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Abstrakt

Tato cross-kulturni kvalitativni studie zkouma zkusenosti a praktiky spottebitelii v e-commerce
ekosystémech e/komc ve Francii, Cesku a na Ukrajing. Pomoci aplikace Callonove perspektivy
na platformové trhy, zejména pojmu spotiebitelskych projektd, trzni disponovani a ramcovani,
disertace vysvétluje problematiku ptedpokladt fungovéani online trhd, jejich strukturace a
disledky pro roli, védomi a agendu spotiebitell, specifické pro prostiedi e-commerce. Tti
studie, které tvoii empirickou ¢ast této prace, konceptualizuji online transakci jako
spotiebitelsky projekt a diskutuji disledky projektifikace, ke které dochézi v online transakcich;
predkladaji piehled vzniku mezistatnich rozdili ve francouzském, Ceském a ukrajinském
segmentu platformové ekonomiky prostfednictvim trzniho disponovéni; identifikuji slabé
ramcovani jako piekdzku popularizace platforem pro obchod s pouzitym zbozim pro
prilezitostné spotiebitele. Tato prace je komplexni studii platformové ekonomiky, ktera
integruje sociologickou perspektivu s interdisciplinarni teorii digitalnich platforem za Gcelem
analyzy praktik spotfeby online a zkouma unikatni prvki spotteby, které se objevuji na online

trzich.

Abstract

This cross-cultural qualitative study explores consumer experiences and practices in the e-
commerce ecosystems in France, Czechia and Ukraine. Employing the Callonian perspective
on the platform markets, in particular the concepts of consumer projects, market agencements
and framing it aims to explain the problematic of pre-conditions of the functioning of the online
markets, their structuration and its consequences on consumer role, cognition and agenda,
specific for the e-commerce setting. Three studies that constitute the empirical part of this thesis
conceptualize the online e-commerce transaction as the consumer project, and discuss the
implications of the projectification occurring in the online transaction; present the overview of

the production of cross-national differences within the French, Czech and Ukrainian segments



of platform economy through market agencements; identify the weak framing as the barrier for
the popularization of the platforms for the second-hand trade for the casual consumers. This
thesis is a comprehensive study of platform economy, which integrates the sociological
perspective with the interdisciplinary theory of digital platforms to analyze the practices of
consumption in the online commerce and track the unique elements of consumption emerging

within online markets.
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Introduction

Market operations are increasingly conducted through digital platforms. The global share of
online sales among all retail sales is expected to grow up to 21,1% in 2026 (Cramer-Flood,
2025). The capacity of platforms to facilitate economic activity by connecting distant parties
(De Reuver et al., 2018; Rochet & Tirole, 2003) and reduce information asymmetries (Doherty
& Ellis-Chadwick, 2010; Rezabakhsh et al., 2006; Tadelis, 2016) permits them to radically
transform and re-structure traditional markets (Zhan et al., 2025), as disparate as markets for
labor (Kenney & Zysman, 2020), transportation (Chang, 2017), or accommodation (Ram &
Tchetchik, 2022). Some sociologists emphasize the growing influence of platforms by
employing overarching concepts such as platform economy (Kenney et al., 2021) or platform
society (Dijck et al., 2018), others contemplate the arrival at a new stage of capitalism defined
by platforms (Boyer, 2022; Grabher & Konig, 2020), while yet others wonder whether
platforms already constitute a key element of modern infrastructure akin to railroads or
telephones (Chimenti et al., 2025; Plantin et al., 2018). All in all, consuming through e-
commerce platforms became a part of public commonsense nowadays — for instance, 72% of

the European Union citizens are shopping online (Eurostat, 2025a).

Consumers are a crucial element for market functioning, since they create the market demand
(Liu, 2024), may consume more or less efficiently (Ma et al., 2019), or more or less sustainably
(O’Rourke & Lollo, 2015). The success or the failure of innovative markets is mainly
determined by the readiness of the consumers to enter them, not by the market quality per se
(de Jesus & Mendonga, 2018; Kirchherr et al., 2018). The consumer decision-making, which
often deviates from normative models of the economists (Schmitt, 2024), is in turn significantly
affected by societal variables such as cultural values (Pratesi et al., 2021), social class (Holt,
1998), symbolic meanings (Baudrillard, 1970/2012), and consumer’s own positioning in
society through e.g. practice inertia (Warde, 2005), lifestyle choices (Evans, 2019), political
views (Copeland & Boulianne, 2022) and pursuit of prestige (Mason, 1984; Veblen,
1899/1967). The markets themselves are based on a combination of cultural and utilitarian
determinants, not a separation of the latter from the former ones (McFall, 2015; Zelizer, 2011).
Due to the impact of various social factors on consumption, the problem of consumers’
perception, navigation, and decision-making in the e-commerce environment calls for a
specifically sociological inquiry, which complements the reports on the topic in the economics,

market, organization, and information studies disciplines.



This doctoral dissertation addresses this demand through presenting the qualitative cross-
cultural study of the French, Czech, and Ukrainian consumer perspectives and practices in their
respective national e-commerce settings, obtained through semi-structured interviews with the
e-commerce users in each country. Employing the Callonian ‘new new’ economic sociology
perspective (McFall & Ossandon, 2014), this study seeks to address the problem of
preconditions of the functioning of the online markets, their structuration, and its consequences

on consumer role, cognition, and agenda, specific to the e-commerce setting.

The research aim is thus to describe the consumer experience specific to the platform setting,
marked by decentralization (Ramasundaram et al., 2022) and the proliferation of various market
actors servicing the online transaction (Zander et al., 2025). The empirical parts of this

dissertation delve into more specific research subquestions:

- How does the fragmentation of the seller into multiple entities in the online transaction
affect the consumer role in the transaction and is perceived by the consumer?

- What are the notable cross-national differences between the national e-commerce
segments and their consequences for the consumer norms?

- How is shopping on consumer-to-consumer (C2C) platforms perceived differently from
shopping on business-to-consumer (B2C) platforms, and how can the platforms

alleviate the barriers to participation on C2C platforms?

The doctoral dissertation is structured as follows. After the introduction, the theoretical
background for this study is presented, which situates this thesis in the economic sociology,
presents the Callonian sociology of markets, the multidisciplinary (mainly information systems)
theorizing of platforms, which is followed by sociological accounts on platforms and overviews
the relevant studies on the online consumption; this is followed by the formulation of the
theoretical contribution of the thesis. The subsequent Research method section presents the
cross-cultural qualitative framework of the study, describes the multisite research context,
sampling, data collection, and data analysis methods, and also includes the reflexive statement.
The empirical studies section constitutes the main body of the thesis, consisting of the articles
published or submitted for publication in the academic peer-reviewed journals: studies entitled
The New Spirit of E-commerce? Online Shopping as Consumer Projects; Creating the National
E-Commerce Consumer through Complementors: a Cross-Cultural Study; The impact of
Transaction Framing: Exploring Barriers to Participation in the Online Second-Hand
Economy for Casual E-commerce Consumers. The Discussion section firstly describes the

importance of the cultural context for the usage of the markets, and secondly, the (sometimes
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hidden) cultural shifts that the adoption of the markets can bring. The ultimate Conclusion
section recaps the findings of the study, presents the theoretical implications of the study, the
limitations of the study, and outlines the promising directions for future research that can be

built on the findings of the current thesis.



Theoretical background

‘Old’ and ‘new’ economic sociologies

The founders of sociology, as a scientific discipline, dedicated much interest to the relations
between the economy and society. The establishment of sociology coincides with the classical
period of economic sociology, lasting roughly from 1890 to 1920 (Swedberg, 2003, p. 1). The
classics of sociology were concerned with societal motivations for economic action and with
the place of the economy in the social order under the conditions of modernity and capitalism
(Swedberg, 2003, p. 6), while turning attention primarily to macro phenomena, such as social
classes, institutions, labor, and economic development (Talmud, 2013). Important contributions
of this period include The Division of Labor in Society (1893/1997) by Durkheim, The
Philosophy of Money (1900/2004) by Simmel, The Theory of the Leisure Class (1899/1967) by
Veblen, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1904/2001) and Economy and
Society (1920/1978) by Weber.

The period after the 1920s is marked by a decline in interest in applying sociological perspective
to economic topics. However, influential works on the topic still appeared, such as The Gift
(1927/2000) by Mauss, The Great Transformation (1944/1957) by Polanyi, and Economy and
Society by Parsons and Smelser (1956). The abandonment of economic topics by mainstream
sociology, leaving them to the economists (Swedberg, 2018, p. 8), sometimes referred to as the
‘Parsons’ pact’ (Beunza & Stark, 2004; McFall & Ossandén, 2014, p. 510), resulted in the lack
of satisfactory explanation of economic institutions (Swedberg, 1997). The turning point came
in the 1980s, when the article Economic Action and Social Structure (1985) was published by
Granovetter, paving the way to the emergence of the so-called ‘new economic sociology’. Most
importantly, the new economic sociology asserted the importance of social structure — and not
necessarily rationality/calculation/utility, as assumed by economists — for the individual
economic action. Granovetter’s homo economicus is immersed in social networks that enable
and constrain economic action. To express this dependence of the economic actor on the social
context, Granovetter uses the notion of embeddedness borrowed from Polanyi (1944/1957),
which is stated in opposition to the atomization of individual assumed by both economic
theories and so-called ‘old economic sociology’ of Parsons and Smelser (1956) that considered

the economy as a separate subsystem of a broader social system (Swedberg, 1997, p. 164).

New economic sociology is concerned with cultural, political, and moral dimensions of the

economic projects, which are considered not to be an obstruction hampering economic action,
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but, on the contrary, enabling, shaping, and promoting economic activities (McFall, 2015;
Zelizer, 2011). This perspective was elaborated by numerous sociological studies concerned
with the cultural and moral aspects of the economic projects, incorporating the insights from
network theory, organization studies, and cultural sociology (Swedberg, 2003, p. 33). Seminal
works for the paradigm explore e.g. normative rules constraining rational traders behavior
(Abolafia, 1998/2001), emergence of market bubbles (Abolafia, 2010), network model of
market competition (Burt, 1992), organizational isomorphism (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983),
relevancy of non-market factors for the historical evolution of corporations (Fligstein, 1993),
power hierarchies within the economy (Mintz & Schwartz, 1986), emergence of markets from
social relations (White, 1981), moral legitimation process of markets such as life insurance
(Zelizer, 1983) and casino gambling (Humphreys, 2010b, 2010a), transformations of social ties
through money and vice versa (Zelizer, 1989), and so forth. New economic sociology came a
long way to become a burgeoning field with dedicated courses in prestigious American
universities and business schools (Swedberg, 2003, p. 33) since its inception in the 80’s, when
Zelizer recalls her being questioned about ‘how her social historical research qualified as

sociology at all’ (Zelizer, 2011, p. 2).

It is worth mentioning that the new economic sociology, as presented here, primarily describes
the development happening in the United States. European sociologists, however, paid
considerable attention to economic topics (Swedberg, 2003, p. 46), even though they tended to
include economic issues in a larger theoretical framework, much like classical sociological
theorists, and the European economic sociology was somewhat stalled until the 80s, similarly
to the American trajectory. Major European sociologists writing on economic topics include
Luhmann (1973/2018, 1970/2019) and Habermas (1985); however, the economic topics were
one of the most central concerns, particularly in Bourdieu’s sociology (Bourdieu, 1986, 2000,
2005a, 2005b). Bourdieu wrote extensively on the connection between economy and culture,
with a notable contribution to the development of concepts of cultural and social capital. These
types of capital require labor to produce and allow for their accumulation, which then results in
domination of ruling classes, much like with the economic capital; furthermore, these types of
capital can be mutually convertible (Bourdieu, 1986). Bourdieu uses the notion of habitus —
embodied dispositions to act in a particular manner stemming from individual social position —
as antithetic to embeddedness: according to Bourdieu, the new economic sociology downplays
the significance of social inequality structures and of the tacit elements in the economic action

(Bourdieu, 2000, 2005b; Swedberg, 2003, pp. 47-48).



Another milestone for European economic sociology was the publication of The New Spirit of
Capitalism (1999/2005) by Boltanski and Chiapello. Alluding to Weber’s (1904/2001)
Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism in the title, the authors identify a new method of
organization within corporate capitalism: the rigid and stable hierarchical structure is gradually
replaced by multiple smaller and temporary nets of connections, a more fluid and flat
organizational model: the project. This publication sparked a vivid research trend concerned
with the silent yet ubiquitous transformation of the management inside the organizations, but
also in many non-business fields such as science, education, government, and the arts into the
form of a project (Graan, 2022); Jensen et al. (2016) state that projects are now a part of a
general human condition. Projects re-shape the social structure, time, space, in order to
subordinate them to the main project activity, uniting people across different positions for the
definite amount of time in the effort to reach a definite goal; the resulting network is less binding
and may sacrifice important regulative and security aspects of social order, yet perhaps more
efficient in achieving the defined goal at the expense of hierarchies and obligations superfluous

to this goal (Jensen et al., 2016).

Callonian sociology of markets — the ‘new new’ economic sociology

Sociology of markets is a specific subgenre of economic sociology, concerned, accordingly,
with the cultural, social, and institutional embedding of markets as the central institutions for
the capitalist economy (Beckert, 2009). While markets were naturally one of the main objects
of study in the new economic sociology (Abolafia, 2010, 1998/2001; Fligstein, 1993; Fligstein
& Dauter, 2007; Humphreys, 2010a; White, 1981; Zelizer, 1983), European economic
sociology is sometimes counterposed to the more empirically-minded new economic sociology
due to Europeans employing a more theoretical perspective (Beckert, 2009) while drawing
considerably more on the classical economic sociologists’ works (Maurer et al., 2024); in the
approach to markets, specific focus is often put on the conflict between the economy and other
spheres of the social (Beckert, 2009), as well as on the problem of valuation of market goods

(Maurer et al., 2024) and the devices used for the valuation (Karpik, 2010).

Among European market researchers, the name of Michel Callon particularly stands out. His
oeuvre gave birth to an original, or arguably multiple original research paradigms within the
sociology of markets, labelled as the performativity approach to markets (Fligstein & Dauter,
2007) and the ‘new new’ economic sociology (Evans, 2020; McFall & Ossandon, 2014). Callon
was one of the original theoreticians behind the Actor-Network Theory (ANT) alongside Latour

and Law — the paradigm concerned with material objects’ role in human action, ascribing them
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a specific non-human agency as participants in joint networks of humans and non-humans, who
must be treated ‘symmetrically’ (Cochoy & Mallard, 2018; Sayes, 2014). To demonstrate the
viability of the application of the ANT approach for the inquiry of a concrete class of
phenomena, Callon (1999) tackled the problem of the market, paying attention to how the
market field is constituted simultaneously with the market consumer through a specific material
arrangement that enables the market to be performed. Callon (1999) emphasized that markets
are not embedded in networks, but are a result of an effort of fragmentation of reality into its
economic and non-economic parts, achieved by material devices and the ability of the market-
makers to prearrange the field of marketing activities. The main specifics of Callonian
sociology of markets are sketched in a table below vis-a-vis other reviewed currents in

economic sociology.

New economic

economic institutions,

Granovetter, Powell,

Main areas of interest Notable authors Key concepts
. | Relationships between | Durkheim, Simmel, | Rationalization,
Classical economic ) ) )
. modernity and Veblen, Weber stratification,
sociology o o
capitalism capitalism
Social genesis of DiMaggio, Embeddedness,

social networks

Callonian ‘new new’

market and market

MacKenzie

sociology
empirical focus White, Zelizer
European sociology | Revival of classics, Beckert, Karpik Valuation,
of markets | theoretical focus capitalism
Preconditions of the Callon, Cochoy, Performativity,

framing, market

economic sociology _
action

agencement

Table 1. Outline of the main characteristics of the overviewed strands of economic sociology

It is the latter perspective — the definition of the markets by the economists — that is most often
evoked as the principal contribution of Callon to the sociology of markets (Beckert, 2009;
Fligstein & Dauter, 2007; Maurer et al., 2024; Talmud, 2013; Zelizer, 2011, p. 394). In the
programmatic introduction for 7he Laws of the Markets collection, titled The embeddedness of
economic markets in economics Callon (1998b) states that much of the success of the economy
is explained by the fact that it is set into motion by economists themselves. According to the
supposed performativity aspect of economic theories, the economists actively enact the
economic phenomena in the course of describing them (MacKenzie & Millo, 2003); and in the

course of acting according to them through the institutions comprised of the economists who



take economic theories seriously (Muniesa & Callon, 2008). By embeddedness of the markets
in the economics, Callon calls attention to how ‘economic writers, professional analysts and
consultants such as academic economists, bankers, bloggers, and traders construct financial
institutions, products, and markets, and how they frame financial documents’ (Talmud, 2013,
p. 6). This approach spawned considerable empirical research on how the cultural resources are
deployed by economists in order to enact and sustain financial markets (MacKenzie & Millo,
2003) and entrepreneurial activities (Doganova & Eyquem-Renault, 2009). However, this
paradigm has also been criticized due to giving the economists too much credit (Miller, 2002),
and that markets often happen to serve other purposes than the ones for which they were

originally created (Fligstein & Dauter, 2007).

The performativity of the markets is significant, however is but one of the aspects of Callonian
sociology. Markets, as Callon and Caliskan (2010) claim, do not exist naturally but are an
outcome of economization — the process of setting the economy into motion, and more
concretely marketization — a constantly ongoing process of the creation of markets, the specific
subset of economization. The proposed key mechanism for the former is framing, the concept
first presented in the second programmatic text from 7he Laws of the Markets (Callon, 1998a)
labelled An essay on framing and overflowing. Framing is the process of separation of the
market from the non-market spheres of the social, and constitutes the market itself. Typical
framing mechanisms include rules of conduct, contracts, and material infrastructure on the
market. Framing gives the market members a clear guideline of how to complete market actions
and behave towards other market agents. A strong market framing presupposes that trade parties
implicitly know their course of action, which increases the overall efficiency of the market. The
weak market framing, however, results in overflows, creating market externalities by
intermingling the market sphere with other spheres — this is more often the rule than not, as the
perfect framing, i.e., the complete detachment of the market from the other spheres, is
impossible. However, as incomplete as it might be, framing is a necessary precondition for the
existence of the market as it makes the trade items calculable and rational market action possible
in the first place (Callon, 1998a; McFall & Ossandon, 2014, p. 518). The concept of framing
was subsequently widely applied to describe the construction efforts of markets such as energy
markets (MacKenzie, 2009; Pallesen, 2013), consumer credit and mortgages (Poon, 2007,
2009), geographic expansion of markets (Berndt & Boeckler, 2009), recycling of market goods

(Gregson et al., 2013), and many more.



Callonian sociology is marked by the invention of a plethora of concepts ready to be applied to
empirical observations of the markets (Ossandon & Pallesen, 2025). The next concept of note
turns back to Callon’s roots in ANT by paying attention to the relevance of material agents for
market constitution. Callon elaborated a notion of market agencements throughout several
essays — Economic markets and the rise of interactive agencements (2008) and Revisiting
marketization (2016), where market agencement is defined as ‘the form of arrangement that
acts and at the same time imposes a certain format on action [...] structured to direct the
collective action towards the establishment of bilateral commercial transactions’ (Callon,
2016, p. 29). The action on a market is distributed among many actants — human, non-human,

and organizational — each making suggestions to each other on how to act next (Callon, 2008,
p. 35).

The agencements results from the particular material arrangement of the market. The market
devices implement the agencement by providing categorization, measuring, and definition of
qualities of the traded goods, which enables items to be presented as tradeable in the first place.
Alongside affecting the item, these devices offer the capacity for rational assessment of the
items to the consumers. Through the enhancement of consumers’ calculative capacities, the
market devices are not just used as passive tools, but affect the consumers’ cognition and agenda
on the market through agential formatting of the market transaction. Homo economicus, writes
Callon, appears like a caricature (Callon, 2008, p. 29), but it ‘does exist’ (1998a: 51) — however,
not always and everywhere — the situation must be arranged where the calculative capacities of
the human are opened, and rational action is invited. This is achieved by the creation and
sustaining of the market through the series of framing devices: ‘technical material (such as
matchmaking algorithms, a supermarket, a mall, a shop, a website, shop windows, directories,
supermarket stalls, R&D and design platforms, and clinical trials), textual and audiovisual
(advertising messages and clips, brochures), and human (salespersons, customer services,
aftersales services, conferences, etc.)’ (Callon, 2016, p. 30). These ‘socio-technical devices’
pre-format and distribute a possible market action onto the consumer through the market
agencing (Callon, 2016, p. 12), and it is this institutional environment that enables the

calculative actor, the real homo economicus, to come into existence (Callon, 2008, p. 30).

The idea of market devices and agents that shape consumer conduct inspired a prolific strand
of research on market agencements within the digital markets in particular (Cochoy et al., 2016,
2020; Cochoy & Mallard, 2018; McFall, 2015). In the market-agencement arrangement, as

Cochoy & Mallard (2018) claim, it rather makes sense to speak of ‘cultivation of the consumer’



than consumer culture. Digitalization of the consumption involves the spread of digital market
devices that promote specific ways of acting and thinking, and thus create novel consumer

norms and restructure power relations within the markets (Cochoy et al., 2020).

Callonian sociology of markets in general is concerned more with the process of the constitution
of the market rather than with the market activities directly (Ossandon & Pallesen, 2025). As a
method of research, it prioritizes descriptive and ethnographic case studies (McFall &
Ossandon, 2014) where the entanglement of human actors with technological devices can be
followed. The work of Callon is multi-versed, developed across decades also through the work
of other contributors, and is especially fruitful for the numerous new concepts that offer a new
light onto how the economists, material devices, and consumers create and redefine the market

in a collaborative effort.

Platform-based markets

The current arrangement of e-commerce is known as a platform economy (Kenney et al., 2021;
Watkins & Stark, 2018; Xue et al., 2020; Zander et al., 2025) — a unique economic phenomenon
highlighting that much of the current economic activity is conducted through Internet platforms
— multisided digital frameworks, which enable trade participants to interact with one another
directly with the aid of computational algorithms, cloud computing, big data processing and
other digital technologies (Kenney et al., 2021; Kenney & Zysman, 2016). Usage of these
technologies is groundbreaking since it improves connectivity between parties, reduces
transaction costs for trading, and widens the availability of analyzable data on the platform-
based markets (Lafuente et al., 2024). Digital platforms include such disparate business models
as video game consoles, smartphones, online auctions, search engines, and social networking
sites (Zhu & Liu, 2018); five of the platform-based businesses (so-called “Big 5) list among
top-10 largest companies worldwide by market capitalization: Apple, Alphabet/Google,
Microsoft, Amazon and Meta Platforms (Liberto, 2025).

The key distinguishing feature of platform-based markets is that connecting distinct types of
users directly (rather than being a middleman) is their primary source of value creation (Hagiu
& Wright, 2015). Historically, one of the main focuses of literature on platforms within
information studies is the connection of distinct groups of users into a ‘two-sided market’
(Rochet & Tirole, 2003), concerned primarily with the scaling effects achieved on such markets
(Hein et al., 2020). Rochet and Tirole (2003) demonstrated that attracting the two distinct sides

to the platform — such as buyers and sellers — increases the value of the proposed products and
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services; for example, buyers of video game consoles desire a wide choice of games, and the
game developers are interested in their games becoming widely popular. This became known
as network externalities or network effects of the platforms — the positive feedback for the
market brought by its increasing popularity (De Reuver et al., 2018). Later, the alternative
notion of ‘multi-sided markets’ was introduced (Hagiu & Wright, 2015); it highlights the
multiplicity of user groups connected by the platform, spanning across multiple consumer types
and third-party providers of services (Zhu & Liu, 2018), which together are able to create
potentially more potent cross-group or indirect network effects (Gawer & Cusumano, 2014;

Hagiu & Wright, 2015).

In this paradigm, the main difficulty is considered to be attracting the user (or provider) base to
the platform, known as the so-called ‘chicken-and-egg’ problem, as both sides would be
reluctant to join the two-sided market when the opposite side is not populated (Hein et al., 2020;
Rochet & Tirole, 2003). This potentially becomes a source of a monopolization tendency within
platform-based markets. The leader platform with already existing user base might use their
position to further amplify their market share (Gawer & Cusumano, 2014) and leverage their
size and profits to expand into new markets, surpassing the domestic firms (Zhu & Liu, 2018),
subsumed as ‘winner-takes-all’ effect occurring on multi-sided markets (Cennamo & Santalo,

2013).

Another approach to the platform studies gaining traction more currently is concerned with
platforms’ ability to involve, integrate, and coordinate the external autonomous actors with the
platform, resulting in the creation of the ‘ecosystem’ around the core platform (De Reuver et
al., 2018; Hein et al., 2020; Jacobides et al., 2018; Zarnescu & Dunzer, 2021). This paradigm
is related to organization studies and concentrates on the contribution of the autonomous agents
to the value creation on the platform (Teece, 2018) as well as on the indirect way of their
governance by the platform, known as meta-organization or orchestration (Hein et al., 2020;
lansiti & Levien, 2004b; Kretschmer et al., 2022; Rachlitz, 2023); alternatively, this can be seen
as the platform expansion outside of the organizational boundaries of the classical firm (Li et
al., 2019; Watkins & Stark, 2018). Platform ecosystems are opposed to ‘pipeline’ businesses,
which represent a classical linear model of retail with a hierarchically controlled production-

consumption cycle (Alstyne et al., 2016; Chimenti et al., 2025; Mody et al., 2020).

The external agents, members of the platform ecosystem, are known as complementors.
Complementors provide operational functions for the platform and participate in the creation,

modification, and provision of products and services (Deilen & Wiesche, 2021; Jacobides et
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al., 2018) through developing and supplying elements usable on the platform known as
complements (De Reuver et al., 2018; Hein et al., 2020). Typical complementors include
delivery and payment agents, which serve the transaction but function outside the inner
organizational structure of the platform — although there are rare exceptions, such as Amazon
proposing affiliated payment and delivery complementors within its ecosystem (Amazon, 2022,
2025b). Consumers also can perform the role of the complementors, for example, by providing

user feedback within the platform framework (Hein et al., 2020).

The participation of the autonomous agents in the workings of the platform ecosystem enables
the generativity effect — ‘capacity to produce unprompted changes driven by large, varied, and
uncoordinated audiences’ (Zittrain, 2005), which outsources the production of the innovations
implemented on the platform (De Reuver et al., 2018). Through the involvement of multiple
actors, the jointly produced value increases through the interaction of ecosystem agents and
without the direct control of the platform, becoming more than a sum of its parts. The mutual
dependence of actors and their joint but not hierarchically coordinated activity in the platform
environment is reminiscent of the processes in the biological ecosystem (lansiti & Levien,
2004a). The inclusion of complementors, often from different industries and without formal
ties to the core platform, is what distinguishes a platform from a typical linear pipeline firm
(Jacobides et al., 2018; Kenney et al., 2021). In the ecosystem environment, the consumer does
not purchase the complete product package, but modifies the service by individually choosing
and connecting complements into the custom network of agents servicing the transaction

(Jacobides et al., 2018).

While this thesis is concerned with platforms as sites for economic activity, it needs to be
emphasized that not all platforms are markets. The broad concept of platforms received much
attention in the strategy and management literature (Hagiu & Wright, 2015), where it is defined
as an essential hardware or software base for the development of other products as services,
such as Windows, Android or iOS operating systems (De Reuver et al., 2018; lansiti & Levien,
2004a), fulfilling essentially an infrastructural role for other organizations. Another important
note is that not all platforms, or platform-based markets, are digital. Offline platforms include
any organizations that create value mainly through enabling direct interaction between
previously disconnected groups: traditional marketplaces, shopping malls, printed magazines,

or the Yellow Pages catalog (Hagiu & Wright, 2015; Zander et al., 2025).
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Sociological accounts of the platform economy

Platforms such as the Big 5, Uber, AirBnB, and Netflix acquire more and more central place in
the economy (Kenney et al., 2021; Zhan et al., 2025). Taking notice of growing significance of
platforms for the contemporary economy, sociologists often approach platform business model
as the particular kind of capitalism (Boyer, 2022; Culpepper & Thelen, 2020; Langley &
Leyshon, 2017; Rahman & Thelen, 2019; Srnicek, 2017), raising questions of expanding power
of platforms as private actors (Cusumano et al., 2019; Kenney et al., 2021), and platforms’
intrusion into private life (Zuboff, 2019), while emphasizing non-neutrality of platforms
(Grabher & Konig, 2020) or bias of devices employed in the platform setting: algorithms,
pricing mechanisms and Al-driven recommendations (Silva & Kenney, 2018; Zhan et al.,

2025).

Platforms’ expansion is enabled by technological advancements such as high-speed Internet,
cloud computing, big data analytics, and computational algorithms (Grabher & Konig, 2020;
Kenney & Zysman, 2016; Zhan et al., 2025), and simultaneously by the popularity of affordable
Internet access devices such as smartphones or personal computers (Kenney et al., 2021).
Sociologists concur with the information studies that the network effects inherent to the
platform model suggest the trend towards monopolization within the platform economy (Gawer
& Harraca, 2025). The power of platforms is further amplified by their frequent underregulation
by the state due to heterogeneity of its innovative economic practices (Chimenti et al., 2024;
Lafuente et al., 2024; Zhan et al., 2025), opacity of platform operations (Chimenti et al., 2025)
and tacit approval of their users (Culpepper & Thelen, 2020; Rahman & Thelen, 2019); as the
result, the power that the core platform amass is at times hyperbolized as a power of a nation-

state (Parker et al., 2016) or even feudal domain (Gilbert, 2024).

A particular debate within sociology is the supposed promotion of the profit-driven logic of
platforms that replaces communitarian and citizen values of their users, visible, for instance, in
a discussion around the sharing economy, sometimes associated with gig, on-demand, or access
economies (Eckhardt & Bardhi, 2016; Higg & Kurczewska, 2025). The sharing economy term
got traction in the early 2010s, and denotes a specific type of platform (e.g., AirBnB and Uber)
where non-professionals can offer rent or services to other informal peers (Frenken & Schor,
2017). From the consumer perspective, specifically sharing economy was important as mixing
market and communal logic, redefining and questioning the traditional economic practices in
bringing more democratization, humane and personal approach (Fraanje & Spaargaren, 2019;

Grabher & Konig, 2020; Guyader, 2018; Schor et al., 2016). The sharing economy rhetoric is
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invoked to promote local identity through sharing practices in particular (Light & Miskelly,
2019) and sustainable lifestyles in general (Bohme et al., 2022). However, sociologists note that
pro-social rhetoric was largely divorced from a practice, with sharing economy platforms
criticized as promoting commodification logic into previously non-market domains and do not
represent a more sustainable arrangement of the economy but another development of

capitalism (Dobusch, 2019; Martin, 2016; Schor & Vallas, 2021).

The platforms come under scrutiny with regard to other violations of communitarian values —
namely, people’s privacy (Dijck et al., 2018). Due to the employment of digital technology,
platforms have enormous ability to process and analyze large sets of user data containing
consumer personal information and activity on the platforms, which is claimed to be used to
predict and control user behavior (Chimenti et al., 2024; Gawer & Harraca, 2025; Schwarz,
2019). This data is used subsequently to promote sales through various techniques, including
user profiling, which is considered by many sociologists as an unacceptable violation of the
anonymity of individuals for the sake of the platform’s profits (Dijck et al., 2018). Such
practices of profit-driven usage of user data analytics by platforms were described critically as

surveillance capitalism (Zuboff, 2019) or algorithmic governance (Grabher & Konig, 2020).

Srnicek (2017) goes as far as to suggest that user data is the main source of value creation for
platforms, contradicting the large body of research associating the platform business model
with match-making in the information studies. Sociological accounts are also at odds with the
organization studies on the issue of noted decentralization and increased autonomy within the
platform ecosystem model: while platforms’ model of value creation is indeed decentralized,
Gawer (2021) notes that it still involves centralized value capture, and platforms can exert
significant control over the complementors within their ecosystem up to the point of coercion

(Gawer & Harraca, 2025).

In the latest literature, there is an increasing tendency to depict platforms as infrastructures as
opposed to markets (Aspers & Darr, 2022; Chimenti et al., 2024, 2025; Kenney et al., 2021;
Rahman & Thelen, 2019) presumably as the part of the ‘infrastructural turn’ in sociology of
markets (Pinzur & Duterme, 2025) that echoes the upsurge in interest in infrastructures in other
disciplines, such as history (Bridges, 2023) and media studies (Hesmondhalgh, 2021). An
ultimate goal of platforms is to become a taken-for-granted infrastructure of a specific sector
and thus harness the winner-takes-all effects of market dominance (Rahman & Thelen, 2019).

Such characterization has been ascribed to, for instance, Amazon’s expansionist strategy
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(Chimenti et al., 2025; Kenney et al., 2021) or Facebook’s shifting platform orientation and
boundaries (Helmond et al., 2019).

Online consumer

After the presentation of the descriptive accounts on platforms of the information system
researchers, as well as more critical perspectives of the sociologists, this section turns to the
consumer as a key actor representing the demand side on the platform-based markets. Since the
work of Veblen (1899/1967), the sociological approach to consumption went from a more
critical and theoretical perspective of the Frankfurt school, to later become more empirically
informed by the studies of ‘consumer culture’, which became known as the ‘cultural turn’ in
consumption studies (Evans, 2019). More recent wave of empirical research on consumption
was concerned with its routinized and habitual elements, described as a new ‘practice turn’
(Warde, 2005), that was inspired by the theoretical accounts on the importance of tacit elements
in consumption by Bourdieu (2000, 2005b) and Schatzki (2001), among others. Contemporary
sociology of consumption gradually turns its attention to the resurrection of more critical
approaches (Evans, 2019) and explores the materiality of consumption infrastructure, notably

through the notion of market agencements (Cochoy et al., 2016; Evans, 2020).

One of the central issues of current consumption research is sustainable consumption as a part
of a transition towards a circular economy — a more ecological organization of the economy,
which involves less resource-intensive consumption practices as reusing, sharing, and recycling
(Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). Circular economy, for instance, promotes such platform-driven
forms of consumption as sharing (Henry et al., 2021) and second-hand economies (Borusiak et
al., 2020; Corbos et al., 2023; Errdzuriz et al., 2024). The key problem for studies of sustainable
consumption is breaking the value-action gap — an empirically observed phenomenon of the
consumers’ expression of commitment to sustainability values that does not result in more
sustainable consumption choices to the same extent (Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002; Young et
al., 2010). Sustainability studies call for more cautious consumption styles, for example through

promoting the principle of sufficiency (Sandberg, 2021).

The popularity of consumption through digital platforms is attributed to the increased ease of
use and accessibility of goods from the convenience of home (Biswas et al., 2024). Platforms
offer a wider array of merchandise, customizable options for search (Gupta et al., 2023;
Ratchford et al., 2022), and alleviate the market information asymmetry problem through
offering user feedback on the platform (Doherty & Ellis-Chadwick, 2010; Rezabakhsh et al.,
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2006; Tadelis, 2016). The development of platform markets in this context is seen as the
evolution of retail resulting in the general empowerment of the consumer (Doherty & Ellis-
Chadwick, 2010; Rezabakhsh et al., 2006), who can review publicly available consumer-
produced information online and easily switch between potential retailers (Ramasundaram et
al., 2022), which contrasts with sociologists’ concerns about rising control of the vendors over
the consumers in the platform setting (Chimenti et al., 2024; Gawer & Harraca, 2025; Kenney
et al., 2021; Schwarz, 2019).

Researchers note that consumers also perform some productive activities specific to the
platform setting in the course of consumption. The neologism prosumer signified blurring of
the consumption and production role, and was introduced in the 80’s (Dujarier, 2014; Toffler,
1981), but it is especially relevant for platform economy (Zilinskaite, 2025), fittingly describing
simultaneous buyer-vendor user role on the multiple types of markets for non-professional
trade, such as eBay, Etsy, sharing or second-hand economy (Klein et al., 2022; Scaraboto &
Fischer, 2024). On the conventional B2C platforms, consumers’ casual content creation has
been described as playbor (Scholz, 2013), since providing platforms with content makes them
more attractive to other potential users via network effects, which offers the platforms a
possibility to profit from users’ casual activities. Consumers can also contribute to value
creation indirectly through presenting platforms with analyzable data on their behavior

(Gandini, 2021), as noted above.

The process of consumption itself may be considered as the form of work. Alongside efforts of
market professionals in organizing and managing the market — ‘in short, “agencing”
transactions’ through the market work (Cochoy & Dubuisson-Quellier, 2013), consumers also
conduct consumer work in the form of ‘all work necessary for the purchase, use, re-use and
disposal of consumption goods and services’ (Glucksmann, 2009). This paradigm highlights
the physical and mental efforts of consumption itself — for instance, fulfilling the prescribed
role of standing in the queue and talking to the vendor (Fellesson & Salomonson, 2016) —
processes consequential for the market functioning and for the division of labor within it
(Glucksmann, 2015). Researchers note the increasing demand for consumer work, especially
within sustainable consumption (Hobson et al., 2021; Sutcliffe, 2022). In the production-
consumption chain, consumers can situationally function as substitutes for service professionals

and the value creators.

Most notably in the context of the current thesis, however, consumers carry out organizational

work — a subset of consumer work, signifying an effort of making informed consumption
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choices that are optimal for consumer lives (Dujarier, 2014). While performing organizational
work, consumers must be wary and not take market advertisements uncritically — instead they
should ‘investigate, test, compare, simulate expenditure, master the legal rules, write,
negotiate, and so on’ (p. 12). The effort of organizational work is not automatic and may be
externalized through paying extra, e.g., for more environmentally friendly products, since
consumers need to make rational choices but also have to match the communitarian values of
ethics and sustainability. Alluding to Boltanski and Chiapello’s (1999/2005) findings about the
replacement of rigid organizational hierarchy with the more participatory project management,
and in explicitly aligning the study method with the one used in The New Spirit of Capitalism,
Dujarier (2014, p. 7) conclude that companies, under the guise of facilitating participative
consumer activity and empowerment, end up covertly externalizing the productive and

managerial tasks.

The original description of the role of the consumer in the innovative markets that echoes both
Dujarier’s (2014) account of organizational work and Boltanski and Chiapello’s (1999/2005)
projectification was offered by Callon (2008) in his lesser-known text Economic Markets and
the Rise of Interactive Agencements. Callon notes that the innovative markets become
coordinated through networks instead of hierarchies, and organized through the alliances of
autonomous actors. Among these empowered actors is the redefined type of consumer, who is
capable of conceiving and implementing her own consumer projects, in contrast to the older
markets’ tendency to discipline consumers (p. 29). The previous disciplined consumer, or a
‘handicapped’ one (p. 42), is directed towards making specific choices on the market and the
correct way to consume through ‘prosthetic’ agencements: the example being the pre-arranged

way of consumption in the supermarket (p. 47).

The different effect is achieved through the new ‘habilitated’ agencements (p. 44), which offer
freedom to define the whole modality of the transaction. Habituated agencements are more
characteristic of ‘network economies’ (p. 47) and permit consumers to switch between options
with more ease and interact with the vendors in order to arrive at the individualized arrangement
of the transaction or individualized products (p. 48). Callon’s conception of a habilitated
consumer capable of accomplishing consumer projects references Boltanski and Chiapello’s
(1999/2005) similar observations about the changing role of managers (pp. 39-40). The cost of
the increased freedom in consumption is the responsibilization of the consumer for the potential
project failure. By setting out the projects individually, consumer also accepts the responsibility

to be judged on the basis of their results (p. 39).
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The descriptions echo the later development of the theory of projectification, based on original
Boltanski and Chiapello’s (1999/2005) framework. Jensen et al. (2016) identify the
projectification not as the managerial, but more broadly as the human condition; despite this
larger scope, their account can be read as the description of e-commerce in general and Callon’s
(2008) notes on the projectification occurring on the markets in particular. In a disciplinary
society, as Jensen et al. (2016) indicate, repetitive activities are bound to location in space and
time, and relations exist in a fixed hierarchy (p. 17). This mode of organization resembles an
assembly line (p. 8) of a pipeline business. In contrast, the project society is defined by unique
activities that open time and space, and does not rely on fixed relationships (p. 17) — a mode of
organization similar to lean production (p. 12). Project society opens up the space of temporary
relationships working on a network basis, as in Boltanski and Chiapello (1999/2005). The price
of the projectification of society is the individualization of failures and renunciation of basic
rights, which the members of the disciplined society with a more permanent and fixed social

position could enjoy previously (Jensen et al., 2016, pp. 17—18).

The presented theoretical accounts can be related to the consumer experience in the
environment of a platform ecosystem, even though Callon (2008) does not speak of e-commerce
directly, and Jensen et al. (2016) do not even speak about markets. E-commerce negates
consumer boundedness to the geographic location, prioritizing the activity of the purchase
instead. Platform economy is a fluid environment where consumers can switch between
providers and shops more easily than offline (Ramasundaram et al., 2022), and are equipped
with multiple digital devices facilitating sorting of goods and presenting extensive information
on the qualities of the goods, which, however, the consumer must obtain and process herself.
Lastly, the process of trade is highly customizable by the customer in terms of the organization

of the transaction (Jacobides et al., 2018) or the products themselves (Naldi et al., 2025).

The consequences of the openness of the e-commerce transaction for the consumer are yet to
be explored by the sociologists — the notion of consumer project is left neglected by Callon
himself, who dedicated later work to the elaboration of the concepts of market agencement
(Callon, 2021), ecologization as part of economization (Callon et al., 2025a, 2025b), as well as
simultaneous co-profiling vendors and users via algorithms (Callon & Roth, 2021; Chimenti et

al., 2025), presumably to realign his theory with the actual research trends in sociology.

Instead of sociologists, authors from marketing studies recently began to be interested in the
consumer experiences in the decentralized platform ecosystem environment, as well as in

consumer interactions with various actors populating the ecosystem (Heinonen, 2025; Lipkin
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& Heinonen, 2022; Mahadevan & Shainesh, 2024; Mbanefo & Grobbelaar, 2025; Ramaswamy
& Ozcan, 2020). These authors note that the platform ecosystem design is purposefully user-
centric, aiming to assist consumers in their choices and create a tailored purchase experience
tailored to individual needs. The interactions within the platform economy are complex since
users must interact with the plethora of actors present in the ecosystem, such as individual
human actors providing peer feedback, institutional actors such as the platform representatives
and non-human actors such as payment systems or recommendation algorithms, all
consequential to user experience (Lipkin & Heinonen, 2022; Schops et al., 2022). Ramaswamy
& Ozcan (2020, p. 1168) reference Callon (2008) directly in reflecting on how the interactive
and adaptive ecosystem environment fosters the creative consumer, who is capable of
organizing multiple actors involved in the ecosystem, including the non-human ones. Lipkin &
Heinonen (2022) concur with Callon (2008) on another implication of the user-centric
organization of market space — the growing responsibilization of the consumer in response to

the dissipation of the platform responsibility in the organizationally flat ecosystem setting.

Theoretical contribution of the thesis

Sociological and information studies disciplines both produced many valuable insights on the
functioning of the online platforms as sites for consumption. However, both approaches can be
considered partial. Information studies describe the organization of platform-based markets yet
rarely consider the social implications of the e-commerce innovations. Sociology provides
assessments of the effects of platform capitalism on society, but does not offer an impartial

general theory of the platform-based markets.

Mainstream sociological approaches seek to provide a social critique of platforms that are
growing in power, while turning the public resources and private data into profits; platform
users, accordingly, are a controlled asset used for value creation. However, this perspective
does not do justice to many features of online markets that improve consumer position
compared to conventional commerce, such as increased convenience, choice of goods, and
reduced market asymmetry. Even if the markets are organized from above, the resulting order
is emergent from the outcome of interactions of sellers and buyers, and users have considerable

power to determine the future of the market (cf. Aspers & Darr, 2022).

This thesis is a comprehensive study of the platform economy, which integrates the sociological
perspective with the interdisciplinary theory of digital platforms (e.g. Hein et al., 2020). While

information and organization studies provide the general understanding of platform functioning
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analogized to an ecosystem, the Callonian new economic sociology approach permits following
the thing — trace the effect of concrete market features and specifics on the consumer cognition

and agency within the platform setting.

The thesis revises and reintegrates the Callonian sociology of markets for the study of e-
commerce, reaffirming the relevance of market agencement for the creation of consumer norms,
and notes the importance of framing for the operations on the informal markets. Most
significantly in this respect, however, it brings attention back to the concept of consumer
project, which is put in the context of further theoretical accounts from consumption and
marketing studies. This is the first study known to the author connecting specifically online
commerce with the projectification and systematizing the related literature. This
projectification, and the subsequent responsibilization of the consumer, grows from the
increased adjustability within e-commerce, in other words, from the renouncement of control
by the platform and delegation of previous managerial responsibilities onto the consumer, an
insight unlikely to emerge from existing sociological frameworks that do not account for the

rise of consumer agency in e-commerce.

The present thesis also highlights the influence of smaller actors on the digital markets -
complementors. Complementors exert significant influence on the functioning of the platform
economy as a whole (cf. Boyer, 2022). While the platforms can vary, the complementors, such
as the payment system, are potentially present in every online transaction, enabling and
constraining the agency of core platforms and consumers, and influencing the overall market
dynamics. Sociological discussions on the platform economy are mainly focused on the most
powerful actors, such as the Big 5 platforms, and overlook the key infrastructural role of

complementors.

To summarize, this thesis serves as a proof of concept that sociological inquiry, in building
upon the insights from the other relevant disciplines, can bring a more informed and balanced
account of the key issues of sociological interest — such as the changing role, responsibility, and

power of consumers, platforms, as well as other market agents in the platform economy.
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Research method

Cross-cultural qualitative research

To fulfil the research aim of describing the consumer experiences specific to the platform
setting, the semi-structured interviews with the e-commerce users were chosen as the research
method. The qualitative framework enables an in-depth look into the consumer lifeworld,
understanding their attitudes and experiences in the world of e-commerce from the users’ own
point of view (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 30). The research precision in the method of semi-
structured interviews is achieved through following the predetermined structure of the
interviews, which ensures that no important topic is omitted. At the same time, this method
permits the deviation from the structure to explore the topics of unique respondents’
experiences or issues which respondents raise spontaneously (DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree,
2006). The interview as the research method provides rich and nuanced data, which offer for
analysis both the conscious reasoning of the respondents as well as subtle hints, unreflected but

recurring topics in multiple interviews, or even omitted topics (Flick, 2014, p. 645).
g top p P p

The choice of the cross-cultural design allows for the comparison of French, Czech, and
Ukrainian e-commerce users with regard to their respective taken-for-granted norms in e-
commerce consumption, perception of national and international platforms and complementors,
as well as other aspects related to the functioning of the national platform economies. The cross-
cultural dimension also brings additional reliability to the generalizations of the findings, since
it can separate artefacts unique to one national sample from the findings recurring in multiple

research samples representing different European societies.

Comparative research is an established practice in sociology, dating back to the origins of the
discipline, when it was considered to be the analytical equivalent of laboratory experiment in
natural sciences (Collins, 1997). Among more contemporary qualitative research, Lamont’s
(1992) comparative study of French and American middle classes stands out, where the core of
the data was constituted by semi-structured interviews with middle-class representatives in each
country. A comparative qualitative design has also been utilized in research on e-commerce

previously (El Aissoug et al., 2024; Peng et al., 2017; Troman & Jeffrey, 2007).

An important concern was the generalization of the findings on the national segments of e-
commerce as a whole. There were in total 14 categories of platforms (or types of online
purchases) set deductively (the full list is present in Supplement 2) — an unlikely number to be

utilized by each participant or to be covered comprehensively in the course of one interview.
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However, even if a single research participant had extensive experience with only several
categories of platforms, these categories varied from interview to interview. Considering the
division of data collection between samples, respondents in the sample as a whole were
questioned about all kinds of platforms, even if the types of platforms covered varied between
the interviews. The interview data thus cover the common platforms and usual types of

purchases for the casual users in each national platform economy segment.

Typical research method within Callonian sociology of markets is the ethnographic case study
(McFall & Ossandon, 2014), where the qualitative interviews are complemented by
observation, creation of field notes, and the study of documents (e.g. Bauer, 2018; Clausen et
al., 2024; Maciel et al., 2025; Tarim, 2013). The ethnographic methods help to assess the role
of non-human agents (Latour, 2005), with which market professionals interact to create and
sustain the market arrangement (Callon, 2016). Initially, for this research, in-person interviews
followed by observation of the user engagement with the e-commerce webpages were planned.
The decision to not include observation and switch to online interviews was made due to
unpredictability of the COVID-19 pandemic dynamics during the initial phase of the research
in 2020-2022, which obstructed the collection of in-person qualitative data and ethnography all
around the world, pushing researchers ‘back into the armchair’ (Howlett, 2022). On the positive
note, online interviews offer considerable advantages in terms of convenience of data
collection, notably removing the necessity of travel and accommodation in different states. This
was especially crucial in permitting the conduct of the research in Ukraine, as a state at war,
without physically travelling there. While the absence of ethnographic observations constitutes
a limitation of this research since interviews offer only mediated access to consumer
engagement with online markets, the interviews still typically constitute the core of the data in
the studies that follow the Callonian paradigm (e.g. Bauer, 2018; Clausen et al., 2024; Maciel
et al., 2025; Tarim, 2013). Consumers are largely aware of their practices and are still able to

bring valuable research data about their consumption decision-making (Hitchings, 2012).

Research context

The countries included in the research have significant differences with regard to their
respective e-commerce markets. The description of the French, Czech, and Ukrainian national
e-commerce segments, necessary for the understanding of the analyzed empirical data, is

presented below.

22



France has an e-commerce market size of 71,9 bil. USD (ECDB, 2025a), which is one of the
biggest in Europe, and boasts an exceptionally developed transport and logistics infrastructure
(Weltevreden, 2024). Another specific of this market is that notable French electronic e-shops
(Coppola, 2025) are typically an extension of a well-established offline business, such as Fnac
or Boulanger, both founded in 1954 (“Boulanger (entreprise),” 2026; “Fnac,” 2026). This may
render their perception as more of an established business, compared to the Czech and
Ukrainian biggest electronic retailers. For example, Czech e-shop Alza, which was a small shop
at the time of its establishment in 1994, became known primarily as an e-shop since 2000
(“Alza.cz,” 2026). Ukrainian e-shop Rozetka was originally conceived as an online store in

2004 (“Posetka (iHTepHET-Marasus),” 2026).

The Czech e-commerce market size is worth 7,2 billion. USD (ECDB, 2025b). The market is
one of the leaders in the Central Europe region (Grabiwoda & Mroz, 2022), which constitutes
a 9% share of the overall European e-commerce market — a relatively small share compared to
the 64% share of the Western Europe region, where France belongs (Weltevreden, 2024).
Czechia has the highest percentage of e-shoppers from the countries in the study - 78%, as
compared to 77% of French citizens and 60% of Ukrainian citizens (Weltevreden, 2024), and
had the highest number of e-shops per capita in Europe as of 2021 (Grabiwoda & Mréz, 2022).

Ukraine has an e-commerce market worth 4,4 bil. USD (ECDB, 2025c). This market is a part
of the Eastern Europe region, which has the smallest 2% share in the European e-commerce
(Weltevreden, 2024). Ukraine represents a distinct case of an economy during the war, ongoing
since the full-scale Russian invasion in 2022. During the initial phase of the war, the e-
commerce sector experienced a shock decrease but stabilized and returned to growth during
2023-2024 (Maksymenko et al., 2024). Ukraine has one of the world’s largest shadow
economies, the share of which constitutes 43% of the whole economy (World Economics,
2026). Moreover, the financial and regulatory institutions in Ukraine are not perceived to be of
high quality by the public (Kolomoiets & Hajek, 2024). Another specific feature of Ukraine is
a legal ban on money transfers abroad, extending to e-commerce purchases from foreign e-
shops. The ban was introduced in 2022 following the Russian invasion but was partially lifted

as of 2025 (Volynets, 2025).

Data collection

The data for this study were collected in three separate countries: France, Czechia, and Ukraine.

For each country, a separate sample was constructed consisting of 20 respondents, with a total
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of 60 interviews. 20 respondents per sample is considered an adequate sample size able to
provide a solid theoretical saturation (Hennink & Kaiser, 2021). The cross-cultural
comparability was ensured by the construction of the samples, which were aimed to be as
similar as pragmatically possible according to the demographic characteristics. The resulting
samples have similar proportions and rate of inclusion by gender, city of residence including
capital cities, regional centers and the periphery areas; they also have similar proportions of
younger (30 years old and below) and older cohorts of respondents (31 years old and above),
although the older cohort is underrepresented relatively to the younger participants, especially

in Czechia, as well as respondents from the non-capital cities, especially in Czechia and

Ukraine.
Categorization
France Czechia UKraine
Male: 10 Male: 10 Male: 11
Gender
Female: 10 Female: 10 Female: 9
Capital city: 8 Capital city: 11 Capital city: 12
Place of ‘ . '
) Regional center: 10 Regional center: 6 Regional center: 4
residence
Small town/rural: 2 Small town/rural: 3 Small town/rural: 4
A 30 and less: 13 30 and less: 16 30 and less: 13
e
8 31 and more: 7 31 and more: 4 31 and more: 7
Level of | Causal user: 12 Causal user: 13 Causal user: 13

experience with

€-Commerce

Frequent user: 6

Avoidant user: 2

Frequent user: 5

Avoidant user: 2

Frequent user: 6

Avoidant user: 1

Table 2. Proportions of respondents in the samples by general characteristics

The detailed list of respondents, including further characteristics such as occupation and their

level of experience with e-commerce, is presented in Supplement 1 for this thesis.

To enter the research, the potential respondent was expected to possess significant experience
with e-commerce purchases across multiple platforms. Alternatively, the respondent could
avoid e-commerce purchases. In that case, the respondent was expected to justify a skeptical
and withdrawn attitude towards e-commerce extensively. According to the level of engagement,
the respondents belonged into three categories: the majority (38) were casual users, who
reported only occasional purchases of one or two types of products online; less numerous (17)
were the users who self-identified as frequent, reported purchasing multiple types of products

online, and sometimes shopping online even more often than offline; the smallest group (5) was
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comprised of avoidant users, who exhibited a suspicious standpoint towards online purchases,
yet still offered valuable data about the elements of e-commerce which they do not consider
secure or convenient as opposed to offline shopping. Some participants (4) had an insider
knowledge about the functioning of the e-commerce through, for example, an experience of
being employed in the e-shop; such respondents, along with specifics of their knowledge, are

indicated in Supplement 1.

The sampling procedure for this research was the following. Initially, the respondents in each
country were recruited from the author’s personal acquaintances, which resulted in the samples
consisting mainly of young male adults. In the second phase of the research, the ads were posted
on the job advertisement sites and Facebook groups with the invitation to participate in the
research in exchange for a small fee. The publication of the invitation to participation also
helped to cover the other categories of respondents. In the third phase, the ads were changed to
invite in the research only the lacking category of respondents — typically either both genders
older than 30 or specifically females. Towards the end of data collection, the respondents were
typically asked whether they had a friend belonging to one of the lacking categories in the
sample and interested in taking part in the research after completing the interview. However,

the number of respondents recruited through this method was negligible.

The interview was structured into three parts. In the first part (labelled ‘platform-driven’
section), the respondents were asked about the platforms where they typically purchase
products online. This was followed by the detailed questions about the transaction, and the
questions were set specifically to accord to the type of platform that the respondent mentioned
— classified as big e-shops, price comparator webpages, C2C marketplaces, and miscellaneous
(with the same questions as for big e-shops). In the second part (labelled ‘product-driven’
section), the respondents were asked to share narratives about some unusual or otherwise
significant experiences with the online purchases. This part was added after the conduction of
the first three interviews, which were considered too short; thus, the structure was expanded to
encompass detailed narratives of the process of purchase. The third part (labelled ‘general
questions’ section) contained more abstract questions about the nature of e-commerce
purchases that were not related to any specific platforms. The interview structure is included in

this thesis as Supplement 2.

The interviews ranged from 30 minutes to 2 hours in length, averaging around one hour, and
were conducted in the local language of a country, or occasionally in English. All the interviews

were conducted online via Zoom or Google Meet audio call, due to convenience reasons or the

25



international nature of the interviews. The author was conducting the interviews with Czech
and Ukrainian participants himself, as he is able to speak these languages fluently. In France,
the interviews were conducted by a hired native speaker interviewer, who received detailed
instructions on how to conduct the interviews, which are also included in Supplement 2
alongside the interview questions. The main principle underlying the interview conduct was
demanding not only the factual reports, but the reasons for the respondents’ choice of one
platform, complementor, or a product by counterposing the choice made with the present
alternatives. The aim was to exhaust the respondents’ reasoning on the issue, even at risk of
sounding banal or repetitive, before proceeding to the next question. The French-speaking
interviewer was instructed to adopt the same approach both in person and through the written
guidelines included in the interview structure; further reflections on the interviewer's role can

be found in the Reflexive statement.

Oral informed consent was obtained from all participants on the recording of the interview,
usage of the transcription software, and potential usage of the transcribed quotes from the
interviews in the text of scientific publications, as well as the indication of respondents’
demographic characteristics. The anonymity of all respondents was ensured by replacing all
mentioned names — respondents’ or otherwise — with pseudonyms, and changing any other
information which could lead to the identification of the respondent; the respondents were, in
turn, informed of the conditions of their participation and how their anonymity was ensured.
Some respondents expressed interest in the output of the research, and while the present thesis
was a work in progress, I explained the specifics of the collection and the analysis of qualitative
data, writing a scientific text, and shared with them another recently published study of my

authorship, while being open to other inquiries about the research process.

Grounded theory method of data analysis

The data analysis was conducted in an exploratory manner, approaching data with limited
preconceptions in order to obtain original and inductive insights. The presence of the three
national e-commerce segments enlarged the respondents’ repertoire of practices and norms of
e-commerce consumption, as well as broadened the range of the e-commerce platforms. The
inclusion of vastly different empirical cases is beneficial for the exploratory type of research,

as it raises the quality of generalizations from the data (Stebbins et al., 2008).

The data were analyzed using the grounded theory-inspired method (Corbin & Strauss, 2008),

as the research findings were extrapolated from the data in an inductive manner. However,
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contrary to the classical grounded theory method, generating new concepts from the data was
not pursued (Glaser & Strauss, 2017). Instead, the concepts from the Callonian framework —
and occasionally those of the other authors — were employed to situate the findings in the actual

theoretical debates.

Initial interview data were represented by the audio recordings of the interviews with the
participants of the research. These recordings were subsequently transcribed to original
language in waves (typically after collecting all the interviews in the sample) using various
online transcription resources, such as sonix.ai and assembly.ai. After receiving the raw text
output, the transcription text was proofread and corrected by the interviewee using the
Microsoft Word software, which concluded the preparatory work on the data. The subsequent

stages of data analysis were conducted via the Microsoft Word software as well.

The analysis of the data proceeded in accordance with the guidelines for data analysis in
grounded theory, outlined by Holton (2010) and Gioia et al. (2013). Data analysis consisted
from coding — separating and categorizing the bits of data by uniting them under the common
theme (Saldafia, 2013), production of written memos (Holton, 2010), induction — finding
underlying patterns in the data, and abduction — relating found patterns to the insights from the
literature (Gioia et al., 2013, p. 21), as well as checking for logical exclusivity and consistency

of the created categories.

Holton (2010) divides the coding process into two main stages: substantive and theoretical
coding. Substantive coding is the most direct type of working with the data, which encompasses
open and selective coding techniques. During the open coding, the researcher initially fractures
(p. 21) the data by codes that represent the most immediate and straightforward generalizations.
In this stage, the coding should happen ‘line by line’, which ‘forces the researcher to verify and
saturate categories, minimizes missing an important category, and ensures relevance by
generating codes with emergent fit to the substantive area under study’ (p. 24). In the course of
open coding, the researcher should also produce written memos with attempts to find the
underlying patterns in the data; these patterns are the initial theorizations which, when verified,
might help to arrive at the main theoretical problem or the contribution of the analysis — an

emergent core category.

This core category, representing the potential main insight of the study, is developed during the
following stage — the selective coding. In this stage, the researcher targets via codes only the

instances in the data related to this category. This aims for the maximally detailed understanding
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of the category, which occurs at the point of theoretical saturation — when no insights emerge

from the data that could not be represented by already existing codes (p. 32).

In the last stage, labelled theoretical coding, the results of the coding were elaborated into the
generalizable or already existing theoretical concepts. This puts findings in the context of
broader academic discussion, which helps to see the exact contribution of the study to the body
of scientific knowledge. However, Holton (2010) warns that the observations must emerge from
the data and not be imposed by any preconceptions or considerations external to the data, such
as fashionable topics of partisan opinions in the discipline, since it runs contrary to the inductive

spirit of the grounded theory (p. 35).

Holton’s (2010) approach to qualitative data analysis resembles one taken by Gioia et al. (2013),
as both analytical frameworks are inspired by the original grounded theory approach (Corbin
& Strauss, 2008; Glaser & Strauss, 2017). Gioia et al.‘s (2013) guidelines for analysis
recommend starting with the creation of the numerous ‘Ist order concepts’ — the categories
most closely related to the data, as in open coding (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). The second stage
in Gioia et al.‘s (2013) analysis is concerned with uniting the categories with apparent relation
into ‘2nd order themes’ and finding the links between them in order to discover underlying
patterns, as in axial coding (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). This distills the categories that are close
to data into fewer but more abstract themes. This is followed by further merging of the themes
into ‘aggregate dimensions’, which represent transforming the insights into theoretical
concepts, taken from the literature or created on the basis of the data, to fill the existing gaps in
the theoretical knowledge. These theoretical generalizations are verified and potentially

modified by returning to the data (Gioia et al., 2013, p. 21).

Reflexive statement

This reflexive statement is provided according to the guide by Olmos-Vega et al. (2023), in
order to give background on how personal stances and the biography of the researcher might

have impacted the data collection process and the decisions taken during the data analysis.

I chose the topic of e-commerce as a follow-up on a research project on economic knowledge
of laypeople, in which I took part during my Master's studies at the same university and with
the same research supervisor. I did not have a specific interest in e-commerce; however, I did
conduct online purchases occasionally, thus already possessed a basic degree of knowledge on
the topic. At the time of writing my project, I realized that I had the rare position of being an

insider of multiple cultures: a native Ukrainian but living as an immigrant in Czechia for 3 years
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at the moment, with a degree of insight about a French culture, obtained through my Erasmus
one-semester exchange stay during Master program and subsequently broadened by the further
two-semester stay during the PhD studies. The cultural sensitivity given by my sociology
studies and enriched by day-to-day experiences in foreign countries led me to the choice of the

cross-cultural focus of my research.

Through my lifetime in France, Czechia, and Ukraine, I’ve made a number of friends and
acquaintances, who also constituted the initial respondents for the research upon my request.
Consequently, these research interviews were influenced by the dynamics of my personal
relationships. It has to be noted, however, while this might seem as a factor potentially biasing
the research results, my impression from the interviews conducted with friends is that those
were, on average, more informative and detailed than the interviews with respondents recruited
online. My acquaintances were more entertained during the interviews, more willing to share
the information about their purchases, and to venture into more abstract reasoning about the
norms connected to online purchases. This, however, should not sound as diminutive towards
respondents recruited externally, some of whom were very helpful and informative despite not
being acquainted prior to the research, which requires more substantial emotional effort and a

leap of trust.

The qualitative method of the research was also chosen over a quantitative approach due to
personal preference, since I find working with numbers not so intuitive and less enjoyable than
working with a more symbolically rich type of data. I reached out to other disciplines for the
theoretical account on platforms due to my skepticism of the critical approaches dominant in
sociology. Any informed critique, in my opinion, should start from identifying the baseline,
which permits identifying exact improvements and downgrades from this position; otherwise,

it cannot be recognized as the correct account of the state of affairs.

As a Czech-speaking Ukrainian, I understood the local speech and the context without
problems, and the respondents recognized me as their peer and an insider to the context.
However, in France, the native speaker interviewer was hired, since my relative lack of
command of French compared to the Czech and Ukrainian languages would shift the perception
of me towards being a foreigner, and hamper the interview process due to possible
mistranslation. The female interviewer was hired among the students from the faculty, and she
did not have prior experience with conducting interviews. To tackle this, the questionnaire
questions were complemented by recommendations on how to guide the dynamics of the

interview (see Supplement 2), and the author was present during the initial interviews to make
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sure everything was understood correctly. As the research progressed, the hired moderator
proved to be a fast learner and quickly matched the author’s level of interviewee skills. Similar
to the author, she was able to invite to the research her own acquaintances and friends from
France, and these interviews proved to be especially informative due to the lack of formality
and hierarchy between the parties. The interviewer also brought a specific position in the
research due to being a female, which allowed her to refer to the particular female shared
experience in e-commerce, for example, with regard to conducting the Uber drive at night;
however, this did not bring any significant insights specific to the females in the sample. In
general, the hired interviewer proved to be a competent researcher and a socially skilled person,
which maintained the quality of data on par with that collected personally by the author. The
author’s passive French skills were sufficient to comprehend and analyze the interview data
without problems. The French-speaking moderator, who also transcribed the interviews, was
also of assistance in that regard: she was kind enough to provide me with notes on the French
context of speeches which I might not have comprehended due to not being local. This further

enhanced my comprehension of the data, approaching the level of a cultural insider.

Data analysis

In the initial stage of the open coding of the transcribed interviews, 121 codes were created in
total, of which 85 of the codes were descriptive of the e-commerce environment, while 36 others
represented buyers’ characteristics. These ‘Ist-order codes’ — i.e., the open codes — were
classified in a dichotomic way, as the elements of decision-making that prompt consumers to
make the e-commerce purchase, or, on the contrary, abstain from it. Codes related to the e-
commerce platform or the other actors present in the ecosystem at it represented the
attractiveness of the aspects of these actors for the purchase (e.g. platform owns a brick-and-
mortar branch vs platform doesn’t own a brick-and-mortar branch); codes related to the buyer
listed individual preferences, character traits or biography which made them more or less prone
to conduct e-commerce purchases (e.g. knows how the web works vs prefers ‘old school” ways).
While the second group of codes was not used to frame the findings for this research explicitly,
these codes helped the author to understand the variance in possible reasons and approaches to
consumption among buyers. This played a minor role in data interpretation in the third empirical
study of this thesis, where the second-hand purchases were considered inconvenient,

particularly to socially avoidant individuals.
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After the initial stage, the analysis was concentrated onto structural effects of the e-commerce
environment, i.e. how does it affect consumer perception and shape consumer agenda, since
factors affecting many respondents in the sample would be more theoretically saturated rather
than relating to only a fraction of a sample with specific traits; additionally, the effects of the

environment on individual are a natural sociological research focus.

The codes from the first group, related to the e-commerce environment, were classified
according to the tentative scheme represented in Figure 1. This scheme was designed with the
purpose of including all actors entering the e-commerce transaction, which could potentially be
represented by different organizational entities. The model is an analytical attempt to abstractly
delineate the plurality of entities necessary to complete the transaction, which helped to classify
the codes made during data analysis. This author’s general knowledge of e-commerce helped
to identify the separate elements in the model according to their degree of autonomy, even if
they remain underexplored in respondent speeches (such as specifics of access devices or the
impact of offline audit institutions). Despite the hypothetical nature of the model, it
comprehensively represents potential agents participating in the e-commerce transaction, and

is the only model developed for that reason to the best of my knowledge.

In Figure 1, the squares represent entities-agents (human, non-human, or institutional) and the
circles represent non-agents (the product). The solid outer line around the agent square
represents a necessary agent for the transaction to occur, while the dotted line marks an optional
agent, which may enter the transaction but can also be omitted depending on the transaction
customization by the platform or the consumer. The arrows represent ways of interaction or
mediation: movement of the products from the manufacturer to the hands of the customer,
movement of the remuneration for the products to the platform, and the extension of quality

guarantees onto the product by guarantors.
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Manufacturer

Platform
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Payment mean/
payment system
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>

Buyer
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guarantor:
electronic peer
feedback
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quality
guarantor:
audit institution

Figure 1. Transaction in the online commerce

Each of the transaction entities was described by the coded empirical data by their dichotomic
aspects, which would promote or discourage the completion of the transaction. These aspects
were the individual ‘lst-order codes’, and the transaction entities, depicted on the model,
represented the categories — thus dichotomic codes may be understood as the categories’
dimensions (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 37). The full list of categories and their respective
aspects is presented in Table 2; note that the product-related aspects are absent, since they were
represented by the codes related to the agential entity — the producer of the product

(manufacturer). Each code, as mentioned but not visualized in the table for the sake of brevity,

has a positive and negative dimension value (even if implicit).

Categories (agents in the

e-commerce transaction)

Codes (aspects/characteristics of the agent)

Manufacturer

history of purchases of the product, descriptions on the
webpage, attractiveness of the product, uniqueness of the

product, reliability of background research resullts.

Seller

profile metrics, humane interaction or excessive informality,
membership in a larger community of sellers, research results
about the seller, presence of digital or personal suspicious

signs, excessiveness of the transaction agent.

Platform

reputation, ownership of a brick-and-mortar branch, wide

offer, convenience of interface/features, webpage design, being
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a manufacturer, being a specialized shop, valid web security,
functional client service, research results about the platform,
transfer of trust from another web, transfer of trust from
another person, helpful auxiliary webs/apps/services, free
additional product/service, anti-scam mechanisms, control of

the sellers, control of the product

quality of the security system, convenience, transfer of trust

Payment mean / payment | from root web, webpage being a payment mediator, existence

system | of choice between payment types, availability of PayPal, bank’s

security measures, own security measures, card number trace

speed of delivery, free delivery, quality of packaging, delivery

_ _ service assurances, delivery service as the payment guarantor,
Delivery service

choice between or forcing a specific delivery agent, availability

of convenient delivery points, convenience of a customs check

Access device | assurances for the payment system

Electronic peer feedback | genuineness of peer feedback, helpfulness of peer feedback

Audit institution | reliability of market segment norms/regulations

Table 2. List of categories and codes discerned during data analysis

As the data were organized in this way, and the familiarity of the author with the data increased,
several relevant insights started to emerge, which could be conceived as core categories for the
analysis in Holton’s (2010) terminology. The first was the apparent discrepancy between B2C
and the C2C platforms, and the much more involved and demanding nature of C2C trade as
opposed to routinized B2C commerce. This was theoretically conceptualized into the problem
of framing on C2C markets (Callon, 1998a); the instances when the respondents actively
engaged to perform the framing in the market themselves were conceptualized as the relational
work (Zelizer, 2012). These insights were important to fit the findings within the academic
discussion on sustainable consumption and were used to provide recommendations for

facilitating the routinization of C2C online consumption.

The second topic of interest was the differences in consumer practices between national samples
of e-commerce users. Contrary to the classical assumptions in sociology about innate cultural
differences expressed in decision-making (de Mooij & Hofstede, 2011), these were not apparent
in the qualitative data. The insight that opened the way for locating cultural differences in this

research turned out to be the different consideration of PayPal. While in France, PayPal was
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renowned as a means of additional security, in Ukraine it has been used for international
transfers only. This finding helped to reorient the search from the kaleidoscopic array of
platforms (or products) with which respondents are engaged into a much more nationally
homogenous space of payment and delivery complementors, where the most salient
discrepancies between — and similarities within — samples were located. These tacit differences

were conceptualized as the new cultural norms resulting from market agencing (Callon, 2016).

The last object of the research inquiry, and perhaps the most elusive, was the unique
organization of the e-commerce transaction itself. The question emerging in that regard was:
what consequences does such apparent plurality of present autonomous actors hold for the
organization of the transaction itself? This insight was confirmed with the observations of the
decentralization occurring in the e-commerce setting as opposed to offline trade found in the
literature review conducted in parallel. This review was finalized by finding a fitting metaphor
capturing the change in the consumer role in the transaction — the metaphor which, again, was

found in Callon’s sociology of markets — the consumer project (Callon, 2008).

The gradual process of progressing from the open codes to broader generalizations and
‘aggregate dimensions’, or core categories of the research, can be visualized in the diagram

analogous to the one given in Gioia et al. (2013), presented in Figure 2.
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1st order concepts
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Need to negotiate the terms of the transaction with the
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‘I don’t like people, either’
‘I prefer when everything is in black and white, no
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Problems of social
interaction with the
informal peer

\- J

AL

PayPal as means of security in France
Abundance of delivery points in Czechia
Delivery insurance by Nova Poshta in Ukraine

4 N\
Differences in the
usage of
complementors in the
national segments

Normalization of payment in advance in France
Payment on delivery in Czechia and Ukraine
Low security but cheap payment / delivery options in
Ukraine

Differences in the
level of security in the
national segments

‘trying to avoid Amazon profiting, well, from nothing,
in fact’

4 )

Superfluousness of the
platform role in the

RI.RF RS

‘I could do the same myself. Through the original app’ transaction
Online
N\ / transaction as a
4 ) consumer

Thorough research when considering purchases from
unknown platforms
‘If I would pay on pickup, I wouldn’t have this kind of
problem’

Growing consumer
responsibility

\- J

The lack of
framing in the
C2C markets

Creation of
consumer
norms through
market
agencement

project

Figure 2. Data structure diagram, adapted from Gioia et al. (2013)

The results of this analytical effort are presented in the next section, where the main insights

and their implications are formalized as three empirical research articles.
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Empirical studies

The New Spirit of E-commerce? Online Shopping as Consumer Projects!
Abstract

Online shopping becomes a commonsense form of commerce. This qualitative study notes an
increasing projectification as the specificity of the online trade as opposed to the offline
commerce. In the decentralized space of the online platforms, the consumer conceives the
transaction as own project, enjoying the benefits of the higher freedom of choice but also is
forced to accept higher degree of responsibility for the transaction alongside it. While platform
gradually renounces the role of the overseer of the transaction, it is also adversely affected by
the projectification which employs more extensive failure management for on-platform
projects. The study discusses the further implications of the project-based business model and
proposes the possible solutions which could be employed by e-shops to alleviate the

projectification-related uncertainty.

Keywords

Platform ecosystem, projectification, consumer projects, online retail, responsibilization

Introduction

Digital platforms transformed the commerce. The success of the e-commerce disrupted the old
conventions about what the shopping is, making goods from any part of the world available to
those who do not wish to leave home. Online shopping offers comparatively easier access,
wider assortment of merchandize, options for search (Gupta et al., 2023; Ratchford et al., 2022)
and helps to alleviate the market information asymmetry problem (Doherty & Ellis-Chadwick,
2010; Rezabakhsh et al., 2006; Tadelis, 2016); moreover, it has been described as a more
sustainable type of business compared to traditional retail (Shahmohammadi et al., 2020;
Whittaker et al., 2023). The importance of the e-commerce, forecasted to grow to 20,5% in
2025 among all retail sales (Cramer-Flood, 2025) calls for the deeper understanding of the

features of this mode of trade for the users.

1 This text is a pre-print (submitted version) of the article to the Jounal of Cultural Economy. As of now, it is
undergoing the peer review process, and the final published version might differ significantly from the version
presented here, however the main insights should remain unchanged.
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Despite certain advantages over the offline trade, shopping on digital platforms also involves
specific risks, connected to its distant implementation. The impossibility to physically examine
the product during online purchase and a lack of face-to-face contact in the transaction make
consumers vulnerable to scams or product misassessment (Whittaker et al., 2023). Delivery
risks include damage or loss of the item during delivery and not receiving the item on time
(Kollmer et al., 2023; Tham et al., 2019); online payment also poses unique security and
financial risks to unskilled or uncareful consumers (Cases, 2002; Reep-van den Bergh & Junger,
2018). Lastly, consumers strongly rely on the distant user feedback in an online setting which

can be biased or purposely manipulated (Kollmer et al., 2023; Lim et al., 2024).

Instead of hierarchical mode of governance of the offline businesses, a platform typically
operates through organizing a platform ecosystem — the decentralized assortment of
autonomous actors around a core platform, which co-create products and services proposed on
a platform (De Reuver et al., 2018; Hein et al., 2020; Zarnescu & Dunzer, 2021). This
arrangement promotes high flexibility, fluidity and openness (Ramasundaram et al., 2022), to
maximally adopt to individual customer needs. In the ecosystem, multiple human (e.g. peer
feedback provider), institutional (e.g. payment system) and non-human (e.g. recommender
system) agents collaborate to assist the consumer (Lipkin & Heinonen, 2022; Schops et al.,
2022), creating a system responsive to user needs (Heinonen, 2025). Customer is thus able to
customize the transaction by choosing own network of involved agents and services in form of
‘standardized alliances’ streamlined by platform (Jacobides et al., 2018). A specific research
trend emerged for studying user experiences in the platform ecosystem organization mode, in
particular with multiple on-platform agents in a user-centric platform design (Heinonen, 2025;

Lipkin & Heinonen, 2022; Mbanefo & Grobbelaar, 2025; Ramaswamy & Ozcan, 2020).

This study takes alternative approach in description of customer experiences in the user-
centered online commerce setting. Informed by the semi-structured interviews with e-
commerce users in France, Czechia and Ukraine, this qualitative study uses a metaphor of a
consumer project to understand the transaction navigation in a platform setting populated by
multiple actors. The research looks on implications of conceiving the online transaction as a

project for both the users and the platform.

The arrangement of a transaction as a project puts emphasis on the consumer, which is
responsibilized as the ultimate transaction designer (Callon, 2008). Here, it is the consumer who
customizes own network of executive agents, while the platform proposes the components and

the mediation infrastructure (Jacobides et al., 2018). However, the proliferation of actors in a
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transaction also means that the consumer should consider the risks particular to each involved
actor — such as payment system, delivery agent or peer feedback. This research demonstrates
how consumer becomes more vigilant in response to the loss of responsibility by the platform
and thus experiences mistrust to online organization of the transaction in general (Carey, 2024;
Handoyo, 2024; Soleimani, 2022). The lack of control also adversely affects the platform,
which attempts to eliminate project failures (Héjek, 2025b) lead to resource wastefulness and

asymmetrical advantages of bigger platforms versus smaller ones.

This research advances the research of user experiences in the online ecosystems (Lipkin &
Heinonen, 2022; Mahadevan & Shainesh, 2024; Mbanefo & Grobbelaar, 2025) by showing not
only the specificities of the interaction with certain types of ecosystem actors, but users’
perception of the decentralization itself; it also differs from mainstream studies of platform
ecosystem, which mostly concentrate on value co-creation (Hein et al., 2020; Ramaswamy &
Ozcan, 2020). By showing how the online transaction takes a shape of a consumer project, it’s
possible to compare it with the effects of the projectification in the other spheres, such as the
emergence precarity on the job markets which pressures the job seekers to networking and self-
promotion (Graan, 2022). Additionally, this study contributes to the studies of the unique
aspects of the online retail format (Gauri et al., 2021; Ratchford et al., 2022).

Literature review

One of the main distinguishing features of digital platforms is their decentralization, which
replaces the hierarchical structure of a traditional business (Tiwana & Konsynski, 2010). This
is typically achieved by creating the platform ecosystem around the core platform, where third-
party organizations (complementors) offer own supplementary modules (complements) for the
platform (Hein et al., 2020; Zarnescu & Dunzer, 2021). The inclusion of the autonomous
complementors enables the distributed innovations process in the ecosystem (De Reuver et al.,
2018). The platform, lacking a direct control, facilitates the emergence of the commercial
activity between itself, its complementors and users. Researchers depict this mode of
governance as meta-organizing or orchestration of other actors by the core business (Hein et
al., 2020; Iansiti & Levien, 2004b; Rachlitz, 2023), or as the expansion of the business which
utilizes the assets external to it (Li et al., 2019; Watkins & Stark, 2018). More fluid environment
of the ecosystem is open for the user’s adjustments, who connects suitable complementors in

the customizable transaction arrangement depending on personal preference.

The rise of the importance of network coordination and the growth of capable consumer follows

the tendency of the individualization in markets noted by Callon (2008, p. 29). Innovative
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markets, instead of disciplining consumer to predetermined action, grant her new capacities
through distributing and enhancing consumer capacities onto various market agents (pp. 35-36)
— a process called agencement by Callon (p. 38). The ultimate goal of such arrangement is
fostering the creative consumer that is able to develop and accomplish the projects by
leveraging the market devices adjustable to her demands but also suggesting the original
courses of action (p. 39). As the devices promote the rational action on the market, the consumer

as the project decision-maker is held responsible for non-rational acts (p. 40-45).

In an open and fluid online setting, consumers can consult numerous other peers, have access
to more product information and can switch across retailers with a much lower effort than
offline (Ramasundaram et al., 2022). The sum of observations above — the openness of the
online space, where the linear hierarchical businesses fade away (Jensen et al., 2016), inviting
a consumer to be a primary organizing actor in a network of multiple commercial agents —

suggests the projectification as the underlying organizing principle of the online transaction.

This observation seems to be in line with the characteristics of projects described in literature.
Boltanski and Chiapello (1999/2005, p. 107) distinguish the whole project-based system of
values, with mediation as the main activity achieved through the proliferation of personalized
networks. Some e-commerce trends appear to align more with the project values, than with the

classical commerce, as summarized in Table 3°.

Commercial city (offline commerce) Projective city (e-commerce)

Transaction occurs instantly and ignores Transaction is time-extended, is completed
time only by the delivery of the product

Market information is general and accessible | Networks (between the transaction agents)
by everyone are connected privately by the consumer
Anonymous or minimal personal Usage of customer data for the personalized
relationships offers (Kathriarachchi et al., 2024)

Product is standardized Product customization through digital means

(Naldi et al., 2025)

Competition as the ruling principle ‘Co-opetition’ as the ruling principle (Boyer,

2022)

Table 3. Comparison of commercial and projective systems of values (cities), adapted from

Boltanski & Chiapello (1999/2005, pp. 129-131)

2 Table 1 in the original.
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Accordingly, in Jensen et al.’s (2016, pp. 12—17) take on the projectification, project society 1)
opens up time and space, which fits a distant e-commerce transaction; 2) represents a flat
organizational space, i.e. the ecosystem; and 3) involves a capable consumer as opposed to a
disciplined one (cf. Callon, 2008, p. 48). Finally, Callon’s (2008) description of a
responsibilized consumer, equipped by digital devices do not address e-commerce per se, but
1s directed towards innovative trends in commerce overall, which should include e-commerce

as well.

Theoretical accounts on projectification echo the descriptions of the platform environment
centered on the consumer (Heinonen, 2025). Platforms instead of filling all non-buyer roles like
in pipeline businesses become mediators between buyers and sellers (Hein et al., 2020; Tadelis,
2016; Wirtz et al., 2019) and other ecosystem agents (Lipkin & Heinonen, 2022). Here
consumer is encouraged to assume the role of a project leader, who utilizes the platform
infrastructure to manage a transaction (Jacobides et al., 2018), and is assisted by a calculation-
enabling market devices (Callon, 2008). One of such devices are sorting algorithms, which
appear to be a purely rational and impersonal instrument (Maguire & Albris, 2024) yet are
consequential for the course of the transaction, exemplifying the non-human agency
(Ramaswamy & Ozcan, 2020; Schops et al., 2022). Assisted by such devices, responsibilized
consumers are expected to have sufficient capabilities to make informed decisions for their

projects (Lipkin & Heinonen, 2022).

Platform arrangement also makes a responsibilized customer a main third-party verifier of
products through providing a distant peer feedback (Lim et al., 2024). By offering feedback on
products and services, users participate in the ecosystem value creation, acting as
complementors (Hein et al., 2020). However, product reviews are often subject to manipulation
(Kollmer et al., 2023), which calls for vigilance in their assessment by potential buyers,
exacerbated by the decline in relevance of classical audit institutions (Kollmer et al., 2023; Utz

etal., 2012).

The organization of trade through projects has drawbacks for the platform themselves. Platform
businesses shift towards lean production models like dropshipping, where the platform only
poses orders on goods for the external provider following a consumer request (Sanchez-Vellvé,
2019); and pure mediation models, for example creating multi-sided markets for non-
professionals’ exchange (Tadelis, 2016). While lacking control, the successful platform has to
maximize the success of projects conceived on it, countering the innate projects’ tendency to

fail (Hajek, 2025b), yet the failure management (Hajek, 2025a) may be less successful in a
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decentralized environment. Platforms also suffer from the projects’ less binding agreements,

facing risks of fake orders (Jensen et al., 2016).

This article argues that the online transaction takes a character of a user project. The user
experience in a multiple-actor platform environment is marked by wider customization,
flexibility and freedom, but at the same time by increased uncertainty and own accountability
for a failure. We will look closer at this development and at users perception of ecosystem as
an environment for personal projects in the further sections.

Research method

This study’s findings were informed by semi-structured interviews with the e-commerce users.
The qualitative design offers rich and nuanced data — an in-depth look in the participants’
perspectives on the research subject (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree,
2006). Qualitative framework is not unusual for the research of the customer experiences in the
online setting (Cases, 2002; Kollmer et al., 2023; Lipkin & Heinonen, 2022). People talking
about own practices constitute valuable research data even if there is an non-conscious element

in their shopping behavior (Hitchings, 2012).

The study included respondents living in three countries: France, Czechia and Ukraine. Making
a research not in one but three countries makes the range of consumer experiences broader,
which allows for exploratory character of the research (Stebbins et al., 2008). Additionally,
extending research to multiple countries solidifies the findings by ensuring that the research
argument can be extended to other European societies. E-commerce is popular in all three
countries included in the research, yet they exhibit very different important characteristics,
representing e-commerce markets from Western, Central and Eastern Europe. France represent
the biggest online market worth 67,7 bil. USD (ECDB, 2025a) with 77% of population making
purchases online, and is one of the leading European e-commerce markets by the value and the
quality of infrastructure (Weltevreden, 2024). Czechia has market size of 7,7 bil. USD (ECDB,
2025b) — although smaller than France, it’s one of the more developed markets in the Central
Europe (Grabiwoda & Mroz, 2022) with 78% of country’s population being online shoppers
(Weltevreden, 2024). Ukraine’s e-commerce market, worth 4,3 bil. USD (ECDB, 2025¢) was
stagnating in the 2022, the first year of Russian invasion, but then recovered and returned to
growth in 2023 (Maksymenko et al., 2024); the 60% of Ukrainians do online shopping. The
findings with regard to cross-cultural differences are presented in the other study (ANON); with

regard to the current paper, the projectification of the e-commerce transaction was occurring
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and experienced similarly by all respondents, and the findings from different countries were

complementary and not self-contradictory.

The research data involve 20 interviews per country, ranging from 30 minutes to more than two
hours, which were recorded and transcribed for the purposes of analysis. The oral informed
consent was obtained prior to the recording. The respondents were initially recruited from the
researcher’s acquaintances, mostly male students around 30 years old from capital cities. Then,
to ensure heterogeneity of the sample, the ads were placed on Facebook and more local
platforms with advertisements which invited to participate in the research in the exchange for a
small fee. The criterion for the recruitment was active shopping online, or the ability to justify
non-participation in e-commerce. The resulting samples in every country included similar
proportion of male and female participants, capital city and other cities; the relatively
underrepresented category, however, were adults of 31 years old and above. The interview was
structured with first questions recalling platforms where participants recently made a purchase
and describing the process; then, respondents were prompted to tell narratives about unusual
experiences with online purchases; interview was concluded with the general questions about

buying in the online setting.

The qualitative data were analyzed using an open coding technique (Holton, 2010). After the
identification of the data categories, which were respondents’ attitudes to the separate yet
crucial entities entering the online transaction — platform, seller, manufacturer (product),
payment system and delivery service — it was evident that the transactions’ dissolution into
multiple agents goes hand in hand with the diminishment of responsibility for the core entity
(platform) in the online space. Instead of the initial framing of trust, which had to be related to
every enitity in the transaction, the dissolution of the transaction into multiple entities itself was
problematized as a problem for consumer trust. The next step was conceptualizing the
transaction in the decentralized space as the consumer project. The subsequent coding was
aimed on data illuminating the project aspects of the e-commerce, conceived afterwards into

findings.
Default skepticism about the projectification within the online commerce

As it was hypothesized in the previous section, the dissemination of the commercial
environment into multiple entities dissolves the responsibility of each entity. In case of a

problem, the user then might have problems enforcing accountability. This is illustrated by

42



Jindra’s account, which describes the problem with a warranty repair of a laptop bought on

Alza, a major Czech e-shop:

Jindra: That warranty claim is not managed by the vendor, so Alza actually has nothing to do with it.
Some PPL [delivery service] comes — which also doesn’t have anything to do with the warranty — and
takes it somewhere to Ostrava. It was winter, so some USB ports got rusted or something. [...] They claim
it’s fixed — so they fixed something, they didn’t fix something else, and damaged something else. And
how am I supposed to deal with them? You see what I mean? But it is a more general problem of, let’s
say, developed capitalism [...] Because here — the supplier is one firm, the producer is another, warranties
are taken care of by another firm. Maybe the online shop is even run by another firm, I don’t know. So I
have this experience specifically with Alza, but it’s clear to me that elsewhere it would also be the case.

(29m, interview 1 CZ3)

In the quote, Jindra describes how the different organizations in the e-commerce ecosystem
participate in the consumer project, but every firm does not have a strong bond with the other.
The connection these firms have on themselves is ultimately bound to the consumer. It is the
consumer who is supposed to get them into action of working on the warranty claim as the
platform doesn’t even get involved in the process of the warranty. In case of the damage caused
by this externalization of the operation, for which no entity is directly responsible, it is the
consumer who suffers the consequences as the claim occurs outside the single company frame.
This constitutes stark contrast with the offline hierarchical model, where the firm would be

responsible for all the stages of the warranty.

Another feature is that ecosystem actors are not location-bound, and the warranty is performed
by the service in a distant city. The sheer fact of the necessity of the delivery to another city
puts the product under risk, which got damaged in the process. Even if the consumer is the
project leader, it lacks the overseeing power to track the multiple involved institutions actions,
and the enforcing power to demand the accountability for damages. The question of
responsibility for product damages, related to the organizational mode of platform ecosystem,

did not have a clear resolution for Jindra.

The next respondent from France takes the further step in the suspicion against the platform as

the facilitator of the consumer projects, in this case Amazon:

3 Here and further respondents’ quotes are followed by age, gender, the number of the interview in the
Supplement and the sample
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Charles: I go directly to the sites of the shops in question. [...] I search for the alternatives to Amazon all
the time. By addressing the manufacturer of the good directly which itself already has the webpage
whenever I can, [ am trying to avoid Amazon profiting, well, from nothing, in fact. [laughs] [...] If I can
bypass Amazon, I am not going to award it with my contribution which in the end isn’t deserved. (53m,

interview 11 FR)

For Charles, the core platform as the mediator between entities is a superfluous actor in the
ecosystem. If the arrangement puts Charles to be the responsible person anyway, then the
platform provides no added value. Charles prefers more elegant arrangement of the transaction,
which excludes the possibility of free-riders at the customer’s expense. Here, Amazon is
portrayed as a parasitic entity on the market, which echoes the rhetoric that customers will be
able to speak to providers directly with the introduction of the online markets (Kollock &
Braziel, 2006). And while the intermediaries are vital to market functioning in e.g. facilitating
information flows (Bessy & Chauvin, 2013), the Charles’ default skepticism is directed against
the novel fugitive organization mode, where the organization doesn’t own nothing and doesn’t

produce nothing shouldn’t be part of a market exchange.
Time and space in the transaction project

The project ‘deterritorializes time and space in order to make it reappear as activity, and
deterritorializes the institutions, making them reappear as functions’ (Jensen et al., 2016, p. 13).
However, it is not immediately embraced by the e-commerce customers in the projectified
transaction. Below are presented excerpts about the discomfort with such operating model — in
Clarisse’s case of the core platform and in the Arthur’s case of the Monobank, Ukrainian

neobank without physical branches:

Clarisse: I like very much to order from the shops that also exist physically. Because at least there’s an
enterprise, I know that if I have a problem, I will go to see the enterprise directly. [...] So I am not going
to buy a thing which comes from Australia or... [Because] as the result, every time I am not sure anymore
where it came from. But I prefer the things that I know are stored nearby, because I am a bit lazy to pay
the customs fees and such, and also it’s not good for the ecology. (19f, interview 13 FR)

sokok

Arthur: We can argue a lot about Monobank, for example. Like, it doesn’t exist! Monobank doesn’t
exist, you can’t come there. So how can I trust it? Can I appeal somewhere to dispute something? There
is a legal address, some data, but it’s completely electronic. [...] And it’s already more than a year, two

years, that it functions. Although who knows to what extend it’s a Ponzi scheme? (44m, interview 18 UK)
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The irrelevance of the physical location in the online space brings discomfort to the buyer. The
brick-and-mortar format provides customer with certainty as a traditional commercial
institution, and also perhaps because it’s more costly to setup a fake physical store than a
website. This removal of space, and the suggested irrelevance of the delivery process, which is,
however, consequential for the environment, leaves Clarisse wondering about the cost of such

organization of the transaction.

Arthur is worried about another actor — the Monobank, a provider of a payment infrastracture.
Through his suspicion of Monobank the core wariness of the digital manifests: the more an
institution is digital, the less it ‘exists’. The common criticism of the digital disembedded
models is what to do in case of some problem — both Clarissa and Arthur would feel more
comfortable if they can state their case face-to-face in a physical location. The new business
model appear as counterintuitive and fleeting — and a responsibilized user can be more

comfortable staying away.

The deterritoralization despite of being achieved in the online environment can be just an
attempt. Eliska, quoted below, describes how she tried to dealt with the e-shop which looked

deceptively Czech, but actually was delivering goods from China:

Eliska: Yeah, so they buy it [the item] cheaper, in order to sell with profit. That it’s [the e-shop] only
translated to Czech. Which was very sad for me, since I could do the same myself. Through the original
app, like Wish [e-shop with low-priced items]. And it arrived, I don’t know, after half a year almost. I
already tried to find some legal things, like the rules that they have, so I could cancel it, so they would
send me money back, because those should’ve been gifts for Christmas and in March they’re totally
useless. Well, it was very negative. Like the products arrived, but I didn’t need them anymore and I guess
that I couldn’t send them back, because I paid in advance. If [ would pay on pickup, I wouldn’t have this

kind of problem. Unfortunately. (21f, interview 18 CZ)

In EliSka’s case, it was only pretended by the e-shop that the territory is not relevant anymore.
Digital environment makes it possible for a Chinese-set webpage to appear like a Czech
webpage, yet the consequences of a physical distance are still tangible and suffered by the
consumer. EliSka feels basically helpless to deal with the platform, yet assumes her
responsibility for failing to choose the two entities in the purchase correctly. Firstly, the choice
of payment on pickup would propose her additional safety; secondly, the platform here was

performing a redundant role which could been taken by the consumer anyway. This
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demonstrates how the e-commerce environment prompts a user to customize the transaction,

but also to internalize the consequences in case of failure.

The proposed examples show that even though the e-commerce transaction organized as a
customer project seeks to remove time and space from a consideration, they can bite back as
the material obstacle to the problem management. The uncomfortableness with disembedded
institutions in e-commerce is shared by older and younger participants in the research, thus
younger people’s supposed stronger exposure to the digital technologies does not cancel the

discomfort with deterritorialized institutions (Wang et al., 2013).
Development of the skills of a responsible consumer

Navigation in the e-commerce setting develops the vigilance in consumers, as encountering the
fraudulent or manipulative e-shops is not uncommon (Reep-van den Bergh & Junger, 2018),
and users develop a broad array of skills in order to protect themselves from risks. Consumers
consider many factors to assess the possibility of being deceived: the peer reviews about the
product and the seller, the webpage design, the registration date of a seller on a platform, quick
streamlining the consumer to the online payment, high visibility of time-limited discounts,
online payments as only payment method; by the results of the assessment, users can avoid
purchases from the unknown e-shops or take a conscious risk if the product is attractive. In the
following quote, a Czech user describes a process of considering buying from an unknown to

him platform:

Denis: In the first place, I will check whether that shop has an office. Office is in Prague, then there’s a
higher chance — since I live in Prague — that I will go there. Then I will check the pages of the e-shop.
This lesser known [e-shop] — if | would see, that they look like from a year of 2005 or so, I will be more...
I would see that they don’t care that much, and thus probably neither a customer service will be good.
And then I will check on Heureka [price comparator page] their reviews, or what do people think about
that shop. I will read the comments about the e-shop, whether there are some problems or something?
What I also could do, I could check the street view, if that address of that shop isn’t in some shady
apartment block, like just some virtual office. That would also be a red flag, I probably wouldn’t buy
there. And certainly if afterwards, in spite of this all, I would see that maybe on Alza or Mall [major
Czech e-shop] it costs maybe a hundred more, then I will rather take from there, than from that smaller

shop. (23m, interview 5 CZ)

The process of the risk assessment during shopping, as described by Denis, can be quite

complex. We can see from the quote, that the physical existence of the e-shop — the brick-and-
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mortar store — is still playing an important role, signalling the solidity of a seller. Together with
this, territoriality is also one of the crucial factors, as Denis goes into the online maps to see
that the physical place the shop is operating from is real. Furthermore, even the most thorough
security trial of the new shop can’t beat the established reputation of the e-shop for Denis. In
many instances in data, the online shoppers are quite conservative and prefer the big players on
the market, while offline they would have no problem to purchase from a smaller vendor as

long as it is physical.

Buyers use a broad array of skills which can not necessarily be categorized as digital. Denis
employed general knowledge about how the proper shop should operate. The next quote from

Mark shows the use of interpersonal skills during online shopping:

Mark: There are such websites in Ukraine, for example there’s a site ‘Foxtrot’ [major Ukrainian
electronics retailer]. They just... They write comments for themselves. Every single item has five stars.
You just see the style, in which the commentary is written. There are always dots in place. Every sentence
starts from a capital letter. Very similar writing style. And also, they write these comments during one
week, for example. Not a single commentary before, nor a single commentary after. [...] Yes, you don’t
necessarily understand that those are fake comments. But those big, big companies, also do that. (30m,

interview 1 UA)

The availability of peer feedback is one of the advantages of the online commerce (Rezabakhsh
et al., 2006), as the users can obtain information about the product from the other party than the
vendor. However, the reviews can be manipulated as their production and moderation are not
visible to the customers. Mark’s example shows how shops can create the illusion of a third-
party audit — even the reputable ones, a default preference of a typical user. This example also
shows how when interacting with a human ecosystem actor, users have to employ cultural
intelligence (Lipkin & Heinonen, 2022). A typical way to resolve the problem orienting on the

comments with photos or videos of the item, which are harder to fake than the textual feedback.

The examples demonstrate how consumers employ general, digital and cultural knowledge to
reduce the risks of online shopping. Accordingly, people with the lack of such skills become
vulnerable to fraud. Respondents who report difficulties navigating digital environment
typically belong to the older cohort. For them, the assessment of the product by abstract
characteristics, of the conditions of buying and returning the product becomes a challenge. The

lack of interpersonal skills can lead to misassessment of manipulated peer feedback, but these
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skills are less crucial within business-to-consumer model than on peer-to-peer platforms for

non-professional trade (Kolomoiets, 2025).
Projectification turns against the platforms

Transactions functioning as projects also brings some adverse effects for the platforms. People
might treat online agreements as less serious and binding. For a platform popularity, an
especially vital task is to ensure that every project functions according to consumer instructions.
In the next excerpt, Alejandro describes the mixed feelings related to the platform reaction to

failure:

Alejandro: I remember once I bought a coat in Wish. The coat was not my size. I tried to be very specific
about the size that I want. I wanted this coat. And it was very big. [...] And then I claimed about my
product. They told me: ‘Okay, so we recognize that it is not the size you ask for, and here is your money,
and you can keep the product’. So in a sense, it is kind of strange to say that it's a bad experience because
I kept the coat and then I resell it to a friend. But at the same time, I was frustrated, because I didn't get
the coat that I was looking for. I'm not sure what to think about Wish. It seems to me that this is like the
more radical version of capitalism, in which products mean nothing, they don't have any value. (38m,

interview 5 FR)

Alejandro’s story is similar to other stories about the platforms pursuing the non-failure strategy
with regard to the failed customer projects. Platforms like Wish try to keep consumer happy
with wasting resources but avoid making further effort to resolve the situation. However,
customers still didn’t receive what they want despite. This resource wastefulness in Alejandro’s
case basically covers up the communication failures by market inefficiency. Furthermore,
despite that this strategy was supposed to make Alejandro happy, it made him feel weird. The
responsibilized customer can be repulsed by such practices, since they devalue the act of
purchase, the product, and the consumer project management. While the platform even if takes

the responsibility to resolve the situation, it does this with no real effort.

The e-shops are considered a more sustainable type of business in comparison to offline stores
(Shahmohammadi et al., 2020; Whittaker et al., 2023). However, many respondents feel
dubious about the e-shops operations, when prompted to assess whether buying from e-shops

is more ecological:
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Tomas: It seems to me it’s the opposite — by the fact of that entity being to some extent virtual, it is much
more opaque. Much less transparent in what it does and how it behaves. I actually think often about, if
we need some concrete example — the comparison of a classical supermarket and Rohlik [grocery e-shop].
So I think often about how much it is or isn’t ecological, that Rohlik, by the fact of — there’s a driver,
which delivers to people, who would most likely get in the auto and drive to that shop anyway. So I
actually don’t know, what’s better, what’s worse. The only thing I know is that for me it’s... Opaque. It’s

like more hidden. (28m, interview 16 CZ)

dokok

Jana: I don’t know, to be honest. Damn, they still have huge logistical centers out of the city. It’s not
very ecological. Where do they take all these clothes from? Especially AliExpress. This is total madness,
as [ imagine. [...] Some [e-shops], maybe. But overall, [ wouldn’t say that... What’s the difference? That

you have the warehouse somewhere instead of the store? (32f, interview 19 CZ)

From the Tomas’s account, we see that the unattached projectified nature of the e-shop prevents
it from being precepted as transparent, and as a consequence as being ecological. The distant
operation of the e-shop is perceived with mistrust, as an attempt to not be accountable to the
responsibilized consumer. While comparing the mode of operation of the online and the offline
grocery store, the outcome is not clear, but to Toma4s it seems plausible that the more elements
of the transaction are outsourced, the less opportunity is there to businesses to avoid supervision

and employ unfair business methods.

Jana’s account points to wasteful practices of e-shops with low-priced wares like AliExpress —
similar to Alejandro’s impression of Wish. Elsewhere, Jana describes how she gets weird
feelings from getting delivered goods from China which don’t fully correspond to descriptions
but which she doesn’t even bother to return since they worth less than the delivery itself. Jana
and Alejandro’s examples point to the wastefulness of the big players in e-commerce as a
particular strategy to minimize the failure of consumer projects, using a quantity approach
against quality. However, such a standard can backfire at the lesser e-shops, for which it can be

challenging to keep up with the low prices or giving out products for free in case of mistake.
Conclusion

The most notable consequence of the e-commerce transaction taking the form of the consumer
project is the empowerment of the consumer (Doherty & Ellis-Chadwick, 2010; Rezabakhsh et
al., 2006). The key advantage of such reformatting of the market relation is that the new form
is designed to satisfy individual consumer preferences through offering the abundance of

options on the platform to customize the transaction. In the online setting, consumer can
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alternate between the providers of the delivery, mode of payment, products, sources of distant

feedback or the platform itself without effort (Ramasundaram et al., 2022).

The project model overall, however, produces the downsides alongside the upsides, as the
respondents of the research reflect on the e-shops practices to be the latest iteration of
capitalism, representing expenses for the sake of expenses and lack of accountability. This
portrait matches with the description of projectification of the businesses proposed by Jensen
et al. (2016): a new business model manifests less commitment, functioning not even as the
network creator but a supplier of project infrastructure for consumers. The establishment of
networks is facilitated through digital devices which on the one side amplify consumer
calculation (Callon, 2008), but on the other, interact with the customer and shape her agency in

the shared platform ecosystem environment (Ramaswamy & Ozcan, 2020; Schops et al., 2022).

The elusive nature of the e-commerce platform, which moves from the hard managements of
the transaction towards soft mediation is met with suspicion by the customer, who finds herself
face-to-face with many institutions involved in the transaction, choosing them but not always
able to hold them accountable. The disillusionment with such mode of trade can make major e-
commerce platforms appear superfluous, as they do not add the value and lack control over
autonomous complementors anyway. The deterritorialization of the institutions in the digital
world is also met with suspicion, as a possibilities for them to operate covertly but less

possibilities for users to hold them accountable in case if the problem arises.

Arranging shopping projects involves weaknesses for the platforms too. In the attempts to
minimize projects failure and secure customer satisfaction, platforms, notably with low-cost
wares, end up giving out products for free, instead of offering more control and better service
in pursuing quantity over quality strategy. This does not only lead to market inefficiency but
puts in disadvantage smaller e-shops which cannot meet the standards of such careless attitude.
On the consumer side, this way of functioning can be experienced as repulsive, as a symptom

of contemporary overproduction and overconsumption.

The removal of the platform and the rise of the responsible consumer echoes the effects of
projectification in other spheres, such as the vanishing supervisor but also worker security in
the gig economy (Graan, 2022). The diminishment of the platform role or its opaqueness
produces mistrust, that would be hard to alleviate by pure digital means (Maguire & Albris,
2024), for example through employing the blockchain technology (Lage et al., 2022). In that

regard, the hybrid brick-and-click approach, where consumer orders on a distance but then goes
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to physical shop to pickup the product uses the strengths of both offline and online retailing
(Gauri et al., 2021). New modes of shopping can emerge through the digitalization of the offline
spaces (Ratchford et al., 2022), offering improved product availability, search and
customization in the physical setting. However, such format may not be available for the smaller

businesses which cannot maintain own physical branches.

Based on the research findings, some alternative ways of functioning for institutions in online
environment can be proposed, which would promote user security. While participants of the
study express readiness to buy smaller and more local, they are usually reluctant to spend money
in the small e-shops. And while buying from there, they may resort to pay on pickup as an
additional mean of security, which is an inefficient method of payment slowing the market
growth (EIl Aissoug et al., 2024) and may be straining for a platform in case of false orders. The
introduction and popularization of secure online payment systems, which can offer the refunds
in case of the fraudulent transaction, similar to how PayPal does in France (Kolomoiets, 2026),
can make customers more secure about online payments. Another possibility to make online
institutions seem more intuitive is an introduction of offline commercial space as the interaction
point with hundreds of e-shops. The point would let buyers pickup the products and mediate
the access to the customer service of the respective e-shop in case of any problems. The
delivered but not picked up goods at the point could be offered with the discount to save the
money on the delivery back and reduce the adverse ecological effects of the excess

transportation.

The prominence of a project logic in a transaction is an analytical interpretation and is not
necessarily reflected as such the consumers. Furthermore, it does not remove other influences
in the transaction, such as cultural or situational, but co-exist with them and may even reinforce
them, similarly to the projectification expansion to other societal spheres. The future research
on the responsibilization of a consumer may track the reflection of the ecological effect of the
online shopping, and consumers navigation in opaque but increasingly more populated space

of platform ecosystems.
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Creating the National e-Commerce Consumer Through Complementors: A
Cross-Cultural Study*

Abstract

The place of culture in e-commerce markets is an area of considerable research interest and
debate. This qualitative study, conducted by semi-structured interviews with e-commerce users
in France, Czechia, and Ukraine, aims to uncover how consumer practices within e-commerce
vary cross-culturally. Findings suggest that cultural differences in consumer practices are
produced by the specific national e-commerce setting rather than being expressed within it.
Specifically, local complementors, such as payment and delivery systems, shape consumer
agency and expectations in online transactions through a mechanism described as market
agencing in preceding literature, which subsequently results in distinct national consumer
norms. The description of the unique characteristics of the French, Czech, and Ukrainian
national e-commerce markets resulting from the distinct usage of local complements is provided
based on the empirical findings. The findings of this research challenge the classical cultural
studies approach, which locates the origin of cultural specifics outside the market. The study

also proposes testable hypotheses for further cross-cultural research of online consumption.
Keywords

e-commerce, cross-cultural, platform ecosystem, complements, market agencements

Introduction

From a relatively obscure endeavor at the beginning of the 2000s, internet-facilitated
consumption has grown to become a part of everyday life. In the European Union, the average
share of e-commerce among all retail purchases was 21% (Eurostat, 2025b), and 72% of the
EU population purchased an item online in 2024 (Eurostat, 2025a). E-commerce has several
advantages over traditional commerce: it allows transactions to be completed more efficiently
(Wang, 2024) and the feedback system proposed in Web 2.0 helps to alleviate information

asymmetry in the market (Rezabakhsh et al., 2006). E-shops are also claimed to be a more

4 This chapter of the dissertation is derived from an Article published in Journal of International Consumer
Marketing 29 Jan 2026, copyright Taylor and Francis, available online:
https://www.tandfonline.com/eprint/7AGFSD57UZXJANVA2FTJ/full?target=10.1080/08961530.2026.2620096#
abstract, DOI: 10.1080/08961530.2026.2620096. It is included in this dissertation as permitted by the
Publishing agreement with Taylor and Francis, that permits author to publish it as a part of author’s
dissertation thesis, if the publication is not made for commercial purposes.
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sustainable type of business (Shahmohammadi et al., 2020). The significance of platforms in
the modern world is reflected in the sociological conception of the platform economy, which
highlights that economic activity is increasingly conducted through platforms (Kenney et al.,

2021).

Across the world, the platform economy applies a seemingly homogeneous formula (Ritzer &
Miles, 2019), where Western transnational corporations, such as Amazon, are able to define the
standard of service for smaller players (Kenney et al., 2021). However, although e-shops share
the same general structure, consumer attitudes towards e-commerce differ across cultures
(Ahluwalia & Merhi, 2020); consumers process information and behave differently (Agag et
al., 2024; Codignola et al., 2021; Pratesi et al., 2021; Shavitt & Barnes, 2019, 2020; Wang,
2024). Empirically, the insufficiency of merely applying a supposedly universal formula to
local environments is demonstrated by the failures of eBay, Amazon, and Uber to expand into
China (Li et al., 2019; Yang & Wang, 2013) or Walmart’s struggles to expand internationally
in general (Tanaka, 2020). All in all, culture plays an important role in consumption within e-
commerce. However, the operating mechanisms of culture in a platform context are rarely

demonstrated (Shavitt & Barnes, 2019).

The lack of detailed accounts of culture in online commerce indicates a need to look at the
interplay of cultural norms with digital devices that mediate the contact between vendors and
consumers. Such an outlook is offered by the approach to markets with roots in actor-network
theory, which is concerned with how new cultural norms of consumption emerge within
markets through the use of market devices (Cochoy et al., 2016, 2020; Cochoy & Mallard,
2018; McFall, 2015). This perspective relies on the notion of market agencements introduced
by Callon (2016): “The form of arrangement that acts and at the same time imposes a certain
format on action”, with the purpose of establishing a commercial transaction (Callon, 2016, p.
29). Serving as the “extensions of self” (Belk, 2013), digital market devices such as
recommender systems, price comparators, and instruments of user feedback, product
categorization, and ranking extend consumer agency but also influence consumers’ cognition
and agendas. In such a manner, consumer culture is not merely expressed in e-commerce but
rather emerges as an effect of devices that help implement the practices (Cochoy et al., 2020).
Digitalization changes the traditional consumption landscape, as exemplified by brick-and-
mortar stores shifting to a “brick-and-click” model, which accordingly modifies user

expectations about how commerce is conducted (Liu, 2023).
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This paper is an international study conducted through qualitative interviews with e-commerce
users in Czechia, France, and Ukraine, aiming to locate differences in experiences with e-
commerce purchases across three national platform economy settings. The study demonstrates
how implicit consumer norms emerge through the use of elements of e-shops known as
complementors. Complementors are external providers supplying third-party modules for the
platform (complements) which perform operational functions (De Reuver et al., 2018) and co-
create products or services (Hein et al., 2020). In this study, payment and delivery options
constituted the most salient complements involved in e-commerce transactions. The small
number of popular payment and delivery providers has the potential to be present in every e-
commerce transaction in a country, serving as a backbone of a local platform economy.
Subsequently, unique or niche complements—if popular—can influence the consumption
norms in a given country more strongly than the broader, more varied set of platforms. In such
a way, a handful of payment and delivery providers substantially contribute to the re-creation
of national and regional e-commerce boundaries, embodying the specifics of the local platform
economy. The formatting of market interactions through specific digital complements, inter
alia, contributes to the formation of national consumers endowed with a distinct set of a priori

expectations about the process of e-commerce transactions.

Previous research has tracked cultural influences on the perception, usage, and adoption of
delivery and payment systems (Al-Okaily et al., 2020; Bankole & Bankole, 2017; El Aissoug
et al.,, 2024; Tam & Oliveira, 2019; Wang, 2024). This study contributes to this stream of
research, as well as to cross-cultural research of e-commerce consumption practices in general,
but takes a different perspective in its approach to culture. Culture here is understood not as a
detached set of values expressed in individual consumption choices (e.g. Luna & Gupta, 2001),
but rather, as emergent from the interplay between human practices and material facilities
(Cochoy et al., 2020; Evans, 2020); culture here is not seen as separated from commerce, since
both are mutually dependent in the consumption process (McFall, 2015). Additionally, this
paper contributes to research into complements in the platform economy—an underexplored

topic in the literature compared to the central platform (Deilen & Wiesche, 2021).

This paper is structured as follows. The next section presents a theoretical outlook on cross-
cultural research on online consumption alongside the market-agencement perspective of the
market, which follows how market infrastructure arranges consumer conduct on the market,
and the organizational structure of e-commerce. It is followed by the Research Method section,

where the specifics of the French, Czech, and Ukrainian research contexts are discussed. The
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Findings section demonstrates cross-cultural differences, first in the operation of payment
systems, then in the operation of delivery agents. The Conclusion summarizes the findings and
situates them in the broader literature on relevant topics and discusses the limitations of the

study.
Theoretical background

Culture is a lens through which a person sees and categorizes the world, as well as a blueprint
used to guide human activities (McCracken, 1986). In such a way, culture prescribes both the
symbolic aspects of consumption and the appropriate ways to consume goods (Arnould &
Thompson, 2005). Cross-cultural comparisons are of key interest in social sciences (Jorgensen,
1979), since cultural differences between societies are evident on both the macro scale

(UNESCO, 2002) and as a first-hand experience (Schutz, 1976).

The most popular cross-cultural comparative framework used in marketing is Hofstede’s
cultural dimensions (de Mooij & Hofstede, 2011; Pratesi et al., 2021), where the dimensions
serve as detached values expressing culture and are operationalized for quantitative
measurement. For instance, the dimension of individualism/collectivism—which is the one
most widely used for comparison (Koo & Shavitt, 2010; Shavitt & Barnes, 2020)—was found
to be influential for the trustworthiness of e-commerce platforms (Pratesi et al., 2021),
preferences for descriptions, and methods of payment (Wang, 2024), and for the creation and
assessment of online product reviews (Han & Han, 2023; Kim et al., 2018). The cultural
dimensions framework is a good example of the consideration of culture as a detached container
of values, where consumer behavior serves to express or reinforce these values (Luna & Gupta,

2001).

Globalization arguably renders cultural differences increasingly less relevant for consumption
(Ritzer, 2020). Worried voices warn that in the course of globalization, local customs and
markets are being replaced by Western consumer monoculture (Norberg-Hodge, 2003). While
this process was originally associated with the offline exports of Western goods (Hannerz,
1992; Ritzer, 2020), homogenization arguably occurs even more intensively in the realm of
online commerce (Ritzer & Miles, 2019). However, the empirical evidence mostly denies the
emergence of a global homogeneous market (Cleveland & Laroche, 2007; de Mooij, 2019;
Verbeke et al., 2018). Researchers discover that global trends do not erase local cultures but
rather are modified by them, creating some unexpected novel cultural hybrids (Howes, 1996;

Khondker, 2004); globalization forces may counterintuitively propel the (re-)emergence of a
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local consumer culture in response to the threat of identity loss (Manrai & Manrai, 2011). Thus,
consumption markets undergo constant cultural shifts, where the interests of consumers and

producers are affected by hybrid local and global trends.

The theoretical outlook on the dynamic nature of markets which informed this study is offered
in Callon’s work on the sociology of markets, in particular by the concept of market agencement
(Callon, 2016) and its further theoretical elaboration in consumption and market studies
(Cochoy et al., 2016). The notion of market agencement etymologically refers to the French
verb “agencer” (to dispose) (Cochoy et al., 2016) and stands for the specific arrangement of
material entities which enable and facilitate consumer economic behavior in the market (Evans,
2020). This perspective puts the emphasis on the material tools and devices that assist in
consumption. In offline commerce, the items have to be framed for consumption by certifying,
advertising, and marketing agents, which produce artifacts such as price tags, product
packaging, and even a shopping cart (Cochoy et al., 2016; Cochoy & Mallard, 2018). The online
setting further amplifies consumer agency of product search, sorting, and qualification through
many digital agencing tools, such as search engines, recommender and feedback systems,
expert and peer reviews, and others (Cochoy et al., 2020). Notably for the market agencement
perspective, the influence of agencing tools lies not only in enabling consumption itself, but for
the promotion of particular standards of consumption. As a result, particular market tools
encourage specific ways to act and think in a market setting, and distinct consumption practices
and norms emerge in the interplay between consumer agency and market instruments that

enable and extend it (Cochoy et al., 2020).

Electronic commerce is commonly conducted through digital platforms, the structural
arrangement known as the platform economy (Kenney et al., 2021). The key purpose of digital
platforms is to connect previously disconnected groups, such as buyers and sellers, in a multi-
sided market (De Reuver et al., 2018), most commonly through cultivating ecosystems around
the core platform (Zarnescu & Dunzer, 2021). An ecosystem presupposes that the platform
works as the basis for interaction between autonomous groups of consumers and
complementors (Boudreau & Hagiu, 2008). An ecosystem creates activity on the platform
(Zander et al., 2025) and is subsequently used for value extraction (Kenney et al., 2021),
leveraging its scalability and network effects (De Reuver et al., 2018). The core platform plays
the main organizing role; however, it is also dependent on the innovative activity of the
autonomous members of the ecosystem (Hein et al., 2020), altogether creating a dynamic

environment reminiscent of biological ecosystems (Iansiti & Levien, 2004a).
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Due to the multiplicity of actors involved in the platform ecosystem, it is challenging to describe
a platform’s organizational method or to locate its boundaries (Hein et al., 2020; Kenney et al.,
2021; Rachlitz, 2023). The platform ecosystem has been described as a meta-organization
(Kretschmer et al., 2022), a hybrid organizational form (Frenken et al., 2020), and a Mdbius
form, where a core firm actively tries to seize external assets (Watkins & Stark, 2018). Some
scholars call for choosing complementors instead of platforms as the main unit of analysis
(Eaton et al., 2015; Henfridsson & Bygstad, 2013). Third-party complements, such as payment
or delivery options, are essential to the platform ecosystem—without them, the platform
becomes a typical linear firm (Kenney et al., 2021). The provider side in the platform ecosystem
can be divided into five general roles: platform, seller, manufacturer, and payment and delivery
systems. Each role may be carried out by a separate responsible organizational entity. In the
transaction, the purchasing process can be further customized by users who can pick and choose
complements for a specific task from the options streamlined by the platform to fill a specific

role in the ecosystem (Jacobides et al., 2018).

The availability and quality of complementors are crucial for the performance of the platform
economy overall (Boyer, 2022). Each national platform economy is particular due to the unique
arrangement of relationships between regulators, platforms, complementors, and users
(Lafuente et al., 2024). More particularly, for the e-commerce market of a given state, the
locally embedded complementors constitute the “ecosystem-specific advantages” (Li et al.,
2019), which can make or break expansion in the local market for the international firm, as
local technological development may not allow for its full functioning (Ojala et al., 2018). As
the organizational pattern of the platform ecosystem promotes the inclusion of third-party
complementors, the e-commerce platforms might find themselves dependent on other market

entities and consumers accustomed to local standards.

This research looks at how emerging consumption norms are shaped by the digital mediation
of trade on e-commerce platforms. Transnational trends in e-commerce do not produce global
homogenization and cannot exert full control over the market arrangement where market
expansion is targeted. The resulting arrangement is influenced by local third-party
complementors, which service the transaction but might not themselves have international
reach, such as specifics of the local delivery service, or local consumption norms with a
preference for one payment system over another. Together, these complementors contribute to
the reconstitution of the national e-commerce space without regard to which platform includes

them in the ecosystem. Consumer norms regarding digital trade may partly result from pre-
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existing offline conventions of commerce as classically assumed (de Mooij, 2019), or may be
more situational. Regardless of the reason, the particularities in the perception and use of
payment and delivery agents constitute the salient element in the reconstitution of national

borders in the e-commerce space, according to the findings of the present cross-cultural study.
Research method

This is a study of experiences with online consumption within the national e-commerce
segments of France, Czechia, and Ukraine, which leverages a qualitative framework to identify
cultural consumption patterns in the digital space, and while also capturing patterns specific to
each country. Qualitative research is suitable for understanding human experiences and culture,
as it allows for studying the world from the respondents’ perspectives (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).
The data were collected by means of semi-structured interviews, which present a general
overview of the topic and, at the same time, permit in-depth exploration of individual cases
(DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). The semi-structured interview method is able to discover
digitally mediated market relations fostered through market agencements specific to national e-
commerce segments, and to track emerging norms and assumptions about the course of online

commercial transactions.

The identification of the cultural patterns specific to a national e-commerce segment is achieved
through comparing qualitative data obtained from French, Czech, and Ukrainian research
samples (20 interviews per country). The comparative qualitative design follows similar
previous research (El Aissoug et al., 2024; Lamont, 1992; Peng et al., 2017; Troman & Jeffrey,
2007). To yield cross-cultural comparability, the samples have a similar balance in the
demographic characteristics of the respondents. The resulting samples included respondents of
both genders, from smaller and larger cities, consisting mainly of young adults aged 30 or
younger and a smaller proportion of an older cohort of 31 or older5. Initially recruited through
researcher acquaintances, later respondents entered the study through advertisements on
webpages and Facebook groups specialized in job advertisements, inviting participation in the
study in exchange for a small fee. The criterion for taking part in the research was extensive
experience with e-commerce or an ability to justify a skeptical attitude toward online purchases.
The interviews ranged from approximately 30 minutes to 1 hour. First, the interviewees were

asked about the type of e-shops they make purchases from and the general course of the

5 For the list of the research participants and their demographic characteristics, please see the Supplement of
this study.
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purchase. Afterwards, they were asked to share narratives about particularly notable
experiences with online e-commerce, and finally, they were asked general questions about the
nature of e-commerce. Oral informed consent to use the data for the purpose of the study was

obtained prior to the recording, and all respondents’ names were changed to protect anonymity.

The three countries have significant differences in their respective e-commerce markets. France
has an e-commerce market size of 67.7 billion USD (ECDB, 2025a)—one of the biggest in
Europe—with  exceptionally well-developed transport and logistics infrastructure
(Weltevreden, 2024). Another specific of this market is that notable French electronic e-shops
(Coppola, 2025) are typically an extension of a historical offline company, like Fnac or
Boulanger (both founded in 1954). This may render their perception as more of an established
business, compared to Czech and Ukrainian electronic retailers, like Alza or Rozetka, conceived

as e-shops from the start.

The Czech e-commerce market size is worth 7.7 billion USD (ECDB, 2025b). The market is
one of the leaders in the Central Europe region (Grabiwoda & Mroz, 2022), which constitutes
a 9% share of the overall European e-commerce market—relatively small compared to the 64%
share of the Western Europe region to which France belongs (Weltevreden, 2024). Czechia has
the highest percentage of e-shoppers from the countries in the study, 78%, compared to 77% in
France and 60% in Ukraine (Weltevreden, 2024); and had the highest number of e-shops per
capita in Europe as of 2021 (Grabiwoda & Mroz, 2022).

Ukraine has an e-commerce market worth 4.3 billion USD (ECDB, 2025¢c)—part of an Eastern
European region, which as a whole represents just a 2% share of European e-commerce
(Weltevreden, 2024). Ukraine represents a unique case of an economy at war, ongoing since
the Russian invasion in 2022; the e-commerce sector experienced a sharp decline but stabilized
and returned to growth during 2023-2024 (Maksymenko et al., 2024). The Ukrainian economy
has one of the world’s largest shadow economies (43%) (World Economics, 2023), and its
financial and regulatory institutions are not perceived as high quality (Kolomoiets & H4jek,
2024). Another specific feature of Ukraine is a legal ban on money transfers abroad, which was
introduced in 2022 following the Russian invasion but partially lifted as of 2025 (Volynets,
2025).

The research uses an exploratory approach to data analysis, for which it is beneficial to
maximize the range of possible user experiences in order to ensure broader, well-grounded

generalizations (Stebbins et al., 2008). Therefore, the countries were chosen due to the
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differences in their platform economy arrangements, which are expected to result in more varied
consumption practices. France is one of the world's major economic centers, and local users are
thus expected to benefit from the latest technological innovations in e-commerce. Czechia’s
platform setting may have a more niche, local orientation due to the smaller size of the market,
but with users well-accustomed to e-commerce. Ukraine’s e-commerce is expected to produce
unique consumer practices as it adapts to the financial insecurity resulting from the war, and to

be the least transparent and efficient.

Collected qualitative data were analyzed through open coding (Holton, 2010). The instances of
consumer practices specific to the sample were coded and then grouped into categories; the
most relevant for the aim of this paper proved to be experiences with delivery and the payment
aspects of e-commerce transactions. After the confirmation of multiple instances of a given
practice in a given national segment, and the complete absence (or, in rare cases, a serious lack)

of the same practice in a different sample, the results of coding were consolidated into findings.
Findings
Cross-national differences in the operation and use of payment systems

A payment system enables a distant money transfer from the buyer to the seller and determines
the specific way in which it is conducted. The report by Paysafe (2024) indicates that the most
popular way to pay online is through a banking service: a payment by debit or credit card, or
by bank transfer. The banking system can be complemented or substituted by digital wallet
software, which stores a user’s profile data and money account information: examples include
PayPal, Apple Pay, or Google Pay wallets (Dwyer, 2025). Cryptocurrencies, available in some
digital wallets, are increasingly becoming an accepted type of payment in e-commerce (PayPal,
2025). Finally, consumers may choose to pay by cash or card when they physically collect the
goods. A payment system can make or break the transaction because, if it is considered insecure,
users will be unwilling to enter the transaction (Paysafe, 2024). Conversely, if it is considered
bulletproof and people grow accustomed to using it, a secure payment method enhances the

functioning of online shopping overall (El Aissoug et al., 2024).
France & Ukraine: different roles of PayPal

In this research, the electronic wallet PayPal proved to have a particularly reliable reputation in
French e-commerce. French users emphasize the possibility of demanding reimbursement

through PayPal instead of the e-shop itself, as Victor describes:
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Victor: I check the reputation of the e-shop to see if there are people who have already ordered there. If
there’s nobody, well... If there’s somebody who speaks about it, I would be less reluctant, but... In the
worst case, | would pay through PayPal to have at least some security. [...] I know that in the worst case,

I could be confident. All in all, I could have put in a complaint through PayPal (20m, interview 19 FR).

Victor says that, in the moment of hesitation, it is PayPal that works as a safety net during
ordering through webpages that he considers dubious. PayPal manifests itself as a transaction
guarantor, as it provides its security guarantees to any webpage that uses this payment system.
This helps people to pay online more actively, and they are more likely to pay before seeing the
goods themselves. Many French users in the sample noted that PayPal would take responsibility
for the whole transaction. This is likely beneficial to the e-commerce segment in France overall,
encouraging more completed transactions and facilitating the market entry for small e-shops,
regardless of the real extent of PayPal guarantees. No respondent had direct experience with

such guarantees.

PayPal is mentioned as a transaction guarantor only in France. While in the Czech sample, no

mention was made of this digital wallet, for Ukrainian users, it can fill a very different niche:

Jude: I have an app, PayPal, but its only function is that you transfer money from it to a bank card. [...]
During the war, my friends from abroad, from the States, send me a lot of money through this app (30m,
interview 4 UA).

& %k sk

Gregory: 1 found the dude from whom I had to buy an item in another country, in Switzerland. I had to
buy a device from him. I sent him money through PayPal. If he told me, “give me Tether —well, USDT,
Bitcoin, Ethereum”, it doesn’t matter, any crypto—I would send in crypto. It would be even easier for
me. [...] With PayPal, it’s more cumbersome to send money abroad, because in Ukraine, you can’t send
money abroad right now. So that’s a problem. And buying crypto on Binance through P2P is very simple.
Interviewer: And with crypto, you can send money abroad?

Gregory: With a commission, but yes (31m, interview 7 UA).

In the conditions of the war economy in Ukraine, the PayPal wallet has become useful for
international money transfers. Jude was leveraging PayPal as a part of a charity initiative in
support of the Ukrainian army, and he sees no commercial use for the wallet. Gregory, on the
contrary, reached for PayPal as an alternative to a bank transfer for a commercial purchase from

an individual abroad. Despite the process being described as “cumbersome”, he claimed to have
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succeeded despite the legal ban. However, he considers cryptocurrency to be even more

seamless than PayPal as an international money transfer facilitator.

The quotes demonstrate how the same payment system fulfills very different roles in France
and Ukraine. In France, the PayPal wallet serves as a secure means of paying, which protects
users against fraudulent e-shops. However, among Ukrainian participants, the perception of
PayPal as a guarantor in the transaction is not mentioned. Instead, PayPal serves as a tool for
cross-border money transfers, albeit challenging to use, to circumvent the legal ban on outgoing
transfers. In Ukraine, the creative use of digital payment agents lets users avoid government

restrictions even during a war.
Czechia & Ukraine: payment on pickup as a security measure

There are comparatively more people in the Czech and Ukrainian samples who express a strong
preference for payment at pickup. For example, Valentyn elaborates on the reasons for such a

preference during purchases from small e-shops:

Valentyn: Well, just certainty is certainty. [...] I bought it on the internet, through an e-shop, but I have
never heard of that shop. Furthermore, it is a sector that has emerged recently here, so it didn’t inspire a
kind of confidence in some established tradition or an established firm in me. And that is why I chose to
pick it up personally and to pay on pickup. Which means that I pay when I collect, and if it doesn’t arrive,
then I lose nothing, right? At most, I gave them my data, address, and such. But I don’t care about that.
Yeah, and if there weren’t a pay-on-pickup option? Then I’m not sure if I would buy it there (28m,

interview 20 CZ).

Essentially, cash on pickup serves as a means of security for Valentyn, as well as other Czech
and Ukrainian respondents. In this case, the buyer accepts responsibility for personally checking
the functionality of the item in the absence of trust in the e-shop. In the absence of guarantees
provided by PayPal in France, this method of payment provides a similar warranty when
purchasing from a previously unknown shop. Cash on delivery is an inefficient payment method
(El Aissoug et al., 2024), and the preference for it shows the higher development of the French
e-commerce segment. In Czechia and Ukraine, the perceived lack of third-party guarantees for
the transaction makes potential buyers more reluctant to pay in advance during their first

purchase in unfamiliar e-shops. This may hinder the development of local e-commerce markets.

One distinct feature in the Ukrainian sample could not be attributed to the functioning of

complementors but to the core platforms, and can be seen as a further symptom of a lack of
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confidence in the interaction in the digital context. Some Ukrainian participants reported
completing orders on e-shops by phone after making the order through the webpage. This can
be seen as an additional security measure in a system where the popularity of e-commerce is
lower, and people need additional reassurance about the qualities of the product, while e-shops
require confirming the realness of the consumer’s order through human contact. As for e-shop
securitization measures, some Ukrainian e-shops can request prepayment before shipping the
item, although this is seen as a sign that strongly discourages the purchase on the part of study

participants.
Ukraine: direct bank transfers for cheaper goods

No respondents from the Czech and French samples mentioned transfers to a bank account for
an online purchase. Presumably, online card payments offer a more convenient and immediately
accessible method of payment. In spite of the possible inconvenience, bank transfers were
occasionally chosen in Ukraine as a means of payment. A transfer to a bank account may be
demanded by a specific type of e-shop that sells electronics for a particularly low price, as Mark

explains:

Mark: With these kinds of shops, it varies. It happens as a transfer on a [bank] card, too. It suits the way
they function. [...] For example, you make an order, and the so-called manager contacts you. Then he
gives a card number and states the amount you should pay.

Interviewer: It doesn’t seem to you like a fraud?

Mark: No, no. The thing is, I understand the origin of the item and the way they operate. I understand
that it’s how they work. It’s their business, it’s based on these grounds, you know. So I’m not surprised
by this. It happens that they also have normal means of payment. Typical for us, like by card: you access
the interface, enter your card number, and pay. They can also work like that. So maybe they pay taxes,
but don’t pay the customs duty. This is also a possibility. These are my assumptions; I am not an expert

on this (30m, interview 1 UA).

In the excerpt, Mark explains how a purchase from these kinds of smaller shops works, and
speculates about why you can buy items there for a lower price. As he elaborates elsewhere,
these shops are often based in western Ukraine, closer to the border with the EU, and thus are
possibly directly involved in the cross-border transportation of electronic devices. As Mark
presumes, the discounted price is achieved by avoiding tax laws: the direct bank transfer can
serve to evade further taxation on the transaction. However, even if the business seems shady,

(13

Mark points out that it’s “the way they function”: buyers either reject some customer guarantees
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and security in order to potentially save money, or they do not participate. He does not view
this practice as inherently bad, but as another option for purchase, albeit a riskier one. His
attitude seems rather ironic, judging by the way he calls the shop representative “a so-called
manager”, which signifies that the service received will not uphold the standards of a normal
shop. However, somehow through mutual agreement on the “rules of the game” between sellers
and buyers, this segment of the market is well-functioning, since, for instance, these firms,

despite their paralegal functioning, have never failed Mark.
Cross-national differences in the operation and use of delivery agents

Delivery agents play a crucial role in the transaction—they fulfill the task of delivering an
ordered good into the hands of a customer. The service may be performed by the platform itself
or, more commonly, by a third-party delivery enterprise. Respondents occasionally mention
international companies like DHL; however, in the samples, local operators such as Zasilkovna
in Czechia or Nova Poshta in Ukraine enjoy more popularity and compete with the state-owned
Ceska Posta and Ukrposhta, which have a rather poor reputation in their respective countries.
A logistics operator is a vital part of an e-commerce transaction, as it should be deemed
sufficiently reliable to ship certain types of goods and offer a viable collection method for a

buyer.
Ukraine: delivery insurance by Nova Poshta

Nova Poshta in Ukraine is seen as a more reliable, albeit more expensive, provider than rival
Ukrposhta due to its providing free insurance for each shipped item. In the next excerpt, Michael

compares how the two companies deal with a damaged shipment:

Michael: All in all, at Nova Poshta the price is higher, but there’s quality and a real guarantee, since Nova
Poshta delivers the item a lot faster, and the item—it happens less often that it arrives damaged. At Nova
Poshta it happened to me literally once, and it’s because, as they explained, the delivery truck got into a
traffic accident, and that is why they reimbursed half of the price of the item, since only the box itself was
damaged, basically. The item wasn’t damaged. And at Ukrposhta—ultimately, it’s cheaper, but it takes

way longer, and any guarantee or compensation for a broken item is absent (19m, interview 14 UA).

As Michael explains, Nova Poshta provides solid guarantees for anything that might happen
during the shipment, and compensates the receiver if an incident arises, even in the case of
negligible damage. At the same time, Ukrposhta provides no compensation whatsoever for a

lost or damaged package. Michael experienced great frustration with Ukrposhta, as it failed to
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safely ship the item, the key function of a delivery service. However, similar to the case of
shops with low-priced electronics, it would be too simplistic to describe the institution as
malfunctioning. The theme visible in the Ukrainian e-commerce segment is the presence of a
cheaper alternative, in exchange for sacrificing certain consumer guarantees. This, however,
occurs implicitly and can be seen as nothing more than bad service, as explained by Michael.
On the contrary, from Mark’s perspective, with e-shops with discounted electronics as per the
quote above, such a method of operation is completely acceptable, and merely expands the

available options on the market.

Nova Poshta and Ukrposhta offer a cash-on-delivery option. In Ukraine, customers might check
the item and refuse it at a post office branch, or in the e-shop’s physical outlet. To avoid an
unsuccessful delivery, some e-shops, which cannot afford the network of brick-and-mortar
branches, may request part payment in advance. By allowing customers to refuse the purchase,
the delivery agent offers additional security to a transaction, filling a similar niche to PayPal in
the French segment. However, refusing goods is costly, as the buyer or the seller has to pay for
the completed delivery and the return delivery. This method fails to give solid assurances about
the quality of the goods because the customers can check for obvious problems at the counter,

but cannot guard against problems that could arise during use at home.
France: bad reputation of Amazon despite good service

In 2024, Amazon was one of the top five companies in the world by market value
(companiesmarketcap.com, 2025). Its business model consists of acquiring many different
internet businesses, which can then synergize and reinforce each other’s efficiency (Boyer,
2022)—that is how, for instance, Amazon can fill typically third-party roles in its ecosystem by
providing its own payment (Amazon Payments, 2025) and delivery (Amazon, 2022)
complements. Most notably, the Amazon Prime subscription type offers free and rapid delivery
for Amazon users (Amazon, 2025a). It is used particularly among French respondents, as Czech
and Ukrainian participants did not recall buying from Amazon. Despite the predominance of
positive experiences with the e-shop, some French respondents feel conflicted during their

purchases, as lakov recalls the experience of having an Amazon Prime subscription:

Iakov: I have to admit that I was buying anything I needed from Amazon, and I’m talking about food,
drinks, books, anything, because it was free—I mean, you only had to pay for the products, and the
delivery was free, which was very convenient. But now that I have realized that it’s too convenient to be

true, I’'m more reluctant about using it, especially because I became aware of the way Amazon sells
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products... They can practically sell you anything you need at any time, you know, you can get everything
delivered as quickly as possible, ehh... It is actually helping Amazon to monopolize the market and

become the only seller... (24m, interview 2 FR).

Amazon exerts more control over the elements of the transaction that are normally outsourced
by the e-shop. This pays dividends, as French respondents report fast delivery as one of the
highlights of the buying experience on Amazon. Curiously, Amazon enjoys far less popularity
in Czechia and Ukraine, which might be due to strong local competitors (Datart or Alza in
Czechia and Rozetka in Ukraine) or worse service. For instance, it takes longer for an Amazon
delivery in Czechia or Ukraine than it does in France, where the Prime delivery takes only 1
day, as opposed to 2—4 days for Czechia and 2—12 days for Ukraine (Amazon, 2025a). The
focus on providing the best service in France highlights cross-national differences in Amazon’s

operation, and a possible lack of interest in expanding its premium service into smaller markets.

On the other hand, lakov describes the service offered in France as “too good to be true” with
a hint of it being addictive, which results in a suspicious attitude rather than unquestioning

approval. Echoing Iakov, some French respondents question the price of Amazon’s expansion:

Sonya: Because I hate Jeff Bezos and I hate the... I just hate them. [...] I think they are evil. I
know that they don’t treat their workers correctly, and I know that they exploit everyone
everywhere on the planet, and they’re destroying humanity. So I try [to avoid Amazon]. I really
try. But sometimes there are books and stuff that you really, really can’t find anywhere else. (35f,

interview 6 FR)

From these examples, we can see that consumers may refuse a convenient service despite its
quality, raising ethical concerns about the platform’s attitude toward broader social issues. For
Iakov, Amazon controlling not only the core platform but also the complements is unfair to
smaller players on the market without such capacities. For Sonya, Amazon serves as a Marxist
archetype of a capitalist enterprise profiting from the misery of its workers. More broadly,
Sonya’s resentment can serve as evidence of local resistance to globalist tendencies in the
market, embodied here by Amazon. Suspicion of the quasi-monopolists and sympathy for small
and local businesses point toward another reason why globalization effects are not all-

encompassing and do not negate national e-commerce.

Czechia: delivery to local stores through Zasilkovna
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The alternatives to using delivery at home are pickup points, the item typically being picked up
from a brick-and-mortar branch of the e-shop, the post office, or a parcel locker. The exception
is the Czech local delivery company Zasilkovna, which delivers to third-party brick-and-mortar

stores. Here, Markéta describes the preference for this specific type of delivery:

Markéta: It [delivery at home] is very limiting, because... I noticed that during the last,
I don’t know, two years, Ceska Posta has disappeared from e-shops, and there’s no
option for pickup at the post office. Which for me is the most comfortable, because I'm
not at home all the time and I don’t like to interact with a courier, nor with people who
deliver food, simply with anyone. [...] The options to avoid it have diminished
drastically, it seems. The best is Zasilkovna, I think. Which is simply the best, but it
doesn’t exist everywhere. But I think it’s the best option to avoid being stressed, having
to be at home. [...] It’s some shop, like a small grocery, and at the same time, they have
Zasilkovna. Or some other kind of shop—hardware stores often have it. And you pick
up your parcel there and it’s just fast, you give them the code and leave in an instant.

(271, interview 15 CZ)

Markéta’s reasoning is clear—she prefers to make decisions about her own time without having
to coordinate with the delivery courier. Additionally, she seems to be a socially reserved
individual who is uncomfortable interacting with strangers. Despite Marketa's avoidance of the
couriers, a pickup from a grocery store also involves social interaction with the cashier, which
is, on the contrary, experienced as comfortable. In her situation, it is not the social interaction
itself that is inherently uncomfortable, but the element of ambiguity of the situation of
interaction (Kolomoiets, 2025). The ambiguity at Zasilkovna is alleviated by the mediation of
electronic devices, as the details of the order are shared via the “code”, that is, the delivery
number that Markéta mentions. This is an example of particular delivery options being better

suited to socially avoidant individuals.

The usage of Zasilkovna, which offers a pickup at local stores, has several advantages over
pickup at an e-shop branch or a parcel locker. It is a less risky business model than building
multiple e-shop branches as possible pickup points, since Zasilkovna uses infrastructure which
is already available. Parcel lockers are another alternative which is cheaper than maintaining
many e-shop branches. However, the pickup time there is normally short, as explained by one

Ukrainian respondent, which is why other delivery options may still be preferred. Surprisingly,
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pickup at local stores is widespread only in Czechia, where it is seen as common sense. Only

in France, a similar service, Mondial Relais, was briefly mentioned by one respondent.
Conclusion

This research outlines the most salient cross-cultural differences between the e-commerce
national segments in France, Czechia, and Ukraine, by comparing the experiences of their users.
While e-commerce is similarly structured overall, the differences in the complements that each
user experiences in the transaction are most consequential for the constitution of particular
national norms of purchase. Within one segment, the platforms are highly varied, but
complementors stay broadly the same across platforms. The impact of these complementors,
such as protection against fraud by PayPal in France or insurance of delivery by Nova Poshta
in Ukraine, produces the distinct preconception of the transaction among users within each
segment, stemming from the varying levels of security and comfort offered by complementors
to users. Looking at it through the lens of the market agencement framework, the popularity of
such digital or digitally mediated complementors normalizes new consumer habits and norms.
Consumers are not necessarily consciously aware of these differences, as the local agencements
form unspoken, taken-for-granted expectations in unpredictable ways for both users and

producers.

We can now look at the characteristics of each national segment as per the results of this
research. France stands out as offering the highest quality of service not accessible in the other
research samples. For instance, the digital wallet PayPal is renowned for its guarantees that the
transaction will not be fraudulent, giving consumers a greater feeling of security when paying
in advance. Amazon enjoys popularity in France for its exceptional timing of free deliveries.
However, the domination of Amazon within its ecosystem raises ethical concerns among
French wusers, extending beyond e-shop efficiency, indicating resistance to global
homogenization even in the Western European market and certain limits to Amazon's impact
as the trend-setter in the platform economy. As a result of such an arrangement, paying online
before receiving the item is more normalized than in other segments in the study; additionally,
the removal of shortcomings in the service prompts consumers to be more sensitive to the

ethical aspects of the purchase.

The Czech national segment has fewer guarantees for advance online payments; thus, the option
of payment on delivery holds more significance than in France. Another feature of the Czech

context is the popularity of the delivery service Zasilkovna, which enables a comparatively
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wider array of pickup spots for the Czech e-commerce user. The local infrastructural
arrangement requires additional safety checks, discouraging payment in advance, yet

establishes the broad availability of delivery points for the consumer, as local common sense.

The Ukrainian e-commerce segment is operating under conditions of war. Among its notable
characteristics are the lower guarantees provided by some agents in the market, which, in
exchange, lowers the price for a service. Paralegal methods are widespread in this segment, as
some respondents recall the casual bypassing of legal procedures in order to complete
transactions. The complementor of note in the Ukrainian segment is Nova Poshta, which offers
especially secure delivery. The described elements of the Ukrainian e-commerce setting require
high involvement from the local consumer: choose a responsible and high-quality service, or a

riskier yet cheaper option, with a subsequent confirmation of the order via telephone call.

This study brings to light how the unique arrangement of national e-commerce contexts
produces cross-cultural differences between their respective users, as new consumer norms
emerge through the market agencing of consumers by complementors (Cochoy et al., 2016,
2020; Cochoy & Mallard, 2018; McFall, 2015), and how the resulting consumers’ a priori
conceptions of e-commerce transactions differ cross-culturally among French, Czech, and
Ukrainian respondents. The results of this research indicate the mechanisms through which
consumer culture is formed. In contrast, quantitative approaches typically measure variability
in consumer attitudes in different cultures, yet they assume that those differences originate
outside of the online context (de Mooij, 2019; de Mooij & Hofstede, 2011; Luna & Gupta,
2001). Although e-commerce is spreading globally, the research results portray the three
segments differently: France, as offering solid transaction guarantees; Czechia, where users rely
on payment on pickup as the best available means of security; and Ukraine, where users lack
security or might refuse guarantees voluntarily in exchange for a better deal. Such depiction
contrasts with e-commerce as a vehicle for erasing cultural differences (Norberg-Hodge, 2003;
Ritzer, 2020; Ritzer & Miles, 2019), rather than sustaining and producing them. Additionally,
the study highlights the significance of complementors for the functioning of platform
ecosystems in the platform economy (Deilen & Wiesche, 2021; Eaton et al., 2015; Henfridsson
& Bygstad, 2013).

Limitations and directions for future research
The explorative and indicative manner of this research constitutes its limitation. In questioning

the cross-cultural differences between national e-commerce segments, it identifies only the
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most salient issues emerging from this relatively small-scale study. However, even though the
respondents’ quotes carry the individual attitude of the speaker, the findings present attitudes
widespread in the sample(s). The research findings do not offer a holistic account of the
characteristics of each national e-commerce segment. Instead, they concentrate on the
distinctive consumer experiences within such a segment in order to report the most salient
differences between them. Lastly, the data for this research contain only self-reported accounts
of consumer decision-making; the exact scope of the cross-national differences emerging from

the impact of complementors on consumer purchase behavior remains uncovered.

Further research on the national characteristics of individual e-commerce segments may employ
several hypotheses which would test the indicative findings of the current exploratory study.
The first group of hypotheses concerns the influence of complementors on a general user
propensity to conduct e-commerce purchases. The factors related to the quality of
complementors, which promote or inhibit online consumption, were also identified as
significant in previous studies on the topic of e-commerce adoption (e.g. El Aissoug et al.,
2024):

H1: The presence of secure options for online payment positively impacts consumer willingness to

conduct online purchases from a previously unknown e-shop.

H2: The presence of a secure option for delivery positively impacts consumer willingness to conduct

online purchases.

H3: A broader array of available delivery points positively impacts consumer willingness to conduct

online purchases.

Another group of hypotheses is proposed based on the differences in characteristics of e-
commerce segments. Particularly notable was the supposed effect of market size on the quality

of service, which has specific implications for consumer decision-making:

H4: Bigger national e-commerce markets offer more secure payment methods compared to smaller ones.

HS5: The quality of the platform service within a national segment increases the influence of ethical

considerations on consumer willingness to conduct online purchases.

H6: Lower median income among e-commerce users is associated with greater willingness to use low-

security online payment and delivery methods.

H7: The lower popularity of e-commerce in the national segment and/or the lack of third-party agents
guaranteeing the security of internet purchases positively impacts the popularity of e-shop orders

completed via non-digital means, such as a telephone call.
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The third group of hypotheses is discerned based on the observed differences between national
e-commerce consumption experiences. These distinctions result from the different functioning
of the available complementors in the segment, which then creates specific expectations about
online consumption. Subsequently, users from different samples may prioritize different factors
in their decision-making:

H8: For French users, the availability of complementors providing a secure online payment method

positively impacts consumer willingness to conduct a purchase online, and the impact is stronger than for

Czech and Ukrainian users.

H9: For Czech users, the availability of complementors providing a broad array of pickup points
positively impacts consumer willingness to conduct online purchases, and the impact is stronger than for

French and Ukrainian users.

H10: For Ukrainian users, the low quality of payment/delivery complementors impacts consumer

willingness to conduct online purchases less negatively than for French and Czech users.

Verification of these hypotheses will bring new insights about cross-cultural online
consumption and advance the knowledge on how local specifics of e-commerce segments
stimulate or discourage certain ways of conducting online shopping. Further research on the
emergence of consumer norms and the effects of commerce mediated by digital devices—
considering not only core platforms, but also other human agents (peer-feedback providers),
organizational agents (third-party complementors), and non-human agents (sorting algorithms,
recommender systems) in the platform ecosystem—will provide deeper insights into consumer

decision-making in the platform economy.
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The Impact of Transaction Framing: Exploring Barriers to Participation in
the Online Second-Hand Economy for Casual E-Commerce Consumers®

Abstract

Purpose — Ensuring consumer participation in circular markets and breaking the value-action
gap are part of the sustainable consumption research agenda. This paper aims to uncover the
barriers to entering the second-hand economy and measures taken to overcome those barriers

by participants.

Design/methodology/approach — The findings of this research are based on an exploratory
qualitative study conducted in France and Czechia. Data were collected by means of in-depth

interviews with e-commerce users.

Findings — The weak framing of the peer-to-peer transaction serves as a barrier to participation
and a source of inefficiency in second-hand online markets. The potential traders perceive the
trading situation as uncertain and are thus forced to perform the framing themselves through

relational work or to exempt themselves from second-hand consumption sites.

Originality/value — Although online second-hand markets are an integral part of the circular
economy, they remain an underexplored topic. The study of why the core elements of the design
of second-hand online markets are repelling to casual consumers sheds light on the elements of

the value-action gap with the aim of narrowing it.
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Introduction

Consumers are one of the key drivers in the emerging transition towards a circular economy
(Shevchenko et al., 2023), a stated goal of governance efforts by global powers like China
(National People’s Congress, 2008), the European Union (European Commission, 2015), and
the United Nations (General Assembly, 2015). The outcome of this transition is envisioned as
a more sustainable organization of the economy, which involves re-using, sharing, and
recycling (by-)products and results in beneficial effects on the environment (Geissdoerfer et al.,
2017). The circular economy is contrasted with the linear economy, which involves greater
production and is not oriented to re-using or recycling materials, thus resulting in more intensive
natural resource usage and a harmful environmental impact (Ellen MacArthur Foundation,

2023).

The circular model aims to turn waste into resources, creating a constant material loop of
recycling (Abrahamsson, 2023). Therefore, second-hand markets constitute an integral part of
the circular economy (Borusiak et al., 2020; Corbos et al., 2023; Errdzuriz et al., 2024). Second-
hand practices are currently being increasingly conducted online in the form of flea markets
(Moon et al., 2023) or re-commerce platforms (cbcommerce.eu, 2024). Digitalization promises
to make consumption more sustainable as a driver of innovative trends in commerce (Lehner et
al., 2024), so it can define a new consumption landscape where second-hand markets might

occupy a more central place.

The role of consumers in the circular economy is crucial, as they have the potential to consume
more or less efficiently (Ma et al., 2019) and to support or undermine the green economy
through their rational choices (O’Rourke & Lollo, 2015). Hence, the ambiguity surrounding
consumer propensity to enter the circular economy, rather than the absence of technical
solutions, is frequently mentioned as a more salient barrier to businesses’ sustainability
transition (de Jesus & Mendonga, 2018; Kirchherr et al., 2018; Shevchenko et al., 2023). The
value-action gap, which refers to the discrepancy between people’s expression of commitment
to sustainability values and their actual practices (Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002; Young et al.,
2010), remains a puzzling problem for researchers. A survey conducted in the EU indicates an
immense potential for the growth of circular markets in this region if citizens’ values can

somehow be transformed into sustainable practices (European Commission, 2018).

Based on in-depth interviews with e-commerce users in France and Czechia, this paper aims to

uncover the barriers to participation in the second-hand economy, which are partially
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responsible for the value-action gap, and the measures taken by participants to overcome those
barriers. A repeated obstacle arising in this study was confusion about the roles and
responsibilities of the parties involved in these transactions, which is symptomatic of weak
transaction framing (Callon, 1998a) in online second-hand markets. Framing provides stability
for market arrangement and determines the efficiency of the market through the establishment
of clear boundaries within which market exchanges happen. Any stabilizing action can be seen
as framing (Souza et al., 2022, p. 7), but framing is generally understood as a formal contractual
obligation and technical infrastructure that determines what belongs within the transaction
frame and what escapes it as externality (Caliskan & Callon, 2010). Framing is costly, but
strong framing ensures that trade participants understand implicitly how they should behave on
the market, thus rendering exchanges smooth and efficient. Weak framing, by contrast, makes
the trading situation unpredictable, as the parties involved struggle with the choice of actions
in order to complete the exchange. The concept of framing has been used previously to
investigate market expansion by extending actors’ capacity to calculate, for example in the
World Music market (Peres da Silva, 2023) or the HIV/AIDS pharmacies market (Geiger &
Gross, 2018). However, marketization inevitably clashes with the non-market sphere, which
produces complex cultural market forms rather than a pure expansion of rational logic (Aune

et al., 2016; Jensen, 2008; Mwiti & Onyas, 2018; White & Bradshaw, 2004).

The insufficient framing of consumer-to-consumer (C2C) markets is subjectively perceived by
participants as uncertainty. To avoid this, the participants might try to perform the framing
themselves by explicitly defining the particularities of the transaction, which would also
demarcate the situation as commercial through a process called relational work (Zelizer, 2012).
Relational work matches an economic activity with an appropriate social relation, thus
determining the social implications of an economic operation (Bandelj, 2020) and using cultural
resources to complete the economic exchange (Block, 2012). In market research, this concept
is often used to describe the interpersonal symbolic work performed by market actors in order
to facilitate economic activity, such as real estate agents (Besbris & Korver-Glenn, 2023), art

brokers (Wohl & Besbris, 2024), or advertising agencies (Cohen, 2024).

This study builds on recent scholarship concerned with barriers to second-hand purchases as a
sustainable form of consumption (Calvo-Porral et al., 2024; Charnley et al., 2022). More
broadly, it contributes to research on the second-hand economy, an area that has been described

as underexplored (Hinojo et al., 2022; Parguel et al., 2017), especially when compared to other
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online consumption areas such as the sharing economy. This study also highlights the

importance of the concepts of framing and relational work for informal markets.

The paper opens with a literature review introducing the problems surrounding the value-action
gap through the lens of quantitative approaches and theories of practice; furthermore, it explains
the importance of concepts of framing and relational work for market studies. The subsequent
research methods section describes the research context and presents the sample and techniques
used to collect and analyze qualitative data. Then, the findings section first presents the reasons
for the users’ hesitant attitude towards the second-hand economy and then describes the
instances of overcoming this through relational work. The results and discussion section
surveys the problem of the lack of framing in the second-hand economy, offers possible ways
to strengthen framing in the online context, describes the theoretical contribution of the paper,

as well as its limitations, and provides suggestions for future research.
Literature Review

One of the core problems of sustainable consumption research is how to overcome consumers’
reluctance to adopt sustainable practices, even while people are generally concerned about the
environment — this is known as the value-action gap (Liu et al., 2017). The difference between
people’s attitudes and actual behavior is consistently reported in vastly varying geographical
contexts (European, Asian, and American) as well as types of consumption markets (food,
transportation, energy, etc.) (Essiz et al., 2023). Typically, researchers explain the gap by
focusing on choices made by individuals or the external structure that provides the repertoire
for consumption choices. For example, the individualist perspective may point to the effect of
psychological factors (locus of control, altruism/egoism, and long-term orientation) or
demographical factors (gender, age, income, and education), while the structural perspective
may instead focus on peer influence or the availability of sustainable options on the market

(ElHaffar et al., 2020; Sukumaran & Majhi, 2024; Wintschnig, 2021).

Theoretically, the problematic of circular consumption and the value-action gap is commonly
explained through either the theory of rational action or the behavioral-intention paradigm,
thereby presenting the consumption choice as cognitive and consciously made (ElHaffar et al.,
2020; Wintschnig, 2021). This interpretation has repeatedly been criticized by adherents of the
practice-theoretical approach to consumption as an imprecise portrayal of how individuals
consume in everyday life. The practice-theoretical approach describes consumption choices as

suboptimal, conflicting with other daily priorities, and as influenced by specific social and
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material contexts (Aberg & Greene, 2024; Evans, 2019; Greene et al., 2024). Practice theories
claim that contrary to the mainstream view, most consumption happens in the form of habits —

routinized and repeated types of behavior — with little conscious deliberation (Warde, 2005).

The development of habits is beneficial since it frees people’s minds for other tasks; however,
the convenience that habits offer also results in strong resistance to change (Kollmuss &
Agyeman, 2002; Maréchal, 2010). In this event, consumers are at risk of being stuck in a
behavioral pattern of unsustainable habits (Maréchal & Holzemer, 2015). One of the key
resources required for breaking the value-action gap is therefore time (Chai et al., 2015; Franco,
2022; Young et al., 2010). Participation in circular markets is attractive not only due to general
ecological benefits (Fremstad, 2017; Zhu & Liu, 2021), but also from a purely rational
standpoint (Choi & He, 2019; Guyader, 2018; Lindblom et al., 2018). Yet, due to the persistence
of habits, people’s practices cannot be expected to change overnight following the introduction

of a technical solution (Branstad & Solem, 2020; Evans & Jackson, 2008).

Taking into account that changing consumption habits is a challenge, reducing the conscious
and behavioral effort necessary to enter new circular markets is crucial for their design. While
evaluating the implementation of various sustainable consumption practices, Jaeger-Erben et
al. (2015) found that highly innovative consumption practices are usually championed by
activist groups, which try to institutionalize complex social change through politics and media
engagement. Such initiatives require substantial and long-lasting commitment and are thus at a
high risk of failure due to their unorthodox nature. By contrast, practices that are less disruptive,
and thus requiring less effort to adjust, and that occur within established conventions, are the
most probable to be popularized in the wider market. The adoption of circular practices can
happen more easily if the new practice does not stray too far from the old practices, like opting
for a more sustainable product than before. Such behavioral change is likely to be successfully
prompted by top-down design decisions within already existing institutions (Jaeger-Erben et

al., 2015, p. 793).

Callon (1998a) introduced the concept of framing as one of the key characteristics of the market
that reduces possible ambiguities during trade. Framing informs the roles, responsibilities, and
forms of economic interaction by separating them from the rest of the non-market world. As
such, framing makes sure that ‘each individual can take into account the viewpoint of every
other individual when reaching a decision’ (p. 251). But, as Callon (p. 255) also asserted,
framing is costly, and even stable frames are routinely subject to violations, ‘leaks and

overflows,’ as chaos in the outer social world may interfere with market rationality. To frame
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effectively, parties define interactions ‘as unambiguously as possible’ (p. 253); however, any
verbal agreement is incomplete, as parties also have to rely on material objects and equipment
enabling calculations (p. 255). The importance of material objects for market practices is also
emphasized in the practice-theoretical approach, which claims that the materials used inevitably

structure human practices (Shove et al., 2012, pp. 8—13).

A lack of framing has previously been demonstrated as being problematic for market
operations. Goyal and Heine (2021) showed how the Indian footwear cluster is not formalizing
due to its reliance on the tacit knowledge of market members and therefore misses out on access
to bank credits as a result. Similarly, Pels et al. (2022) argued that a move from an informal to
a formal market would make markets in developing countries more open, but is costly since it
involves overcoming a ‘habitus gap.” Pefia (1999) showed how street vendors in Mexico are
themselves forced to create institutions to regulate the market in the absence of state regulation,
but that the resulting governance is arbitrary. With regard to the African pharmacies market,
under-regulation has even more serious consequences, as counterfeits and sub-standard
products pose a direct health threat to the customers (Dagrou & Chimhutu, 2022; Gaudiano et
al., 2007).

Market participants might come up with solutions to the problems stemming from weak framing
and organize the transaction themselves in a process of relational work (Zelizer, 2012). Zelizer
claimed that in the process of relational work, people try to match economic activities with a
specific interpersonal relationship, a medium of exchange, and the appropriate symbolic
meaning (2012, p. 151). Relational work can be routinized and habituated, such as an act of
buying from a shop, or unscripted and involved, such as haggling about prices at a bazaar
(Bandelj, 2020, p. 258). The latter type of relational work is especially demanding, as it requires
engaging in impression management and convincing the other party of the buyer’s sincerity and
competence (Block, 2012). Social relations are vital to markets functioning, since the informal
ties between market participants complement the formal market framing by efficiently
addressing the emerging uncertainties not predicted by the contract (Preda et al., 2023). In
relation to practice theory, relational work accords to the performance of the meaningful,
emotional, and otherwise socially symbolical elements of practice (Shove et al., 2012, pp. 23—
24). In the context of sustainable consumption, the relational work in the second-hand economy
can also be seen as a part of the ‘consumption work’ — an extra labor that the consumer has to

undertake in order to consume sustainably (Hobson et al., 2021).
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The mismatch in the social designation of transactions can prevent economic activities from
happening as much as weak framing can, which is particularly visible in the case of innovative
markets. A failure to take into account the highly social nature of local trade prevented eBay
from expanding to China, where the portal was perceived as too anonymous (Yang & Wang,
2013). By contrast, Airbnb has been successful in India despite the local custom of not inviting
strangers into one’s home partly because the consumer base was prepared by failed predecessor
platforms (Téuscher & Kietzmann, 2017). For users of the failed gift exchange website Kassi,
a significant barrier to participating in the web was their misunderstanding of the social
implication of giving gifts to strangers (Suhonen et al., 2010). Ecomodo, a failed goods-lending
platform, found that users have to be taught to borrow items instead of buying them or giving

them away for free (Vaskelainen & Piscicelli, 2018).

Weak framing is inherent to the second-hand economy as C2C trade still has, by and large, a
marginal status compared to conventional commerce (Payson et al., 2022). Many uncertainties
surround the C2C trade, such as pricing, hygiene, product history, and assessment of the quality
of the product (Bezangon et al., 2019; Fernando et al., 2018; Kim et al., 2021). This implies that
the transacting peers have to negotiate the framing themselves by means of relational work,
resolving uncertainties and performing their relationship as commerce. In that regard, the
functioning of the C2C market is highly dependent on consumers for value creation, resembling
their role in the access (sharing) economy (Eckhardt & Bardhi, 2016). The creation of lasting
circuits of commerce has beneficial effects on the second-hand trade (Luo et al., 2020),

however, it requires substantial and long-term relational work from its peer members.

As the literature overview suggests, potential newcomers to the second-hand economy find
themselves in an ambiguous and unscripted situation, which makes the development of
routinized purchase habits in this setting challenging. The following study offers an empirical
insight into the general aspects of C2C markets that are unattractive to or demanding for the

conventional consumer.
Research Method

This research adopts a qualitative method, with findings having been obtained through semi-
structured interviews with e-commerce users. Qualitative data are more open to interpretation
than the output of statistical research and thus allow for rich and nuanced findings. They also
enable the researcher to understand the world from the respondents’ perspectives (Corbin &

Strauss, 2008, p. 30). Letting the participants speak for themselves gives researchers an insight
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into the decision-making process of the consumer, allowing reflective data to be captured
through direct answers, along with unreflective data in the form of emotionality, assumed
knowledge, broader social patterns, or even omitted topics (Flick, 2014, p. 645). Semi-
structured interviews were chosen as the data collection method for this study as they enable
respondents to elaborate on all the topics the researcher is interested in while at the same time
permitting deviances from structure to explore issues the respondents raise spontaneously
(DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). As such, the method chosen fulfills the research aims to
explore barriers to participation in the second-hand economy as they are subjectively perceived

by the research participants.

The data were collected in two European countries — France and Czechia. Both countries are
characterized by a higher penetration of e-commerce compared to most other EU member
states. In 2023, 78% of citizens in Czechia purchased an item online, while in France the number
was 77%, placing both countries in the top ten in Europe by that indicator (Eurostat, 2024a).
France is also one of the leaders when it comes to the popularity of the peer-to-peer economy
(Herbert & Collin-Lachaud, 2017), with 31.5% of users in 2023 having purchased a good or
service from another user, thus placing France in second place only behind Poland; Czechia has
a lower rate of 21.5%, but this was still above the EU average of 20.5% (Eurostat, 2024b). The
reason for choosing these countries for this study was the similar popularity of e-commerce,
including non-conventional trade, in both countries. The international nature of the study did
not have a direct comparison as its goal but rather aimed to constitute a culturally variable
sample of two countries with a similar degree of e-commerce penetration. This enlarges the
variance of possible consuming practices between individual users and expands the repertoire
of e-shops and online markets with which the participants are engaged. The reported uncertainty
surrounding second-hand transactions was experienced and dealt with similarly across both

cultures.

Data were collected in several stages, each followed by a preliminary data analysis and changes
to the interview structure. First, a free-form interview with three Czech respondents was
conducted as pilot research. Based on that stage, a formal interview structure was developed,
and a further twenty interviews with French users were conducted, in the process of which the
interview structure was adapted again to arrive at its final form. The empirical stage was
concluded with seventeen additional interviews with Czech users, resulting in forty interviews
in total. The interviews were each approximately an hour long, and the general structure

consisted of three parts: first asking about participants’ usual platforms for online purchases,
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then inviting detailed narratives about items purchased or sold, and finally asking general
questions about the nature of buying in the e-commerce setting. Subscription-based models and
illegal commerce were not addressed. Respondents were initially recruited from the author’s
personal network and by means of snowball sampling, which resulted in a sample consisting
mainly of students. Then, to ensure the heterogeneity of study participants, ads were posted on
job advertisement sites and Facebook groups inviting participation in the study in exchange for
a small fee. The resulting sample includes participants from the capital cities, smaller towns,
and villages in both countries, as well as an older cohort of respondents, albeit in smaller
numbers (the full list of respondents including their age, place of residence and occupation can
be found in the supplementary material). The interviews were conducted online in the
participants’ native language (in France by a native speaker moderator and in Czechia by the
author) or occasionally in English. The criterion for recruitment was the respondents’ active
engagement with e-commerce, or if this not given, an ability to justify their adverse attitude to
e-commerce. The oral informal consent to use the obtained data for research purposes was
gained from all participants prior to recording. All the respondents’ names have been changed

in the paper for the sake of anonymity.

The data analysis was conducted using a grounded theory-inspired approach by discovering
patterns in the data through the means of open coding. During initial acquaintance with data,
the apparent discrepancy between the experience of business-to-consumer (B2C) and C2C
platforms helped to identify the research problem, namely the unattractiveness of online
second-hand consumption. This finding was substantivized by discerning the empirical material
from the data related to the object of the study (Holton, 2010). The study did not attempt to
form new theoretical constructs from the results of the analysis, as the existing concepts in
economic sociology already offer well-fitting generalizations — framing for the guidelines of
C2C transaction and relational work as the means to reduce the uncertainty stemming from the

lack of (institutional) framing.
Findings
Lack of transaction framing in the C2C circular e-commerce

In contrast to B2C commerce, second-hand trade requires consumers to contact informal sellers
as part of the transaction. As per the data in this research, the unpredictability of the second-

hand trade and the more complex sociality surrounding it are the main reasons why people
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experience aversion to it. In the following excerpt, Jacques sums up his negative attitude

towards C2C platforms due to an experience of uncertainty:

Jacques: Yes, from peer to peer. No, I don’t do this anymore. I had used Le Bon Coin [France’s biggest
C2C marketplace], but it’s always a bit... There is some element of uncertainty, which is a bit
uncomfortable. Also, often the products that [ want I prefer to have new. [...] It’s just a bit less practical.
And often the prices are not much lower than normal. In any case for the products that I’'m interested in.
[...] Well, you never know who you are going to trade with, so there’s an uncertainty about how the
person will communicate, how to adapt, and lastly, you never know the history of the product... It’s just

the element of general uncertainty that is present when a peer resells something. (25m, interview 10 FR)

Jacques finds the ambiguity surrounding the act of buying from another person off-putting.
While the style of communication is clear in a formal setting, the consumer has to communicate
along other, unclear lines with a non-professional seller, yet the relation to this other peer is not
immediately given — a buyer has to choose how to address the other person ethically.
Uncertainty also surrounds the product. Even if a second-hand product is as good as new,

concerns might emerge about how it was used and by whom.

As Jacques implied, the benefit of buying from a formal business is that the transaction situation
is standardized and predictable. Interactions with the selling agent are expected to be formal
and utilitarian if this agent is an enterprise. Businesses act as guarantors that all transactions
and goods will be the same, with prescribed procedures to follow if the consumer is dissatisfied.
The B2C model suits people who do not want to expend their emotional energy establishing a

personal relationship with the informal vendor or figuring out possible defects with the product.

Jacques’s concerns about the practical side of C2C purchases were echoed by Sarka, who
elaborated on the potentially problematic social implications when considering informal

purchases:

Sarka: Yeah, definitely, the anonymous approach is better. I don’t like social interaction more than is
necessary [laughs]. I don’t know why — guess I’'m weird. [...] This Facebook thing, there’s that now,
there’s a possibility of selling and so on. And lots of my friends put something there, and it sells. But me
—even if [ liked it, I wouldn’t buy it, because it just seems weird to buy something from a friend like that.
And even if it was a person you don’t know on Facebook, I would say to myself, ‘My God, who is this
person? Now I have to negotiate something, like a meeting or something.” While with the e-shop, they
just send it to Zasilkovna, you pick it up when you want, or they call you from downstairs. It’s minimal

effort for you. I find it comfortable. (23f, interview 6 CZ)
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This quote demonstrates an example of a relational mismatch between a commercial transaction
and a friendly relationship. Sarka cannot easily accept the idea of a peer being a vendor and
considers buying from a friend as inappropriate. Sarka experiences this situation as weird
because sales transactions do not belong to the relational frame of friendships or informal
acquaintances. Friends usually offer things to each other without monetary exchange in a
process that Belk (2014) calls ‘true sharing.” Breaking this background assumption undermines

the certainty of socially established types of relations.

A quote from Ana also highlights the relational conflicts within economic interactions, as she
described her reluctance to evaluate her peer when asked whether such an evaluation was

requested by the platform Vse za Odvoz, a Czech C2C exchange site:

Ana: No, it was the opposite, actually. They evaluated me. And it was a really nice lady and everything.
She evaluated me. Yeah. ‘Everything was fine,” blah blah. And it trusted me out because I felt pressured
to evaluate her, and I didn’t like it, so I just didn’t do it. But it was weird because then I felt like... She
was nice to me, you know. I was like, kind of divided on that in terms of my own conscience. But I'm
free not to evaluate her if I don’t want to, you know?

Interviewer: So this is too social for you? Vinted is a bit more anonymous in this respect...?

Ana: That’s the weird thing with peer-to-peer things. Because it’s like — the line between social and
customer client relations is very fine, and you don’t know who is comfortable with what. Even if you are
sometimes comfortable with something you would not be comfortable with another time. It’s very
random. Sometimes you feel a certain seller because they have a style that you like. You’re like: “You’re
my friend. Now I’m going to be talking to you like I’m talking to a friend.” But then it’s an older lady.
So you’re talking to her like with your teacher or something, with much more respect. It’s very strange.
Very strange. Like... I can’t explain it, but it’s true that different people will give off a different vibe even

when communicating through the screen. (20f, interview 4 CZ)

Ana, unlike Sarka, frequents C2C platforms. She appeared to be a very social respondent who
has no problems communicating with strangers. However, like previously quoted respondents,
she described the situation of peer-to-peer selling as weird. In her view, the supposedly
commercial relation to a peer seller overlaps with other types of relations — friendships, teacher
and student relations, intergenerational relations, and so on. This is symptomatic of the weak
framing of C2C transactions. The lack of a clear framing means that the practical script to follow
in order to complete the transaction interferes with other prescriptions of how to behave.

Naturally, even in this case, both parties are conscious that they are entering into an economic
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relationship, but the necessity of finding the appropriate form of interaction is an additional

effort that transacting parties have to invest.

Another thing Ana was reluctant about was whether to leave feedback or not. Peer feedback is
vital for second-hand markets to function properly (Einav et al., 2016), but Ana was divided on
the issue. Is leaving feedback a natural thing to do to a person one likes? Or does it transform
the relationship into something one puts a label on, or — possibly less appropriately — into
something with commodifiable consequences? Ana perceived the fact that the seller left
feedback about her as polite but felt an obligation to return the favor, which she found
uncomfortable. This situation shows the social nuance of interaction in second-hand markets,

which Ana, a socially adept person, had no clear position toward.

Meanwhile, another respondent described peer feedback as a prerequisite for second-hand

purchases on Vinted, a C2C clothing marketplace present in both France and Czechia:

Clarisse: Overall, concerning comments, it’s true that on professional [B2C] sites, if there are none, it’s
not a big deal. But on Vinted, really, if a person — if she has zero ratings — that is not something that will
evoke confidence in me and that will make me want to buy. In general, just because of this I often do not
buy at all since Vinted is really a thing for private individuals, and it’s a bit... Well, it’s different. Mainly

the fact that you feel that you could be scammed more easily... (191, interview 3 FR)

One issue that this quote illuminates is that conventional linear commerce e-shops are trusted
more by default. If there’s an institution that serves as a transaction guarantor, then there’s a
clear promise of seller accountability. Being a business holds legitimacy in itself, as businesses
are subject to state regulation and are unambiguously commercial agents. In the case of peer-
to-peer sales, accountability is more problematic, so Clarisse seeks additional information to
inspire her confidence. Peer feedback is key here since it demonstrates that the seller is
experienced and thus legitimate. By enabling feedback, the platform portrays the seller as
commercial; however, it still requires an action on behalf of buyers, who are requested to leave
feedback. Due to the benefits of feedback, informal sellers might even try to cast the
expectations of feedback onto buyers, which, as in the case of Ana quoted previously, can be

uncomfortable.

Selling one’s own goods is another feature of the second-hand economy, and the discomfort

here appears even more salient. Markéta does not sell on second-hand platforms despite her
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only experience in this context having been positive, and Pavel refuses to trade with peers on

principle:

Markéta: No, because I really don’t want to communicate with those people at all and negotiate with
them. And you know what? They may want a discount from you, and it totally — I won’t negotiate with
anyone!

Interviewer: Because you don’t like haggling? That kind of thing?

Markéta: No. I don’t like people, either. [laughs] (271, interview 15 CZ)

skeskosk

Pavel: Nothing, I have never sold anything on the internet. [...] No, no, no, never ever sold a thing. I just
bought some books from people, but I don’t like it much, because it’s still... I like it when there is a very
clear approach in a commercial relationship, no personal things like: ‘Send me that then and there.” And

then it doesn’t arrive and I hate it, everything should be black and white. (28m, interview 3 CZ)

Markéta expressed a strong standpoint against buying from peers. She, too, is uncertain about
how she should go about the whole transaction, but she also wants to avoid performing the
relational work — that is, establishing a social relationship with another peer — due to her socially
reserved character. Social interactions can be emotionally draining, especially for introverted
people. In turn, Pavel expressed concern that peer-to-peer transactions are not sufficiently
commercial. He cannot expect a peer to uphold the implicit standard of exactness provided
within the scripted and predictable B2C relationship; in terms of symbolic meaning, an informal

seller is not commercial enough to trade with.

Markéta and Pavel mainly dislike peer-to-peer markets due to their aversion to the sociality of
C2C trade. However, the linear consumption model is not completely devoid of social
interaction, either, as it still involves institutionalized sociality. In many cases, one has to meet
a delivery agent or physically collect an item from a store, where it is sold or handed out by the
store’s employees. Both Marketa and Pavel want to avoid the element of uncertainty rather than
the social interaction itself — such as haggling about the price (Markéta) and negotiating the
terms of product delivery (Pavel). What distinguishes this situation from interaction with a
courier or a vendor is the ambiguity of the interaction with an informal peer. The relation thus
necessarily shifts to something not clearly defined or not taken as seriously. Thus, peers need
to explicitly elaborate on the terms of interaction. It is this particular type of sociality, where

people have to accept the state of uncertainty and actively invest in a relationship with a
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stranger, that is regarded as problematic. Avoidance of that process and the preference for linear

commerce is understandable when it comes to socially reserved individuals.
Establishment of transaction framing through relational work

Peer-to-peer transactions do not fail in all cases, and many people successfully engage in
reciprocal trade through online platforms. However, in order for the exchange to take place,
users need to perform relational work by communication, organization, clarifying uncertainties
about the product, present themselves as competent traders, and avoid establishing relational
matches with deceitful counterparts. The last point is apparent from the next interview excerpt,
in which Marek explains how he deals with the risk of being scammed when purchasing tickets

to cultural events through second-hand platforms:

Marek: It depends on how that person communicates. I also judge a lot by looks. [...] According to how
that person expresses himself, or how he communicates with you, or... There are more of these signals
which you can read.

Interviewer: [To understand] whether he is hiding something?

Marek: Yes, exactly. But that is very rare.

Interviewer: Through the communication. You mean also communication on the internet? [...]

Marek: Well, more in person. If I call him, or text, mostly even from that you can, like, deduce something.

But of course it’s not a hundred percent, or guaranteed, yeah. (36m, interview 11 CZ)

This quote demonstrates that successful peer-to-peer trade depends on a broader set of social
competences employed by informal traders. Marek uses all the information he can in order to
judge the trustworthiness of a counterpart — body language, looks, and manner of
communication. In the end, he follows his gut feeling even if all the required parameters for the
transaction are formally in place. Such checks are required since there is always a possibility of
being scam due to the lack of institutional framing. The struggle to provide a correct assessment
of trustworthiness is another source of uncertainty, and not everyone is as self-assured as Marek

in this respect.

The specific type of second-hand markets are the peer communities, where people maintain
long-term commercial relationships. In the next excerpt, Raymond explains how such an

informal community of French musicians functions through Facebook:
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Raymond: Everyone promotes each other there, so if I want to buy from someone, I see whether he
already has positive comments from other group members. Mainly I go there because the good thing is
that for example on Facebook, you can send — by Messenger — very rapidly photos of the packaging, the
conditions, the procedures — we discuss everything, and we also praise each other on the platform for the
good trade. And in fact, it reassures people, so we can do other transactions easily because it guarantees

a bit our reputation. (50m, interview 14 FR)

Facebook groups for musicians, in which Raymond is a member, represent a functional circuit
of commerce (Zelizer, 2011, pp. 303-304), where peers maintain their economic relations
through personal links. Membership presupposes acquiring and keeping social authority
through participation in group discussions. The transactions themselves are also more
demanding as Raymond personally requests photos of packaging from the seller, as he
elaborates elsewhere. This is an additional framing effort that Raymond as a buyer employs due
to previous bad experiences. Despite the effort involved, Raymond prefers this approach to
general purpose second-hand transactions because of the professionalism of the community,

which can, among other issues, precisely describe what they sell in technical terms.

This example demonstrates the advantages of markets with strong framing over those without:
the reputational assurances by sellers, the more precise description of items, which helps render
them operational as market goods, and addressing issues with product packaging. However, the
success of informal framing is completely dependent on the efforts and expertise of the peer
members. Additionally, the demanding sociality is not suitable for everyone, and the

reputational guarantees of informal circuits are still less solid than formal contracts.
Conclusion and Discussion
Findings on the lack of framing in C2C commerce

The findings demonstrate how the online second-hand economy is experienced by consumers
as an unpredictable and more demanding setting when compared to conventional e-commerce.
The weak framing of peer-to-peer markets results in persistent problems, such as failing to
distinguish from other possible types of relations, the possibility of scams, or not matching the
precision of a formal service. Thus, potential transactors have to engage in relational work in
order to elaborate on the specificities of the transaction, recognize the possible malfunctions of
the product, and choose the appropriate social relation with their counterpart. This is not an

unsurmountable task, but it rather suits socially skilled individuals who are comfortable with
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interpersonal contact than individuals for whom social contact is draining and who seek to

complete purchases in the most efficient manner.

In addition, the open and ambiguous situation of peer-to-peer trade calls for more conscious
involvement — for example, improvisation during haggling, social adjustment to peers of
different social statuses, or being vigilant in order to avoid buying a malfunctioning item. Such
involvement makes C2C markets less prone to being habitualized as a non-conscious
consumption practice. If buyers approach the informal trade in a routinized manner, they risk
being conned or getting into misunderstandings with their counterparts. Well-framed markets,
where the frame of action of transacting parties is implicitly clear, can foster purchase habits

more seamlessly than the open setting of the current online second-hand economy.
Proposed solutions to the framing problem of online C2C markets

One of the suggested solutions to the problem is the internalization of the framing by platform,
as in the C2B2C (van de Glind, 2015) model. It presupposes that people can sell, lend, or gift
their items to the formal enterprise, which refurbishes or presents the product through its
catalog, possibly offering a return option or a warranty system. Such a model is more
comprehensive for people as there is an institution they can turn to in case of problems or
misunderstandings, and interpersonal contact is minimized, if not eliminated. This kind of
system has been successfully employed by Back Market for electronic items in the French e-

commerce sector or Knihobot for books in the Czech one.

For typical C2C markets, stronger framing can be ensured through web design means. As a
suggestion, a stronger cataloguing that enables effective filtering of products could be
beneficial. This could be achieved through a detailed process of placing the bid — the seller
would be obliged to provide the precise characteristics of the product according to product type.
This would minimize personal contact, for example in an effort to learn more about the product,
and make second-hand pages appear more professional. Additional minimization of personal
contact could be provided through interface options of determining the date, the time, and the
place of item delivery through a set of options on the webpage rather than through direct

communication.
Theoretical implications

This article makes a threefold contribution to the existing literature. First, it leverages a
qualitative design to complement the existing quantitative reports on the problem. Research on

the propensity for second-hand purchases is usually concentrated on measuring individual or
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external factors — typically pre-defined by researchers — as influential in participating (e.g.
Borusiak et al., 2020; Calvo-Porral et al., 2024; Hinojo et al., 2022). The value of this paper
lies in the exploration of the issue from the e-commerce users’ perspectives, which helps to
understand their experience as determined by key elements of the C2C trade — a type of finding

not likely to emerge from statistical research.

Second, this research highlights the importance of the concept of transaction framing for
informal markets — a previously recurrent but not conceptualized problem (Dagrou &

Chimhutu, 2022; Gaudiano et al., 2007; Goyal & Heine, 2021; Pels et al., 2022; Pefia, 1999).

Third, the complex and sometimes counterintuitive nature of informal markets, as demonstrated
in the findings, also holds theoretical significance. The demanding sociality of peer-to-peer
platforms poses a barrier to the ambition of making cooperative peer-to-peer platforms a base
for the transformation of the world economy (e.g. Scholz & Schneider, 2016). Oversociality in
commerce can be a curse rather than a blessing, as not all social interactions are necessarily
desirable or satisfying, as Zelizer (2011, p. 422) also pointed out. This research provides further
support to the claim that innovative sustainable consumption markets should aspire to emulate

the better-framed B2C trade to reach broader categories of consumers.
Limitations of the research and avenues for further research

This paper demonstrates the significance of sociality and framing in alternative platform
economies but by no means offers a complete description of the significant factors playing a
role in decision-making during online consumption. The study was carried out on the basis of
a small sample from a broad segment of e-commerce users, comprising respondents who were
mostly under thirty years old and only from two European countries. The real scope of users
for whom the lack of framing presents a barrier to participation in the second-hand economy
remains unclear. Yet, if such concerns resurfaced even in a small study, the phenomenon is
potentially widespread among the populations of other European countries or in the West more
broadly. Further internationalization, as well as the broader inclusion of a higher age category
of users, may offer numerous new insights into the barriers to entering the circular economy
through e-commerce, the long-term adoption of technologically facilitated consumption, and
the responsibility of various agents involved in online transactions within the world of e-

commerce.
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Discussion: Innovative markets and culture

Lagging adoption of innovative markets

Online commerce, at least in its B2C form, has been adopted by the majority of the European
population. However, it doesn’t necessarily reflect the most rational arrangement of commerce,
nor fully expresses the potential of technology to assist and enhance economic activities. This
discussion section overviews how markets form or collapse on a cultural and not a utilitarian
basis. Proposing the technical solution for the implementation of the market is incomplete;
markets function along lines of social norms and cultural acceptance as well as utility, which

holds significant implications for the involvement of digital technologies in e-commerce.

One of the central dilemmas of the sociology of markets is whether the market is (still) efficient
or is an expression of an incumbent control of powerful organizations, in whose interests is the
preservation of the current market arrangement (Fligstein & Dauter, 2007). For example,
Kollock & Braziel (2006) reviewed the rhetoric of the early age of the Internet. Many
proponents of the online markets claimed that on the internet, all the information will be known
almost instantly. Therefore, there will be no need for intermediaries, as consumers will be able
to speak to the manufacturers directly. Traders could communicate on an anonymous basis,
which will cause markets to become an expression of pure rationality and efficiency, with
minimal social and personal influences. The effect of this would be close to revolution, a radical
and rapid restructuring of all markets. Instead, authors show how the most suitable market for
such transformation — the propane market in the USA in the 90’s — instead emphasized the role
of a middleman as a key actor in social networks on the market, rather than eliminating it in
favor of efficiency. The intermediaries retained their influential role in the markets. So did the
already existing market leaders, which, enjoying an incumbent position on the market, use all
available means to preserve the advantage, and prevent the new technologies from their full
implementation if it could threaten their dominant trading position. The full anonymization has
proven to be impossible, and the social relationships between firms and intermediaries were

still paramount.

The market technologies and standpoints of the already existing businesses are merely one side
of the coin for the success of the market. Another factor is the mental preparedness of consumers
to purchase new products or conduct purchases in a novel manner. The establishment of a new
market is rarely automatic (Branstad & Solem, 2020), as it may confront consumers’ already

established habits, relationships, and cultural norms. Humphreys (2010b, 2010a) demonstrates
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how casinos, seeing as immoral places for gambling and vice, had to engage in a lengthy self-
legitimation process throughout the 20th century, in trying to change people’s perception of
casinos through presenting them as a luxurious spot for the leisure of the wealthy. Zelizer’s
(2017) argument about people’s initial perception of life insurance was similar. Insurance
companies had to fight against people associating the insurance payment with profiting on
death, and there were many vivid discussions in the media involving religious and moral
authorities until the public gradually came to modern-day acceptance of life insurance. It might
be concluded that if the product conflicts with established cultural norms, it will not be
immediately accepted based on its utility. The producers, the state, or other stakeholders must
perform a lengthy cultural legitimization work, to frame a product in a particular way, for it to
become acceptable for the wider population — needless to say, the success of such framing

efforts is not guaranteed.

The problematic consumer acceptance is evident even in the case of pure technological
solutions as products or means to conduct trade. The implementation of new technology or a
new market is rarely straightforward, since the innovative products and ways of trade have to
be meaningfully placed in the popular cultural mindset. People understand the new thing not as
it is, but place it within the already existing cultural grid of meanings, which they address in the

attempt to understand how to do things correctly (McCracken, 1986).

The technological determinism is largely an illusion, since those are most often the successful
technologies which are studied retrospectively, and such a view does not account for many
other inventions which failed to popularize (Boyer, 2022). One particular example can be the
success of the gas engine, which was not immediately evident at the beginning of the 20th
century, when electricity and steam were considered just as viable automobile engine resources
as gasoline (mw, 2022). Since that time, a normalization of gasoline engines has progressed to
the extent that Tesla cars had to overcome a mental stigma around electric vehicles, according
to Elon Musk (Friend, 2009). Stuart Russell, a specialist on artificial intelligence (Fridman,
2018), pointed out a similar issue with the self-driving cars. According to him, the problem of
the acceptance of the self-driving technology. The self-driving cars were available since the
1990s and were doing essentially the same things on tests — driving, overtaking, and avoiding
pedestrians. It was mainly the public image of the backwardness of the computational
technology that prevented the implementation of self-driving cars until the 2010s. Russell’s

claims resonate with academic research on the topic (Nastjuk et al., 2020), which reports a
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social influence as a significant influential factor for the acceptance of the autonomous driving

technology.

The last example concerns the platform economy. Boyer (2022) speaks not of the advantage
but of the curse of the first mover in this context, using the failure of Yahoo, the first platform
business, as an example. The inventor firms of genuinely groundbreaking technologies are
rarely successful, since the implementation in its turn requires the range of complementary
innovations in neighboring sectors, which emerge only when the potential of new technology
is sufficiently recognized. Another factor is the backwardness of the mindset of Yahoo
managers, which envisioned Yahoo as only partly an Internet firm, and partly an entertainment
provider, like old-school media. Subsequently, Google was able to overtake Yahoo by fully
embracing the innovative business model and exploiting people’s higher mental preparedness

to use the Internet technology in the late 90s.

Spread of the Internet and the digital economy itself initially were still very much based on the
already formed and culturally authorized economic and social modes of interaction. The
example of the first two popular e-commerce sites, both of USA origin, is telling. eBay
marketplace introduced a form of digital auction sale, where the customer has to propose their
own price for the goods, and the item is sold to the customer who made the highest bid. This
form of trade draws on the popularity of offline auctions in the United States (so-called garage
sales), the country with the highest share of auction sales worldwide — 37% (Statista, 2025). A
second webpage — Craigslist — is an advertisement site, the concept popularized previously
through the mass media, functioning as offline platforms, such as print or TV. Both eBay and
Craigslist are online marketplaces that enable and initially prioritize the peer-to-peer trade, i.e.,
buying from non-professionals. This differs from the B2C model of e-commerce, which came

to be the standard (Wilks, 2018).

One of the arguably most successful stories of the implementation of digital technologies for
the establishment of innovative markets was the so-called sharing economy, which sparked
many research interests and debate (Hawlitschek et al., 2016; M6hlmann & Geissinger, 2018)
with regard to its nature as well as genuineness of its innovativeness (Schor et al., 2016). Peer-
to-peer online trade was not a novel phenomenon for the 2010s, as it had existed at least since
the inception of eBay (Einav et al., 2016). Moreover, sharing economy researchers (Méhlmann
& Geissinger, 2018; TED, 2012) tend to overestimate the scope of trust that the new platforms
generate in strangers, as trusting strangers was formative to humankind as a species in general

(Seabright, 2010, p. 42). Conversely, the hard theoretical distinction between B2C and C2C
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trade can be blurred even within the same platform, an example being the presence of many

professional hosts on Airbnb (Dogru et al., 2020).

The initial aim behind the establishment of the digital market can clash with the consumer
perception (or inertia) in the same way as it did with casinos or insurance. Carsharing, a practice
where a car owner proposes to rent his car to use for other peer individuals, for instance, was
proposed as a means to substitute public transport in London (Le Vine et al., 2014). However,
the idea of sharing one's own car as a personal item with strangers evokes anxiety on the part
of a casual car owner (Valor, 2020). Accordingly, the environmental responsibility, which is
considered an important value in Germany (Amelang, 2020), did not prompt Germans to join

the car-sharing market despite its presence and ecological benefits (Brenner, 2011).

Failure of several other projects that promoted alternative consumption practices online can
also be attributed to the reluctance on the part of consumers. For users of the gift exchange
system Kassi, a significant barrier to participating in the web was their incomprehension of the
social implications of gift giving to strangers. Authors of the dedicated study conclude that it is
not enough to create a functional design if the sociocultural context of peer interaction is
neglected (Suhonen et al., 2010). The goods-lending platform Ecomodo found that they have
to teach users to borrow items instead of buying them (Vaskelainen & Piscicelli, 2018) — the
platform failed, although another platform with essentially the same concept, Peerby, managed
to get profitable (Ohr, 2022). Despite the success of major players in the sharing economy, such
as Uber and Airbnb, the sharing economy sector as a whole is rather underperforming, one of
the reasons being the reluctance of customers, who are not accustomed to the sharing model

(Téauscher & Kietzmann, 2017).

People will not embrace novel consumption practices if they go counter to cultural assumptions,
in other words, if they don’t make sense for them. Customers have to associate new ways of
interaction, be it sharing economy, or other types of innovative markets, with already available
cultural schemes of economic action. Uber has been enjoying success since its value proposition
is similar to conventional taxis (Ritter & Schanz, 2019). Airbnb is similar in that regard, since
renting spaces is a common practice, especially in tourist areas. Even if it went against cultural
customs, as for example in India, it managed to be successful due to another company falling
victim to the ‘first-mover curse’ of the innovative market, yet preparing a consumer base to the
idea of peer-to-peer flat renting (Tduscher & Kietzmann, 2017). Blablacar is an electronic
extension of a historically popular practice of hitchhiking, even while it involves monetary

transactions, which is, however, aimed not to be profit-oriented but sharing expenses for gas
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(Guyader, 2018). All of these cases were based on already established cultural practices, which

in turn contributed to their success.

To ensure adoption of new online-facilitated sustainable consumption practices, they had to be
embedded in an already existing cultural scheme to be comprehensible for would-be users. On
the contrary, non-intuitive practice, which does not fall neatly into the existing scheme of
cultural exchange, produces ambiguity or uncertainty on the part of the consumer. Thus, more
radical economic initiatives face a higher chance of failure even if potential users adhere to the
underlying values, such as sustainability or collaborative management of the platform (Jaeger-

Erben et al., 2015).

A particular problem in the sociology of consumption is the transition towards the circular
economy, which involves more sustainable, yet potentially more innovative consumption
practices that will require initial effort to adopt. E-commerce platforms may serve as the vehicle
of the sustainability transition; however, in order to do so, it is not enough to offer a more
sustainable design, as follows from this section. Platforms must increase transparency and be
open about which practices they implement and which impact on the environment they have,
in order to increase consumer certainty that they indeed chose the more sustainable method of
purchase. Platforms should not regard the disruptive technologies, such as blockchain, as the
defining elements of their business model. Rather, they should focus on the incremental changes
that build on the foundation of already existing cultural recipes of practices. The cultural efforts
to legitimize the markets may be as insufficient as reliance on pure technological solutions, as
the ambiguity of the public towards the sharing economy demonstrates. Last but not least, the
changes may be successfully prompted by top-down state regulations rather than by individual
platform designs. In this regard, it would be desirable to even out the playing field and
implement the changes that benefit the smaller players. While consumers readily purchase from
the successful platforms, there is also a significant sentiment of distrust, complemented with an
affinity towards local, niche, and smaller vendors. Successful regulations should target the
sectoral changes that increase security and improve perception of the e-commerce environment.
In that regard, focusing on complementors as key infrastructural actors in the e-commerce

transactions might be the most effective course of action.

Consequences of the successful market adoption

The usage of the Callonian framework in this thesis, in particular the emphasis on the

mechanism of the market agencement, helped to demonstrate how different types of digital
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markets attract or foster different types of consumers. In some respects, a market can increase
the convenience for the consumer, granting her with more information and agency. Yet on the
other hand, the same market may appear more opaque, less convenient, and requiring more
involvement from a consumer, for example, to verify much available information and assess
many available options. The consumer’s role is customized differently for each market: while
in some, the market mechanisms remove the effort from the consumer, in the other ones, the
market arrangement leaves the open space and invites the consumer to conceive their own

projects and finalize the market conduct through individualized effort.

As a result of the acceptance and normalization of innovative markets, such as e-commerce,
these shifts in the role of the consumer get routinized and concealed over time, even if they
were noticeable initially and perhaps pose a barrier to the adoption of the market. The most
telling example is projectification, a transformation of many aspects of social life, including e-
commerce, that occurred seamlessly and mostly unnoticed, and became a new taken-for-granted
form of the organization of the social (Graan, 2022). The commerce was organized through the
projects even before the introduction of e-commerce, and it is arguably intensified in the latter
through platforms facilitating connections into networks on the basis of customizable consumer
orders. While organizations formally recognize their interorganizational relationships as
projects or project-based, represented by such models as the on-demand economy or lean
production, the e-commerce consumer does not reflect on their conduct in the market, as well
as the transaction, as a project. The data from the research shows, however, that the consumers
conduct their shopping in a responsible way, and at times exert substantial effort in order to
assure that the transaction is secure and the traded good is of high quality through performing
organizational work. It is also plausible to assume that casual consumers would rather agree on
a description of the internet transaction as a kind of project, than on platforms being successful
in limiting and controlling their conduct in the platform economy; despite that, it is the second

image which is more prevalent in the academic and public discussion than the first one.

The recent sociological reports on platform-based markets put the notion of infrastructure to
the forefront (Aspers & Darr, 2022; Chimenti et al., 2025; Pinzur & Duterme, 2025). The
infrastructural approach is important, since it captures the very bases of the materiality of
technology that underpin shifts in power dynamics in the economy and broader society. The
relevance of sociology for the interdisciplinary ‘infrastructural turn’ is to highlight that
infrastructures undergo the process of recognition and legitimation on the cultural level, which

creates the conditions of usage of the material one. The projectification of the consumer may
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be regarded as such an example of a specific ‘socio-technical’ (Callon, 2008, 2016)
infrastructural pattern, extending well beyond e-commerce. Aspers & Darr (2022) present the
narrower notion of ‘social infrastructure’, which denotes the emerging order of the market that
is not given by technology per se — or preceding power relations — but is emergent as an outcome
of interactions between buyers, sellers, and other market actors. Aspers & Darr’s (2022)
contribution in particular highlights the importance of social interaction and cultural
normalization of technology use in the innovative markets, as the imposed order of the markets
will be barren without consumer willingness to participate in the market, with regard not only
to the adequacy to consumers’ preceding mindset and values, but to the convenience that market

infrastructure offers.

One of the main concerns of the sociological approach to platform economy is: do platforms
represent a new version of capitalism, and if so, what are the implications for the organization
of society (Boyer, 2022; Dijck et al., 2018; Kenney et al., 2021; Martin, 2016)? As presented
several times in the empirical part of the thesis, the capable (and thus responsibilized) consumer
keeps asking themselves the same question, wondering about the price of the externalities of
the online trade. In order to organize the economy in a fair way, platforms must become more
transparent with regard to their usually hidden operations and their effect on the environment.
Moreover, consumers should be fully able to act upon this information presented with viable
options of choice that do not end up concentrating power in the hands of the few leader

platforms but a well-functioning baseline infrastructure of electronic markets overall.
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Conclusion

This thesis explores the experience of customers in the different e-commerce markets: French,
Czech, and Ukrainian national platform economy segments. Through the systematic application
of the Callonian sociology of markets, the thesis demonstrates how various types of online
markets redefine the consumer role within them, establish novel norms of commercial conduct,
and in turn are affected by the consumer perception and practice. Informed by the
interdisciplinary theory of platforms in addition to sociological method, the thesis explores the
effect of the organizational structure of the platform markets, known as the platform ecosystem,

on the consumer perception and modality of action in the online markets.

Taken in total, this thesis, as a collection of empirical studies, uses the Callonian framework to
show how various types of markets foster various types of consumers with specific attributes
and expectations about the market conduct. For instance, the second-hand C2C markets are
demanding for their users in terms of required consumer/relational work in order to conduct
trades with informal peers. The current iteration of C2C markets primarily fits individuals who

are ready to put an organizational effort and are not afraid of social contact.

The national segments of e-commerce markets foster specific types of consumers through the
functioning of the infrastructural elements (and their perception) that coincide with national
borders — the complementor agents providing payment and delivery services for the online
transactions. Consumers (and platforms) adapt to the infrastructure by accepting the level of
the security norms present in the country or implementing their own measures to enhance

security, or surpassing legal regulations when the level of security is low.

The thesis also presents a projectification as the distinct feature of e-commerce as opposed to
offline retail. This important but generally unnoticed change in the literature fosters a new kind
of consumer in the online markets. The capable consumer molds and customizes the transaction
according to the individual’s needs, yet is forced to accept higher responsibility due to the

personalization of the decision-making.

The findings of this dissertation hold several theoretical implications. The thesis presents and
systematizes the literature regarding the conceptualization of the e-commerce transaction as a
project. The consequences of this are not fully realized by current sociological debates on the
platform economy, which do not account for consumer empowerment in e-commerce,
concentrating instead on the increased control over the user, mainly by Big 5 platforms (Aspers

& Darr, 2022).
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The cross-cultural comparison of e-commerce practices tracked the emergence of the specific
national norms in the platform economy segments through the usage of a national pool of
complementors. This finding is significant since the studies of the mechanisms of cultural
operation in the online setting are rare (Shavitt & Barnes, 2019). The findings also challenge
the classical conception of culture as being merely expressed by market conduct, and the
negation of cultural differences in the course of globalization (Ritzer & Miles, 2019). Lastly,
the study highlights the importance of complementors for the infrastructural functioning in the

platform economy, often overlooked in current debates (Deilen & Wiesche, 2021).

The importance of framing (Callon, 1998a) for the online second-hand markets, noted in this
research, has important practical implications. The lack of framing on the online second-hand
serves as the major detractor for the potential users who might share the ideals of sustainable
consumption yet are uncomfortable with social contact. Popularizing the more sustainable C2C
markets is on the agenda of the consumption research (Calvo-Porral et al., 2024; Charnley et
al., 2022). This research gives concrete practical suggestions for providing stronger framing for

the C2C markets.

To summarize, the combination of Callon’s framework that meaningfully situates the empirical
insights into the theory, and the realistic accounts of the interdisciplinary research on platforms
helped to provide a complex picture of the platform economy in France, Czechia, and Ukraine.
This study identifies the ongoing changes in commerce and the consumer role within it, which
demonstrates the relevance of cultural factors for the success and failure of the markets of today

and those yet to be realized.

There are several limitations connected to the chosen research design, which hinder the
interpretative scope of the study. The relatively small sample of 20 respondents per country
does allow for the theoretical saturation and the exploration of the types of processes
conditioning the consumer agenda and decision-making. Such a sample, however, while
reliable for qualitative research, does not allow the generalization of the results on the overall
population, as well as to confirm the general scope of processes studied. In particular, the
broader inclusion of the older category of respondents can highlight the additional barriers to
participation in e-commerce and uncover particular elements of the digital markets that
conservative consumers are unwilling to adopt. Additionally, the absence of ethnographic
observations does not allow for cross-checking the interviewee’s reflexive accounts with the
actual consumer behavior on the market, which may contain tacit elements not necessarily

reflected or mentioned by consumers throughout the interviews.
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Future research can explore numerous trends noted in the study. The notion of consumer project
can frame the debates on the growth of the demands on the organizational work in the platform
economy, notably in regard to the externalization of the responsibility from the platforms onto
the consumers within e-commerce transactions. While renouncing the ability to enforce
accountability and consumer guarantees may be situationally beneficial from a pragmatic point
of view, the benefit may be too dependent on chance. The issues of market infrastructures
promoting or denying certain forms of consumer security can and should be reflected in the
ongoing interdisciplinary ‘infrastructural turn’. Another important venue to explore is the role
of audit institutions or third-party verifiers of platforms or products in the functioning of the

platform economy.

The research concerned with the consumer perspective may explore the consumer experiences
in the platform ecosystem setting, notably the perception of non-human actors and the
distribution of consumer agency onto them. It would be particularly interesting to track whether
the Al-driven devices are perceived as extending consumer agency (through presenting more
product options, enhancing sorting and search) or restraining it (through algorithmic bias,

manipulation of search results, or malfunction).

The platforms as entrepreneurial subjects are another promising direction for empirical
research. The consequences of the ongoing projectification of e-commerce affect the platforms
themselves, not necessarily in a positive way. Notably, the efforts of platforms to manage
failures of consumer projects and their involvement and collaboration with external
complementors can provide fruitful insights about the consumption and market dynamics in the

platform economy.

In the imminent transition towards a circular economy, the critical research direction is the
alignment of novel technological solutions with the established cultural norms of the casual
consumer. After all, it is the course of the implementation of the market innovations — such as
implementation of blockchain, Al-driven market technologies, augmented reality, digital
implements used to search, compare and order goods — that leads to either the expansion of
market into previously non-market territories, or the broader accommodation of cultural and

social concerns, and accountability for the externalities, within the market.
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Supplements

Supplement 1: List of Respondents

French sample (20 participants):
Interview 1: Vlad, 23, male, Paris, student, casual user
Interview 2: Iakov, 24, male, Paris, student & university assistant, frequent user
Interview 3: Jeanette, 22, female, Paris suburb, student, frequent user
Interview 4: Julie, 23, female, Paris, student, avoidant user
Interview 5: Alejandro, 38, male, Paris, student & librarian, casual user
Interview 6: Sonya, 35, female, Paris, professor, casual user
Interview 7: Charles, 53, male, Nord dept. 59, master of ceremonies, casual user
Interview 8: Jeanne, 64, female, Marseille, finance manager, casual user
Interview 9: Raymond, 50, male, Rhodes, photographer, frequent user
Interview 10: Jacques, 25, male, Strasbourg, entrepreneur in web development,
frequent user
Interview 11: Donald, 36, male, Paris, IT cloud architect, casual user
Interview 12: Alexandra, 22, female, Lille suburb, carrier, casual user
Interview 13: Clarisse, 19, female, Lille suburb, student, frequent user
Interview 14: Danielle, 19, female, Lyon suburb, student, casual user
Interview 15: Erwan, 20, male, Lyon suburb, student, casual user
Interview 16: Louise, 20, female, Lille, student, casual user
Interview 17: Missy, 21, female, Rennes, student, casual user
Interview 18: Raoul, 22, male, Lyon, student, casual user
Interview 19: Victor, 20, male, Lyon, student, frequent user
Interview 20: Alice, 57, female, Paris suburb, unemployed, avoidant user
Czech sample (20 participants):
Interview 1: Jindra, 29, male, Prague, student, frequent user
Interview 2: David, 21, male, Prague, student, frequent user
Interview 3: Pavel, 28, male, Prague, student, casual user
Interview 4: Ana, 20, female, Prague, student, frequent user
Interview 5: Denis, 23, male, Prague, student, casual user
Interview 6: Sarka, 23, female, Prague, market researcher, casual user

Interview 7: Patrik, 30, male, Most, student, casual user
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Interview 8: Tana, 26, female, Prague, animator, casual user

Interview 9: Klara, 22, female, Prague, student, casual user

Interview 10: Alzbéta, 21, female, CernoSice, student, frequent user

Interview 11: Marek, 36, male, Prague, entrepreneur, avoidant user

Interview 12: Mladen, 30, male, Pardubice suburb, market researcher, avoidant user

Interview 13: Adéla, 35, female, Prague, market research, casual user

Interview 14: Radim, 34, male, Pardubice suburb, data analyst, casual user

Interview 15: Markéta, 27, female, Liberec, student, casual user, insider knowledge:

experience working for the online travel agency

Interview 16: Tomas, 28, male, Brno suburb, marketing manager, casual user

Interview 17: Tereza, 22, female, Hradec Kralové, student, casual user, insider

knowledge: experience working for the e-shop

Interview 18: Eliska, 21, female, Ceské Budé¢jovice, student, casual user

Interview 19: Jana, 32, female, Prague, activist, frequent user

Interview 20: Valentyn, 28, male, Kopfivnice, factory worker, casual user
Ukrainian sample (20 participants):

Interview 1: Mark, 30, male, Kyiv, translator, frequent user

Interview 2: David, 29, male, Kyiv, carpenter, casual user

Interview 3: Nick, 29, male, Kyiv, woodworker, frequent user

Interview 4: Jude, 30, male, Kyiv, entrepreneur, casual user

Interview 5: Klara, 32, female, Kyiv, administrator, casual user

Interview 6: Dane, 30, male, Kyiv, medical doctor, casual user

Interview 7: Gregory, 31, male, Kyiv suburb, entrepreneur, frequent user

Interview 8: Monika, 19, female, Lviv, barista, casual user

Interview 9: Nastya, 18, female, Kyiv suburb, student, casual user

Interview 10: Vitalii, 34, male, Kamianske, machine operator, casual user

Interview 11: Whitney, 31, female, Kamianske, unemployed, frequent user

Interview 12: Daniel, 18, male, Sumy, student, casual user

Interview 13: Chloe, 18, female, Ternopil, student, casual user

Interview 14: Michael, 19, male, Ternopil, taxi driver, casual user, insider knowledge:

working as Uber driver

Interview 15: Nikol, 23, female, Cherkasy region, student, casual user

Interview 16: Angelica, 27, female, Kyiv, unemployed, frequent user

Interview 17: Andy, 18, male, Vinnytsia region, student, casual user
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Interview 18: Arthur, 44, Kyiv, male, technical director, frequent user, insider
knowledge: owner of several e-shops
Interview 19: Greta, 47, Kyiv, female, economist, avoidant user

Interview 20: Lana, 47, Kyiv suburb, female, school teacher, casual user
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Supplement 2: Interview Structure

DISCLAIMER:

Good afternoon. Thank you for participating in our research. We are interested, how people buy
things on the internet in general — e-shops, online marketplaces, and so on. During this
conversation, we will ask you about your experiences with online commercial platforms of the

broad range. The interview will last about 30 minutes.

FIRST QUESTION
What do you buy online, generally?

The respondent at this point will refer to one of the big e-shops like Amazon, Darty or Vinted.
.Remember ALL the webpages he or she mentions.

.Note the category, where the webpage belongs according to the table.

.With each webpage the respondent mentions, we need to ask our battery of questions for
EVERY webpage. If the respondent switches to the narratives, elaborate on the narratives as

well, as in the Narrative section.

This is the platform-driven section. Respondents should be focused on counting and describing

the platforms where they buy goods.

THE BATTERY OF QUESTIONS — BIG SHOP

Supposedly you didn’t buy this specific item before. How easy is it for you to imagine what you
buy, based on the photos and characteristics of a product?

Do you read the commentaries and evaluations on this particular webpage? How important they
are to influence your decision?

Do you distinguish between concrete sellers of the goods on a platform? In which way do you
think the platform guarantees the transaction between you and the vendor?

Which interface feature of a platform do you use?

How do you pay for the goods or services?

How they are delivered?

How do you approach the issue of the warranty? Is it important for you?

And the last thing... Why do you prefer this shop among ... [NAME THE OTHER SHOPS
FROM THE CATEGORY]
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THE BATTERY OF QUESTIONS — PEER-TO-PEER MARKETPLACE

So you basically buy the product from the ordinary person, just like you. Why wouldn’t you
buy it in a regular shop?

Do you distinguish between concrete sellers of the goods on a platform? In which way do you
think the platform guarantees the transaction between you and the vendor?

How do you approach the risk that the product is malfunctioning and there is no warranty or a

possibility to return it?

When the respondent is done, ask about the webpages from another category.

Do you ...
...use price ...buy or sell things ...buy cosmetics or ...buy PC games
comparator on online clothes online on online on...

webpages? Such as...

marketplaces? Such

specific webpages?

as... Such as...
...buy electronics online? On... ...normally buy
travel tickets online?
...ever apply for a ...rent short-term ...buy things for ...buy used things
loan online? accommodation home like furniture online?

online when you

travel?

online?

...buy tickets for
movies, concerts,
cultural events

online?

...use taxi service via

an app?

...buy music or
books online? The

electronic copy?

...order food using a

mobile app?

THE BATTERY OF QUESTIONS — PRICE COMPARATORS

On which types of products do you use the price comparator normally?
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You think the [PRICE COMPARATOR WEBPAGE] provides you a full and complete
information about the prices? What if it is skewed in favor of certain e-shops?

Do you read the commentaries and evaluations about this or that e-shop? How important they
are to influence your decision?

(NARRATIVE QUESTION) Let’s suppose that you found the e-shop with the product you
want. It is cheaper than elsewhere but you have never heard of this particular webpage. How do

you decide overall, will you buy a product or not? Can you figure out if the shop is fake?

THE BATTERY OF QUESTIONS — MOBILE APPS

Why do you use this particular app?

In which way do you think the platform guarantees the transaction between you and the vendor?
(NARRATIVE QUESTION) Was there ever a problem with a courrier / taxi driver / etc., which
made you think about stopping using the app?

THE BATTERY OF QUESTIONS — EVERYTHING ELSE
QUESTIONS SAME AS FOR BIG E-SHOPS

.This whole block should take ~15 minutes. Do not interrupt the respondents, if they are happy
to talk about the categories, they can talk as long as they want.

.At this point of time, the respondent might provide from O up to 2 narratives - personal accounts
about the particular experience of buying on some online platform. Here, we move into the
narrative section and proceed in accordance of how talkative the respondent is.

If the respondent provided 2 accounts already: proceed further to the General Questions section.
If the respondent provided from 0 to 1 narratives at this point: please thoroughly ask questions
below, we need at least 2 narratives of positive or negative experience, before we proceed to the

General Questions section.

This is the product-driven section. Respondents should aim to tell about the particular product,

and all the offline and online sources of information they used to make a decision.

So you were saying you use [ WEBPAGE] quite a lot... What is the last thing you bought there?
Please share a story, how did you come about choosing that specific product and buying it.

What influenced your decision?
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Did you start choosing a product directly on the [WEBPAGE], without consulting Google or
gathering information elsewhere?

Was it an easy decision to make or you felt it was a certain risk?

IF the respondent does not tell the detailed story, ask him the follow-up question:
Is there any notable memory about buying on a [WEBPAGE], maybe something unusual or

unexpected happened? Please tell me what exactly puzzled you in that situation.

.When the respondent is done with the webpage, ask him of the experience with the other
webpage he mentioned previously, preferably from another category.

.When we have at least 2 narratives, start asking the respondent the General Questions.

GENERAL QUESTIONS
[ASK IF NOT ALREADY] Let’s suppose that you found the e-shop with the product you want.
It is cheaper than elsewhere but you never heard of this particular webpage. How do you decide
overall, will you buy a product or not? Can you figure out if the shop is fake?
[QUESTION UNIQUE FOR UKRAINE] How did the war affect the online commerce as a
whole?
Do you think it is safe to pay by card online? Do you save your card data on the webpages?
Why do you think platforms require your name, address, phone number? How do you think
those data are used and by whom? How do you feel about the privacy of your personal data
which you are basically forced to share with the e-shops?
Did you ever write the commentary or the evaluation on the product after you bought it?
You think that most of the commentaries on a [PLATFORM] are written by real people just
like you?
You think that the evaluation system - the stars and ratings - on the platforms correctly
represents the product as it really is? Or not? Are you guided by the ratings as a consumer, how
reliable they are?
Have you ever sold anything online? On which platform? Describe the transaction. Were there
any risks connected to the selling situation? If so, how did you approach them?
You think that platforms are ahead of normal shops in terms of being ecologically responsible?
You think that platforms are ahead of normal shops in terms of presenting the broader variety

of goods? Are there some things you can purchase exclusively online?
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Is it important for you to buy specifically from French e-shops?
What is the most negative experience you had with purchasing goods online? Which lesson did

you take from that mistake, if any?

If it's past 30 minutes, we’re done. Congrats! Thank the respondent and ask the quoting

questions. Don’t forget to ask if he or she has a friend who can also complete the survey.

FINAL
Thank you for participating in our research. At the end, we would like to ask you to state how

old are you, what is the city where you live, and your current occupation.
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