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Abstract. The essence of sharing platforms and their role in the social context is
related not only to technology, but especially to the way it is being used today.
Ethics, social responsibility and sustainability have become part of this process
of development and they stimulate the entrepreneurial mainspring of new market
models, that are in evolution.

In crowdfunding the "return investment expectancy" plays a key role also in the
selection process of innovative ideas, where credibility becomes an essential as-
set for the business, as well as the need to demonstrate transparency, integrity
and responsible governance as priorities. Recently, these platforms are adopting
voluntary certification systems, the B Corp certification, to reconcile the need to
conduct business under the ethics aspect and raise awareness of stakeholders to
adopt guiding values for business, consumption, or the use of services . Our goal
is to investigate the role of "ethics", conducted by the "B Corp" Standard Certi-
fication System, on sharing platforms. In particular we analyze how the Kick-
starter Platform manages the ethical values of B Corp certification. The areas we
analyze are: the community, governance, workers, the environment and custom-
ers. The closing chapter highlights the theoretical implications and limits of the
analysis.

Keywords: Crowdfunding, Ethic, B Corporation.

1 Introduction

The enhancement of information offered by sharing economy platforms of information
and the new shape that digital economy is undertaking have pointed out the importance
of how to use technologies, highlighting how the current socio-economic structure is
influenced not so much by the availability of a given technology in the strict sense, but
rather how the technology is used. In literature the concept of sharing economy is
widely debated, although the definitions are progressively evolving due also to the suc-
cess of the open-source movement, which has contributed to opening the sharing of
new digital contents [1], or to the various areas of application [2, 3]. This term is asso-
ciated with a heterogeneity of domains, from the sharing of product ownership, lending,



renting products for the benefit of acquiring values with temporary access rights, or
sharing transactions in peer to peer [4]. For Frenken et al. [5] this represents the way
consumers give each other temporary access to unused physical activity ("inactive ca-
pacity"), even with money. This sharing works in social relationships and contributes
to consolidating cultural practices [6], at the same time it generates a rise in well-being
[1], but faces a number of criticalities from the point of view of Ethics and how this can
be exercised or delivered within sharing platforms.

The transformation capacity and the influence that these platforms have on lifestyles,
awareness and choices of consumers / users of products / services, puts us in front of
ethical considerations, especially in terms of the influence that these tools have on peo-
ple's behavior. This relationship is accentuated in crowdfunding platforms where the
ethical problem has several implications regarding the type of projects funded, the ap-
propriate amount of funding, the relationship between control needs and a balanced
expenditure on the resources received, compliance with what was promised by the
funded subject [1, 7], fraudulent campaigns, lack of privacy, misuse of funds raised [8],
but also with respect to the impact that sharing has on sustainability [9, 10].

By operating in Crowdfunding, businesses can outsource a project to an indefinite
number of potential collaborators by performing "open calls" [11, 12, 13, 14], trying to
overcome the structural limits that pass through traditional funding channels of inno-
vation and allowing the building of a global line of conversation among entrepreneurs
and their investors [15, 16]. In this way, collective intelligence is formed by having the
knowledge of collaborating individuals meet, each contributing to the achievement of
a project [17,18].

Recently these cooperation procedures are considering some voluntary certification
systems in order to regain the necessity to do business with the ethical (and environ-
mental) aspect. The system of B Corp certification is spreading to an international level,
according to an approach bottom up, especially for sensitize enterprises which pursue
the adoption of strong ethical values to guide their business. These values valorize the
ethical and environmental sensibility of enterprises and consumers, through a direct
involvement of all the actors (workers, community, environment) that gravitate around
it, realizing a model of alternative governance. On the basis of these considerations this
paper aims at describing and discussing the potentialities offered by the B Corp certifi-
cations within the crowdfunding platforms. In particular, objective of this work is to
understand — starting from the Kirkstarter platform analysis — how the platform suc-
ceeds in conveying a positive ethical mediated value of B Corp certifications.

The paper in Section 2 will give some brief considerations regarding the research
methodology used to support this analysis, Section 3 will focus on the operation of the
Kickstarter platform, 4 will outline the requirements of the certification application, the
last section will describe and discuss the potential offered by this application in trans-
ferring the positive values. Implications and some final reflections will conclude the

paper.



2 Methodology

This work has the purpose of describing and discussing the ethical factor proposed by
B Corp certifications within Crowdfunding platforms. In particular, this paper wants to
answer the question: how is it possible to transmit ethical factors of the B Corp certifi-
cations within the Kickstarter platform? To answer this question, the paper proposes a
critical review of the potential offered by the B Corp certifications and the operation of
crowdfunding platforms, focusing on the Kickstarter platform.

The paper adopts a methodological approach to qualitative research based on the
study protocol of a descriptive case defined by Yin [19]. It represents an exploratory
study based on a documentary analysis [20, 21]. For this study, the documents and in-
formation released by the B Corp certification system and related links have been taken
into account, including the documentation published by Kickstarter PBC. The official
annual reports and the direct exploration of the offered services have allowed us to
identify the formal referenced properties that have consequently led to the identification
of the role of the "ethical" factor in the platform.

This platform has been selected for its internationally recognized importance, in con-
trast to the number of community and business volume generated, compared to the
funded projects, representing the benchmark for companies using the crowd to fund
innovative projects.

The official annual reports and the direct exploration of the offered services have
allowed us to identify the formal referenced properties. Previous studies and personal
experiences complete our analysis[15, 16, 22-24].

The results will represent the starting point for deeper investigations, which will al-
low to better define the association between the functioning of the crowd and the ethical
factor.

3 Crowdfunding: a perspective review

In the early 2000s, the evolution of social networks and the resulting affirmation of the
Crowdfunding platforms [25], such as IndieGoGo "(2008), Kickstarter" (2009) and the
Italian "Kapipal", allowed the community to Participate in collective initiatives and
finance innovative ideas, seeking to gain value from online communities [26]. In
literature, many authors identify the factors that affect the positive success of a project,
such as the quality, the description, and in particular the social network of the creator
[27].

Through these platforms, original channels of technological innovation promotion
have been activated, pushing to overcome the structural boundaries that go through
traditional channels of innovation financing, creating a new model that uses viral web
[15] and generating obvious changes in the expectations of "lenders" and above all in
the type of financing offered to businesses, significantly differentiating their
intervention according to the type of reward received in return. These tools envisage
four major types of reward (i) Lending-based Crowdfunding, representing the evolution
of microcredit, (ii) Donation-based Crowdfunding, contributing to donor financing,



usually of small amounts, without generating any cash return or any other form of
tangible remuneration, (iii) Reward-based Crowdfunding, which is the most
widespread instrument, and which associates funding with a reward or material
premium, (iiii) Equity Crowdfunding, which involves participation in the company
[27-30]

These forms of funding are the result of the various form of participation offered by
the Platforms[31]. In literature, we have discussed the factors that can lead to the
success of projects within crowdfunding platforms, such as the quality of the project
proposal [27], the way it is described [32] and detail on the importance of social
networking [30, 33, 34]. Furthermore Agrawal et al. [33] and Kuppuswamy and Bayus
[35] confirm the importance of social structure, in particular, they emphasize the role
of family or friends or followers in project financing, especially in the first phase of the
campaign. This importance varies according to the different types of crowdfunding
where reward-based crowdfunding seems to take priority over other forms of funding.

The ethical dimension, and the relationship with new technologies is represented as
a complex and sometimes confused scenario because of the constant and rapid
evolution that this concept is assuming [36], as well as its communicative dimension
and its conceptualization in social-life context [37].

Participation in the Crofwdfundig process makes ethics an essential element. In the
dimension of communication (see for example Habermas [37]), the success of
crowdfunding projects revolves around the concept of ethics and credibility. In
literature, the dynamics linking the ethical aspect to the functioning of platforms and
their ability to positively influence the structure of the proposed innovative projects and
the involvement of the Community, as well as the ascendant that this factor may have
on projects to be financially supported, has still been poorly developed.

According to the general principles of Floridi [38] on moral ethics and ethical aspects
of computer ethics, we maintain that "ethics" is an essential input for the participation
in the process of crowdfunding along with the key success factors mentioned above.
The need to demonstrate transparency, integrity and responsible governance priorities
in delivering not only service, but also data and information management as well as
internal structure, takes up a priority and an equal level role, simultaneously for all
stakeholders [39]. In crowdfunding, "investment return expectancy" plays a key role
also in the selection process of successful design ideas, reflecting even more markedly
since the early stages of design, the importance of respecting “ethical” values. The
passage of the Kickstarter platform into a profit-making organization that pursues social
well-being has led to an integrated approach to its "work-flow", also in terms of how
the impact of expectations is measured over the individual investment project.

In this sense, instruments for internal evaluation in terms of parameters such as
widening the audience and increasing the threshold of work opportunities, inclusive
actions, pursuit of dynamic environmental objectives, contained in a very high level of
transparency structure, have strengthen Kickstarter's ability to compete and penetrate
competitively all players involved.



3.1 Kickstarter

Kickstarter is one of the most important crowdfunding companies in the world. From
2009 to 2015, there have been an exponential growth of total amount of successful
projects (except for 2016 when there was a slight decrease of 5.84% compared to the
previous year), when approximately 10 million people backed up Kickstarter projects,
for a total value of $ 3,097,795,580 and a total of 126,414 funded projects [40].

The platform focuses on two types of users, creators and bakers (supporters). In the
first case it provides a special section for the insertion of design proposals and a set of
tools to foster the correct use of the platform and the formalization of the enterprise
idea. The projects are grouped into 15 categories (Arts, Comics, Crafts, Dance, Design,
Fashion, Film and Video, Food, Games, Music, Photography, Publishing, Technology
and Theater), which can trace project drivers inside connecting areas transversally,
according to the thematic goals, classified on the basis of "collections" or "radars".
Kickstarter defines a project as something ending with a clear start and end, trying to
push creators to make it simple to understand the goal and its purpose, specifying that
donations to charitable causes, charities, or overheads are not funded. Defining Projects
Kickstarter supports creators through a variety of tools, represented by platform
guidelines, and a Help section where creators’ roles and responsibilities are outlined.
Specifically, the Platform defines the principles for community participation, provide a
creator handbook to support planning and provide suggestions for developing the
proposal, such as the directions for communication with the baker. Next to these tools,
Kickstarter identifies a support system consisting of a Faq section, a campus, and a
newsletter service. With Faq, the system wants to transfer basic platform knowledge to
users, bakers or creators. The community represents the core of the platform, allows an
indirect dialogue with users, by searching for answers already provided in the past,
present in the database of the platform, or directly by giving new questions to the
community or support team. In this area, it is offered access to profiles of the Kickstarter
community team, that is to say all those who have been part of the funding or of the
creation of projects. Alongside these forms of awareness, there is a thematic newsletter
that allows you to be up-to-date on new projects, novelties and promoted events. In this
first phase, the creators will contribute by adding the description of the project,
identifying the goal and the purpose, the amount of funding required, and the duration
of the campaign. The description of the project follows a communicative approach to
transfer trust and credibility to the proposed idea, and uses emotion [36, 38, 41], in a
virtual environment where sharing and exchange of information is done through video,
photo or textual media, and where creators can talk with their supporters.

Kuppuswam and Bayus [35] define Kickstarter community as "sympathetic to an
entrepreneur's plea for help" [....] And "an undefined crowd" where all citizens can be
funders and supporters of a project without any geographical restriction. Conversely,
presenting projects can be made by individuals resident in 21 states (initially projects
could only be submitted by residents in the United States).

In the second case, the platform has a large community of members involved in
financing creative ideas [35], which are organized by categories. The approach recalls
the "all-or-nothing" form of reward based financing. Information presented to a



possible funder recalls the project's purpose and objectives, highlighting the funding
status (and possibly exceeding the limit set by the creator) and the remaining time
available for the project campaign. The platform operates in a logic of transparency, in
fact it can show the number of supporters for each form of pledge: a pledge without a
reward or a pledge with a different level of reward. Finally, to help potential sponsors
discover projects, Kickstarter activates a search function that allows cross searches
across categories, collections, areas or i.e. to intervene on projects according to the
amount financed/supported or the proximity of the deadline.

The passage of the Kickstarter platform into a profit-making organization that
pursues social well-being has led to an integrated approach to its "work-flow" also in
terms of how the impact of expectations is measured on individual investment projects.
In this sense, tools for internal evaluation in terms of parameters such as widening the
audience and increasing the threshold of work opportunities, inclusive actions, pursuit
of dynamic environmental objectives contained in a very high level of transparency
mechanism, reinforce Kickstarter's ability to compete and penetrate all players
involved.

Kickstarter introduced its mission to the principles of Benefit corporation, publishing
its first impact report in 2014 [42]. The platform is committed to pursuing a profit-
driven path, but at the same time leads to a positive value of its actions, giving rise to
creative projects that reflect the values of society and support a more creative and
equitable world that employs the arts, and combats inequality.

4 B Corp Certification

According to B Lab, the Benefit Corporation is a new form of doing business, built on
the simple principle that businesses should impact and serve more than just sharehold-
ers - they have an equal responsibility to the community and to the planet. These stand-
ards are intended to encourage the application of new business models, innovative for
the approach they propose, to reconcile business performance (economically and finan-
cially) with respect for social, ethical and environmental responsibility values [43] [44].

The new concept leads towards self-regulation model, in order to allow companies
to govern themselves with transparency and re-positively impact on social and environ-
mental well-being. This approach finds its formalization voluntarily in the B Corp cer-
tification management system, issued by B Lab (Clark & Vranka, 2013; Wilburn &
Wilburn, 2014), a non-profit organization founded in 2006 with the goal of pursuing
the diffusion of this type of certification through the establishment of a global business
community interested in pursuing social and environmental goals. To encourage the
development of a regulatory environment, suitable for legal recognition of enterprises
pursuing benefit, B Corp has developed an innovative assessment standard. In order to
obtain certification, companies must pass a B-Impact assessment, i.e. an assessment of
the impact generated by the pursuit of the purposes for obtaining the certification. By
compiling a questionnaire, tailored to the business size, the type of industry, and loca-
tion, the business will receive a score that varies from a minimum of 80 points (require-
ment for obtaining the certification) and a maximum of 200 points. An Assessment



Review with the staff of the B Impact Assessment will follow the self-assessment in
order to guide the company in a position to improve itself and make appropriate adjust-
ments to achieve a B Impact Score. The company will have to make its assessment
credible, making available all the documents supporting the statements made and fi-
nally obtain a certification as a result of an audit.

To support and consolidate the impact of social responsibility initiatives, with the
same control used by other companies to assess the company's financial risk and their
return (i.e. Morningstar ratings), B Lab has set up the Global Impact Investing Rating
System (GIIRS), A network-based organization that provides a comprehensive picture
of sustainability [46] used to accelerate the impact of the investment. This system bases
its work on the application of a set of principles underlying the B Corp Certification,
fostering its application and addressing six key features: "Comprehensive", which al-
lows the identification of the social model in which the business operates, "Easy to use",
"transparent” in the awarding, "dynamic", which provides for an evaluation update
every two years, "independently governed", adaptable to different business and "Com-
parable", which enables to pursue a benchmarking of companies in the same sector. The
GIIRS maintains a general impact assessment framework to employ a standardized
methodology, distinguished in five distinct areas of impact, tested on the basis of 120
social and environmental questions: (i) Governments, (ii) Workers; (iii) Community;

In these areas, the "Impact Business Models" and Metrics are defined to provide a
comparison based on an impact assessment of the company's characteristics, size, sec-
torial affiliation and geographical area of reference.

5 Discussion and implication

B Corp Certification uses, as we have briefly mentioned in the previous paragraph, five
major areas for assessing the actions of a company that wishes to be certified according
to the proposed standard.

These areas are represented by Governance, Worker, Community, Environment, and
they investigate how the Kickstarter platform leads to the ethical principles of certifi-
cation. Table 1 associates each area of B Corp with Kickstarter initiatives that meet
these principles.



Table 1. Ethics between B Corp and Kickstarter (Source: Our elaboration).

Area

B Corp Certification
principles

Kickstarter: Transfer of ethics
values

Governance

Worker

Community

Environ-
ment

The system of indicators clearly
identifies the mission and the trace-
ability (monitoring) of environmen-
tal and social performance, the re-
sponsibility, control and stake-
holder engagement.

A Code of Conduct and Behavior,
transparent financing, communica-
tion with customers and workers.

The fairness of performance.

The ability of the organization to
maintain the level of staff training,
ensuring a level of transferability of
skills / knowledge by identifying
the degree of worker involvement.
Decision-making process. ("sustain-
able" working conditions and re-
spect for the main values of work-
ing life)

Trust in the company

Supplier integration and customer
satisfaction (monitoring).

Codes of conduct.

Promoting social well-being (inclu-
sion policies and participation), in-
cluding community services and
charitable donations.

Access to basic services.

Extending company policies to the
environment performance.

Communication of the com-
pany's mission, Benefit Cor-
poration values and princi-
ples. Quantification of the do-
nation, scope, and publication
of the data (benefit statement
annually).

Independent assessments on
performance, and statistical
data (job, pledge, fund and
community).

Policy for social welfare of
the worker and work environ-
ment.

Evidence of job positions and
companies created.

Measure of the economic im-
pact of creators and their com-
munity.

Incentives for cultural growth
Social welfare through space
green point.

NonMonetary acknowledg-
ments.

Demographic data of workers
Community engagement and
their emotional involvement
(Periodic discussion topics).
Suggestions and recommen-
dation for projects.

Sharing experiences from cre-
ators.

Control of unfair scientific
project and ethical conduct.
Failures transparent.
Promoting of a free public
event.

Support to the community
through donations of 5% of its
post-tax profit towards arts.
Support of the development of
environment projects.



Customers

Input factor: reduction of impacts
and consumption (i.e. Energy, wa-
ter and raw materials..).

Output factor: emissions and waste
(e.g. as well as transport and distri-
bution).

Policies and actions to reduce envi-
ronmental impact (design to solve
an environmental issue, renewable
resources, waste reduction, environ-
mental culture).

The impact that the policies / ac-
tions of the companies have on cus-
tomers.

In particular, this section analyzes

Incentives to use sustainable
means.

Awareness of local food and
drink consumption

Efficient lighting tool.
Guide to the creators toward
environmentally conscious
decisions.

Shareholders' votes for com-
pany engagement.

Programming the spreading
/stabilization of Excellence.
Tools for the compatibility

and interchange verification

with creators.

the assessment of the relationships : ) )
¢ Interaction and dissemina-

that the company has with its com-

munity, measuring relationships tion.
with suppliers, diversity and in- * Tools ff)r the success of
the project proposal.

volvement in the local community.
Promotion of public benefit (ser-
vices or design of goods).

The general picture revealed by these factors highlights the need for the platform to
transmit its ethical values and, more generally, to pursue a broader possible dissemina-
tion of positive results, its commitment to society, and the effort for all platform users,
from creators to bakers to public figures to feel part of a system, a community that
contributes to culturally enriching society with its own ideas and innovations. It is the
communication of the concept of the ethical value of the platform to the whole com-
munity that contributes to increasing its value in terms of credibility, security and con-
fidence in the services offered. Credibility thus becomes a substantial element of crowd
capital platforms that increase value in terms of the growth of investors (bakers) and
/or donations. Creators are tempted to question themselves, to present their own inno-
vative ideas, or simply bring their own testimonial by using appropriate channels / dis-
cussion tools (e.g. TCI, Kickstarter-tips). Maximizing the impact of positive influence
lies in the ability to convey these messages. In this sense, the community acts as a cat-
alyst for ideas. Several authors [26], [27], [35], [47] argue that crowdfunding commu-
nities are anchored by a wider range of social or ideological values, and therefore the
understanding of these values can link the community to a specific project, favoring
funding (as a result of promotion and reward campaigns).

Ethical influence in projects is transmitted through review processes where recom-
mendations or suggestions are provided on aspects such as environmentally conscious
decisions or actions that will allow to intervene and prevent unfair practices. Projects
that are able to interpret B Corp's principles are considered positively by Kickstarter,
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while others that do not show alignment are subject to a penalty, which results in re-
quests for revision, suspension, and / or blocking of projects.

The working environment shows, at least as far as it is possible to analyze from
documentary analysis, a diversified inclusion system (see for example Mingers [48]),
aimed at overcoming diversity barriers (e.g. gender respect). The centrality of the cul-
tural aspect and the ability to increase the knowledge of the worker are at the center of
the company's policies and implemented through professional conversion programs
(which loop the workers into the organizational system), but above all, it acts as a driv-
ing force towards the pursuit of innovative goals. The improvement of social welfare
and the push towards social programs in leisure time, thanks to the annual education
scholarship, drives the worker to personal growth, motivating people, and indirectly
acts on the viral community by strengthening the ethical principles pursued by the plat-
form.

The customer concept, proposed by the certification, merges with the different users
of the platform: bakers, creators, and the community (in general). The platform works
in the utmost care of the use of tools to accompany the creative idea to the success of
the project proposal, according to action programs that increase the impact of the activ-
ities (dissemination of excellence) or for interactive listening and dissemination of the
excellence of creative projects.

The article suggests implications for the application and study of ethical value to
crowdfunding platforms and more generally for the interpretation of community func-
tioning. The paper examines the ways in which ethical values are conveyed by the B
Corp certification in the functioning of crowdfunding platforms, but much has to be
done about the influence that this factor may have on individual stakeholders. The evi-
dence of this first exploratory study prospects the direct implications on community
crowdfunding, users and political decision-makers, as well as on researchers.

5.1 Implications

An implication for platforms is to have a reference model that governs relationships,
and the conditioning that can be triggered by individual actors. Our discussion high-
lights the great capacity of platforms to deliver messages and guide community choices.
Having a strong certification tool in this case could support the adoption of shared prac-
tices, which tend to standardize and increase the maximum level of interoperability

The role of the community, the transfer of values, and the influence it may have on
the choice of the various projects to be supported, clearly appears to be one of the crit-
ical factors in the discussion presented. In particular, the implications for the commu-
nity also reflect the appearance of the social relations of the creators [1], [6], which has
an appreciable impact on the success of fundraising campaigns.

The study represents a first reference point for orienting future studies so that the
necessary conditions of transparency and ethical respect can be created to guide man-
agement to a rational use of platforms. In the case of policy makers, the paper may be
a reflection point for addressing the definition of public policies and regulating ethical
factors and may help avoid incentivizing certain situations considered to be at high risk,
rather favoring the formation of forms of participation from the bottom.
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Future studies should clarify the role of ethics and influence, as well as the level of
conditioning that can be exercised on individual subjects participating in crowdfunding
actions (including platforms). This would extend the perspective of analysis and con-
sider factors that could have an effect on generating positive ethical performance.

6 Conclusion

The paper contributes to enrich literature on the use of crowdfunding and the applica-
tion of the concept of ethics in sharing activities.

Motivated by research seeking to understand how crowdfunding platforms, in par-
ticular Kickstarter, are able to convey the ethical values of B Corp certification, this
study offers a first reflection on the application of these concepts but at the same time
provides the basis for a deep analysis of the ethical factor, and the prospects for apply-
ing B Corp certification. In particular, the work analyzes the different behaviors of
Kickstarter regarding the ethical factors in community, governance, workers, customers
and the environment.

In accordance with Wilburn K. and Wilburn R. [46] we believe that B Corp certifi-
cation can contribute to a reasonable development of social benefit, including ethical
factors, and profit.

The exploratory nature of the work and the documentary analysis carried out can
represent the main limitations of this work, but may propose different implications and
reflections to conduct studies on the subject. The ethics factor can be specifically tai-
lored, through the analysis of specific case studies, or through the application of ana-
lytical models that consider our findings.
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