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Abstract 
The area referred to as Hackney Wick & Fish Island is comprised of some of the most deprived 
boroughs in London: Hackney and Tower Hamlets, two of the London 2012 Olympic Legacy 
‘Growth Boroughs’ currently undergoing major regeneration and due to experience an influx of 
large cultural and educational organisations. Home to an enclave of creatives and self-starters 
exhibiting a dense socio-economic network that is manifested through informal, non-monetised, 
geographically bounded sharing practices, the community is under threat of displacement and 
pricing out. In this qualitative study we worked with local citizen scientists to investigate the 
informal sharing practices present in this community between 2015-2017 at the cusp of 
transformation. It was found that the patterns of sharing behaviours give insight into the local 
population’s experience of social cohesion and division, and the relationship between social, 
economic and spatial capital in the face of major regeneration. These findings are relevant to 
policymakers and organisations party to regeneration processes, but also add insights into 
conceptions of value and intangible capital.  
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1.  Introduction 
 
Hackney Wick and Fish Island (HWFI) is both the home and place of work for hundreds of 
artists, designers, digital specialists and creative thinkers. It sits across two East London 
boroughs: Tower Hamlets and Hackney. Once a thriving Victorian industrial suburb with diverse 
industrial activity including food processing, processing of raw materials such as crude oil, 
rubber and iron and engineering works, as well as printing ink works and chemical works (Tower 
Hamlets, 2012:p9), the area rapidly fell into poverty, classified on Charles Booth’s 1889 Poverty 
Map as one of the poorest areas in London (LSE, Charles Booth’s London), characterised by 
poor quality and make-shift housing. Following a period of regeneration from the 1930s onwards 
to clear slums and improve sanitation and services, and house building during the 1960s, the 
area fell into a period of stagnation until the more recent regeneration efforts across East 
London (Cattell and Evans,1999). 
 
Nowadays the area is often characterised as a unique enclave where residents exhibit the high 
levels of social cohesion that accompany the idea of tight-knit community networks, and in this 
case also an informal sharing economy. In the case of HWFI, the informal sharing economy 
refers to local patterns of non-monetary exchange ranging from objects to skills, space, 
knowledge and contacts.  
 
Geographically bounded by the A12 motorway, the Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park (QEOP) and 
the northern outfall sewer, HWFI is relatively cut off from surrounding areas (Figure 1). Further, 
the area to the south of the Hackney Wick station and the Overground railway line - where the 
artistic community of HWFI is concentrated - is demographically marked by a fairly young adult 
population and ethnic homogeneity, and the community is largely defined as ‘creative’. This 
location comprises the largest concentration of studios and artist-run gallery spaces in Europe 
(Brown, 2013); a London Legacy Development Corporation (LLDC, 2015) review identified 600 
studios and small businesses in the area. The area exhibits low residential density compared to 
the London average (Tower Hamlets, 2012) and now faces an impending transformation of its 
vicinity through the repurposing of the QEOP as a new Cultural and Education District, with the 
relocation of cultural and higher education institutions often employed as catalysts for local 
economic development and regeneration. In this context it is important to ask what relationship 
the arrival of these large formal organisations will be in cohabiting with the smaller scale self-
organised creative community and its livelihoods and production networks. These changes will 
be accompanied by ongoing meso-level economic forces in the form of the Greater London 
Authority’s ‘convergence’ agenda, which aspires to close the gap between deprived 
neighbourhoods - including areas of HWFI - and more prosperous ones (LLDC, 2015). 
 
While the significance of HWFI’s built environment to the shape and vitality of the creative 
communities is recognised (Brown, 2013: 8), the culture of sharing has not yet been the focus of 
substantial research. This paper seeks to explore this behaviour across the HWFI area, 
investigating its social, economic and spatial processes. Where a local community can be 
understood as a network of interactions and exchange (Gilchrist, 2009), our work aims to sketch 
out its state at the cusp of a potential tipping point in its so-called ecosystem. We define the 
locality as exhibiting such an ecosystem of its own, demarcated by its unique location, 
demography and livelihoods, prior to, but with anticipation of, external agents entering and 
influencing the dynamics of the locality. 
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1.1 Community and self-organisation; agency, regeneration and 
resilience 
 
The role of the community and the ideas of trust and resilience that feed into its sharing 
behaviours can be viewed as characteristics that make an area unique. HWFI is often described 
as a ‘creative’ community (as outlined elsewhere), which brings with it a number of connected 
connotations around ‘artwashing’ of districts in the lead-up to regeneration (see e.g. Zhong, 
2016; Lavanga, 2013), particularly when positioned against the surrounding demographic profile 
and the emerging redevelopments in and around the area.  

1.1.1 Creative and Cultural Urban Communities 
  
In order to contextualise our investigation into the informal sharing practices of the creative 
community with other dominant discourses. We have identified two main discourses which are 
relevant to our study: the identity of the creative community and the role of the creative 
community in urban transformation.  
 
Markusen (2006) critiques the notion of ‘the creative class’ as an aggregate mass of society, 
pointing to heterogeneous class interests within Florida’s label. It is posited that artistic 
communities are supported by an art-savvy urban middle class, who benefit from the artists’ 
cultural capital (in return for the more traditional capital that landlords and supermarkets accept) 
(Ley, 2003). In our study, respondents had different interpretations of the term 'creative 
community', and all pointed out the heterogeneity of the creative community in HWFI. Some 
rejected the term altogether (see section 4.1.1). Section 2 of this paper outlines how the authors 
avoided a homogenising lens on HWFI’s creative class. 
 
The role of artistic and creative communities in the realm of urban development, ‘regeneration’ 
and gentrification is a richly explored topic ranging from Jane Jacobs (1961) to Richard Florida 
(2004). Focusing on the UK, Lees and Melhuish (2013) provide a review of policy around arts-
led regeneration, pointing to a limited and contended evidence base to justify successive 
governments’ support of this model. Lavanga (2013) notes conflicts arising from economically-
driven development which drives cultural transformation and neglects sustainability in its 
impacts. Artists and creative communities have been viewed by some as harbingers of 
gentrification: catalysts as well as victims. Work on ‘non-global cities’ by Stern (2003), point to a 
model of dynamic equilibrium – one in which artistic endeavours undergo a 25% ‘churn’ over a 
five-year period. This ‘ever-changing stability’ or, to borrow a term from the natural sciences, 
dynamic equilibrium, highlights the kinetic nature of creative cultures and industries, and the 
critical tension between the positive impacts on urban life and the gentrification process this can 
enable – a tension which is exacerbated in the overheated property market of a global city like 
London. 
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Figure 1. HWFI area map with buildings identified by community contacts as key in the Hackney Wick and 
Fish Island Cultural Economy (as of September 2017). The HWFI area is defined by the A12 road to the 
west and north, the Hackney Cut Canal to the east, and is intersected by the Northern Outfall Sewer and 
the London Overground railway line. OS EDINA digimap. 
 

1.1.2 Planning and Policies 
 
In order to understand the specific spatio-temporal context in which the collaborative economy 
of HWFI occurs, we need to first investigate the governing political and planning context. HWFI 
is divided into the Hackney Wick and Fish Island regions along the London Overground railway 
line. Land south of the Overground (Fish Island) falls within Tower Hamlets borough, and land 
north of the line (Hackney Wick) falls within Hackney borough (see Figure 2). Since 2012, the 
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London Legacy Development Corporation (LLDC) - the planning authority responsible for 
delivering the legacy of the Olympic Games in London - has been the planning authority for both 
Hackney Wick and Fish Island. Hackney and Tower Hamlets council continue to play a role in 
the development of Hackney Wick and Fish Island respectively. LLDC will be the planning 
authority for roughly 10-15 years, until the LLDC hand back over to the Hackney and Tower 
Hamlets borough councils.  
 
 

 
 
Figure 2. Map showing Output Areas of Hackney borough and Tower Hamlets borough that are included 
in the London Legacy Development Corporation’s planning area. Output Areas are from 2011. The 
Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park’s oval Stadium is visible to the right of HWFI. 
 
All three planning authorities posit the unique built environment of HWFI as a causal factor in 
the shape of local economies and cultural activities. HWFI is typically characterised as an 
‘enclave’ (LLDC, 2014: 13), ‘severed’ (LLDC, 2014: 15), as described above, from the Olympic 
Park and the rest of Hackney and Tower Hamlets by the Lower Lea Valley to the east and the 
A12 to the north and west. Its physical boundaries serve as a reason and a metaphor for the 
communities’ apparent isolation (LLDC, 2014: 7). The built environment of the area is primarily 
industrial. However, the buildings themselves have been treated as monuments to a declining 
industry in policy documents (LLDC, 2014: 21).1 

                                                 
1 The authors of the Hackney Wick & Fish Island Design and Planning Guidance of 2014 do, however, point to 
the Tower Hamlets Spatial Economy Study, which “shows that many of the existing firms within Hackney 
Wick are sustainable; they benefit from good transport links and, in addition to the waste and recycling 
industries that service the wider London area, there are firms that are part of the supply chains for the City 
and Canary Wharf, providing services or goods with a short shelf life.” (LLDC, 2014: 21) 
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1.1.3 Demographics  
 

Those who live in HWFI are, according to census data, living within the 10% to 30% most 
deprived areas of the UK (Department for Communities and Local Government, 2015). Those 
who live in the north of HWFI are living within the 2% most deprived wards in London, and 
within the 5% most deprived wards in England (London Borough of Hackney, 2015). However, 
the area as a whole is becoming steadily less deprived (Consumer Data Research Centre, 
2015).  
 
The population structure of HWFI’s three investigated output areas (comprising roughly 300 
households per area) is characterised by the lack of both teenage and mature populations (see 
Figure 3). Compared to the national population structure, the differences are striking: for the 
year 2015 the age structure of the UK is remarkably flat, i.e. there are roughly equal sized 
cohorts of most age groups (Figure 4). The largest age group is the 48-year-olds. There is a 
levelling off (decreasing age group sizes) due to natural causes after a marked peak of ‘baby-
boomers’ (around 67 years of age in the 2015 database) and a slight dip in ten-year-olds and 
people in their late 30s (ONS, 2016). None of these general population features are present in 
the HWFI population structure, which is characterised by a markedly young adult population 
with a distinctive peak around the 30 year-olds. 
 
This demography is consistent with a seemingly proactive mobility and migration pattern, rather 
than a steady development of a local population. That is, young adults have chosen to move 
into the area with an originally small residential population. 
 

 
Figure 3. Age structure of the population of three HWFI output areas (OAs), own calculation. Original data 
from ONS mid-2013 (newest available) estimates. 
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Figure 4. HWFI population structure (normalised) in 2013 compared to the UK 2015 (closest available 
years). Source: Office for National Statistics, National Records of Scotland, Northern Ireland Statistics 
and Research Agency. 
 

1.1.4 Spatial Inequality 
 
Recognising the perceived geographical and economic severance of HWFI and its communities 
from the rest of London, as well as its demographic difference, is crucial for understanding the 
significance of the concept of ‘convergence’ articulated in, and underpinning the area’s planning 
strategies. Convergence is the policy agenda adopted by the Mayor’s Office and London’s six 
host boroughs to frame the socio-economic goals for the Olympic legacy. The aim is to close 
the gap in performance and prospects between London’s wealthiest and poorest areas so that 
by 2030, residents of the six Olympic host boroughs (Newham, Tower Hamlets, Hackney, 
Waltham Forest, Barking and Dagenham, and Greenwich) will enjoy the same life chances as 
other Londoners (GLA, 2011; 2015). 
 
For all three planning authorities, the Creative and Cultural Industries (CCIs) in HWFI play a 
crucial role in realising convergence for the communities living and working in the Tower 
Hamlets and Hackney boroughs. The CCIs are foregrounded as a potential source for the 
sustainable economic wellbeing of the local community: participating in or contributing to this 
local economy are a group of firms that are perceived as ‘sustainable’ (LLDC, 2014: 21), or 
have the capacity to become sustainable enterprises in the longer term (LLDC, 2014: 21). 
Moreover, CCIs in HWFI have the capacity to contribute to a diverse local economy (Tower 
Hamlets, 2012). They are already ‘culturally robust’, and “each practice draws on the others for 
both intellectual sustenance, inspiration and [in order] to expand a customer base” (LLDC, 2014: 
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24). The three planning authorities for HWFI therefore recognise the existing CCIs as a ‘force 
for change’ towards sustainability (Hamari et al., 2015) and a means to build stronger 
communities (Botsman and Rogers, 2010). 
 
However, the CCIs are also subject to market forces and the tendency for the more commercial 
practices to eventually price out artist studios (LLDC, 2014: 24). There is no interrogation of 
what a ‘sustainable or diverse economy’ means. Moreover, the CCIs’ capacity to progress a 
diverse economy in the area is celebrated in isolation from the social context in which the CCIs 
have been able to survive/thrive. Cultural clusters are recognised to be ‘diverse ecosystems’ 
(LLDC, 2014: 24), but there is no significant discussion on the appropriateness of former 
industrial spaces as flexible working space, CCIs’ reliance on the (by-)products of local light 
industry (e.g. waste or left-over materials), the culture of sharing, and social networks that link 
CCIs to one another, and to non-creative sector organisations or businesses that support and 
contribute to these ‘diverse ecosystems’. There is a worrying lack of discussion in planning and 
policy documents about the spatial, economic and social differences between the communities 
living north of the Overground railway line and those living to the south. HWFI’s CCIs are 
predominantly located in Fish Island, to the south, and, as our research indicated, there is little 
interaction between the CCIs and communities living in the northern part of HWFI (see sections 
4.1.3 and 5.1.3). 
 
Resident-authored literature that describes these ecosystems reveals that the culture of sharing 
is not merely a feature of, but an active factor in shaping and enabling a thriving creative 
community in HWFI, despite low and/or unreliable incomes. It is described as an inextricable 
element of the specific spatial and social underpinnings upon which the densely concentrated 
creative studios rely (Brown, 2012: 7). 

2. Sharing, social capital and social networks 
 
It is important to distinguish between the informal sharing economy in question, and the ‘Sharing 
Economy’ as applied to the monetisation of individual resources via a peer-to-peer (typically 
digital) platforms, as exemplified by profit-seeking enterprises such as AirBNB and Uber, 
although we may consider forms of sustainable consumption as it moves away from the ‘middle 
man’ to smaller producers and consumers, as outlined for instance by Schor and Fitzmaurice 
(2015). The focus here is on the sharing that is not formalised, and in which the act of sharing 
does not represent a source of income for participants directly, although it may ultimately result 
in an income as by-product. When regarded as more than a ‘marketing trend’, sharing can be 
viewed as an opportunity, or even a ‘force for change’ towards sustainability (Hamari et al., 
2015) in addition to a means to build stronger communities (Botsman and Rogers, 2010). 
Gaughan and Ferman (1987) on the other hand position similar types of sharing behaviour with 
regards to an informal economic activity that is ‘based on family and community and may not 
involve an immediate expectation of financial return’ as something that takes place in particular 
‘where the conventional economy falls short or fails’. 

 
Since such sharing behaviour usually require the spatio-temporal concurrence of participants, 
they reflect the network, connectivity and interdependencies of the participants and can thus be 
analysed in terms of the individual, connectable actions. Concepts of social capital can therefore  
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shed light on the phenomenon: “social capital is the sum of the resources, actual or virtual, that 
accrue to an individual or a group by virtue of possessing a durable network of more or less 
institutionalised relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 
1992).  
  
More recent work on social capital by Noughton (2014), Yeung (2005), Ettlinger (2003) and 
Allen (2011) point towards a relational, grounded approach to exploring communities, their 
social networks and conceptualisation of embedded social capital. This reframes the idea of 
social capital as a set of processes and practices that are manifested as emergent effects of 
mediated relations between a plurality of agents within the spaces that they inhabit. This 
provides a useful departure point for our research, which traces the current make-up of the 
community, its sharing behaviours, and its self-understanding both internally and in relation to 
external agents and processes, aiming to provide an empirical, grounded, pluralist and relational 
exploration of HWFI’s sharing practices. This more qualitative, discursive approach to 
investigating social capital can shed light on the multiplicity of behaviours and grouping within 
the community and the implications of this for future development, avoiding broad sweeping 
conclusions about ‘the community’.  
  
Focusing on individual agents also aims to address the scale at which conceptions of social 
capital traditionally operate (Mohan & Mohan, 2002), and, as Noughton (2014) proposes, “look 
for more disaggregated measures, more fine-grain sense of the processes by which individuals 
and groups gain advantage by accessing networked resources”. 
  
An understanding of a community’s potential for agency and production from a social networks 
perspective is key to this exploration, and provides a framework for the wider context and the 
dynamics of our study: the existing, more informal, self-organised community, and the arrival of 
large, formal institutions in its vicinity. Gilchrist (2009) in her exploration of community cohesion, 
distinguishes between networks and organisations to classify different organisational practices, 
characterising communities as networks that are based on interpersonal relationships, 
distributed and decentralised, marked by high trust and informal practices, shared values and 
interests. 
  
As a concept it is also key to understanding the more relational, disaggregated interactions at 
the intersection of the social, economic and geographic, outside of the traditional parameters of 
institutions and firms, through the exchange of knowledge, skills and connections as part of a 
‘clustered geography of knowledge production’ (Meusburger et al. 2013).  

3. Data and methods  
 
The methods included three layers of primary information and data collection: 1) an online 
survey within households, 2) participant diaries on sharing behaviour over a fixed period of two 
weeks; and 3) semi-structured interviews carried out by trained citizen scientists embedded 
within the community. The components were designed to create a three-fold approach to 
balance depth and breadth, quantitative and qualitative data.  
 
To enhance local agency and action, we carried out the research in collaboration with local 
citizen scientists as well as undertaking a final exhibition with local artists. The project 
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methodology therefore extended beyond traditional forms of data collection to local engagement 
and activity in a form of action research (REF??).  
 
The online survey asked respondents census-type questions to gather information about their 
location, family circumstances, education, age, housing and (unlike the census) field of 
occupation, income and information about how much the respondent takes part in sharing. It 
was distributed via community mailing lists with two reminders being sent and was expected to 
provide an overview and contextual data about the community, supplementing existing (ONS) 
data sources, but provide less detail about the network or the spatiality of sharing. With an 
average of only 20 respondents however, deductions on incomes and sharing behaviour were 
difficult to make, a trend that was continued in our third component, the sharing diaries.  
 
The interviews were conducted by two citizen scientists who were trained in a qualitative 
research training session at UCL, paid for their work, and who were part of the HWFI 
community. Due to the time limits of this exploratory study, the citizen scientists would often 
deliberately choose key individuals who had a central role within the creative community as 
interviewees, acting either as bridges or weak links within the network. While this meant that the 
analysis had to account for a degree of interview bias, considering that the likely self-similarity of 
friendship networks might not necessarily create a varied snapshot, it also focused the study on 
the role of weak links and bridges in understanding its dynamics, but also its clique behaviours 
in self-understanding as well as access to resources and networks. 
 
These 15 in-depth qualitative, semi-structured interviews provided a significant source of 
information both on sharing behaviour, as well as residents’ perceptions of the community and 
its self-understanding and development. The interviews were transcribed, and then analysed by 
all authors using text analysis methods using nvivo software. The coded outcomes of the 
analysis are reflected in the section headings of the results: these were the recurring themes 
mentioned by the interviewees. The themes are further subdivided into identifiers to describe 
the ‘identity’ that the respondents exhibit; and ‘types of sharing’ under sharing behaviours. 
Furthermore, quantitative text analysis was applied to retrieve statistical occurrence of groups of 
words.  
 
The third component, the sharing diaries distributed by the citizen scientists as part of the 
interviews had a very low response rate, only garnering three shared household responses with 
overall 20 instances of sharing, from which it is difficult to extrapolate tendencies of sharing 
patterns. Distributing the diaries through citizen scientists was intended to ensure a higher level 
of trust and willingness to divulge information on sharing behaviours and perceived amounts of 
value, but also to ensure the correct geographic boundaries.  
 
In the entire process of formulating the approach and methodology of the study, co-design and 
interdisciplinarity were at the core of the research. The role of the academic researcher as an 
expert entering a community is here replaced with a citizen science approach, where members 
of the community being researched are employed on the research team, and are trained to 
enable them to bring their own expertise to the data collection and engagement process. The 
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alternating patterns of success in our methodology could suggest a preference by the study 
participants for personal, informal methods over quantifiable, formal methods, or simply a 
greater willingness and higher trust in speaking with an acquaintance than filling in an online 
survey. 
 

3.1 Interviews 

 
The citizen scientists conducted semi-structured interviews, with questions designed in 
collaboration with the research team. These were recorded and later transcribed. The research 
team then used NVivo to tag the text, with a process of designing and aggregating tags 
undertaken by the whole team. The tags were non-mutually exclusive and covered the broad 
headings of Culture and Community, Economics and Industry, Emotion, Place, Relationships 
and Networks, Sharing, Similarity and Difference, and Structural Factors, with subcategories 
under each of these headings (Appendix: Table 1). We used this tag system to structure and 
identify key themes arising from the interview system. 
 
The interviews (N=15) lasted 20-45 minutes each, yielding approximately 32,000 words in total 
(with minor transcription errors). Text analysis was carried out to show the most common words, 
with a subset of commonly occurring filler words removed, such as  “yeah”, “like” and “know”. 
For example, “like” is used frequently to mean “similar to”, or as a filler word; “know” occurs 690 
times, but frequently in “you know” filler statements; similarly, “just” has been removed as it has 
limited use. Filler words (and common words) lower in the rankings were not removed. (cf. 
supplementary material) 
 

4.  Results 

4.1 Identification with ‘creative community’ and ‘informal sharing 
economy’ 
 
Conceptions of community were contested and invite a variety of definitions, with interviewees 
resisting the notion of a community of practice that is bounded and exclusive. Still, all 
respondents referred to Facebook groups which connect different members of the community - 
whether resident in HWFI or otherwise connected - through technology. 
 
Across the interview sample of Hackney Wick residents, four core identifiers for the community 
re-occurred, namely ‘creative’, ‘shared values and ethics’, ‘spatial’, ‘poverty and 
resourcefulness’. These are described in the following.  
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4.1.1 Identifier: Creative 
 
Asked about whether or not they identified with the ‘creative’ label, several respondents 
suggested a broader definition of ‘creative’, to account for other residents of HWFI who are not 
artists, and also to resist ‘labelling’ the community as being of one type. 
 
One respondent suggested the interviewer was “trying to typecast a particular type of person 
with this so-called creative community”, and suggested that sharing behaviour existed 
elsewhere, particularly between small businesses, and that ‘creative’ was a much broader 
mindset that extended to the business community: “People that build businesses are creative, 
yes. […] You know, groups are usually defined in opposition to each other and so maybe it’s the 
uncreative community justifying the creative community.” 
 
Interviewees often challenged the idea of separating ‘creative’ from ‘non-creative’, considering 
the label as something that was imposed externally to define the community, and not 
necessarily the defining factor, possibly least in explaining the sharing behaviour, and grouped 
factory owners and artists under a common philosophy of creative production practice: 
 
“The beauty of the old industry left in Hackney Wick alongside the artists, the true artists is great 
because you’ve all got dirty hands. There’s an oily mechanic and he’s messing around and, you 
know, and that relationship between the old industry and the artist it was an unlikely one but it 
seems to have worked so well, by accident.” 
 
Establishing the complex nature of ‘creative’, one interviewee did suggest that the sharing 
economy is contingent on the creative community: “I think the only struggle is that if the creative 
community doesn’t exist anymore then it [the sharing economy] might die with it really because 
it’s based on people.” Thus, the ‘creative’ label is both contested and yet applicable to the 
‘particular kind of people’ living and working in HWFI. 

4.1.2 Identifier: Shared values & ethics 
 
Another factor of self-identification mentioned during interviews was that of shared values and 
ethics, often described as a way of life, or a shared ethical code that was possible to sustain 
and protect within the existing community. One interviewee told a citizen scientist: ”I think we’ve 
got similar ethics, whoever is left from the old Wick;[...] that’s why the place works.” Another 
said: “I think it’s also maybe an ideology. I think a lot of people who live here have that as an 
ethos they’d like to, with how they’d like to live. And it’s not just about lack of money. They 
would rather spend that money doing something else.”  
 
The values and ethics of the community were described as a factor which separated the 
community from the rest of London. Interviewees evoked a stark separation from the 
descriptions of the remaining city as expensive, self-serving and anonymous, as well as low on 
mutual trust. One interviewee explains the difference between the rest of London and the area 
as follows: “I’ve lived in London for 12 years or something like that. And two and a half I’ve been 
living in Hackney Wick and I had this real sense when I moved into the area, it was something 
really special.  I started meeting people really randomly and like you say, exchanging favours 
and said, “Yeah, I’ll help you out. What do you need?” So in that sense, yeah, I feel like the 
community we’ve got here is something that I had never experienced before in London.” 
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There is an important connection made between the values and ethics of HWFI residents and 
the idea of an informal sharing economy. Sharing, like value and ethical systems, is described 
as ‘inlaid’ by one interviewee, and ‘a way of being’. Several of the interviewees likened the 
practices of sharing to karma. One interviewee described ‘the sharing karma’ where sharing is 
not done ‘for someone to come back to you but it’s a two way thing isn’t it [...] so it’s not 
immediate transaction”, but rather “if you just help someone and do something good for them 
[...] maybe in 10 years time they’ll remember ‘That person helped me so I need to help a person 
as well’.” The informal sharing economy therefore appears to be a behavioural manifestation of 
the ‘ideology’ and ‘like-mindedness’ that many respondents identified when they were asked 
about the motivations to share. 

4.1.3 Identifier: Spatial attributes of HWFI 
 
The geography of HWFI and the kinds of spaces people occupy within HWFI had an ambiguous 
relationship with the activity of sharing. Geography and space emerge from the interviews as 
fundamental to sharing in diverse ways, although we didn’t find unanimous agreement with this 
among our interviewees. However, HWFI being ‘cut off’ is related to looking inward to find the 
resources you need to get things done: “getting to Fish Island wasn’t very easy at that time in 
terms of transportation. I remember the time the Overground wasn’t working. The buses didn’t 
really stop very locally so you kind of had to find someone who lived locally to help you fix your 
electrics or change a fuse or whatever it is you needed […] it almost became a hotbed or a 
cauldron of sharing because otherwise you had a long way to walk.” 
 
It became clear during the design of the research project, and through the semi-structured 
interviews, that in addition to the role that external boundaries played, there were clear internal, 
social and geographical boundaries to sharing practices. One interviewee explained that 
“there’s also the council estates for example which doesn’t seem to be the one side we really, 
like, interact with a lot.” The social housing tenants are not described as residents but as a 
community defined by ‘estates’ situated on ‘one side’ of the area. In conversations between 
citizen scientists and the research team, Felstead Street which divides the council estates from 
the south of Hackney Wick was described as a boundary between completely different 
communities. 
 
Sharing is not just a product of the HWFI social structure, but produces connections between 
people, and between people and place. In other words, sharing makes people feel connected to 
one another and it also makes them feel rooted in a geographical place. One interviewee 
explained: “I kind of always felt in London a bit disconnected and didn’t quite find my community 
or my roots. And[...] that’s what people find here and that’s why they stay [...] Like you tend to 
feel quite strongly about the area you live in like you kind of warm to it and it’s like your tribe and 
your community and it’s natural to want to share.” 

4.1.4 Identifier: Poverty and resourcefulness 
 
Setting aside what are perceived to be common practices among artistic communities, and the 
alternative lifestyle connotation that comes with being part of a creative profession, more 
structural factors need to be addressed for a complete picture. As the profile of the community 
suggested, the wider structural issues of low income linked to relative professional poverty, 
geographical separation and low housing costs are pressures and opportunities that configure 
the lifestyle choices of residents. 
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Sharing emerged as both a means of being resourceful with existing resources available in the 
community, and as a means of saving money. One interviewee described sharing as means of 
survival: “It's like survival really. I think it's absolute survival.” Another described sharing as a 
means of releasing the pressure on yourself to “get jobs, get a mortgage” in a context of rising 
house prices. Others suggested that it simply made more sense to use the resources available 
in the local neighbourhood than to spend money buying things you might borrow. 
 
One interviewee suggested that the relative poverty of East London was something that made 
people more empathetic towards one another: “Maybe it’s to do with difference in like rich and 
poor. Like in West London it’s very like lots of rich people and suddenly like a really poor area. 
That’s kind of all over London. Maybe it’s a bit less somewhere like Leighton. It’s a bit more 
equal. People can identify with each other.” 
 
Whilst the low income of many residents in HWFI might push them to realise other means of 
accessing resources, the community described as ‘creative’ did not necessarily see their 
choices as being wholly determined by such factors. As this section has demonstrated, lack of 
money is indeed a ‘push’ factor for sharing resources. However, many of our interviewees 
described a common value system among the HWFI residents, in which “the value of someone 
supporting you is much more valuable than having the cash.” Thus, any consideration of the 
sharing practices as a way to ‘make ends meet’ must be balanced with an understanding of 
value systems and the value of social capital. 

4.2 Shared resources 

 
The community reported to engage in informal sharing across a range of resources, including 
materials, tools, food, space, skills, knowledge and contacts. In this paper, this activity is 
understood to be a manifestation of a ‘sharing economy’, to express the notion of an informal 
economy that could be quantified but is largely unobserved and informal. We found that while all 
residents agreed that there was a distinct culture of sharing present, some residents expressed 
an interest in cataloguing the resources endogenous to the community to make better use of 
them, while others discarded the terminology of ‘sharing economy’, seeing it as an attempt to 
label the community from the outside.  
 
One interviewee suggested that rather than a ‘sharing economy’, the community exhibited 
standard, non-altruistic behaviours of exchange between people at a small, informal scale, 
perhaps motivated by self-interest and survival: “Sharing sounds a little bit too much like giving 
and the first thing you learn in anthropology is that […] there is no such thing as altruistic 
behaviour. You’ve got businesses helping other businesses out, people helping other people out 
because of strategic self interest […] open to the idea of working together, not always in the 
tones that normally people work together, because there are a lot of start up businesses who 
are typically cash poor, so it’s trading favours, […] it’s tactically strategic.” 
 
Other respondents focused on alternative interpretations of sharing behaviour, related with the 
resources they understood to be shared between people and a number of different readings for 
the sharing of skills were offered. On the one hand, the similarity of skills and affinity of creative 
work were named as an enhancing and enabling factor, while on other occasions the 
opportunity for the mixing of different skills was named as a motivating factor, but also as a 
characteristic of artistic or creative practice in general. 
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The primary objects of sharing (skills and knowledge, contacts, tools and materials, space) also 
pointed towards a practice of creating and producing work together, illustrating a commitment to 
autonomy in capital and production, as well as a distance from models of economic and social 
behaviour that rely on alienation from production and consumption of goods. This is achieved 
through the self-organised combination of the community’s human capital (as embodied in 
residents’ skills, knowledge and contacts) as well as material resources (as embodied in 
residents’ space, machinery, tools and materials), facilitating the production of new sets of 
knowledge, experience and objects. This mode of production and lifestyle sees the practices of 
the community stand apart from many others.  

4.2.1 Type of sharing: Knowledge and skills 
 

Skills sharing was the most common tag amongst the Sharing Economy category: interviewees 
maybe have been cash and/or time poor, but they are frequently experienced self-starters and 
rich in skills and techniques relating to the production of art like print-making, but also practical 
skills around home and workplace maintenance. One resident recounts an experience in the 
workplace which is sited next to a printmaking business: 
 
 “... the printmaker there called me asking about a massive extractor fan. I realised what the 
problem was, [...] and I came up with a fume cabinet [...]  We built this thing, it worked perfectly - 
like, absolutely perfectly. [...] And for me, that’s that kind of experience I’ve had in that area 
many, many times, where a business has a problem, they consult somebody else, you pool your 
expertise and knowledge, make a decision, get on and do it together and it feels like a victory.” 
 
For our respondents, collaboration is closely related to, and even enables, creativity: “I think the 
value is probably about self-growth… because collaborating with such different people, you 
never know what to expect.  [...]  It’s just from getting all these weird ideas and stuff that it lets 
you grow, you know.” On the idea of shared values and adding value via collaboration: “[…] it’s 
interesting because it’s not necessarily about liking someone or knowing them it’s just that you 
have a shared value and that you recognise that there can be something within, between two 
people that can, together can add more value whatever context that is.” 

4.2.2 Type of sharing: Tools and Materials 
 

Complementary to the sharing of skills for specific tasks, the community also trains others in 
valuable skills; in part through instruction, and in part through the sharing of tools and materials 
(enablers) which would otherwise be too expensive for a curious beginner: 
 
“I think it starts businesses and it helps people try things, so there’s no way that M from next 
door would learn anything about carpentry if he wasn’t able to borrow some tools sometimes, or 
prop making, because you can’t make an initial outlay of £500 quid to get yourself some basic 
tools to try things, if you then don’t like it. So people just wouldn’t make that kind of investment. 
So I think you can experiment a lot more if you have a big pool of resources [...] and a bit of 
expertise as well.”  
 
“And you know, I’m a musician, and I’ve learned to work with tools and carpentry from my friend, 
[who] I used to live with. And he’s always been very hands on and he’s a carpenter.  So he’s 
taught me stuff, you know.”  
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The sharing of skills and services was sometimes reciprocal - one participant described giving 
exam tuition in return for babysitting - but this tended to be less common than unreciprocated 
sharing, giving, or collaboration.  

4.2.3 Type of sharing: Contacts 
  
Sharing contacts and access to wider networks as a community-based mechanism, one that is 
strongly spatially anchored, is evident in the reports on sharing. In the case of HWFI, this goes 
beyond the traditional characterisations of communities as groups with shared locality, routine, 
identity (Gilchrist, 2009), or under similar circumstances of resource scarcity or duress (Cattell, 
2001, Lupton, 2004). Here, sharing contacts has political and economic significance.  
  
Through being connected to new potential collaborators, or exposed to new sets of knowledge 
or ways to acquire new skills, the individual gains in economic and production power. This 
‘value’ is a social currency, not necessarily codified in an output or quantifiable product, but as a 
capacity for agency enabled by the recombination of knowledge in space, a ‘clustered 
geography of knowledge production’ (Gluckler, Meusburger, El Meskioui, 2013). The potential 
for production here does not necessarily lie in ownership of capital, but in the less tangible 
capability for connection and recombination, and potential opportunities and career 
development. 
  
From a relational economics perspective, this interaction point is where the social, economic 
and geographic converge (Bathelt and Glückler, 2011), and it can be seen to be embodied in 
individual agents forming links and trading knowledge and ideas. Through linking capabilities 
and knowledge residing in individual nodes, or people, they come together in forming more 
complex outputs, and within the community’s context, without immediate monetary reward. 
 

4.2.4 Type of sharing: Space 
 
In addition to being an important factor in the sharing of objects, knowledge, skills and contacts, 
spaces in HWFI were also found to be objects of sharing. Space is an important resource in 
HWFI, particularly for cultural and artistic practice. As one resident explained: “Space is a really 
massive commodity for us and we, I couldn’t run my business if I had to have a studio that was 
big enough to accommodate the biggest thing we build, because often we only build that thing 
for two weeks of the year.” That the sharing economy in HWFI is responsive to the demand for 
flexible working space is something which the resident understood as fundamental to his 
capacity to run his business.  
 
Space is an object of sharing which is offered to the wider community, and not just individuals or 
businesses. One respondent explained that “we have space and we’re trying to go beyond what 
we think we know and say: [R]ight, actually we’ve got a function room that’s available in the 
evenings, let’s offer that.” Another said “We share our spaces a lot so the other day we did, like, 
a screening of the show and everyone came round and we used a projector and we shared the 
space.” 
 
Arguably, these cases indicate that sharing space is relevant to the cultural and creative life of 
HWFI. In a different study, Brown (2013) showed how flexible live/work space is characteristic 
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of, and important to, the cultural and creative community in HWFI. Brown’s research also 
demonstrated that the sharing economy was implicated in the very building of the live/work 
spaces characteristic of living in HWFI. When residents moved into warehouses, and wished to 
build studio spaces within warehouses, or to convert an entire warehouse for an alternative use, 
residents would share knowledge, skills, tools and materials with neighbours, in order to do so 
without contractors (Brown, 2013). 
 

5. Discussion  

5.1 Sharing practices  
 
The informal sharing practices in HWFI are a continual process of negotiation between people 
who know one another, who are connected to one another via a mutual contact, or who are 
members of a local Facebook group. Negotiations happen face-to-face, by phone, and via 
Facebook. There is no formal, faceless facilitator, but a direct relationship between people 
involved in sharing. This relationship is the foundation on which people establish trust, need, 
and the conditions of sharing i.e. whether a gesture of sharing is expected to be reciprocated, 
what is shared, and so forth. This relationship is the ‘security’ offered to those involved in the 
sharing: there are no written behavioural codes here, and no formal ‘credit’. 
 

5.1.1 Personal relationships  
 
Sharing within the HWFI community is a continual process of negotiation between people. As 
discussed in 4.1.2 Identifier: Shared values & ethics, the terms of informal sharing are not fixed; 
sharing is performed on the basis of trust that the people with whom you share directly, and the 
wider community, will reciprocate in the future. Thus, what is shared, for how long, with whom 
and for what return is continually being negotiated by the people who share, and their wider 
networks. Unsurprisingly, personal relationships are vital to this form of sharing. In HWFI, 
possibly due to the prominence of the sharing economy, certain individuals emerged as 
conduits for sharing behaviour. 
 
Respondents reported patterns of sharing and relationships that relied either on weak links of 
contacts of contacts being connected because of their expertise, or on the centrality of certain 
residents and their role in connecting others with each other: “I’m quite well connected so 
generally I know if I need something I can get it from someone.  Yeah, I’m super-well connected 
so often people come to me to find things out or say, do you know anyone who…  Yeah, I’m sort 
of a connection man.” 
 
Whilst it is easy to romanticise the informal sharing economy in HWFI as being one based on 
personal relationships and foundations of trust, the reliance on individuals to facilitate sharing is 
problematic in a context of rapid redevelopment. Several respondents suggested that as 
redevelopment attracted new people to the area and rising house prices forced current 
residents who maintain the informal sharing economy to relocate, the sharing economy would 
not be sustained. One respondent told a citizen scientist that they were “not sure how that 
culture can be translated because it's about agreeing [that sharing is worthwhile].” 
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5.1.2 Online Community 
 
Visitors to HWFI might be struck by the quietness of the streets and the lack of public spaces 
and the ‘more obvious’ housing. To be informed that there is a vibrant and connected 
community living in the neighbourhood would be a surprise. One respondent told a citizen 
scientist that “unless you’re on the Facebook group, you wouldn’t know that this was going on 
‘cause nobody’s warehouse units and creative studios are on the street; they’re all behind 
closed doors and then there’ll be a courtyard, a buffer zone before you even get to their front 
door, so it’s quite a closed community in that respect..” 
 
All respondents mentioned the Hackney Wick Locals Facebook group (‘the’ Facebook group in 
the quotation above). This Facebook group is a closed group, with a simple behavioural code. 
There are over 14,000 members, which comprise residents of HWFI, former residents, and 
people connected to the area through work and friends. It is managed by a group of HWFI 
residents, who ensure the behavioural code is adhered to, and who manage the group’s 
membership. Several of the respondents knew the person who had set up the Facebook group, 
and the people who were the ‘administrators’ of the group. Thus, even though the group has a 
large membership, with group members who live well outside of the HWFI area, it retains a local 
identity, connected with HWFI residents. 
 
To create linkages between individuals, exchange skills and materials, most respondents 
reported that in addition to personal contacts they also rely on a set of Facebook groups that 
exist for the community as a whole, but also for certain yards, streets and buildings. These 
include 22 Smead Road, Fish Island, Victoria Wharf, Omega Works, Creative Wick, Hackney 
Wick Locals, Hackney Wick Spaces, (Manor House), London Boaters. In addition there is the 
online Hackneywick.org directory. The Hackney Wick Spaces group differs in that respect as it 
functions as a gateway to live/work spaces, selectively matching potential residents to creative 
households. 

5.1.3 Spatial boundaries  
 
Whilst enabling sharing between HWFI residents, and between residents and those connected 
to the area, the Hackney Wick Locals group and accompanying Facebook groups there are also 
spatial and demographic boundaries that seem to divide the HWFI residents into distinct 
communities.  
 
When asked about the diversity of the group that participates in the informal sharing economy, 
most respondents asserted that the group was diverse; they explained that many HWFI 
residents were migrants, and not UK citizens. Some, however, remarked that the community of 
sharers is economically and ethnically homogeneous. One respondent highlighted the 
importance of demography to the informal sharing economy: “it’s really demographically bound.” 
Another respondent suggested that the community involved in the informal sharing economy is 
“white/middle class”. 
 
This is highly relevant when one considers the socio-economic character of the two boroughs 
HWFI sits within. The Hackney borough is super-diverse: no one ethnic group is dominant, while 
areas of Tower Hamlets are also super-diverse. In the administrative area called Hackney Wick 
(the north of HWFI), under half the population is of White ethnicity, and a third are of Black 
ethnicity. Hackney Wick is the most socioeconomically deprived ward in Hackney. Most 
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residents live in former council and social housing estates, and according to several 
respondents, residents to the north of HWFI do not participate in the informal sharing economy 
at all. This point also serves as an important reminder that the area referred to as Hackney Wick 
& Fish Island, is made up of at least two very different communities. 
 
In some instances, respondents described the sub-groups that are mostly spatially defined, 
within buildings or courtyards within which sharing and social activity takes place, but not across 
them. On some occasions respondents describe it as being easier for the community to share 
within their own building or courtyard: “But I’ve definitely used the stuff, like, that’s been left in 
the hallways, like, that’s what people do mostly in Oslo House especially because we have the 
big hallways […].” 

One respondent made the interesting observation that the lack of variety in shared public space 
actually contributed to people connecting to each other more often as they will re-encounter 
each other in the few spaces which do exist: “My theory is that actually what makes people 
know each other more in Hackney Wick is that we have less spaces to hang out, like, the public 
spaces, like, you know there was one Hackney Pearl, one cafe in the first place and then Cr8 
and not that many people living here.” 

On the other hand, not all buildings or yards were described as geared towards socialising or 
exchange, signifying that spatial configuration and sharing space is not the only factor in 
encouraging sharing behaviour. As noted in section 4.2 Shared resources, personal 
relationships are vital to the activity of sharing. As one respondent put it: “I’d more likely share 
with someone in a different yard, than I would necessarily with someone here. There’s 
something about weak links as well, friends of friends, someone says, have you got something, 
I think I’m more likely to lend to them maybe more than someone here.”  

Distinctions are also drawn between the residents, particularly long-term, older residents, and 
those who visit Hackney Wick clubs to party, or those living here on a shorter-term basis until 
they decide to change their lifestyle or move somewhere more affordable to continue their 
lifestyle (Bristol, Berlin, Lisbon were mentioned frequently). In particular, the party culture and 
the role of local clubs and bars in attracting ‘outsiders’ with little attachment to the area is often 
criticised: “[…] but then you see whatever’s happening every weekend with Shapes, it’s a pain 
[…], it’s really annoying […] everyone’s drunk there, everyone’s pissing wherever they want, 
throwing the rubbish wherever they want.  It’s disgusting, it’s annoying.”  
 

5.1.4   Professional groups: Creatives and ‘non-creatives’ 
 
The interviews contained repeating discourse that set the HWFI community apart with regards 
to ethics and values, creative and non-creative, endogenous and exogenous, informality and 
formality, and this was reflected in the way interviewees talked about similarity and difference 
between professional groups and their perceived identities, in particular the ‘creatives’ and other 
groups – both those endogenous to the area (industry), those within the community (buildings, 
sub-groups, SMEs, collectives, non-creatives), and those perceived to be exogenous to the 
community (city professionals, weekend visitors, temporary residents, partygoers, adjacent 
communities).  
 
The descriptions of differing identifiers and behaviours with respect to sharing gives an insight 
into the non-homogeneity or diversity of the ‘community’ and its behaviours, and indicates along 
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which lines of identification, fragmentation and ideas of similarity and otherness run. Although 
interviewees rejected the ‘creative’ label to some extent (as described in Section 4.1, 
‘Identifiers’), when it came to describing the sharing behaviour, a distinction was made in how 
much sharing took place within the creative community and across to other sectors and groups: 
“[…] no sharing happens between any of the people that actually run like non-creative 
businesses round here. […] it is definitely within the artistic community that that happens. But 
within that, I think it happens within all the live/work warehouses.” 
  
On the other hand, the relationship with the remaining factories and industry in the area is 
described differently, with the manual, problem-solving nature of their work being likened to 
creative work. The difference in perception of exogenous corporate city professionals and 
endogenous small to medium local businesses might to some extent be linked to a perceived 
common identifier of relative structural poverty and survival through craftsmanship with a highly 
autonomous mode of production, in contradiction to the incoming, ‘gentrifying’ force of city 
professionals. 

5.2 Community and regeneration 

 
Interviewees were very aware of the changes taking place around the area, and had strong 
opinions, particularly on the influence of developers. Most felt resigned to the fact that this is a 
process that happens to every place, and that the creative community was considered part of 
the process, but would soon be seen to decline in the face of new developments, rising rents 
and the commercialisation and formalisation of living and working arrangements in the area. 
 
Residents talked about ‘living on borrowed time’, and the impact of this transience on networks 
as ‘the area is changing so quickly that it’s difficult to build relationships’. While there was an 
understanding that change was inevitable and building stock becoming inhabitable, the 
regeneration process was often interpreted as outsiders coming in and changing the conditions 
for a new property market, as one respondent put it “[T]hey don't regenerate Hackney for the 
people of Hackney.” 
  
In terms of the ethos of sharing and exchange, one interviewee said of the developer industry: 
“That’s not sharing, that’s why the bigwigs don’t share things, this is what happens you know, 
they don’t share things. It’s such a selfish existence. They’ll cram as many people in these 
places as possible because they don’t have to live there. They’ll come and make decisions for 
the people who do live there, and that’s really wrong.” 
  
However, residents postulated that the process had created a strong community with an ethos 
and creative output that warranted its survival and continuation alongside new developments 
and others coming into the area. In this philosophy, the value of the social, intangible capital 
gained through sharing, informality and personal relationships and the way it translates into 
professional benefit and a high degree of autonomy for creatives, overrides the external drive 
for property capital and commercialisation of the area. 
 

5.2.1 New institutions 
  
With regards to new institutions, such as the Victoria & Albert Museum (V&A), Sadler’s Wells, 
University College London (UCL) and others settling nearby, residents were ambivalent. They 
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largely agreed with the opportunity of amplification, but also the risk of institutionalising and 
commodifying arts, culture and the idea of creativity.  
 
Some were excited about the opportunities for collaboration, bids for funding, or job 
opportunities, considering incoming institutions as open, collaborative incubators and ultimately 
interested in furthering arts and culture: “I think it’s really useful to have big organisations if they 
are able and willing to really genuinely engage and make time to create partnerships and 
relationships that are long term and useful for everyone and don’t just create extra work for 
smaller organisations.” 
 
Some respondents expressed hope that smaller organisations and individuals could stand to 
gain from the experience and networks that these organisations brought with them, but that this 
should be a two-way relationship where the integrity of the self-organised, more informal 
creative community should be retained and even amplified by larger organisations, who could 
learn from the more informal, progressive practice. 
  
Others showed more scepticism, feeling that large scale, formal institutions would not be able to 
adapt, or would be in opposition to the more informal, personal and sharing behaviours taking 
place and there would be no connection in terms of this practice, as “they are run by 
accountants and have to justify everything they do.” Scepticism was also voiced on how 
organisations might not be able to take part, as there was a lack of clarity on what exactly the 
different contributions might be: “[What] I haven’t seen at all […] from most of these large 
organisations is what role we expect to play in terms of contributing. So, they might not know 
what to do. […] in the same way that all the universities that have moved in suddenly have a 
bunch of research projects and they’re all looking at the same community. ” 
  
One participant voiced why it was important for residents to organise themselves through 
community groups, to be able to communicate their stance and retain the ‘soul’ of the place: 
“[part of our philosophy] is trying to stand in front of this corporate firm of councils and in front of 
the London legacy and tell them ‘Listen, the reason why you want to build […] here is because 
of us. Because we came here and made it cool.’ And you know what happens? They kick us out 
[…]. Because once you build all these expensive places the artists will move out and you’ll have 
a […] house [that] is like very, very empty and cold and the family that lived there moved out 
[…].” 
  
A role for new organisations coming to the area would be to amplify and support artists’ 
interests and give them a platform that could aid them through the changes taking place in the 
area through an exchange for a more progressive local practice, with one interviewee stating 
that the changes could be “positive if they can manage it properly and not take advantage of it. 
People need to realise the importance and the significance of how artists benefit.” 
  
On the other hand, interviewees who didn’t directly identify as ‘creative’ (boaters, factory 
owners), remarked that the ‘creative community’ idea was an exclusive, transient label. One 
resident stated: “This is where I’m slightly against the artists in the sense that just because they 
came here for a few years doesn't mean they’re going to drive what happens, they don't own it, 
they’re just passing through.” 
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5.3 Outcomes and future trajectories  
 
Respondents often reflected on the value of the informal sharing economy for the people who 
participate in it. Many respondents suggested that sharing between two people resulted in an 
outcome of inestimable worth. For example, one respondent suggested that the success of her 
business was due in part to the informal sharing practices she participated in: “if I hadn’t have 
exchanged those few things back in the day with…well, I mean they weren’t that well known, but 
they were always out painting, word of mouth. I would have never got the career that I did to be 
honest with you.” 
 
A number of our respondents suggested that the informal sharing economy had an impact on 
their wellbeing, or lead to a “greater human kind of wellbeing”, derived from feeling part of a 
cohesive community. Discussions between citizen scientists and residents about the informal 
sharing economy would often lead to reflections on the strength of ‘community’ in HWFI. Whilst 
the informal sharing economy isn’t the defining feature of HWFI culture, it is intimately 
connected in people’s minds to the uniqueness of HWFI as a place where people know and 
help one another. As we have illustrated in previous sections, there is an important relationship 
between sharing practices and relationships between people. 
 
The informal sharing economy has undoubtedly contributed to a number of residents’ 
businesses, careers, and sense of wellbeing. It has enabled the repurposing of warehouses for 
homes, studios and business spaces. It has saved residents money. However, when prompted 
to think about the future of the informal sharing economy in the face of regeneration of the 
neighbourhood and its environs, respondents showed divergent opinions. A minority suggested 
that, on the condition that the incoming institutions engaged with the existing cultural institutions 
in HWFI (and vice versa), the informal sharing economy might not be at risk. However, it was 
clear that this minority tended to already have connections with the incoming institutions and 
were established in the area as dominant local business owners. 
 
The majority were certain that the community living in HWFI at that time would move out, and 
that the informal sharing economy would inevitably dissipate. This outmigration was not 
necessarily linked to the redevelopment projects undertaken by the LLDC, but by the increased 
popularity of the area as a place to live in addition to the increased rate of change instigated by 
the LLDC, the GLA and private developers. If relationships are a key dimension of the informal 
sharing economy, then the inability of residents to build relationships of trust will inevitably 
impact of the informal sharing activities of HWFI.  
 
As Kovács et al. (2017) point out, informal economic transactions have long been ‘neglected as 
a fundamental part of the economic relationships that are not “countable” by the state or 
economics.’ These transactions are socially embedded, meaning that they carry ‘social meaning 
and significance that are as important as their economic affordances for people’ (Kovács et al. 
2017). This paper has explored some of the meaning the informal sharing economy in HWFI 
hold for a lot of its residents, and we advocate for a more fine-grained, qualitative study of the 
value of the informal sharing economy. A more longitudinal study could explore the diversity and 
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structure of the networks of sharing within HWFI with a spatial network analysis of this 
specialised ‘economy’. Future exploration could involve such a study on the impact of new 
institutions interacting with the community through the QEOP developments, such as the 
robustness of its patterns of exchange across time; and their effect on the sharing ecosystem, 
perhaps through indicators of levels of trust and other ‘social capital’ measures of the 
community. A further exploration of the area’s particular economy could also explore the role of 
the manufacturing and other industry present in the area.  
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