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Abstract 

The proliferation of digital platforms has transformed university life, yet a significant gap persists in 

facilitating efficient, safe, and localized peer-to-peer commerce among students. A critical challenge, 

termed the "Hyperlocal Trust Deficit," is identified, wherein existing platforms fail due to an inability to 

simultaneously solve the economic problem of achieving market thickness and the social problem of 

establishing trust within transient student populations. This paper introduces Connect Sphere, a cost-free 

student marketplace web application designed around a unique dual-solution architecture to overcome this 

deficit. The platform's methodology combines a strategic zero-commission model to ensure market 

thickness with a mandatory university email (.edu) verification system to create a high-trust, closed 

ecosystem. The system was developed using a phased agile methodology, integrating market design theory 

with the principles of Extreme Programming (XP). The design and implementation of Connect Sphere are 

presented, and it is argued that its unique approach provides a robust and theoretically-grounded model 

for a sustainable, student-centric marketplace that effectively mitigates the common failure points of niche 

online platforms. 

 

Keywords: Student Marketplace, Peer-To-Peer, E-Commerce, Hyperlocal, University Community, Web 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Context The Digital Transformation of University Life 

The modern university campus is a dynamic and self-contained economic ecosystem, increasingly 

mediated by digital technologies. From online learning management systems to social networking, digital 

platforms are integral to nearly every facet of the student experience. Within this environment, a constant 

and recurring need exists for students to buy, sell, and exchange a specific range of goods and services. 

These transactions are often short-term and highly localized, involving items such as textbooks, furniture, 

electronics, and peer-to-peer services like tutoring or event ticket sales. A persistent demand is thereby 

created for a centralized, efficient, and trustworthy commercial hub tailored to the rhythms of academic 

https://www.ijfmr.com/


 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR250558019 Volume 7, Issue 5, September-October 2025 2 

 

life. 

1.2 Problem Statement The Inadequacy of Existing Solutions 

Despite this clear need, the platforms currently available to students for peer-to-peer commerce are 

fundamentally inadequate. A significant disconnect exists between the requirements of a hyperlocal 

university market and the functionality of existing tools. General-purpose e-commerce platforms such as 

Amazon or eBay are designed for a global audience and lack the necessary community focus and 

localization features, making them impractical for on-campus exchanges. At the other end of the spectrum, 

students often resort to informal channels like Facebook groups or Instagram pages. While convenient for 

communication, these platforms have been described as "clunky, unsafe, or impersonal" for commerce. 

Essential features like structured listings, robust search capabilities, and, most critically, a reliable 

mechanism for establishing trust between anonymous peers are absent. 

This situation represents more than a mere inconvenience; it constitutes a market failure. The high friction, 

lack of security, and inefficiency of existing channels suppress a large volume of potentially beneficial 

transactions. It is observed that buyers and sellers struggle to connect effectively, and the inherent risk of 

dealing with unverified strangers deters participation. Furthermore, institutional platforms that do exist, 

such as Jenzabar's Campus Marketplace, are typically designed for administrative purposes and are not 

suited for student-to-student peer exchange. A distinct and unaddressed void is left for a platform designed 

from the ground up to serve the peer-to-peer commercial needs of the student body. 

1.3 Proposed Solution Connect Sphere 

To address these shortcomings, Connect Sphere is proposed in this paper. It is a web application designed 

to function as a dedicated, cost-free, and hyperlocal marketplace for university communities. The core 

value proposition of Connect Sphere is the provision of a secure and trusted environment for peer-to-peer 

transactions by leveraging the existing institutional framework of the university. Access is restricted 

exclusively to users who can verify their affiliation through a university-issued (.edu) email address. This 

simple yet effective mechanism creates a closed ecosystem of trusted participants. Furthermore, the 

platform is entirely cost-free for users, eliminating transaction fees and listing costs. This decision is a 

strategic one, intended to encourage maximum participation and rapidly build a vibrant, self-sustaining 

marketplace from within the student community. 

1.4 Contribution and Paper Structure 

The primary contribution of this work is the identification of the "Hyperlocal Trust Deficit" as a key barrier 

to successful student marketplaces and the presentation of a unique dual-solution architecture designed to 

overcome it. The design, implementation, and evaluation of Connect Sphere are detailed as a practical 

application of this model. The methodology is also unique, presenting a phased agile approach that 

integrates market design theory with the iterative practices of Extreme Programming. The remainder of 

this paper is structured as follows: Section 2 provides a survey of related literature and a comparative 

analysis of existing platforms to identify the research gap. Section 3 describes the phased agile 

development methodology, system architecture, technology stack, and implementation of core features. 

Finally, Section 4 offers a conclusion, summarizes the project's contributions, acknowledges its 

limitations, and suggests directions for future work. 

 

2. Literature Survey 

2.1 The Evolution of Niche E-Commerce Platforms 

The history of e-commerce has been marked by a significant trend away from monolithic, one-size-fits-
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all platforms toward specialized marketplaces that cater to specific communities and product categories. 

While large retailers dominate the broad consumer market, niche platforms have demonstrated the ability 

to thrive by cultivating a deep understanding of their target audience's needs and fostering a strong sense 

of community. It has been shown that platforms built on a foundation of shared context, interest, and trust 

can offer a superior user experience that generalist sites cannot replicate. The success of these platforms 

underscores the viability of a marketplace tailored specifically to the university student demographic, 

which represents a distinct community with unique commercial behaviors and requirements. 

2.2 Comparative Analysis of Existing Student Marketplace Platforms 

An analysis of the current landscape reveals a variety of platforms used by students, each with significant 

limitations for facilitating peer-to-peer exchange. These can be categorized as dedicated student apps, 

institutional solutions, service marketplaces, and informal social channels.Dedicated applications like 

Rumie have emerged to serve the student market, correctly identifying the need for .edu verification and 

a mobile-centric experience to build a trusted, local user base. However, their adoption can be limited. 

Institutional solutions, such as Jenzabar Campus Marketplace, are not designed for peer-to-peer 

interactions but for the university to sell its own programs. Online course platforms like Udemy or 

Skillshare offer valuable insights but are focused on digital content, not the physical goods and local 

services that dominate on-campus trade. Finally, informal channels on Facebook, Instagram, and 

GroupMe, while widely used, lack the fundamental trust, safety, and commerce-oriented features required 

for reliable transactions. A summary of this comparative analysis is provided in Table 1. 

 

Table 1: Comparative analysis of existing student marketplace platforms 

Platform 

Name 

Primary Use 

Case 

Target 

Audience 

Monetization 

Model 

Trust and 

Safety 

Mechanism 

Key 

Limitation 

for P2P 

Exchange 

Rumie P2P goods 

exchange, 

tickets, 

rentals 

University 

Students 

Undisclosed .edu 

verification, 

user profiles 

Limited 

adoption, 

primarily 

mobile-app 

based 

Jenzabar Continuing 

education, 

non-

traditional 

courses 

Non-

traditional 

learners, 

corporate 

partners 

Institutional 

fees, software 

licensing 

Institutional 

control 

Not designed 

for peer-to-

peer 

transactions 

Facebook 

Marketplace 

General P2P 

goods 

exchange 

General 

Public 

Advertising, 

transaction 

fees 

User profiles, 

ratings (often 

unreliable) 

Lacks student 

verification, 

safety 

concerns, not 

hyperlocal 
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It is clear from this analysis that no single existing platform effectively combines a focus on peer-to-peer 

goods and services, a cost-free model to encourage adoption, and a robust, community-based trust 

mechanism. This establishes the specific gap in the current market that Connect Sphere is designed to fill. 

2.3 Theoretical Framework: Market Design Challenges in Peer-to-Peer Platforms 

The success or failure of a peer-to-peer marketplace often hinges on its ability to solve fundamental socio-

economic challenges. Research in economics and Human-Computer Interaction (HCI) has identified 

several key concepts from market design theory that are critical for the viability of such platforms. Three 

of these are particularly relevant to the student marketplace context: 

1. Thickness: A market is considered "thick" when it has a sufficient number of participants on both sides 

to generate a high probability of successful transactions. A "thin" market, where users cannot find 

what they want or find a buyer, quickly leads to user abandonment. 

2. Congestion: Once a market achieves thickness, it can face the problem of congestion. This occurs 

when the sheer volume of listings makes it difficult for users to find what they are looking for. 

Congestion is caused by inadequate search and filtering tools, leading to user frustration. 

3. Safety and Trust: Perhaps the most critical challenge is establishing a safe and trustworthy 

environment. Users must have confidence in the authenticity of products, the security of their data, 

and the reliability of their transaction partners. For new platforms, building this trust is a significant 

challenge. 

2.4 Identifying the Research Gap 

Synthesizing the practical limitations of existing platforms with the theoretical challenges of market design 

reveals a clear and unique research gap. The failure of platforms in this niche stems from an inability to 

solve what is termed in this paper the "Hyperlocal Trust Deficit." This deficit arises from the unique 

characteristics of university communities: they are dense and hyperlocal, yet also transient and 

characterized by a high degree of anonymity between peers. Existing platforms fail because they only 

address part of this problem. 

The research gap, therefore, is the need for a platform model whose architecture is explicitly designed to 

solve the economic problem of market thickness and the social problem of the hyperlocal trust deficit 

simultaneously. The unique contribution of Connect Sphere is its dual-solution architecture, which 

presents an integrated answer to this challenge. This architecture is composed of two core, interdependent 

strategies: 

1. An Economic Solution for Thickness: A strictly cost-free, zero-commission model is employed to 

eliminate barriers to entry, encouraging the maximum number of students to participate and rapidly 

build a "thick" market. 

2. A Social Solution for Trust: A mandatory and stringent hyperlocal verification system, using 

university-issued .edu emails, creates a closed, high-trust ecosystem. This directly mitigates the safety 

concerns and anonymity issues that define the trust deficit. 

This dual strategy represents a novel and holistic approach to building a sustainable peer-to-peer 

marketplace in a university environment. 

 

3. Methodology 

3.1 A Phased Agile Methodology for Marketplace Development 

The development of Connect Sphere was guided by a unique, phased agile methodology tailored to the 
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specific challenges of creating a new online marketplace. This approach integrates the theoretical 

principles of market design with the practical, iterative framework of Extreme Programming (XP). The 

process was divided into three distinct phases: 

1. Phase 1: Foundational Research and Market Design Analysis. This initial phase focused on a deep 

analysis of the theoretical challenges—thickness, congestion, and safety—as they apply to the 

university context. This involved the literature survey and comparative analysis detailed in Section 2, 

leading to the identification of the "Hyperlocal Trust Deficit" as the core problem. The output of this 

phase was the strategic blueprint for the dual-solution architecture. 

2. Phase 2: Iterative MVP Development with Extreme Programming (XP). The project then moved into 

an iterative development cycle using the core practices of XP. This agile discipline was chosen for its 

emphasis on simplicity, continuous feedback, and rapid, functional releases. Key XP practices were 

instrumental in efficiently building a Minimum Viable Product (MVP). 

3. Phase 3: Community-Centric Feedback Loop. This phase operationalized the XP principle of 

continuous feedback by engaging directly with a target group of student users. Each iteration of the 

MVP was released to this group, and their feedback was systematically collected and incorporated into 

the planning for the next development cycle. This ensured that the platform evolved in direct response 

to the actual needs of its intended audience. 

3.2 System Architecture 

Connect Sphere is designed using a standard three-tier architecture, a well-established pattern for 

developing scalable web applications. This architecture decouples the application's core functions into 

logical and physical layers. The three tiers are: 

1. Presentation Tier (Client-Side): This is the user interface that runs in the client's web browser, 

responsible for rendering pages and capturing user input. 

2. Application Tier (Server-Side): This tier contains the core business logic. It processes client requests, 

interacts with the database, and executes marketplace rules. 

3. Data Tier (Database): This tier is responsible for the persistent storage and retrieval of all application 

data. 

A high-level visual representation of this architecture is provided in Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2: High-Level System Architecture of Connect Sphere 
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3.3 Technology Stack Selection 

The selection of the technology stack for Connect Sphere was guided by established criteria for modern 

e-commerce development, including scalability, development speed, and cost-effectiveness. The project 

utilizes the MERN stack, a popular combination of technologies for building data-driven web applications. 

● Frontend (React.js): The user interface was built using React.js, a JavaScript library ideal for creating 

a dynamic and responsive marketplace experience. 

● Backend (Node.js and Express.js): The server-side application logic is powered by Node.js. Its 

asynchronous model is highly efficient for handling concurrent user requests. The Express.js 

framework was used to simplify the creation of APIs. 

● Database (MongoDB): MongoDB, a NoSQL document-oriented database, was chosen for the data 

tier. Its flexible schema is well-suited for storing user profiles and product listings. 

● Cloud and Deployment: The application is designed for deployment on a major cloud platform, such 

as Amazon Web Services (AWS), to ensure high availability, reliability, and scalability. 

3.4 Core Feature Implementation 

The core features of Connect Sphere were implemented to directly address the problems identified in the 

literature survey. 

User Authentication and Verification: A secure registration and login system forms the gateway to the 

platform. The cornerstone of this system is the mandatory verification of a user's .edu email address. This 

feature is the technical implementation of the "Safety and Trust" solution, ensuring all participants are 

legitimate members of the university community. The user flow for this process is detailed in Figure 3. 

 

Figure 3: User Authentication and Verification Flowchart 
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● Product Listing and Management: The backend provides a set of API endpoints that allow 

authenticated users to perform CRUD (Create, Read, Update, Delete) operations on their product 

listings. 

● Hyperlocal Search and Filtering: The search functionality is engineered to prioritize hyperlocal results. 

By default, a user's search query returns items listed by students from their own university first. This 

addresses the need for a localized experience and helps mitigate market "Congestion". 

● Peer-to-Peer Messaging: A real-time, in-app chat feature was integrated to facilitate secure 

communication between buyers and sellers without exchanging personal contact information. 

● User Reputation System: Following a transaction, both parties are prompted to leave a rating and 

review. This data is aggregated and displayed on user profiles, creating a community-driven reputation 

system to build trust. 

 

4. Conclusion 

4.1 Summary of Contributions 

Connect Sphere has been presented in this paper as a functional and theoretically grounded model for a 

peer-to-peer student marketplace. It is argued that the current landscape of digital tools fails to provide a 

solution that is simultaneously localized, trusted, and economically accessible for university students. The 

primary contribution of this project is the demonstration of a strategic design approach that directly 

confronts the most common failure points of niche online marketplaces. The novelty of Connect Sphere 

lies not merely in its feature set, but in the deliberate application of a cost-free business model to solve the 

challenge of market thickness and a strict, hyperlocal verification system to solve the challenge of market 

safety. This integrated strategy provides a robust blueprint for creating a sustainable digital commons 

within the unique context of a university campus. 

4.2 Limitations 

The limitations of the current work must be acknowledged. The Connect Sphere platform, as presented, 

is a Minimum Viable Product (MVP). While its core functionalities have been implemented and tested, it 

has not yet been deployed at scale. Consequently, challenges related to long-term user engagement, 

content moderation, and dispute resolution have been theoretically considered but not empirically tested. 

The platform's performance under heavy traffic also requires real-world validation. 

4.3 Future Work 

Building upon the current foundation, several avenues for future work are identified. 

● Mobile Application Development: The development of native mobile applications for iOS and 

Android is a high-priority next step. A mobile-first approach is essential for reaching the student 

demographic. 

● Expanded Service Offerings: The platform's functionality can be expanded beyond physical goods to 

include rentals and peer-to-peer services like tutoring, which are identified needs within the student 

community. 

● Advanced Features and Personalization: To further combat market "congestion," advanced features 

can be implemented. This includes integrating a campus events calendar to facilitate ticket sales and 

exploring machine learning for personalized product recommendations. 

● Sustainable Monetization Strategies: While the cost-free model is critical for initial user acquisition, 

long-term sustainability may require a non-intrusive monetization strategy. Options such as optional 

"featured listings" or a dedicated section for local businesses could be explored without 
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compromising the core free-to-use principle for students. 
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