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Abstract

Purpose: This study examines whether trust in the sharing economy (SE) is driven more by decentralised, peer-based mechanisms (normative or cultural-cognitive institutions) or centralised regulatory authority.

Design/methodology/approach: Structural equation modelling was performed to test a multi-level trust model using data from 635 respondents exposed to a between-subjects experimental vignette online survey.

Findings/results: The mechanisms of peer pressure, micro-level platform reputation, and meso-level platform brand assurance are the primary drivers of consumer trust and participation intention. The authority of macro-level independent regulation plays a significantly weaker role. The collective judgement of peers holds more sway for consumers than the oversight of formal authorities in establishing SE legitimacy.

Practical implications: Service providers must prioritise curating excellent platform reputations, as high peer ratings are a de facto market requirement. Platforms should strengthen their brand’s perceived reliability. Policymakers should adopt a nuanced regulatory approach, recognising that traditional top-down assurances are less influential than decentralised, social proof mechanisms for legitimising most SE services.

Originality/value: This is one of the first studies to integrate and contrast trust-building institutions across micro-, meso- and macro-levels within a single SE framework. It provides empirical evidence that normative and cultural-cognitive institutions are more effective than regulatory ones in legitimising the SE, highlighting a pivotal shift in how trust is established in digital, peer-to-peer markets.
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Introduction

In the sharing economy (SE), consumers use services that may not meet the quality and safety standards of the traditional economy. Digital platforms transfer value from underused assets, such as apartments, between consumers and service providers, contributing to sustainable consumption through more efficient resource usage (Dabbous & Tarhini, 2019) and disintermediating incumbents (Gerwe & Silva, 2020; Hawlitschek et al., 2018; Wirtz et al., 2019). The SE’s virtual nature enables platforms to circumvent regulations (Davlembayeva et al., 2020) and established industry standards (Lee et al., 2020), creating information asymmetry (Akerlof, 1978; Sundararajan, 2016) and concerns about information manipulation, undermining consumer trust (Zervas et al., 2021). Consumer trust is thus pivotal for SE’s legitimacy and institutionalisation, shaping its ability to evolve within, or be limited by, societal values, norms and rules. The current article seeks to identify the sources and role of trust in the consumption of an SE service, Airbnb.

Airbnb was selected as the research context for several reasons. As a globally recognised consumer-to-consumer (C2C) platform, it provides a paradigmatic case for examining trust between strangers (Belk, 2014; Gerwe & Silva, 2020). Its two-sided reputation system operationalises micro-level normative institutions, while its strong brand enables the assessment of meso-level cultural-cognitive institutions. Operating within the regulated hospitality sector creates natural tension with macro-level regulatory institutions, making Airbnb an ideal setting to contrast peer-driven and authority-based trust mechanisms.

Trust enables SE participation, ameliorating the lack of standards and information asymmetries while legitimising C2C interactions. Platforms build trust to facilitate interactions and value exchange among parties (Rangaswamy et al., 2020). Moreover, normative, cultural-cognitive and regulatory institutions (Scott, 2014) shape resource coordination (Edvardsson et al., 2014) and consumption markets (Chaney & Slimane, 2014). Accordingly, this article draws on institutional theory and trust literature to examine how institutions shape consumer trust and, ultimately, their intention to participate in the SE.

This article addresses calls to analyse trust in ‘a platform business on multiple levels’ (Breidbach & Brodie, 2017, p. 768; Lumineau & Schilke, 2018). At the micro-level, platforms enable trust through service provider reputations from past consumer interactions (Ert & Fleischer, 2019), consistent with normative institutions. At the meso-level, trust stems from brand reliability (Akhmedova et al., 2021), reflecting cultural-cognitive institutions. Combined, these levels illustrate ‘the evolving interplay between decentralised digital cues and centralised corporate brands in generating consumer trust at scale’ (Sundararajan, 2019, p. 32). At the macro-level, regulators establish standards to reduce moral hazards, creating trust consistent with regulatory institutions in traditional markets (Voytenko Palgan et al., 2021). As platform regulation aligns with traditional frameworks (Chalmers & Matthews, 2019), we ask whether trust built through reputation systems can ultimately replace trust in formal regulators (Eckhardt et al., 2019).

This article examines how trust and participation intention in the SE are shaped by three distinct institutional mechanisms: the decentralised platform reputation of service providers (micro, normative), the centralised platform brand (meso, cultural-cognitive) and regulatory-independent reputation (macro, regulatory). All constructs can be reviewed in the Glossary in Appendix 1.

Our analysis yields four key findings that constitute the primary contributions of this research. Firstly, we demonstrate that trust and participation intention are most strongly driven by the normative, peer-based platform reputation at the micro-level. Secondly, while the cultural-cognitive dimension of the platform brand fosters trust at the meso-level, trust in individual service providers exerts a stronger influence. Thirdly, we find that regulatory, independent reputation at the macro-level plays a markedly limited role in building trust in this context. Finally, the results reveal a ‘rating floor’ effect, where exceptionally high normative platform ratings are a predominant prerequisite for trust.

The next section integrates insights from trust literature and institutional theory across these three levels to develop the novel conceptual model that guides this investigation. The subsequent section outlines the quantitative approach to data collection, validation and analysis, resulting in a revised model, which is discussed alongside extant literature. The article concludes with implications, limitations and future research pathways.

Background

Trust in the sharing economy

Trust is an essential lubricant in situations of dependence amid uncertainty (Rousseau et al., 1998). In the SE, trust is particularly crucial because of its unique characteristics: C2C interactions between strangers (Belk, 2014), enabled by digital platforms, involving underutilised assets (Gerwe & Silva, 2020). Unlike traditional dyadic trust (Mayer et al., 1995), SE transactions involve three parties, consumer, provider and platform, with consumers trusting peer-providers rather than brand-affiliated ones (Ramphal, 2024). This digitally-enabled sharing among strangers (Schor, 2016; Sutherland & Jarrahi, 2018) entails risks like asset damage or misrepresentation, making consumer willingness to trust strangers foundational to the SE.

The classic trust preconditions, uncertainty, risk and interdependence (Rousseau et al., 1998), are inherent in SE transactions (Mittendorf et al., 2019). Without traditional regulatory enforcement (Ferrari, 2016; Sundararajan, 2019), SE platforms rely on alternative trust mechanisms: interaction-based trust (from consumer ratings and reviews) and institution-based trust. This raises the question of where trust is most effectively built: at micro (individual), meso (brand) or macro (regulatory) levels.

Interaction-based trust develops through technology-enabled consumer ratings (Abrahao et al., 2017) and reviews (Cheng et al., 2019), with platforms institutionalising decentralised feedback into provider reputations. This emergent, peer-driven mechanism challenges whether traditional regulatory trust can be superseded.

Institution-based trust stems from specific institutional arrangements (Bachmann, 2011), where favourable conditions enable situational success (McKnight & Chervany, 2001). Regulators create this through independent standards-based reputation (Bartlett et al., 2013), while platforms rely on brand assurances like secure transactions and guarantees (Akhmedova et al., 2021; Kong et al., 2020). Consumers expect competent, integrity-based performance within established norms for legitimacy (Mayer et al., 1995; Scott, 2014), making institution-based trust essential alongside interaction-based trust.

An institutional theoretical perspective

Marketing involves institutions and processes that create, deliver and exchange value (American Marketing Association, 2017). Gundlach and Wilkie (2009) highlight marketing’s role in ‘institutions that … facilitate and govern these activities (e.g. governmental agencies, legislators, courts, professional associations, social norms, ethics and individual values)’ (p. 262) and assert ‘that marketing systems … are a part of marketing as are social processes (e.g. regulations and norms)’ (p. 261). Institutions, comprising cultural-cognitive, normative and regulatory dimensions together constrain and enable behaviour (North et al., 2009; Scott, 2014). As an emergent market form, the SE relies on these institutions for legitimacy, shaping trust and participation through norms and values (normative), socially constructed meanings (cultural-cognitive) and rules governing consumption (regulatory) (Scott, 2014).

Therefore, the SE’s institutional landscape and marketing dynamics are co-shaped by consumers, firms, platforms and regulators (Eckhardt et al., 2019). A core feature of this landscape is the consumer’s dual role as a prosumer, simultaneously providing and consuming services. The resulting institutions facilitate value creation (Duncan, 1920, as cited in Rosenbloom, 2013) and coordinate resources across the ecosystem (Edvardsson et al., 2014). By applying institutional theory, this study specifically examines which institutional pillar, normative, cultural-cognitive or regulatory, most effectively influences consumer trust and participation intention in the SE.

Levels of analysis in the sharing economy

Research on the SE typically analyses trust at the micro (individual), meso (platform) and macro (regulatory) levels (Maurer et al., 2020; Trenz et al., 2018). While studies have examined micro-level peer reputations and meso-level platform assurances, macro-level regulatory influences remain underexplored (Mao et al., 2020; Yang et al., 2019). This fragmented approach highlights a need for integrated multi-level theorisation (Cheng, 2016). Trust in this ecosystem is inherently layered – originating in peer interactions (micro), shaped by platforms (meso) and contextualised by regulation (macro) – requiring a unified model to explain its development across interdependent levels (Figure 1).
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Institution-based trust in the SE may arise through different reputation mechanisms operating at distinct levels. Platform reputation emerges endogenously through repeated peer-to-peer interactions and is embedded within the digital platform. It is typically reflected in aggregated user ratings and reviews, such as buyer-seller feedback on online marketplaces or passenger ratings of drivers in ride-hailing platforms, which function as socially constructed signals based on prior exchanges (Mauri et al., 2018; Pavlou, 2002). Platform reputation, therefore, reflects normative pressures generated and reinforced through peer communities.

In contrast, independent reputation originates exogenously from third-party institutions outside the platform’s governance structure. Such mechanisms are commonly associated with formal regulation, certification or standard-setting bodies, including quality assurance certifications or licensing requirements, and are grounded in rule-based assessments (Scott, 2014; Zucker, 1986). Independent reputation thus reflects regulatory pressures, whereby trust is conferred through compliance with externally defined checks and balances.

This distinction is central to the present study, which examines how different institutional pillars substitute for trust under uncertainty in digitally mediated markets (Eckhardt et al., 2019). Specifically, it compares the influence of platform-based and independent reputation mechanisms on consumer trust and participation intentions in the SE.

Normative role of platform reputation at the micro-level

At the micro-level, consumer trust is rooted in the expectation that a service provider will act in the consumer’s best interest, a set of expectations conceptualised as trusting beliefs and intentions, which form the basis of interpersonal trust (McKnight & Chervany, 2001). In the virtual context of the SE, where transactions are initiated before physical service delivery, this translates into interaction-based trust. This form of trust is predicated on the perceived ability, integrity and benevolence of the provider, a framework established in e-commerce (Pavlou & Fygenson, 2006) and extended to SE contexts (Tussyadiah & Park, 2018; Yang et al., 2019). The inherent information asymmetry of interacting ‘at a distance’ presents a central challenge. Platforms mitigate this by institutionalising the aggregated experiences of past users into a platform reputation, enabling consumers to base their trust on this normative, peer-derived signal.

Rather than explicitly assessing the provider’s ability, integrity and benevolence, platforms fabricate a proxy for interaction-based trust by aggregating consumers’ ratings (Abrahao et al., 2017) to infer the provider’s reputation (Vavilis et al., 2014). Consumers rely on ratings, even from those they have not engaged with. As a normative institution, platform reputation reflects shared norms (Scott, 2014) and serves as a consumer decision-making heuristic (Cialdini et al., 1991), with reviews and ratings shaping provider reputations (Mao et al., 2020; Mauri et al., 2018; Yang et al., 2019). However, ratings themselves vary in degree and interact with the platform’s overall reputation. This leads to our first hypothesis:


H1: The level of a service provider’s platform reputation (PR) significantly affects consumer trust in the service provider (TSP).

H1a: TSP is much lower at a low (1-star) PR rating than at a medium (3-star) rating.

H1b: TSP is much higher at a high (5-star) PR rating than at a medium (3-star) rating.



Meso-level trust from the cultural-cognitive platform brand

Brand trust has evolved from traditional mechanisms like insurance and escrows (Zucker, 1986) to corporate brands (Möhlmann & Geissinger, 2018), reflecting consumer confidence in reliability and intent (Delgado-Ballester et al., 2003). In digital contexts, brands signal quality and engender trust through structural assurances (McKnight & Chervany, 2001; Shankar et al., 2002). Similarly, SE platforms build institution-based trust through website reliability, transaction security, fair policies, verification and reduced user friction. These features enhance the platform’s brand appeal, aid user acquisition and retention (Akhmedova et al., 2021) and reinforce trust in its ability and integrity (Mayer et al., 1995). The platform brand thus functions as a cultural-cognitive institution through which consumers develop taken-for-granted expectations (Scott, 2014), as seen when brand names become verbs (e.g. ‘Ubering’). Hence, we hypothesise:


H2: The strength of a platform’s brand (B) has a positive effect on the level of consumer trust in that platform (TP)



Macro-level trust from the regulatory, independent reputation of the service provider

Institution-based trust also operates at the macro-level through standards, regulations and certifications (Lawrence, 1999; Shao et al., 2020). Independent accreditation institutionalises credibility by substituting for reputation and alleviating information asymmetry (Bartlett et al., 2013; Pavlou, 2002; Martin-Fuentes et al., 2018). Official star ratings enhance reputation and trust (Kang et al., 2016; Sutherland et al., 2021), reflecting how normative institutions can evolve into regulatory ones over time (Scott, 2014). Since regulations are externally enforced and carry coercive power, they may exert a stronger influence on trust. This leads to our third hypothesis:


H3: A service provider’s independent, regulatory reputation (IR) influences consumer trust in the service provider (TSP).

H3a: A low (1-star) IR rating reduces TSP compared to a medium (3-star) rating.

H3b: A high (5-star) IR rating increases TSP compared to a medium (3-star) rating.



Given the potential for regulatory ratings to function as mere ‘hygiene factors’ rather than key discriminants, we ask whether trust in formal regulators is as influential as trust in platform reputation systems (Eckhardt et al., 2019). Institutional arrangements often combine multiple elements (Scott, 2014), and contrasting independent regulatory ratings with peer-derived platform ratings offers a novel way to examine how macro- and micro-level trust signals interact. Thus, we hypothesise:


H4: There is a significant interaction between platform reputation (PR) and independent reputation (IR) in predicting trust in the service provider (TSP). The relationship between PR and TSP differs significantly across low, medium and high levels of IR.



Intention to participate in the sharing economy

Key drivers behind consumers’ changing perceptions, intentions and actions are evolving cultural, institutional and technological norms (Zhang & Chang, 2020), which have permeated consumers’ lives through the SE. Consumers’ intention to participate in the SE can be defined as their likelihood to request or use a sharing service (Mittendorf et al., 2019). Sellers with better reputations tend to attract more customers (Tadelis, 2016). Consumers’ trust in providers shapes their intentions in e-commerce (Fang et al., 2014), accommodation sharing (Mao et al., 2020; Nisar et al., 2020) and ride-sharing (Mittendorf et al., 2019). Our fifth hypothesis is therefore:


H5: Trust in the service provider (TSP) has a positive influence on consumers’ intention to participate (IP) in the sharing economy.



When a provider’s rating was experimentally manipulated, higher values signalled a greater willingness to use the service (Rosenthal et al., 2020). Additionally, higher ratings indicated that providers would remain in the market, thus serving as a proxy of consumers’ support of participation in the SE service (Leoni, 2020). Our sixth and seventh hypotheses, therefore, accommodate both participation intention and the role of trust as a mediator:


H6: The positive effect of platform reputation (PR) on intention to participate (IP) is mediated by trust in the service provider (TSP).



Correspondingly, consumers value standard-setting as it leads to more bookings and greater market share (Ballina et al., 2020):


H7: The effect of independent reputation (IR) on intention to participate (IP) is mediated by trust in the service provider (TSP).



Consumer intention to participate in the SE is predicated on trust in the platform itself. This platform trust is multifaceted, encompassing dimensions such as safety measures, guarantees and perceived service quality, which collectively constitute the platform’s brand (Ter Huurne et al., 2017). Empirical research substantiates that trust in the platform is a key driver of participation intentions (Lee et al., 2018; Mittendorf, 2018; Mittendorf et al., 2019). Consequently, a platform’s ability to foster adoption hinges on reinforcing this brand-based trust (Akhmedova et al., 2020). This establishes the foundational logic for our final hypothesis:


H8: Trust in the platform (TP) has a positive influence on consumers’ intention to participate (IP) in the sharing economy.

H9: The positive effect of the platform brand (B) on intention to participate (IP) is mediated by trust in the platform (TP).



Figure 2 represents the conceptual model of the hypotheses.
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Methodology

Research design

This research examined the accommodation sharing-economy platform, Airbnb, in South Africa using a between-subjects experimental vignette online survey (Aguinis & Bradley, 2014). Airbnb was selected as its service is relatively homogeneous (short-term lodging) compared to other SE sectors, allowing for clearer experimental manipulation of reputation variables. The platform also has a high level of awareness and usage within our target population, ensuring respondents are familiar with the context, which is essential for valid responses in a vignette-based survey. The selection of the South African context, along with the Tourism Grading Council of South Africa (TGCSA) as the independent regulatory body, provided a clear, nationally recognised macro-level institution against which Airbnb’s platform reputation could be contrasted. This allowed for a clean experimental design where both peer (Airbnb) and authority (TGCSA) ratings could be manipulated on the same 5-star scale that they share.

Since short-term accommodation incumbents operate in an institutionalised sector (Weber et al., 2019), TGCSA standardisation constitutes a recognised quality indicator (Du Plessis & Saayman, 2011). Both PR and IR were manipulated at three levels (1-, 3- and 5-star). Participants were randomly assigned to one of the resulting nine (3×3) treatment conditions (Figure 3). They answered 14 Likert-scale statements (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree) (Table 2).
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The target population comprised individuals familiar with both Airbnb and the South African context, who had either used or considered short-term accommodation services. Participants were recruited via the authors’ professional email and LinkedIn networks. To extend reach, a snowball sampling technique was employed, where initial participants were encouraged to share the survey within their own networks. From an initial pool of 760 responses, 125 were removed because of incompleteness or failure to meet other validity criteria, resulting in a final analytic sample of 635.

Data validation

Exploratory factor analysis (Bartlett’s test: χ2 = 4734.473, df = 66, p < 0.001; Kaiser−Meyer−Olkin = 0.865) returned four factors explaining 69% of variance (Pallant, 2001). Multicollinearity was not an issue as tolerance values for TSP, TP and B exceeded 0.1 (0.865, 0.419 and 0.450, respectively), and variance inflation factors remained below 3 (1.157, 2.388 and 2.221, respectively) (Hair et al., 2010). Non-response bias was minimal (Table 1), as Levene’s test showed no significant differences between early and late completers (Fulton, 2018).
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Factor loadings were significant and exceeded 0.5 (Table 2), confirming convergent validity (Hair et al., 2010). The measurement model demonstrated acceptable fit (Table 3). Convergent validity and reliability were obtained because the average variance extracted (AVE) and composite reliability per construct exceeded 0.5 and 0.7, respectively (Hair et al., 2010; Hancock & Mueller, 2001). Discriminant validity was confirmed, with AVE square roots exceeding inter-factor correlations (Table 3) (Fornell & Larcker, 1981) and heterotrait-monotrait ratio of correlations being below 0.85 (Table 4) (Henseler et al., 2015).
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Data analysis

Covariance-based structural equation modelling (CB-SEM) using analysis of moment structures (IBM AMOS®) was selected as the primary analytical method. This choice was appropriate given the data’s general normality, the large sample size (n = 635), and the use of reflective constructs. CB-SEM was particularly suited for testing the hypothesised model as it allows for the simultaneous estimation of direct and indirect (mediation) effects while incorporating control variables. Following established literature, prior experience as an Airbnb user and general online shopping habits were included as controls, as these factors are known to influence participatory intentions in digital contexts (Abramova et al., 2015; Mittendorf et al., 2019; Pavlou & Fygenson, 2006). To test the mediation hypotheses (H6, H7 and H9), indirect effects were calculated as the product of the constituent path coefficients, with bias-corrected bootstrapping (5000 samples) used to establish confidence intervals (Collier, 2020).

For the experimental manipulation, indicator-coded dummy variables were created to represent the three levels (1-star, 3-star and 5-star) of both PR and IR. In the direct effects model, the 3-star level for each variable was designated as the zero-coded reference category, allowing the 1-star and 5-star conditions to be compared against this baseline (Collier, 2020). To test the interaction hypothesis (H4), which posits that the effect of PR on trust depends on the level of IR, a standard interaction term within CB-SEM (as per a multiple-indicator-multiple-cause model) is unsuitable with dummy-coded categorical predictors. Therefore, the interaction was assessed by estimating separate structural models for each of the nine treatment conditions. This analysis was complemented by visual interpretation of the mean differences using analysis of variance (ANOVA) graphs.

Ethical considerations

The ethical clearance to conduct this study was obtained from the Gordon Institute of Business Science, University of Pretoria and Gordon Institute of Business Science (GIBS) Master’s Research Ethical Clearance Committee.

Results

Demographics

The sample was characterised by a majority (68%) of respondents who were existing SE service users. Demographically, over half of the participants (56%) fell within the age range of 24–39 years, a finding consistent with prior research that identifies millennials as the core users of SE platforms (Amaro et al., 2019; Mao et al., 2020; Yang et al., 2019). Geographically, a majority of respondents (83.94%) were residents of South Africa. The remaining participants were distributed across other regions: Europe (5.51%), other African countries (5.04%), Asia (2.52%), North America (1.42%), Oceania (1.42%) and South America (0.16%).

Structural equation modelling results

Direct effects

The structural model tested five direct hypotheses, of which four were supported: H1, H2, H5, and H8 (see Table 5 for complete results). H3 was not supported, indicating that IR does not function as hypothesised.
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Analyses of PR confirmed its strong normative influence. Compared to the 3-star reference, a 1-star PR rating significantly reduced TSP, supporting H1a. Conversely, a 5-star PR rating produced a stronger positive effect on TSP (H1b). This asymmetric pattern underscores that consumers’ interaction-based trust is highly sensitive to peer ratings, with perfect scores providing a substantial boost and low scores imposing a severe penalty.

Supporting H2, B exerted a significant positive influence on TP. This finding confirms that the brand acts as a critical cultural-cognitive institution, providing the structural assurance necessary for institution-based trust at the meso-level.

The results for IR were mixed and revealing. While a 1-star IR rating significantly reduced TSP (H3a), a 5-star rating had no statistically significant effect (H3b). This pattern indicates that a poor regulatory signal can damage trust, but a positive one does not comparably enhance it. This asymmetry suggests that relative to powerful peer-based signals (PR), macro-level regulatory assurances (IR) have a limited and non-linear role in building consumer trust, with consumers appearing to rely more heavily on collective peer experiences than on formal ratings.

Finally, both TSP and TP were confirmed as significant drivers of participation intention (IP), supporting H5 and H8, respectively. The standardised path coefficient for TSP (β = 0.564) was substantially larger than that for TP (β = 0.201), indicating that trust in the individual provider is a more decisive factor in the participation decision than trust in the platform itself.

Mediation effects

The mediation analysis, detailed in Table 6, examined the indirect pathways to participation intention (IP). The results indicate significant mediation for most hypothesised paths (H6 and H9), with one key exception: the effect of a high (5-star) IR rating in H7.
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Platform reputation (PR) as a mediated pathway: The analysis for H6 confirmed a significant indirect effect of PR on IP through TSP. For the 1-star PR rating (versus the 3-star reference), both the direct and indirect paths to IP were negative, indicating complementary mediation. This suggests that a poor peer rating not only directly deters participation but also does so by eroding trust in the provider. Conversely, the 5-star PR rating showed significant positive direct and indirect effects, also demonstrating complementary mediation, whereby an excellent peer rating boosts both trust and intention directly.

The limited, mediated role of independent reputation (IR): The results for H7 were more nuanced. The direct effects of both low and high IR ratings on IP were non-significant (p = 0.922 and p = 0.727, respectively). However, for the 1-star IR rating, a significant full mediation was observed (β = −0.368, p = 0.001). This indicates that a negative regulatory signal only influences participation intention by first undermining TSP, with no direct effect. The non-significant mediation for the 5-star IR rating reinforces that positive regulatory signals have no reliable effect – neither direct nor indirect – on participation.

Brand trust as a mediating mechanism: Supporting H9, B exhibited a significant positive indirect effect on IP through TP, demonstrating full mediation. This confirms that the platform’s brand does not influence participation intention directly; its effect is entirely channelled through the trust it fosters in the platform itself.

Factorial design

The analysis of the interaction between PR and IR (H4) reveals a nuanced pattern in how these signals jointly shape TSP, as detailed in Table 7 and visualised in Figure 4.
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The effect of PR was contingent on its level. As hypothesised in H1a and H1b, 1-star PR ratings (TCs 1, 4 and 7) consistently reduced TSP, while 5-star PR ratings (TCs 3, 6 and 9) consistently enhanced it, regardless of the accompanying IR level. Critically, medium (3-star) PR ratings (TCs 2, 5 and 8) yielded non-significant coefficients, suggesting that average peer ratings are insufficient to build trust and may be functionally equivalent to a lack of information.

The role of IR was more complex and context-dependent. A 1-star IR rating (TCs 1, 2 and 3) exerted a uniformly negative influence on TSP, supporting H3a. However, contrary to H3b, higher IR ratings (3- and 5-stars) showed positive coefficients across conditions, though their impact was not uniformly strong enough to achieve significance in the main effects model. This indicates that while a poor regulatory signal is damaging, a positive one is not a consistently powerful trust signal on its own.

The interaction is clearly illustrated in Figure 4. The slope representing the relationship between PR and TSP is steepest when paired with a 5-star IR rating, indicating that regulatory endorsement amplifies the positive effect of high peer ratings. Conversely, a provider with a 1-star PR rating suffers a severe trust deficit that even a perfect 5-star IR rating (TC 7) cannot fully offset. In contrast, the penalty for a low IR rating is less absolute; it lowers trust but does not negate the powerful positive effect of a 5-star PR score. This pattern confirms the primacy of peer-based (normative) signals, while revealing that macro-level (regulatory) signals can act as a moderating amplifier, particularly for high-quality providers.

Figure 5 summarises results, greying out unsupported hypotheses (H3 and H4) and highlighting partial mediation (H6).
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Discussion and conclusion

This research responds to calls for a multi-level examination of trust within the SE (Breidbach & Brodie, 2017; Ter Huurne et al., 2017). By integrating institutional theory, we conceptualise trust-building mechanisms at three distinct levels: the micro-level (service provider’s platform reputation; Mittendorf et al., 2019), the meso-level (platform brand, Sundararajan, 2019) and the macro-level (service provider’s independent, regulatory reputation; Eckhardt et al., 2019). While prior studies have often focused on one or two of these levels in isolation (e.g. Mao et al., 2020; Mittendorf, 2018; Mittendorf et al., 2019; Yang et al., 2019), this study is among the first to integrate all three, contrasting their effects on participation intention and examining the combined impact of peer-driven and regulatory rating systems. Our findings provide a clearer, more nuanced understanding of the institutional mechanisms that underpin consumer trust and participation in the South African SE context.

Contributions to theory

Our findings offer four key theoretical contributions that advance the understanding of trust in digital marketplaces. Firstly, we emphasise the importance of peer influence. At the micro-level, we confirm that a service provider’s platform reputation, a normative institution built on peer reviews, is a dominant force. The strong support for H1 and H5 demonstrates that interaction-based trust, derived from the collective judgement of other consumers, is a more powerful predictor of trust and participation intention than formal regulatory signals. This extends existing literature (Mao et al., 2020; Yang et al., 2019) by showing that in a C2C ecosystem, decentralised peer cues can not only influence but also trump centralised authority. While some studies, such as Ert et al. (2016), found that visual cues like photos could overshadow ratings, our results reaffirm the profound weight of aggregated peer opinions in the South African SE landscape.

Secondly, we found the enabling role of the platform brand. At the meso-level, our study reinforces the importance of the platform brand as a cultural-cognitive institution (Akhmedova et al., 2021; Wang & Jeong, 2018; Wu & Shen, 2018; Yang et al., 2019). The support for H2 indicates that a reliable and well-known platform brand provides essential structural assurance, fostering institution-based trust. Furthermore, this trust in the platform positively influences participation intentions (H8 and H9), consistent with global findings (Lee et al., 2018; Mittendorf, 2018). A critical insight, however, is that trust in the service provider (micro-level) exerts a stronger influence on participation than trust in the platform (meso-level). This underscores the fundamental peer-to-peer nature of the SE, where consumers relate more directly to individual providers than to the facilitating platform itself (Costello & Reczek, 2020).

Thirdly, we found, contrary to expectations and prior research, that regulatory assurance plays a limited role at the macro-level. A pivotal finding, with implications for institutional theory, is the limited role of macro-level regulatory trust. The lack of support for H3 indicates that independent reputation ratings, such as those from the Tourism Grading Council, have a negligible direct impact on trust in a service provider. This contrasts with studies that highlight the importance of standard-setting (Kang et al., 2016; Sutherland et al., 2021). This divergence may be uniquely context-dependent. In South Africa, regulatory accreditation in the hospitality sector may be less visible or trusted by locals compared to the immediate, social proof offered by platform reviews. This suggests a shift where ‘the changing peer-to-peer review internet platforms are challenging the need for quality assurance through such institutions’ (Visser & Eastes, 2020, p.74). Trust, it appears, is shedding its authoritative character for a more interactive, social one (Botsman, 2015), at least within the local consumer base.

Fourthly, we discuss the ‘rating floor’ effect. When micro and macro mechanisms are combined (H4), the results reveal a powerful ‘rating floor’ effect. The severe trust penalty for 1-star platform ratings and the non-significant effect of 3-star ratings indicate that a de facto quality threshold exists near the 5-star level; ratings below this threshold fail to assure consumers. This institutionalised norm, where 95% of providers maintain near-perfect ratings (Zervas et al. 2021), transforms high platform ratings into a hygiene factor. This skew can be attributed to platform design (reflecting platforms’ efforts to minimise visible negative reviews, Zamani et al., [2019]), consumer reluctance to leave negative feedback (Berg et al., 2020), and fear of retaliation (Newlands et al., 2019), creating a market where exceptional quality is the baseline expectation.

Practical implications

Our findings offer actionable insights for key stakeholders in the SE ecosystem, service providers, platform managers and policymakers, aimed at fostering trust and sustainable growth. For service providers operating at the micro-level, the imperative is unequivocal: a near-perfect platform reputation is essential for survival. Our findings reveal a rating floor effect, where five-star ratings have become the normative baseline. This dynamic creates an intensely competitive environment where the margin for differentiation is exceptionally narrow, forcing providers to compete on subtle cues beyond the star rating itself and amplifying their dependence on the qualitative content of informal reviews. The platform, therefore, enforces a rigorous, consumer-driven standard of excellence. In this system, providers with less-than-stellar reputations are systematically marginalised, effectively ‘voted off’ the platform, while those who maintain top ratings become pervasive. Consequently, the stakes for micro-level reputation management are exceptionally high; even minor service failures can trigger swift marginalisation, as consumer trust and choice are overwhelmingly anchored in these peer-generated evaluations.

Platform managers, who operate at the meso-level, should understand that their brand is a critical trust enabler. Investing in website reliability, transaction security and fair dispute-resolution policies strengthens the platform’s cultural-cognitive legitimacy. Furthermore, since high-performing providers create a positive halo effect for the brand itself, platforms have a vested interest in supporting providers through training and engagement initiatives to help them maintain the high ratings that drive the entire ecosystem.

For policymakers, who operate at the macro-level, a nuanced approach is appropriate. While oversight is necessary, our results indicate that imposing traditional regulatory reputation systems may be an inefficient way to build trust in the SE. Standard-setting bodies ensure consistent service encounters, yet SE services, provided and consumed by individuals, are inherently heterogeneous. Policymakers should consider contextual applications for independent ratings, which differ according to platform offering, provider and consumer maturity. Standardised SE services (e.g. ride-sharing) may benefit more from regulation, while unique, experience-based offerings (e.g. Airbnb’s ‘authentic’ stays) are better trusted through peer and brand mechanisms. New market entrants, lacking reputational history, would benefit from independent accreditation (e.g. a TGCSA rating) as a valuable trust signal in the absence of an established platform reputation. Cautious new users, visiting the platform or the country for the first-time, may be hesitant to trust strangers, but could be reassured by the presence of official regulatory endorsements.

Limitations and further research

This study has several limitations that also delineate valuable pathways for future research. Firstly, concerning methodology, relying on self-reported intentions may not fully capture actual booking behaviour. Future research would benefit from experimental designs or field studies that track real SE transactions to validate these findings and examine how specific institutional mechanisms (e.g. the presence of pictorial ratings) influence concrete choices.

Secondly, the geographic and cultural context may limit generalisability, given the predominance of South African residents in the sample. The attenuated effect of macro-level IR could be partially explained by lower institutional trust in regulatory bodies within this specific setting. Replicating this model in countries with stronger institutional trust would help determine if the primacy of peer-based (normative) trust is a universal characteristic of the SE or a context-contingent finding. Such cross-cultural work could also investigate if tourists, seeking brand consistency abroad, assign greater weight to official regulatory ratings than to platform-specific peer reviews.

Thirdly, the sample characteristics present a potential bias. The respondents were predominantly experienced Airbnb users, who likely have well-established trust in platform-native reputation systems. To better understand initial trust formation, future studies should target new or prospective users. Employing broader, more heterogeneous consumer or tourism panels would also enhance the representativeness of the findings.

Fourthly, the generalisability across SE sectors requires further validation. Although the multi-level institutional framework is theoretically portable, its empirical application depends on how micro-, meso- and macro-level signals are operationalised in different contexts; for example, applying the model to ride-sharing would involve defining a driver’s ‘independent reputation’ (macro) and contrasting it with platform-based ratings (micro). Future research should identify which specific trust signals are most impactful across different SE domains. Promising avenues include examining the relative influence of visual cues (e.g. service provider photos) versus textual reviews, or how the trust-building role of the platform brand (meso) varies between asset-heavy (e.g. accommodation) and service-heavy (e.g. task-based) platforms.

Finally, this study evaluates institutional trust solely within the SE. Future research could provide a richer understanding by comparing these dynamics with those in the traditional economy, where established ratings (e.g. 3-star vs 5-star hotels) have long guided consumer expectations. Such a comparison would directly assess whether and how platform-based reputation systems alter consumers’ fundamental reliance on macro-level institutional trust.
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Appendix 1

Glossary of key terms

The following key terms are used throughout this study and are defined here for clarity:


	Institutional Theory: A theoretical framework that explains how established rules, norms, and beliefs (institutions) shape behaviour and provide stability in social systems. In this study, we focus on three types of institutions: normative (peer-based reputations), cultural-cognitive (shared understandings of platform brands), and regulatory (formal rules and oversight). (Scott, 2014)

	Peer Influence: The social pressure exerted by other consumers, whose collective opinions and behaviours shape an individual’s trust and decision-making. In the sharing economy, this influence is primarily channelled through digital reputation systems (e.g. star ratings and reviews). (Mauri et al., 2018)

	Platform Reputation: The aggregated digital record of a service provider’s past performance, as rated by previous consumers on a sharing economy platform (e.g. Airbnb, Uber). This serves as a primary, decentralised cue for trust. (Mauri et al., 2018)

	Regulatory Trust: The confidence consumers derive from formal, top-down rules, standards, and oversight provided by governmental or independent authorities, which are designed to reduce risk and ensure fairness in markets. (Cheng et al., 2019)

	Sharing Economy: A socio-economic ecosystem built on the sharing of access to underutilised goods or services, often facilitated by digital platforms that connect private providers with consumers. (Davlembayeva et al., 2020)

	Trust: The psychological willingness of a consumer to rely on a service provider and become vulnerable in a transaction, based on positive expectations of the provider’s behaviour, despite inherent uncertainty and information asymmetry. (Cheng et al., 2019)
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TABLE 1: Non-response bias assessment.

Variable Response Mean SD Effect Size Levene’s test t-test for
typet (Cohen's d) for equality equality of
of variances means Sig.
Sig.  (2-tailed)
TP Early 277 09% 005 027 0.58
Late 281 0.950 . o .
B Early 318 0620 010 087 0.80
Late 312 0670 - - -
i Early 243 0600 002 035 0.23
Late 242 0,600 a o s
P Early 289 1140 004 079 0.65
Late 293 1120 - - -
Gender Early 149 0540 015 0.01 0.05
Late 141 0490 a o o
Age Early 251 0660  0.06 0.03 0.48
Late 247 0580 - - -
Race Early 281 1330 002 017 0.76
Late 284 1300 a o o
Education  Early 471 1360 005 0.05 055
Late 477 1120 - - -
Marital Early 198 0860 020 0.26 0.02
S Late 182 0750 o o o
Employment  Early 277 099 005 027 0.58
Satus Late 281 0950 - - -
Online Early 318 0620 010 087 0.80
::‘;‘L‘::fy Late 255 0853 - - -

TSP, trust in service provider; B, platform brand; TP, trust in platform; IP, intention to
participate; SD, standard deviation; sig., significance.

+. Early: Survey answered split by the median in time (Early: n = 409; Late: n = 226)
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TABLE 2: Confirmatory factor analysis measurement model with standardised estimates.

Code Constructs Standardised factor loadings (1)*  f-values

Trust in service provider (TSP) (Ramphal, 2024)

TSP1 Because of the star rating from other customers, | trust the service provider (Airbnb host). 0.767

TSP2 Because of the star rating from the independent tourism grading body, | trust the service provider (Airbnb host). 0729 14.048

Trust in platform (TP) (Delgado-Ballester et al., 2003, p. 41; Mittendorf et al., 2019, p. 1116)

™1 I trust Airbnb to continue to meet my expectations in the future. 0.817

P2 I feel confident in Airbnb's brand name. 0.844 13.944

T3 Airbnb’s brand name guarantees satisfaction. i

Platform brand (B) (Delgado-Ballester et al., 2003, p. 41; Mittendorf et al., 2019, p. 1116)

B1 Even if not monitored by an independent body, | would trust Airbnb to do the job right. if

B2 I could rely on Airbnb’s brand name to solve any problem experienced with this accommodation. 0.949

B3 Airbnb’s brand name would compensate me in some way for any problem with the product or service 0.646 5.187
experienced with this accommodation.

Intention to participate (IP) (Mittendorf et al., 2019, p. 1116)

P1 Because of the star rating from other customers, | will book this Airbnb accommodation. i

P2 Because of the star rating from the independent tourism grading body, | will book this Airbnb accommodation. i

P3 Iam very likely to request a booking for this accommodation on Airbnb in the future. 0.862

P4 | would not hesitate to request a booking for this accommodation on Airbnb. 0.903 31.977

iP5 | would feel comfortable requesting a booking on Airbnb for this accommodation. 0935 32.259

IP6 | would use Airbnb to request a booking for this specific accommodation. 0.890 31.065

Source: Ramphal, A. (2024). An institutional theory perspective on sustainable consumption (Order No. 31726469). Doctoral dissertation, ProQuest Dissertations and Theses Global, University of
Pretoria

Note: Please see the full reference list of this article Ramphal, A., Mthombeni, M., & Chipp, K. (2026). The influence of institutional mechanisms when trusting the sharing economy. South African
Journal of Business Management, 57(1), a5686. https://doi.org/10.4102/sajbm.v57i1.5686 for more information.

Model fit: 2 = 93.923; df = 28; p = 0.000, 5df = 3.354, RMSEA = 0.061, CFl = 0.984, IFI = 0.984, NFI = 0.977, TLI = 0.974, RFI = 0.963.
RMSEA, root mean square error of approximation; CFl, comparative fit index; NFI, normed fit index; TLI, Tucker-Lewis fit index; RFI, relative fit index.
*, Factor loading significant at the 0.001 level.

+ Items removed after Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) and CFA iterations; 1, ltems constrained for iden

ication purposes.
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TABLE 5: Direct effects for the structural equation model.

Hypothesised Standardised Unstanda SE  fvalue pvalue
relationships estimates estimates

H1. PR > TSP

Hia: 1 % compared 0295 0592 0124 -4784
to3 %

Hib: 5  compared 0321 0644 0124 5211
to3 %

H2.B > TP 0482 0226 0064 3534
H3. IR > TSP

H3a: 1 % compared 0303 -0.606 0123 -4914  ***
to3 %

H3b: 5 * compared -0.003 -0.007 0120 -0.056  0.955
to3 %

HS. TSP > IP 0564 0.607 0078 7811
H8. TP = IP 0.201 0427 0125 3417
Controls

Airbnb user = TP 0227 0234 0071 3318
Online shopping > TSP -0.089 0225 0131 -1719  0.086
Squared multiple correlation (R?)

TSP 0371 - - - -
13 0316 - - - -
P 0.535 > = = .

Source: Ramphal, A. (2024). An institutional theory perspective on sustainable consumption
(Order No. 31726469). Doctoral dissertation, ProQuest Dissertations and Theses Global,

University of Pretoria

Note: Model fit: 1 = 161.668; df = 67; p = 0.000, */df = 2.413, RMSEA = 0.047, CFI = 0.980,
IFI = 0.980, NFI = 0.966, TLI = 0.963, RFl = 0.939. Dummies used for 1 % and 5 * ratings
necessitate the analysis of unstandardised estimates for H1 and H3. The model demonstrated
good explanatory power (R?), and model fit was within acceptable parameters.
PR, platform reputation; TSP, trust in service provider; B, platform brand; TP, trust in
platform; IR, independent reputation; IP, intention to participate; SE, standard error; RMSEA,
oot mean square error of approximation; CFI, comparative fit index; NFI, normed fit index;
TLI, Tucker-Lewis fit index; RFI, relative fit index.

**% 5 <0.001.
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TABLE 6: Mediation test using bootstrap analysis with a 95% confidence interval.

Relationships Direct Effect Indirect Effect Conclusion
Estimate tvalue p-value Estimate Confidence interval p-value
Low High
H6. PR > TSP > IP
1% compared to3 % -0.334 -3.588 0.001 0359 0599 0.181 0.000 Partial complementary mediation
5% compared to 3 % 0202 2114 0.035 0391 0231 0623 0.000 Partial complementary mediation
H7.IR > TSP - IP
1% compared to 3 % -0.009 -0.098 0922 -0.368 0635 -0.180 0.001 Full mediation
5 % compared to 3 % -0.029 -0.350 0727 -0.004 -0.153 0.145 0978 Non-significant
HO.B>TP > IP 0.023 0588 0556 0.096 0.025 0.239 0.002 Full mediation

Source: Ramphal, A. (2024). An institutional theory perspective on sustainable consumption (Order No. 31726469). Doctoral dissertation, ProQuest Dissertations and Theses Global, University of
Pretoria

Note: Unstandardised coefficients reported. Bootstrap sample = 5000 with replacement.
PR, platform reputation; TSP, trust in service provider; IP, intention to participate; IR, independent reputation; B, platform brand; TP, trust in platform.
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TABLE 3: Internal consistency of measures.

Correlation between constructs B P ™ TSP
B 0.812 = = =
1 0.276 0.898 - -
TP 0.545 0.317 0.831 =
TSP 0.182 0.734 0.265 0.748
AVE 0.659 0.806 0.690 0.560
CR¥ 0.789 0.943 0.816 0.718
MSV 0.297 0.539 0.297 0.539

Source: Ramphal, A. (2024). An institutional theory perspective on sustainable consumption
(Order No. 31726469). Doctoral dissertation, ProQuest Dissertations and Theses Global,
University of Pretoria

Note: Figures on the diagonal in bold are AVE and figures at the end of the diagonal are
correlations.

B, platform brand; IP, intention to participate; TP, trust in platform; TSP, trust in service
provider; AVE, average variance extracted; CR, composite reliability; MSV, maximum shared
variance.

#, Alternative CR formula (Equation 1) per Hancock and Mueller (2001), where i = number of
(2hn)
2 2
(i) +(zi1-4)

indicators and / = factor loadings: CR = [Eqn1]
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TABLE 4: Heterotrait-monotrait ratio results.

Construct TSP B L P
TSP s e " b
B 0.202 - - -
P 0.279 0.567 = =
P 0.737 0.292 0.328 -

Source: Ramphal, A. (2024). An institutional theory perspective on sustainable consumption
(Order No. 31726469). Doctoral dissertation, ProQuest Dissertations and Theses Global,
University of Pretoria

TSP, trust in service provider; B, platform brand; TP, trust in platform; IP, intention to
participate.
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TABLE 7: Results across nine treatment conditions.

Hypothesised  Unstandardised  SE fvalue  p-value  Conclusion
relationships estimates

Treatment condition 1 (PR=1 %, IR = 1 %)

Hda. PR - TSP -0.908 0113 -8.047 b Supported
Hab. IR - TSP -0.570 0109 5211 b Supported
Treatment condition 2 (PR=3 %, IR =1 %)

Hda. PR - TSP -0.036 0113 0320 0749  Rejected
Hab. IR - TSP -0.583 0.114  -5.106 e Supported
Treatment condition 3 (PR=5 %, IR =1 %)

Hda. PR - TSP 0.932 0111 8410 bl Supported
Hab. IR - TSP -0.625 0108  -5.765 b Supported
Treatment condition 4 (PR=1 %, IR =3 %)

Hda. PR - TSP -0.938 0116  -8.084 o Supported
Hab. IR - TSP 0.260 0112 2327 0020  Supported
Treatment condition 5 (PR=3 %, IR =3 )

Hda. PR - TSP -0.017 0117  -0.148 0882  Rejected
Hab. IR - TSP 0.270 0117 2316 0021  Supported
Treatment condition 6 (PR=5 %, IR =3 %)

Hda. PR - TSP 0.943 0.114 8248 o Supported
Hab. IR - TSP 0336 0111 3028 0002  Supported
Treatment condition 7 (PR=1 %, IR = 5 )

Hda. PR - TSP -0.952 0116  -8175 b Supported
Hab. IR - TSP 0325 0112  2.894  0.004  Supported
Treatment condition 8 (PR=3 %, IR =5 %)

Hada. PR - TSP 0.009 0118 0080 0937  Rejected
Hab. IR - TSP 0332 0117  2.839 0005  Supported
Treatment condition 9 (PR=5 %, IR =5 )

Hda. PR - TSP 0.927 0115 8089 bl Supported
Hab. IR - TSP 0310 0111 2783 0.005 _ Supported

Source: Ramphal, A. (2024). An institutional theory perspective on sustainable consumption
(Order No. 31726469). Doctoral dissertation, ProQuest Dissertations and Theses Global,
University of Pretoria

Note: Dummies used for star ratings necessitate the analysis of unstandardised estimates for
Haa and Hab.

PR, platform reputation; TSP, trust in service provider; IR, independent reputation;
SE, standard error.

sk 5 < 0,001,
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Carefully read the below scenario. The left-hand side example displays treatment condition six to the
participant, with a platform reputation (PR) of 5 stars and independent

You are planning to go on a holiday in the near future and are browsing the
reputation (IR) of 3 stars of the service provider

Airbnb website or app, looking for a place to stay. You come across an advert,
which you open up to find out more information. » PR
« You see that the service provider (Airbnb host), has been rated®out of 5 stars,
on average, based on ratings by 21 other customers.
« You also notice that the property is rated@out of 5 stars by the Tourism
Grading Council of South Africa, which is an Thdependent tourism grading body.

1 star s the lowest and 5 is the highest rating.

November Treatment condition 1 | Treatment condition 2 | Treatment condition 3
2 guests 1 PR=1x PR=3x PR=5+
27-29
IR=1% IR=1% IR=1%
Entre apartmentin Cape Town, South Africa [~ Treatment condition 4 | Treatment condition 5 | Treatment condition 6
IR 3 PR=1x PR=3% PR=5+
Holiday beach apartment IR=3* IR=3* IR=3%
2 guests - 1 bedroom - 1 bed - 1 bath Treatment condition 7 | Treatment condition 8 | Treatment condition 9
’ ) 5 PR=1x PR=3 % PR=5+
Free parking - TV - Housekeeping fulei i Ross

PR, platform reputation; IR, independent reputation.
FIGURE 3: Vignette and treatment conditions.
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FIGURE 4: Interaction effects.
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FIGURE 2: Conceptual model of the hypotheses.
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*Dotted outline for TSP denotes partial mediation for H6 (results in Table Il)
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FIGURE 5: Structural model results.





