world

Source: Peter Menzel, 1995, Material World.  Households and their possession from Mali, Mongolia, Samoa, 
Cuba, Japan, and the United States.



Variety of institutions for sharing goods

Carpools Private clubs Libraries

Rental companies Thrift stores Garage sales



Fremstad, 2016, Figure 1: Household income and the use of traditional institutions for sharing goods

Traditional forms of sharing decline with income
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Rise of the sharing economy?

• Digital networks lower the transaction cost of 
matching people to idle resources (Botsman and 
Rogers 2010, Schor 2014, Sundararajan 2016)

• Peer-to-peer sharing is a “fluid” form of 
cooperation which may appeal to many people 
(Benkler 2004)

• Many platforms institute rating and feedback 
systems to facilitate trust among strangers  
(Botsman and Rogers 2010, Schor 2014, 
Sundararajan 2016)



Sharing economy platforms may have broad appeal
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Exchanging used goods Sharing goods

Sharing lodging Car-sharing Ride-sharing

Micro labor markets

Peer-to-peer platforms
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The sharing economy is about more than just renting out goods, and this slide gives you an idea of the range of interactions online platforms are facilitating.   None of these types of transaction are completely new – in fact that is part of the power of the sharing economy – it builds on existing norms and preferences.  However, by harnessing the power of the internet, online platforms may facilitate more interactions/transaction among peers.
Platforms for exchanging used goods:  Craigslist, eBay, Freecycle
Platforms for sharing household goods:  The Economists’ cover illustrates platforms for sharing (or renting) household items.  
In another essay, I focus on NeighborGoods, and I estimate the current and potential “gains from sharing” these types of goods: tools, gear, toys, small appliances.  I estimate that 30% of households save almost $200 a year by borrowing and lending goods.  However, most of that does not occur online, but rather on informal networks of relatives, friends, and neighbors.  It is an open question how much these platforms will increase peer-to-peer borrowing and lending, since they require a critical mass of local users and an evolution of norms and preferences.  An important finding is that, although people have a lot of junk – tools, gear, electronics, small appliances -- we don’t spend much money on.   My analysis of the CEX shows that the average household spends about $820 a year on “shareable goods”.
Two exceptions: lodging and private vehicles.
And there are specific platforms for sharing those!
Lodging: many people have spare rooms and Airbb and Couchsurfing are making it easier for people to share or rent those rooms with others – reducing the need for hotels.
Vehicles: immense waste today (average car is driven 1 hour a day, and has 1.7 people in it).  Arun Sundararajan has a new working paper arguing that p2p carsharing could significantly reduce number of vehicles, reduce there miles, and increase their use.
Finally, there are platforms on which people sell labor or services.  As opposed to platforms that aim to increase the utilization of underused goods, these are, in my view, essentially unregulated labor markets that mostly provide people with bad jobs.  Still some have been enormously successful.



Does Craigslist reduce waste?

• Craigslist increased utilization of 
rental housing (Kroft and Pope 
2014)

• More efficient secondhand 
markets can extend the lifetime 
of goods (Gavazza et al. 2014)

• Used good markets may reduce 
waste and other environmental 
burdens (Thomas 2003, Geyer et 
al. 2015, Zink et al. 2015)

• Reuse may account for part of 
decline in per capita waste 
generation (EPA 2011)



Craigslist’s market for secondhand goods

• Craigslist was launched in San Francisco 
in 1995

• For-sale posts are generally free
• Platform quickly crowded out the 

California Materials Exchange (CalMAX)
• 54 percent of Americans use websites 

like Craigslist, and 11 percent every 
week (CNADS)

• Americans create about 1 billion for-sale 
posts a year.

• There are thousands of furniture items 
posted on DC’s list each day.
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There were about 200 million posts in the for-sale section of Craigslist in California in 2013.  Each post would have to reduce waste by 37 pounds…
I analyze a proportionate stratified random sample of 1000 Craigslist posts.




Data and Methodology

• I combine panel data for 124 
counties in California and Florida 
from 1996 to 2013

• Daily per capita waste (post-recycling)
• Control variables
• Date Craigslist launched 46 lists

• I estimate the following fixed-effects 
model: 



Results
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Americans own a lot of stuff! Show another material world pic?  It’s pretty cheap!
A lot of it goes to waste.
And some of it simply ends up in landfills.  Guatemala…
Can online platforms reduce this waste?  Did Craigslist?



Timing of Waste Reductions



Alternative Explanations for Waste Reduction



Plausibility of estimates
Table 6: Analysis of for-sale posts on Craigslist

Category
Fraction of 

for-sale posts

Average 
weight of 

items posted

Assumed 
fraction of posts 
that generate an 

exchange

Assumed fraction of 
exchanges that would 

have occurred 
elsewhere without CL

Assumed fraction 
of disposed goods 
that would have 

been recycled

Implied weight 
diverted from 

waste stream per 
post

Secondhand goods 0.788 - - - - 25.06
Cars & trucks 0.111 3737 0.69 0.99 0.75 6.45
Furniture 0.097 155 0.69 0.5 0.05 50.89
Auto parts 0.075 103 0.69 0.5 0.05 33.71
Electronics 0.058 45 0.69 0.5 0.05 14.75
Baby & kid stuff 0.038 71 0.69 0.5 0.05 23.32
Appliances 0.036 173 0.69 0.5 0.05 56.63
Sporting goods 0.029 77 0.69 0.5 0.05 25.35
General 0.028 297 0.69 0.5 0.05 97.19
Clothing & access. 0.026 8 0.69 0.5 0.05 2.61
Tools 0.025 57 0.69 0.5 0.05 18.71
Household items 0.024 33 0.69 0.5 0.05 10.95

Not secondhand goods 0.212 - - - - 0.00
Weighted average - - - - - 19.7
Note: The fraction of posts and average weight of posts in each category are based on the author's proportionate stratified random sample of 1,000 
for-sale posts on Craigslist across 28 lists in California.  Section 6 explains my assumptions about the fraction of posts that generate an exchange, 
the fraction of exchanges that would have occurred with Craigslist, and the fraction of disposed goods that would have been recycled.



Future research on sharing economy and waste

• Quantify source reduction via the sharing 
economy

• Improve Craigslist research: Track posts and survey 
users on whether the item sold, at what price the 
item sold, what they would have otherwise done 
with the item, and why they use Craigslist.

• Investigate other sharing platforms: Compile data 
on posts, transactions, and feedback mechanisms, 
preferably with cooperation from platform.



Thank you!

Questions and comments are welcome.
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