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Freedom From Ownership: An Exploration of Access-Based Consumption 
 

ABSTRACT 
 
Consumers are increasingly attracted to the idea of accessing products instead of owning them. This 

shift is important to businesses as they pursue the growing market of consumers engaging in 

alternative forms of consumption. Access-based business models align consumer self-interest with 

responsible consumption behaviors, enabling consumers, businesses and society to benefit through 

this unique form of exchange. A multi-method approach examines the perceived motivations that 

impact consumers’ willingness to access products through socially networked short-term rentals. The 

results suggest that multiple factors drive consumer attitudes. A cluster analysis reveals four distinct 

groups of consumers with varying dispositions towards access- based consumption: Fickle Floaters, 

Premium Keepers, Conscious Materialists and Change Seekers. This research provides an actionable 

segmentation framework for business practice. 

 
 
Key Words: Access-Based Consumption; Cluster Analysis; Mixed Methods; Segmentation 
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1. Introduction 
 

Ownership, or rather the lack thereof, is one of the pivotal changes occurring in today’s 

business environment. A growing number of consumers are engaging in alternatives to 

ownership, often referred to as access-based consumption, where consumers gain access to the 

products they seek, but no transfer of ownership takes place (Bardhi & Eckhardt, 2012). In this 

type of exchange, consumers pay for the experience of temporarily using the products through 

rental and/or membership fees. Car and bike sharing services (e.g., ZipCar, B-Cycle), luxury 

product rentals (e.g., Rent the Runway, The Mr. Collection) and intangibles, like skills (e.g., 

TaskRabbit) or available space (e.g., AirBnB), are just a few examples of this growing form of 

socially networked short-term access. A recent PwC study estimates access-based consumption 

revenues rising from $15 billion globally in 2014 to over $300 billion by 2025 (Zhuo, 2015). 

This research explores consumer motivations for accessing products and equips firms seeking to 

tap into this growing marketplace with an actionable framework for effective market 

segmentation. 

Access-based consumption is available across many categories, including but not limited 

to clothing, tools, cars, handbags, golf clubs, bicycles and accommodations. Academic research 

is only beginning to investigate this form of marketplace exchange, despite increased recognition 

of the access-based consumption phenomenon (Bardhi & Eckhardt, 2012; Belk, 2014; 

Lamberton & Rose, 2012; Moeller & Wittkowski, 2010; Ozanne & Ballantine, 2010; Schaefers, 

Lawson, & Kukar-Kinney, 2015). As consumers shift away from traditional forms of ownership, 

forward-looking firms that regard changing technologies and environmental trends as 

opportunities rather than threats can benefit by being on the forefront of delivering disruptive 

technologies (Belk, 2014). In order to do so, it is important for firms to understand what 

motivates consumers to participate in access-based consumption. 
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2. Defining the Scope of Access-based Consumption 
 

Access-based consumption is defined as “market-mediated transactions that provide 

customers with temporarily limited access to goods in return for an access fee, while the legal 

ownership remains with the service provider” (Schaefers, et al., 2015, p. 3). Access-based 

business models differ from traditional renting in that these market-mediated exchanges take 

place among consumers using intermediary firms leveraging the use of networked technologies 

on a scale never before possible (Botsman & Rogers, 2010). For example, Zipcar, a car sharing 

service that allows consumers to rent vehicles by the hour, uses smart phone technology to allow 

users to book and access the vehicles on location. Moreover, these access-based business models 

rely on consumers to be active participants in the service provision. Access-based firms can be 

environmentally advantageous because a product that would have previously been owned by an 

individual and used infrequently is instead shared among multiple consumers maximizing usage 

(Botsman & Rogers, 2010). 

Access-based business models are of particular interest to firms as these economic 

exchanges rely on market-mediation and are underscored by profit motives (Bardhi & Eckhardt, 

2012). Understanding consumer motivations to engage in access-based consumption is critical to 

providing a successful business platform, yet the motivating factors for adoption of these 

business models are not well known. We undertake this research problem with a mixed method 

approach. Next, consumer motivations to engage in access-based consumption are explored with 

a qualitative study, followed by a larger-scale quantitative study that enables the creation of a 

segmentation framework that firms can put into practice. 
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3. Study 1: Exploration of Perceived Consumer Motivations 
 
3.1 Sample and Data Collection 

 
This study utilizes an open-ended survey where participants were asked to recall 

instances where they may have engaged in access-based consumption. The survey was sent to 

400 U.S.-based consumers that participated in a large public university panel; the data collection 

resulted in a sample of 72 individuals (18% response rate). The panel was open to any person 

over the age of 18, and is quite representative of an average consumer, as evidenced by the 

demographic information of the sample (see Table 1). The goal was to gather information from a 

diverse set of individuals that may, or may not, engage in various access-based consumption 

activities. This type of qualitative analysis is used to uncover emergent patterns or themes by 

categorizing incidents or stories (Reynolds, Folse, & Jones, 2006; Spiggle, 1994). Rather than 

being generalizable, this analysis technique allows us to provide insight into the nature of a 

phenomenon and is integrated with the theory utilized in the next study (Meuter, Ostrom, 

Roundtree, & Bitner, 2000; Spiggle, 1994). 

This open-ended exploration started by defining and describing access-based 

consumption. Participants were then asked to recall instances they had engaged in access-based 

consumption and list items that they recently rented, borrowed, or shared with others. 

Specifically, participants were asked to list six items, or instances, when they accessed products 

and to describe the item or example. Then, participants were asked to explain their rationale for 

engaging in these behaviors and to further elaborate on what they perceived as the benefits, or 

negative aspects, of it. 
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Table 1 
Participant Demographics 

 
Demographics Study 1 Study 2 

 
Age Range 

  

18 – 35 48.6% 59.8% 
36 – 54 41.7% 28.5% 
55+ 9.7% 11.7% 
Mean Age 35.7 36.5 

 
Sex 

  

Male 50.0% 58.9 % 
Female 50.0% 41.1 % 

 
Education 

  

High School Diploma 22.2% 8.4% 
Some College 37.5% 32.2% 

Bachelor’s Degree 34.7% 47.7% 
Graduate Degree 11.8% 11.7 % 

 
Income* 

  

< $25,000 20.7 %  
$25,001 to $75,000 10.7 %  

$75,001 to $125,000 22.4 %  
> $150,000 17.3 %  

   
*See Table 5 for a detailed breakdown of Income for Study 2 

 

3.2 Results 

The qualitative responses from the open-ended survey provide valuable insights into 

participants’ perceived motivations to engage in access-based consumption. Two graduate 

assistants familiar with the research and trained in categorization techniques acted as 

independent coders to categorize the responses. In numerous instances, more than one reason 

was provided as to why the participant chose to engage in the behavior. Participants reporting 

more than one reason were grouped into multiple categories yielding 149 responses. Coding 

discrepancies were discussed between the coders; when a resolution was not reached the 

response was counted against the reliability assessment (Kassarjian, 1977). An additional 
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researcher was brought in to discuss the response with the coders to determine the category if an 

agreement could not be reached. Inter-coder reliability was nearly 97 percent. The categorization 

of responses resulted in seven motivational categories. Five themes emerged as key factors 

influencing participants to engage in access-based consumption while two themes provided 

insight into why they may avoid engaging in this form of consumption. 

The results of the qualitative study reveal several motivational factors that impact 

consumers when deliberating on whether to engage in access-based consumption. In particular, 

the economic benefits associated with short-term access were the most prevalent perceived 

positive motivation, as noted by a participant stating that “Renting certain items that are rarely 

used is a cost effective alternative to buying or owning. Tools are a great example.” While saving 

money seems an intuitive motivation for access-based consumption, other motivations were also 

revealed: “It is a mutually beneficial situation. People who need an item can obtain it temporarily 

while owners, in the case of renting, can profit in some way off of unused items. Sharing and 

borrowing can benefit the environment and can help friends or family without cost.” The positive 

environmental impact of product rentals is an important factor noted by many participants. Items 

being reused by multiple people or purposes is a positive environmental function, however other 

benefits were brought to light that one may not consider: “Renting, borrowing and sharing can 

reduce the amount of packaging that is wasted on new products.” 

Additionally, the ability to take a product on a “test run” without the responsibility of 

ownership was an important motivation noted by participants. One response noted that “Renting 

and borrowing is good because if you rent a product you do not like, you can always return it and 

the only thing you lose is the rental fee. Renting is also good if you want to try something out 

before you commit to buying it.” It was noted by participants that given the abundance of 

product options in the marketplace, they like the ability to try things before they commit. The 

ability to experience something outside of the norm, or above what one would normally be able 
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to experience, was another commonly noted reason. Given the prevalence and influence of 

variety seeking on consumption (Ratner, Kahn, & Kahneman, 1999; Simonson, 1990), it was not 

surprising to have participants note they like “having a lot of new things to you and not having 

things get old.” Responses often indicated the desire to seek status, as illustrated by “you can 

pretend to be someone you aren't for a day and do something that you may not otherwise get to 

do,” which is made possible through access rather than ownership. 

Moreover, some participants stated factors that may impede ones involvement in access- 

based consumption. In some cases, respondents noted a preference for owning the item, rather 

than accessing it, indicating themes of possessiveness and materialism as deterrents. For 

instance, one participant noted: “They aren't yours, you can't keep them, there is a deadline on 

when to give them back, and it still costs money either way,” while another responded that “The 

product is not yours and is essentially used. They could come with imperfections such as 

markings and missing features that a new product wouldn’t come with.” Furthermore, a few 

participants noted their low materialism as a reason for not accessing products: “I wouldn't be 

interested in this - I don’t feel the need to rent materialistic items to impress others.” This is 

contrary to existing research that suggests that those with low materialism would be more 

inclined to share resources and thus be more interested in access-based consumption (Belk, 

1985, 2007; Kleine & Baker, 2004). To better understand the motivations that influence 

participation in access-based services and the positive outcomes that result, a second study was 

developed to build upon these findings. 
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4. Study 2: Perceived Motivational Factors for Access-based Consumption 
 

In order to better understand the results of study one, and the themes that emerged, a 

quantitative study was conducted utilizing a different sample of respondents. This study 

examines the various motivational factors that emerged in the first study with the goal to provide 

an actionable framework for business practice. A cluster analysis was conducted to classify 

respondents’ motivations surrounding access-based consumption (Hampson & McGoldrick, 

2013). Constructs examining economic consciousness, environmental consciousness, status 

consumption, possessiveness, and materialism were deemed appropriate given the findings from 

the qualitative study and previous research (Durgee & O’Connor, 1995; Moeller & Wittkowski, 

2010; Barhdi & Eckhardt, 2012; Belk, 2007). In addition, choice confusion, variety seeking, and 

loyalty are examined as they relate to the findings of flexibility and product trial uncovered in the 

first study. 

4.1 Motivations Impacting Access Based Consumption 
 

Both the findings from the first study and existing literature suggest that the 

constructs of economic consciousness, environmental consciousness and status consumption 

will motivate consumers to engage in access-based consumption. Economic consciousness 

is defined as “a consumer lifestyle trait characterized by the degree to which consumers are 

both restrained in acquiring and in resourcefully using economic goods and services to 

achieve longer-term goals” (Lastovicka, Bettencourt, Hughner, & Kuntze, 1999). In 

addition, access-based services offer consumers the opportunity to support practices 

perceived as environmentally friendly (e.g., by sharing one vehicle among many consumers 

using Zipcar). Research suggests that environmentally conscious consumers are more likely 

to participate in environmentally friendly behaviors (Gleim & Lawson, 2014; Hartmann & 

Apaolaza-Ibáñez, 2012). Furthermore, status consumption is defined as, “the motivational 

process by which individuals strive to improve their social standing through the 
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conspicuous consumption of consumer products that confer and symbolize status for both 

the individual and surrounding significant others” (Eastman, Goldsmith, & Flynn, 1999, p. 

42). 

Further, we propose that the constructs of choice confusion, variety seeking, and loyalty 

capture the traits of consumers seeking flexibility and product trial, two key motivating factors 

identified in the first study. First, the ability to try a product before purchase can be an important 

consideration for consumers, in particular when product options are abundant. Choice confusion 

is characterized as a lack of certainty related to making choices based on a large number of 

options (Shim & Gehrt, 1996). When consumers desire choice options, yet feel overwhelmed by 

the number of choices available, they may choose to postpone purchase, abandon the purchase 

or seek additional information (Schwartz, 2004; Matzler, Waiguny, & Fuller, 2007). Access-

based consumption serves as a form of information search by allowing consumers to try a 

product before making the commitment of ownership, likely reducing the perceived risk of 

purchase (Locander & Hermann, 1979). Accordingly, consumers are likely to prefer to try a 

product when they have choice confusion as it reduces their risk, thus leading to positive 

perceptions of access- based consumption. 

Second, variety seeking is characterized by the degree to which a person expresses a 

desire to try new and different things (Donthu & Gilliland, 1996). Consumers seek novelty, fun, 

and change through variety seeking behavior (Kahn, 1995). Access-based consumption allows 

individuals to experience the newest trends and products without the burdens of ownership or 

commitment to a specific style or brand (e.g., Rent the Runway, Borrowed Bling, and Bag, 

Borrow or Steal). However, product or brand loyalty could deter consumers from participating 

in access-based consumption given that consumers tend to consistently choose products they 

have had good experiences with in the past (Bendapudi & Berry, 1997). Consumers who exhibit 

loyalty to a specific product or brand would be less likely to access products since they do not 
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actively seek change. Accessing products may be a way for consumers to determine the 

products that they like, thus providing an alternate route to product loyalty. 

Lastly, the responses to our open exploration of consumer motivations revealed two 

additional deterrents, suggesting that the constructs of possessiveness and materialism may 

negatively affect attitudes towards access-based consumption. Possessiveness is defined as a 

general attachment to possessions, while materialism is the importance a person attaches to 

those possessions (Belk, 1985). Possessiveness and materialism are related, as materialists 

believe that possessions are the key source of success and happiness in life (Felix & Garza, 

2012). 

Accordingly, we propose that consumers who are highly attached to their possessions and rely on 

material objects as a source of happiness would not be as inclined to participate in access-based 

consumption given the importance they place on possessions. 

4.2 Sample and Data Collection 

Data was collected from self-report questionnaires completed by 220 adults using 

Amazon.com’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) online subject pool, which has been shown to be 

appropriate in terms of population characteristics and data quality (Berinsky, Huber, & Lenz, 

2012; Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011). The goal was to collect data from a diverse set of 

respondents and was open to any adult with an MTurk account residing in the U.S. Potential 

respondents were shown a brief description of the survey: ‘This study looks at accessing 

products or services through renting, borrowing, sharing, swapping, or lending. For example, this 

could be using UBER for transportation, AirBnB for lodging, etc.,’ followed by more detailed 

information in the instructions. Respondents were paid a nominal fee for completing the survey. 

Demographic information for the sample can be found in Table 1. 

4.3 Procedures and Data Analysis 
 

Preliminary data analysis resulted in a reduced sample. In total, six questionnaires were 
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removed from the study. Questionnaires were eliminated from the study for leaving questions 

blank or for failing to properly answer a quality check question. Several steps were also taken to 

ensure that common method bias had minimal effects on the findings. A pretest was conducted 

using a sample of undergraduate business students to ensure scale items were clear and not 

ambiguous (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). In addition, respondents were 

assured of their anonymity, while the independent and dependent variables were spatially 

separated (Podsakoff, et al., 2003; Lindell & Whitney, 2001). The online survey questions for 

each construct appeared in random order for each respondent in an effort to eliminate order 

effects. 

4.4 Measures 

All scales used in the study were adapted from existing literature and modified to fit the 

current research. The online survey instrument included measures to assess the following 

constructs: (1) economic consciousness (Lastovicka, et al., 1999), (2) environmental 

consciousness (Weigel & Weigel, 1978), (3) status consumption (Eastman, et al., 1999), (4) 

choice confusion (Shim & Gehrt, 1996), (5) variety seeking (Donthu & Gilliland, 1996), (6) 

loyalty (Jacoby & Kyner, 1973), (7) possessiveness (Belk, 1985), (8) materialism (Richins & 

Dawson, 1992), (9) attitude toward access-based consumption (Richins, 1997) and (10) 

behavioral intentions toward access-based consumption (Teo, 2002). 

4.5 Measurement Model 
 

The psychometric properties of the items were evaluated through a comprehensive 

confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). All items were simultaneously tested in one model and were 

restricted to load on their assigned factors. The results of the confirmatory factor analysis are 

identified in Table 3. Due to the sensitivity of chi-square to sample size, the model fit was 

evaluated using the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), the comparative fit 

index (CFI), and the Tucker-Lewis index (TLI). These fit indices were identified based on their 
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relative stability and insensitivity to sample size (Hu & Bentler, 1999; Gerbing & Anderson, 

1992). 
 

The measurement model fit the data well (χ2 = 719.66, df = 389, RMSEA = .06, CFI = 
 

.93, TLI = .92). Reliability was measured via the composite reliability (Fornell & Larcker, 1981) 

with results indicating that the constructs were reliable as each approached or exceeded the 

recommended rule of thumb of 0.70 (Nunnally, 1978). All scales were reliable with construct 

reliability estimates ranging from .68 to .94. Convergent validity was evaluated through an 

examination of the average variances extracted (see Table 2). All of the average variances 

extracted were greater than .50, indicating convergent validity (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). 

Discriminant validity was tested in accordance with Fornell and Larcker’s (1981) criteria, 

whereby the average variance extracted for the construct was compared with the shared variance 

between the construct and other variables in the model. The results indicate discriminant validity 

for all of the squared correlations, as evidenced by the average variance extracted by each of the 

scales being greater than the shared variance between the constructs. Given the positive results 

from the measurement model, a cluster analysis was conducted per Punj and Stewart (1983). As 

this research is exploratory in nature and seeks to better understand the motivations surrounding 

access-based consumption, a cluster analysis was deemed the appropriate method of analysis 

(e.g., Gleim, Smith, Andrews, & Cronin, 2013). 
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Table 2 
Measurement Model Results 

Construct CR (1) 
Econ 

(2) 
Environ 

(3) 
Status 

(4) 
Choice 

(5) 
Variety 

(6) 
Loyal 

(7) 
Possess 

(8) 
Material 

(9) 
Attitude 

(10) 
PI 

(1) Econ Cons 0.85 0.65 0.04 0.06 0.07 0.00 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.01 

(2) Environ Con 0.68 0.21 0.52 0.00 0.04 0.09 0.01 0.04 0.02 0.07 0.01 

(3) Status Cons 0.94 -0.24 -0.03 0.80 0.26 0.28 0.14 0.04 0.11 0.11 0.01 

(4) Choice Conf 0.88 -0.27 0.00 0.07 0.70 0.01 0.02 0.03 0.03 0.05 0.00 

(5) Variety Seek 0.91 0.00 0.30 0.08 0.08 0.76 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.09 0.10 

(6) Loyalty 0.87 -0.10 0.10 0.37 0.15 0.07 0.63 0.17 0.13 0.02 0.00 

(7) Possessive 0.69 0.10 0.21 0.19 0.16 -0.01 0.03 0.53 0.18 0.02 0.01 

(8) Materialism 0.92 -0.06 -0.14 0.33 0.16 0.06 0.02 0.42 0.74 0.00 0.00 

(9) Attitude 0.91 -0.03 0.26 0.33 0.23 0.31 0.14 0.13 0.00 0.76 0.44 

(10) Purchase Int 0.93 0.07 0.10 0.11 0.00 0.31 -0.02 -0.12 -0.02 0.67 0.83 

Note: χ2 = 719.66, df = 389, RMSEA = .06, CFI = .93, TLI = .92 Correlations are shown below the diagonal; 
shared variances are depicted above the diagonal; the AVE is depicted in boldface on the diagonal. 

 
4.6 Results 

A two-step cluster analysis procedure was conducted in order to categorize sample 

respondents based on responses to the clustering variables (Punj & Stewart, 1983). Respondents 

were assigned a label based on their attitude and purchase intentions toward access-based 

consumption. The respondents were segmented on the complete set of variables and labeled 

according to the dependent variables’ values. The initial step in the clustering procedure was to 

analyze the data (214 observations) via a hierarchical cluster analysis using multiple clustering 

algorithms (e.g., centroid, Ward’s method) and Squared Euclidean distance to effectively 

determine the number of clusters. An examination of relevant statistics (e.g., R-square, 

agglomeration coefficients) and the dendrogram were utilized to determine the number of 

clusters (Sharma, 1996). The second step utilized a non-hierarchical technique (i.e., k-means) 

using the initial seed points generated from utilizing the results obtained via Ward’s method to 

create an improved solution (Punj & Stewart, 1983). 
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The cluster analysis identified a four-cluster solution as the most interpretable in terms of 

practical relevance. The four groups were segmented based their attitudes toward access-based 

consumption and labeled “Fickle Floaters,” “Premium Keepers,” “Conscious Materialists” and 

“Change Seekers.” In addition, follow-up analyses (e.g., MANOVA and chi-square tests) were 

conducted to assess differences between the clusters. The Tukey pairwise comparisons indicated 

significant differences in centroid means across the independent variables, as suggested by the 

differences between segments as identified in Table 3. The differences between segments on the 

outcome measures of attitude and purchase intentions are identified in Table 4. In addition, 

demographic information (see Table 5), the types of products accessed (i.e., public, private, 

hedonic, utilitarian), and the rental ratios (average of the rental price of an item for a specified 

rental period divided by the purchase price) of the products are examined as well (see Table 6). 

The rental ratios were determined through a systematic procedure. Online searches were 

conducted based on the information provided by the respondents. If information for a product 

accessed at a specific site was provided, then that specific website was used to determine the 

rental price and a Google search was done to determine the purchase price for the same item. If 

no specific website was given, a Google search was conducted to find the access-based business 

and purchase price. If the product information provided for an item was too vague it was not 

included. The rental price and purchase price for nearly 100 items were found, or approximately 

25 items per cluster. 
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Table 3 
Consumer Characteristics by Cluster 

 “Fickle 
Floaters” 

"Premium 
Keepers" 

“Conscious 
Materialists” 

"Change 
Seekers" 

 

 
 

Clustering 

 
Cluster 1 
(n = 45) 

 
Cluster 2 
(n = 71) 

 
Cluster 3 
(n = 52) 

 
Cluster 4 
(n = 46) 

F = Value 
(p = 

probability) 
 
 

Econ. Cons. 
Cluster Mean 

 
 

6.22 (3) 

 
 

5.77 (1, 2) 

 
 

6.24 (3) 

 
 

6.16 (-) 

 
 

3.7 
Rank 1 1 1 1 (p < .05) 

 
 

Environ. Cons 
Cluster Mean 

 
 

4.23 (2, 3, 4) 

 
 

5.06 (1) 

 
 

5.15 (1) 

 
 

5.09 (1) 

 
 

4.16 
Rank 2 3 3 3 (p < .05) 

 
 

Status Cons. 
Cluster Mean 

 
 

1.7 (3) 

 
 

4.19 (1, 2, 4) 

 
 

2 (3) 

 
 

2.22 (3) 

 
 

73.36 
Rank 8 7 8 7 (p < .001) 

 
 

Choice Conf. 
Cluster Mean 

 
 

2.81 (3) 

 
 

4.01 (1, 2, 4) 

 
 

3.31 (3) 

 
 

2.99 (2) 

 
 

8.27 
Rank 6 8 6 5 (p < .001) 

 
 

Variety Seek. 
Cluster Mean 

 
 

4.07 (2, 3, 4) 

 
 

5.36 (1) 

 
 

5.08 (1) 

 
 

5.54 (1) 

 
 

15.37 
Rank 3 2 4 2 (p < .001) 

 
 

Loyalty 
Cluster Mean 

 
 

2.69 (3) 

 
 

4.45 (1, 2, 4) 

 
 

2.25 (3, 4) 

 
 

3.14 (2, 3) 

 
 

34.29 
Rank 7 5 7 4 (p < .001) 

 
 

Possessiveness 
Cluster Mean 

 
 

3.69 (4) 

 
 

4.2 (4) 

 
 

4.41 (4) 

 
 

2.71 (1, 2, 3) 

 
 

14.42 
Rank 5 6 5 6 (p < .001) 

 
 

Materialism 
Cluster Mean 

 
 

3.74 (2, 3) 

 
 

5.03 (1, 3, 4) 

 
 

5.29 (1, 3, 4) 

 
 

2.47 (2, 3) 

 
 

55.58 

Rank 4 4 2 7 (p < .001) 
Note: The numbers in parentheses show the group number(s) from which this group was significantly different at 
the 0.05 level of significance based on the Tukey pairwise comparison tests. The rank indicates the rank order of 
the variable within the cluster group. 



 

17 
 

 

Table 4 
Outcome Measure Results by Cluster 

 
“Fickle 

Floaters” 
“Conscious 

Materialists” 
"Premium 
Keepers" 

"Change 
Seekers" 

F = Value 
(p = 
probability) 

  
Cluster 1 

 
Cluster 2 

 
Cluster 3 

 
Cluster 4 

 

Outcome Measure (n = 45) (n = 52) (n = 71) (n = 46) 
 

 
 

Attitude 
Cluster Mean 

 
 

2.73 (2,3,4) 

 
 

4.58 (1,4) 

 
 

4.94 (1) 

 
 

5.23(1,2) 

 
 

50.2 
(p < .001) 

 
 

Purchase Intention 
Cluster Mean 

 
 

2.27 (2,3,4) 

 
 

4.65 (1,4) 

 
 

4.38 (1,4) 

 
 

5.34 (1,2,3) 

 
 

54.79 
(p < .001) 

Note: The numbers in parentheses show the group number(s) from which this group was significantly different at 
the 0.05 level of significance based on the Tukey pairwise comparison tests. 
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Table 5 
Demographic Information by Cluster 

 
 “Fickle 

Floaters” 
"Premium 
Keepers" 

“Conscious 
Materialists” 

"Change 
Seekers" 

Demographics (1) (2) (3) (4) 
 
Mean Age 

 
40 

 
33.9 

 
37.5 

 
35.8 

 
Sex (%) 

    

Male 57.8 66.2 51.9 56.5 
Female 42.2 33.8 48.1 43.5 

 
Ethnicity (%) 

    

African American 6.7 8.5 5.8 8.7 
Asian 4.4 19.7 5.8 6.5 

Caucasian 86.7 66.2 80.8 76.1 
Hispanic 0 5.6 3.8 6.5 

Other 2.2 0 3.8 2.2 
 
Education (%) 

 
M=2.67 

 
M=2.68 

 
M=2.48 

 
M=2.74 

High School Diploma 8.9 7 11.5 6.5 
Some College 31.1 25.4 46.2 28.3 

Bachelor’s Degree 44.4 62 28.8 52.2 
Master’s Degree 15.6 5.6 9.6 10.9 
Terminal Degree 0 0 3.8 2.2 

 
Income (%) 

 
M=2.20 

 
M=2.68 

 
M=2.02 

 
M=2.85 

< $25,000 31.1 19.7 36.5 15.2 
$25,001 to $50,000 35.6 31 40.4 32.6 
$50,001 to $75,000 20 19.7 9.6 21.7 

$75,001 to $100,000 11.1 21.1 11.5 17.4 
$100,001 to $150,000 0 8.5 2 8.7 

> $150,000 2.2 0 0 4.3 
 
Household Size 

 
2.1 

 
2.5 

 
2.5 

 
2.6 

*M = Mean 
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Table 6 
Product Information by Cluster 

 
 

“Fickle 
Floaters” 

"Premium 
Keepers" 

“Conscious 
Materialists” 

"Change 
Seekers" 

Product Type (1) (2) (3) (4) 

 
 
Private 

 
 

29.80% 

 
 

39.50% 

 
 

23.30% 

 
 

32.30% 
Public 70.20% 60.50% 76.70% 67.70% 

 
 
Hedonic 

 
 

67.30% 

 
 

66.10% 

 
 

82.20% 

 
 

75.70% 
Utilitarian 32.70% 33.90% 17.80% 24.30% 

 
 
Rental Ratio* 

 
 

10.02% 

 
 

19.14% 

 
 

13.55% 

 
 

18.56% 

*Rental Ratio reflects the average of the rental price of an item for a specified rental period 
divided by the purchase price. 

 

Cluster 1, “Fickle Floaters,” is comprised of 45 individuals (21.0 percent of the sample) 

that have the lowest attitude and purchase intentions toward access-based consumption. This 

segment is comprised of individuals who do not seek status, have low levels of brand loyalty, and 

who make choices easily, suggesting they float from product to product with little loyalty to any 

particular brand. This segment scores highest on economic consciousness, but is the lowest on 

environmental consciousness, status consumption, choice confusion and variety seeking. 

Possessiveness and materialism also score quite low for this segment. In addition, this 

segment has the highest average age, and is largely comprised of well-educated Caucasian males 

earning the second lowest average income. This segment tends to consume public goods that are 

hedonic in nature at the lowest rental ratio of any segment. 

Cluster 2, “Premium Keepers,” is comprised of 71 individuals (33.2 percent of the 

sample) who score lowest on economic consciousness, but highest on status consumption, 
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choice confusion and loyalty, suggesting that once these individuals find a product they like they 

are loyal even if it is more expensive. Individuals in this segment also score high on 

environmental consciousness, possessiveness and variety seeking. This segment is the youngest 

and dominated by males, but has the most ethnic diversity. This segment is well educated, has 

the second highest average income and has a larger average household size than the “Fickle 

Floaters.” Moreover, this segment is the highest on private and utilitarian product consumption 

and has the highest average rental ratio. While these individuals have a positive attitude about 

access-based consumption (second highest score), they have lower intentions of utilizing these 

services. These individuals like the idea of access-based consumption more than they actually 

use the services, and instead are more likely to outright purchase products. 

Cluster 3, “Conscious Materialists,” is comprised of 52 individuals (24.3 percent of the 

sample) who score the second highest on purchase intentions toward access-based consumption. 

This group scores the highest on economic and environmental consciousness, possessiveness and 

materialism, but the lowest on loyalty. This group appears to seek variety, but not status and has 

issues making decisions. In addition, it has the second oldest average age, is quite even on 

gender make-up, but tilted toward the Caucasian ethnicity. This segment is also the least 

educated and has the lowest income. It seeks more public and hedonic goods than any other 

segment and has the second lowest rental ratio. This group appears to value material possessions, 

while simultaneously seeking to be economically and environmentally conscious. 

Lastly, cluster 4, “Change Seekers,” is comprised of 46 individuals (21.5 percent of the 

sample) who score the highest on attitude and purchase intentions toward access-based 

consumption. These individuals seek variety more than any other group, and are the least 

possessive and materialistic. This group is also low on status consumption and choice confusion, 

but high on environmental and economic consciousness. In addition, this segment is the second 

youngest, comprised of more males than females and quite ethnically diverse. This segment has 
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the highest average education and income, plus has the largest average household size. This 

segment has the second highest private and hedonic product consumption rate, as well as the 

second highest rental ratio. Figure 1 summarizes the segmentation framework by cluster while 

Figure 2 visually depicts product type (hedonic/utilitarian and public/product), as well as rental 

ratio by cluster. 

Figure 1 
Cluster-based Segmentation Framework 
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Figure 2 
Product Type and Use by Cluster 

 

 
 

5. Discussion and Implications 

The present research explores the emerging trend of access-based consumption by 

examining the factors leading to consumer adoption. First, a qualitative inquiry examined the 

motivations that favor and hinder access-based consumption followed by a larger scale 

quantitative study that used cluster analysis to produce an actionable segmentation framework 

for business practice. The findings suggest that access-based consumers can generally be 

classified into one of four segments, each with its own unique characteristics and varying 

dispositions towards access-based consumption. 

The segment least likely to access products, “Fickle Floaters,” appears to be driven 

primarily by price. Given the economic consciousness of this segment, one may expect that the 
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lower prices offered through access would be appealing, as evidenced by the low rental ratio of 

about 10% for this group of consumers. Further, this segment tends to seek public and hedonic 

products to access, while also being open to utilitarian options. Thus, access-based firms 

attempting to sway consumers in this segment need to realize that the rental price is the key 

influencer, coupled with the type of product offered. Access-based firms like Spinlister, which 

offer sports equipment access, and JustPark, which offers access to privately-owned parking 

spaces, are uniquely positioned to appeal to consumers seeking public products at a low cost. 

In addition, the demographics of this segment may play a role in ones willingness to 

access products. The average age of this segment is much higher than all of the others, 

suggesting that either products targeting this age group are not available or they do not feel 

comfortable utilizing the technology necessary to access products, despite being a quite well 

educated group of consumers. Tapping into this segment of consumers may be the most 

challenging, however it could also be very rewarding. These consumers are the least likely to 

access products, thus established brands could leverage their reputation and economies of scales 

to provide the products sought at an acceptable price to tap into this market of consumers. For 

example, Home Depot’s tool and truck rental program is able to offer a “best price guarantee” 

and leverage its reputation to appeal to this segment. The rental process is completed in-store 

making it more attractive to the demographics of this group. Firms like Home Depot offering 

access to a chainsaw retailing for over $700 for $65 a day, would not only be able to draw in 

customers seeking access, but it may also draw in a more permanent retail customer as well. 

Perhaps one of the most attractive segments for firms to pursue is the “Premium Keepers” 

as they are the least economically conscious. These consumers have a very favorable attitude 

toward accessing products; yet have much lower intentions of actually doing so. The favorable 

attitude is not surprising since this segment has issues making decisions and seeks variety and 
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status. However, the possessive and materialistic nature of this segment, coupled with being less 

economically conscious, explains why these consumers would rather own items than access 

them. Additionally, the higher average income allows this segment the option to own rather than 

access. With a rental ratio approaching 20%, it is clear these consumers are willing to pay for 

products they desire. Access-based firms that offer practically any type of product have an 

opportunity to capitalize on this group by touting the status and variety of the products offered, 

while minimizing choice confusion. For example, companies like Gwynnie Bee for clothing, can 

leverage the variety and status of the products available, plus offer product suggestions and 

recommendations to help nurture loyalty among this segment. 

Additionally, while females are more likely to engage in access-based consumption, 

research suggests opportunity exists with male consumers as well (van de Glind, 2013). This 

segment is ripe with opportunity to capture the male market. Items such as computers or 

televisions, which generally have a higher rental ratio, would likely be very appealing to this 

segment. Firms like Flying Connected, that offer iPad access, can capitalize on this segment’s 

desire to seek status through “an experience that stands out from the rest” 

(http://www.flyingconnected.com/ipad-rentals). This segment has the income required to 

access the products they seek, thus making for a very appealing customer base. Firms seeking 

to attract this consumer segment can position their offerings in ways that promote the 

aspirational qualities of their products, thus, incentivizing those seeking status to try the 

access-based firm. 

The environmental benefit of access-based consumption is something that many firms 

market heavily and that could be very important to a group like the “Conscious Materialists.” 

These consumers are very environmentally conscious, despite being highly possessive and 

materialistic. Given that access-based firms can reduce the environmental impact by increasing 

http://www.flyingconnected.com/ipad-rentals)
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product utility through the maximization of idle capacity, it is an important message to make 

known to potential customers. For example, it is estimated that for every car used in a sharing 

initiative, like ZipCar, approximately 8-10 vehicles are taken off the road (Trendwatching.com, 

2006). Thus, firms need to recognize the environmentally friendly attributes they offer and make 

sure potential customers understand those benefits. 

While access-based firms should remain aware that the general attachment to goods may 

be an inhibiting factor for these individuals, it may not be the barrier that was originally 

expected. Since access-based consumption allows a consumer to try a variety of products, 

appealing to those wanting to stay up to date with the latest trends (especially in fashion and 

technology) the role of possessiveness and materialism may be minimal. Access-based firms like 

Rent the Runway, which offer on-trend clothing, and DriveNow, which offer access to luxury 

BMW cars, are uniquely positioned to appeal to the variety and status-seeking consumer. Thus, a 

market of consumers who relish the opportunity to refresh their wardrobes and electronics on a 

more frequent basis, while avoiding the inherent risk of obsolescence, exists. 

Despite having the lowest average income, these consumers tend to seek hedonic 

products that are publically consumed. The low rental ratio suggests that price is an important 

issue for these consumers. Firms such as Airbnb, that offer access to vacation rentals at an 

affordable price, or Zipcar who offer short-term car access are poised to capture this segment of 

consumers. Individuals not only desire to access products, but they seek the benefit that visibility 

offers when accessing public goods in an environmentally friendly manner. Thus, access-based 

firms should emphasize the value of their offerings, which may be publically consumed, and 

seize the opportunity to capitalize on consumers seeking sustainable benefits without the 

tradeoffs commonly associated with “going green.” 

The most likely segment to access products, “Change Seekers,” seek variety more than 

any other segment and are the least possessive and materialistic. For an access-based business, 

http://trendwatching.com/
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this is a very appealing consumer profile. Couple that with being well educated and having the 

highest income levels and household size, this segment offers firms a tremendous opportunity. 

Current access-based business models provide consumers access to a variety of products at lower 

costs in a way that was impossible in the past. Access-based services can attract variety-seeking 

consumers by emphasizing how their innovative service offerings provide opportunities to try a 

variety of new products without committing to a specific one and without spending a lot of 

money to do so. Access-based firms seeking to appeal to this segment should clearly explain how 

the process works and emphasize the lack of commitment that is required. Access-based firms 

like Boatbound, which offer access to boats for the day with or without captains, are ideally set 

up for segment of consumers. 

Given the average household size of not only this segment, but the previous two as well, 

an opportunity that exists could be families. For example, Pley offers monthly toy access based 

on a child’s developmental stage: “your kids get to play with the coolest toys and you can save 

money, reduce clutter and help the environment” (https://www.pley.com/toy-rental). As children 

reach developmental milestones their toy needs and preferences outpace the durability of most 

toys, thus access-based consumption offers a way for parents to regularly introduce new toys 

without excessive spending and waste (Catulli, Lindley, Reed, Green, Hyseni, & Kiri, 2013; 

Ozanne & Ballantine, 2010). 

Overall, the research presented suggests that while economics play a large role in 

attitudes regarding access-based consumption, additional factors play an important role. 

Currently, most access-based service providers tout their offerings as hassle free and less costly, 

while others emphasize the environmental or societal benefits. Understanding consumer profiles 

that seek access rather than ownership is critical for firms seeking to effectively target and 

position their offerings to this growing market of consumers. This research provides an 

http://www.pley.com/toy-rental)
http://www.pley.com/toy-rental)
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actionable framework access-based firms can utilize for market segmentation and strategy 

development. 

6. Limitations and Future Research 
 

The results of this research contribute to the understanding of access-based consumption; 

however it is not without limitations. The data for the second study was collected from single 

sources measuring behavioral intentions rather than actual usage for the dependent variables. 

However, we did attempt to incorporate the actual items accessed into the analysis as to provide 

a more accurate picture. Additionally, the research is limited to the variables selected to represent 

the themes that emerged from the qualitative study, as well as the current related theory. Other 

constructs may provide additional insight into the drivers of consumer attitudes and intentions 

toward access-based consumption and should be considered for future research. Further, the 

results of the cluster analysis could yield different results depending on the algorithm used. The 

method reported is often considered the most robust and the results provide practical relevance. 

Many additional opportunities exist for future research related to access-based 

consumption. Investigating the influence of price and the subsequent impact on consumers’ 

willingness to access products appears to be paramount. Understanding how access-based 

consumption influences conversion to ownership could help businesses understand the impact of 

the trial aspect of access-based service offerings. Companies offering their products through 

access-based service providers would be interested to know if consumer brand loyalty shifts 

from the product brand to the access-based service provider brand. Exploring the relationships 

between environmentally friendly advertising, access-based consumers and their perceptions of 

authenticity would provide organizations with insight into the effectiveness of strategic 

initiatives related to green marketing. The framework provided in this research could be used to 

compare the effectiveness of initiatives across market segments. 

In addition, researchers could examine how product option presentation impacts 
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consumers. In particular, understanding how product characteristics like hedonic versus 

utilitarian or public versus private consumption influence consumer choice should be 

investigated. Research examining product offerings that are less gender-specific and appeal to a 

broader audience would help firms to better understand the marketplace in which they are 

competing. Likewise, more research is needed to understand the relationship between access- 

based consumption and materialism. The results of this study suggest that this relationship is not 

as straightforward as formerly understood. Perhaps consumers perceive accessed possessions 

differently from owned possessions and thus, high levels of materialism do not preclude them 

from participation. The findings of this research provide marketers with insight into access-

based consumption and lay the foundation for future research on this exchange phenomenon. 
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