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Presentation outline 
As people move around and “develop personalized life projects through being freed from certain structures…extending and elaborating their consumption patterns and social networks” (Urry 2011), technological developments that allow people to share and monetize their space, time, and resources are following suit, creating a culture of “collaborative consumption” (Botsman and Rogers, 2010) and an “economy of sharing” (Sacks 2011). Recent years have witness a boom in online social networks that promote such informal, collaborative, grassroots travel practices. Some examples can be hospitality networks such as Couchsurfing or ridesharing websites like the German mitfahrgelegenheit.de.  

Hospitality networks are networks of travelers and hosts who offer accommodation in their private homes. These websites constitute a social-economy in which monetized equivalence is substituted with non-monetized reciprocity (based on “social currencies” like attention, empathy or time). Carpooling websites also boast sociality and sharing as a benefit of using such social networks with front page website headlines stating that “thousands of friendships are made on the road!” (carpooling.com accessed June 2013). 
While these websites tend to promote an ideology of inclusivity and societal collaboration – just who is accepted into these trusted circles of collaboration and sharing is not so clear-cut. What this presentation aims to show is that while seemingly inclusive, these social networks often only engage highly-mobile middle classes and the world’s global elites, rejecting the non-desired. I will draw my examples from 5 years of ethnography on Couchsurfing and ridesharing websites in order to highlight the role online host-guest or driver-passenger selection plays in offline interaction. In light of the question addressed in this panel at RC21, this presentation aims to reveal how power is actualized through global mobilities and local practices of sociality in order to more fully understand such practices among elites and the middle classes. 
Introduction 
When observing mobility in and between cities throughout Europe, social networking websites like carpooling.com or couchsurfing.org seem to be increasingly playing a role in such travel. The largest carpooling network – carpooling.com, boasts that 1 million people are transported using the website every month, saving 1 million tons of carbon emissions (carpooling.com). Couchsurfing – a social networking website that matches travelers with hosts who either provide accommodation or time to meet-up and share local knowledge, now involves 5.5 million people, with over 56,000 in Berlin alone. These new practices of carpooling and Couchsurfing are part of a larger discourse surrounding the practices of the highly mobile, as well as the so-called “sharing economy.” Movement has always promised a shift in the pattern of whom people interact with on a regular basis, and the way in which they do so. The difference is that today, people are able to move and network on a much larger scale. 
This increasing practice of networking depends upon “an extensive and growing array of interdependent mobility systems” (Urry 2007, 89). An increase in various types of movement had many consequences for different peoples and places located in “the fast and slow lanes of social life,” meaning that mobility inevitably led to the “proliferation of places, technologies, and `gates' that enhance the mobilities of some while reinforcing the immobilities of others” (Hannam et al. 2006). Social networks of couchsurfers or carpoolers thus become part of this discourse – enforcing the mobilities of some, while reinforcing the immobilities of others. This happens not only because of the divide between couchsurfers or “carpoolers” and others who cannot participate in these social networks because of their lack of cultural, economic or technological capital. On the contrary, I wish to point out that couchsurfers and carpoolers are not all-inclusive within their own network, and do exclude other carpoolers and couchsurfers from participating in such mobilities because they are deemed undesirable or untrustworthy. Sharing and collaboration thus, does not happen universally within such networks. 
The turn towards ‘collaborative consumption’ or the ‘new economic model’ of “sharing through the help of technology” is becoming increasingly widespread as these technologies become more accessible. Sharing economy, collaborative economy, collaborative consumption, the new “sharing culture” are various terms used to describe the way in which people are sharing time and resources through the use of online social networking technologies. 

The practices encompassed in common-based peer production, wikinomics, crowdsourcing, open innovation, and collaborative consumption, show the “deep transformation of economic practices” (p. 4 P2P study) – often with the help of new technologies. In a thorough review of the “Collaborative Economy” Botsman points towards the power of online social networking technologies in disseminating demand and sharing the supply of various products and services. Through membership to an array of online communities, somebody can, for example, share their car (zipcar.com), their home (homeaway.com), their wedding dress (fashionhire), their ride (carpooling.com) or space on their couch (couchsurfing.org). 

The main question this presentation wishes to challenge is the inclusivity of these social networks, and the way in which their role in the ‘sharing economy’ is in fact based on sharing. As we shall see, my qualitative and quantitative research has pointed towards the opposite – that users involved in the so-called “sharing economy” websites do in fact reject some and accept others. People do not share with everyone, and there are certain reasons people share, and certain factors that cause this rejection of others. This paper will ethnographically approach this question in order to address the process of selection and rejection that those who engage in the sharing economy practice. 

Methodology 

All Couchsurfers' experiences are derived from formal and informal interviews conducted throughout the course of my 5-year study of the website (documented in detail in Bialski 2012). Since joining Couchsurfing in February, 2005, I hosted, visited and met over 50 people in Canada, the United States, England, France, Germany, Austria, the Czech republic, Spain, Holland, Sweden, and Poland. I spent between one and five days with these hosts and guests, and would be constantly observing rituals, eliciting stories regarding their own experiences, tracing trust and property lines, and keeping a journal. I also lived and worked with the founders of Couchsurfing for 3 months in Montreal between June and August 2006 – observing and participating in the development of the website. Research for my carpooling research was also supported by participant observations and interviews conducted between 2008 and 2010. I traveled using six different forms of online hitchhiking websites – Craigslist.com in Canada and the United States, Gumtree.co.uk in the United Kingdom, Mitfahrgelegenheit.de across Europe, Mitfahrzentrale.de in Austria, and Nastopa.pl and carpooling.pl in Poland, and travelled across distances in cars to track the changes and practices of these users. 
Process of rejecting  
In order to join the community, a new Couchsurfer must establish an online profile of themselves, and this profile communicates information which is crucial in creating a sense of the other person. This ‘sense’ of the other person, also becomes a gateway to discerning if the other Couchsurfer is somebody ‘desired’ or not. Goffman’s work on self-presentation explains that certain individuals may engage in strategic activities ‘‘to convey an impression to others which it is in [their] interests to convey’’ (Goffman 1967).

For example, a personal description can state that a person is “Open to every and anything new, warm hearted, interested in all possible aspects of our universe, photography, music, politics” (Couchsurfing profile of a 25 year old German male). A profile could also state that their “philosophy” is about: “constantly trying to promote peace and respect among each other, indifferent of culture, skin colour, ethnicity, religion, sex, sexuality or background” (Couchsurfing profile of a 25 year old German male).

Dan, one of the founders of the website, explained that the profile questions are structured in such a way that “it brings out the essence of people. And when people's essences are visible, it contributes to the building of trust.”

The detailed design aspects of the website may “bring out the essence of people,” but at the same time, allows hosts to subjectively choose whom give one’s hospitality to. Jason, an American Couchsurfer asked during an interview, “What if somebody homeless just joined Couchsurfing? And asked me to stay on my couch? It’s hard, but there are limits. I don’t think I’d let them in.”

A section of the website is devoted to answering questions regarding first time interaction between potential host and guest. The following is an extract from a page found on the website, outlining the precautions new Couchsurfers should take when hosting or surfing:

“A profile can give you valuable information about a person, so first find out what kind of people will surf your couch! Read the profile carefully Is their profile filled out? Do they have photographs? Who left them references? How much CouchSurfing experience do they have? Did that glowing reference come from someone who hosted or surfed with this person?” (Couchsurfing.com, December 2011). 
The fields which are filled in by each user not only allow users to familiarize themselves with another user, but also allow them to discern whether or not the other user would be a person they wish to interact with. Among all the users in Stockholm, Nana, a Finnish Couchsurfer, found a woman her age who, like her, was “interested in creative, adventurous, and open-minded people.” Similarity instantly connected Nana to this stranger – and in this case, this sense of connection was based on the stranger’s perceived worldview.

Ziegler and Golbeck (2007) explained that dependencies between user similarity and trust exist when the community’s trust network revolves around a common goal or particular application and when the individuals trusting each other share similar interests or traits. Trust, therefore, is positively related to homophily. In a social network analysis done with Dominik Batorski, we observed 221,180 friendship dyads registered on Couchsurfing in February 2006, which included various variables such as the origin and the duration of acquaintanceship as well as how strongly the individuals trust one another on a scale of 1 to 6. Here, we wanted to understand whether or not similar people would be more likely to trust one another. 

Our results were that trust was significantly higher within homophilus relations than within heterogeneous ones (see Bialski Batorski 2010). For example, the more similar the dyads are in age (no more than a two-year age difference), the more likely they are to trust each other. Specifically, it is evident that if the dyads are of exactly the same age, they are more likely to highly trust each other. Twenty-three percent of same-age dyads gave each other the highest possible degree of trust, compared to 17.9 of similar age dyads and only 8.8 percent for dyads with a more than two-year age difference. This data analysis also supported my ethnography – where I observed that when faced with a choice, people would choose couchsurfers based on similar age and background (like in the case of Nana). 
Being cool
Adam, the same 25-year-old Polish Couchsurfer who traveled to Geneva, hosts Couchsurfers sporadically. Observing him manoeuvre through his inbox, I wanted to understand whom he accepts and whom he rejects as a host. Adam would click through profiles and exclaim, “Yes this person looks cool.” or “Oh, no, I’m definitely not hosting him!” The reasons for rejection included profile photos which looked ‘weird,’ not enough information filled in their profile, too much information, bad looking, too good looking, too old, too young, and interestingly enough – the fact that they were from Poland. Adam did not want to accept a Couchsurfer from his own country, stating, “I’m not really into doing that. They’re not different enough. I don’t think I’ll get anything out of that.”

The other website I studied, carpooling.com, did not feature such a detailed profile system, and drivers and passengers could not discern online who or whom they were meeting. Yet the lack of such an online profile system did not eliminate the possibility of rejecting a driver or passenger prior to agreeing to ride together. Without such an online system, the users negotiate other methods of rejecting or accepting others. Elaine, for the past four years, had been driving between Montreal and Toronto every two weeks and had encountered roughly 400 passengers through an online carpooling classified advertisement that is prolific in North America called Craigslist. Craigslist functions like Carpooling.com and has no profile information about the passenger or driver. The site just leaves space for a user to advertise their destination and point of departure, and a contact email or phone number. Yet carpooling users on the site often coordinate their exchange via an email, sms, and telephone call. Elaine revealed in our interview that the initial phone call played a crucial role in determining her relationship with her passenger – whether she will like them or not. She also explained if a passenger acts in a certain way that displeases her during the initial phone call, she does refuse a ride in her car and does not accept them.

To date, she has rejected three people. When asked what exactly a passenger said during their initial phone call that made her reject them, she explained “They were demanding something from me as if they were doing me a favour. They would ask me to leave later. Or ask me to pick them up from somewhere downtown. And I always leave from Ste. Anne’s (suburb of Montreal) so going downtown wouldn’t make sense. It’s the ones who have nothing to offer and just demand something. I like it when people ask me about the details, and offer to bring something, those are the people I know I’ll like.”

The administrators of Couchsurfing.org explicitly stated that users can ‘find out’ what ‘kind of person’ another is through an online profile which serves as a medium by which people can acquaint themselves with one another – perhaps further creating a supermarket atmosphere, where one can pick and choose one's product before buying it. Not only do Couchsurfing users “find out” about the strangers they have the potential to meet, they must indicate whether or not to accept or reject a visitor or host. Providing space for a user to place a variety of personal information in the online profile (photos, personal descriptions, narratives) allows viewers (other users) to accept or reject that specific user or not.
Conclusions
As consumer life favours “lightness and speed” (Bauman 2002, 49) the inability to commit to those around us can be a side effect of life in such societies. The increase in the sheer number of people a given person encounters when mobile may invite people to look at their relations as if they were consumer objects. “This networking we might view as a major component of global consumerism, that at least for the rich third of the world, partners, family and friends are a matter of choice and increasingly a choice spreading itself around the world. There is a 'supermarket' of friends and acquaintances” (Urry 2007, 89). Just as we do not have time or room in our stomach to taste every yogurt in the supermarket shelf at one time, people are forced to become more discerning by rejecting the “boring” and desiring the “exciting” strangers. An example of this was the statement made by Adam, mentioned in my previous chapter – when not wanting to accept a Couchsurfer from his own country, stating “they’re not different enough. I don’t think I’ll get anything out of that.”

More research within mobilities calls for investigation into the settings and situations that foster rejection and alienation. In this presentation, I aimed to highlight the processes of selectivity and rejection among the mobile in order to unveil the negative forces urban life and mass networking have on sociality. I also aimed to show how power is actualized through mobilities practices. The processes of rejection, loneliness, alienation, distrust and feelings of awkwardness and isolation are also part of mobility and social networking and must be discussed in order to grasp the entire picture of mass mobile sociality.
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