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"Forget safety. Live where you fear to live. Destroy your reputation. Be notorious."  

                                                                                                                       — Rumi  

We live in a world that is based on trust. It may not be noticeable, but it is evident in 

every little action that we do. Employees trust that their employers will compensate them 

with the salaries that were agreed upon. People can shop online using their credit cards as 

they trust the seller to deliver the purchased goods. Banks offer loans because they trust that 

their money will be repaid. The problem that people face is asymmetric information: one 

cannot ascertain the reliability of their partners, and thus seek signals and cues that may 

indicate their trustworthiness. For example, a business should be concerned about its brand 

loyalty, so it should aim at maintaining that loyalty though delivering a good experience to its 

customers. In other cases, the source of this trust may be based on laws and contracts that are 

set by central and official institutions to reduce the incentives for betrayal, but if those 

institutions were to fail to enforce those laws, distrust would grow between consumers and 

businesses, and the economy would be negatively affected. Could there be a more reliable 

and accurate institution to put a foundation for trust? 

The 2008 financial crisis accelerated the growth of the sharing economy as resources 

became scarcer and people sought to utilize the available resources to the greatest extent. 

Multiple sharing platforms grew in popularity during the financial crisis such as Airbnb, 

which allows people to rent their own homes, and TaskRabbit, a platform where people offer 

their personal service (Selloni, 2017). Although more than a decade has passed since the 

crisis, the sharing economy is still growing. This is because it is driven by more factors than 

scarcity of resources; technology’s rapid growth and widespread use, environmental concerns 

and sustainability, and a desire to reconnect with the community and “give back” to it are 

some of the additional drivers of the sharing economy’s continuous growth (Latitude, 2010). 

More importantly, however, is the gamified design of those platforms through granting titles 

and badges to participants on those platforms that receive excellent ratings from their 

customers (Liang, Schuckert, Law, & Chen, 2017). This has enabled people to not only trust 

the seller not to betray them, but they can also ensure the quality of the good or service they 

are paying for based on the collective opinions of individuals who used the service.  

Egypt’s sharing economy has been growing as inflation rises due to the devaluation of 

its currency and the reduction in subsidies. Over the past few years, we have witnessed the 

growth of sharing platforms in Egypt in various fields, most prominently in the transportation 

industry, as well as in the fields of food, education, and services. In fact, the prices of 
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Egyptian Metro tickets recently increased such that, instead of the standard 2-pound ticket 

that allows passengers to pass by all stations, there are now three different tickets of different 

prices that depend on the number of stations the passenger needs to pass by before their 

destination. Shortly after those reforms, an application was released that serves as a platform 

that allows individuals to gain access to stations beyond the ones they originally paid for by 

buying the tickets of others who purchased tickets with access to a larger number of stations 

but did not use them all (Young People Devise Application to Face Rise of Metro Ticket 

Prices, 2018; MogiLogitech, 2018). Naturally, with the rise of the sharing economy, the 

reliance on reputation as a foundation for trust has grown, even extending to traditional 

Business-to-Consumer firms as people formed groups on the social media, such as “Don’t 

Shop Here” and “The Power of Social Media Group” on Facebook, to share their negative 

experiences with such firms when laws cannot intervene, such as in the cases of bad customer 

service or bad quality of the products. Additionally, there are start-ups in Egypt that started to 

emerge with the main purpose of providing consumers with the reputation of service 

providers. For example, Vezeeta is an application that serves as a platform to review and 

check the reputation of doctors before booking an appointment with them. Otlob and 

ElMenus are comparable to Vezeeta except that they show the reputation of food outlets. 

These online reviews are widely used to judge the good or service that the consumers will be 

paying for and are the most important factor in the decision-making process of any 

transaction (Aral, 2013). This is because those rating systems are “peer-to-peer, informal, 

decentralized, community-driven, and non-commercial” (Slee, 2018). However, is the 

opinion of the crowd a reliable enough source of information? People are not perfectly 

rational as they can easily be influenced by external factors and biases. For example, when a 

person rents a room from a highly rated account on Airbnb, they already expect that they will 

receive a great service. Accordingly, their review is more likely to be better compared to if 

they did not see any reviews prior to using the room, and vice versa (Askalidis, Kim & 

Malthouse, 2017; Aral, 2013). This effect is known as the “anchoring effect”. Additionally, 

on some online platforms where submitting a review is not obligatory, consumers are more 

likely to write a review when they have an extremely positive or negative experience, thus 

there is an under-reporting bias as those with relatively normal experiences are not calculated 

in the average rating (Li & Hitt, 2008). Additionally, people are susceptible to discriminating 

behaviours. Studies in the US show that platforms such as Uber and Airbnb display 

significant discriminatory patterns towards African Americans. Guests seeking rent on 

Airbnb and people seeking rides on Uber are more likely to be rejected if they have African 



names (Edelman, Luca & Svirsky, 2017; Ge, Knittel, MacKenzie & Zoepf, 2016). So, it is 

clear that reviews, reputation, and trust in a sharing economy are not perfectly accurate and 

thus, cannot be perfectly reliable. However, given that the sharing economy is growing quite 

rapidly, and knowing that our society is becoming more connected and reliant on the internet 

as technology progresses, it is fair to say that our society has become more reliant on 

evaluation systems that are highly influenced by human errors. 

Scholars argue that the world is heading towards a “reputation economy” as a massive 

number of reviews on people leading the sharing economy are collected over the years 

(Mikołajewska-Zając, 2017). This reputation economy is built on the ability of people to 

create more wealth as their reputation enhances, thus creating, in some sense, an oligopoly 

within the sharing economy as new entrants to the platform are crowded out by the people 

with well-established reputations (Ma et al, 2017). If an Uber driver receives bad reviews, 

consumers will avoid them, and so they will not be able to easily enhance their online 

reputation as a driver. Thus, that driver may consider becoming a driver for Uber’s 

competitor Careem for a fresh start. Now, imagine if there were a platform that allowed 

consumers to view the combined reviews of every driver that uses both Uber and Careem, 

this driver would then be stuck with a bad reputation that is very hard to ameliorate. As 

society becomes more connected to and reliant on the internet, the “reputation capital” 

accumulated through the internet becomes public, more detailed, and irreversible. Recently, 

the US government proposed to collect information from the social media accounts of US 

visa applicants (US Department of State, 2018). Several restaurants in Egypt ask for the 

Facebook accounts of people who wish to reserve a table to check that their social class meets 

the restaurant’s standards. Alarmingly, to maximize their personal interest, people are 

interested in platforms that compile all available information and reviews about people and 

firms from multiple sources. Take Trivago as an example: it is a website that shows not only 

all reviews, but also all available prices, for each room in each hotel across all hotel booking 

platforms. If a similar platform was created for Uber and all its competitors, the previously 

mentioned driver would never be able to have a “fresh start” and build a better reputation as 

his older reputation in uber will be always traceable. The reputation economy is most 

prominent in China, where a social credit system was launched in 2014 and is scheduled to be 

fully implemented by 2020. It serves as a rating system for all individuals in four main areas: 

“sincerity in government affairs, commercial sincerity, social sincerity, and judicial 

credibility construction” (Chinese State Council, 2014). This is done by collecting data about 

each individual from their behaviour such as purchasing patterns, interactions with 



government, and the quality of their social connections. This system was put to penalize low-

scoring individuals in order to correct their behaviour.  Thus, rights to traveling, enrolling 

children in private schools, holding managerial positions in the government, and internet 

speeds depend on the score of the person (Ma, 2018). 

 A system that is as detailed and detrimental to one’s life as the one used in China is 

quite hard to implement because it would require the government’s support. However, the 

reputations of people and businesses are becoming more sophisticated and detailed, and the 

fact that they are mostly internet-based makes them, in a sense, irreversible. These systems 

were first established and successfully able to strengthen trust between people who never 

met. However, given their crowd-based nature, they are susceptible to human error and thus 

directly affect the reputation of the person or business. Therefore, those human errors can 

result in inflated -or deflated- reputations that do not accurately represent their true nature, 

and, consequently, may result in the irreversible marginalization of people who were not 

successful in gaining reputation capital. We can see that this online reputation is a double-

edged sword that has numerous benefits and drawbacks, but people should be wary of the 

extent to which online reputations can affect the lives of people.  
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