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Peer-To-Peer Accommodation in Europe:
Trends, Challenges and Opportunities

Anna Farmaki and Cristina Miguel

Introduction

Supported by the principles of the sharing economy (Belk 2014)
and enabled by technological advances (Gupta et al. 2019), peer-to-
peer (P2P) accommodation platforms emerge as new marketplaces to
exchange unused accommodation capacity. While there are non-for-
profit P2P accommodation platforms such as CouchSurfing (Chen 2018;
Miguel 2018) and HomeExchange (Sdrali et al. 2015; Chung 2017),
online paid P2P accommodation (Dolnicar 2019), which includes P2P
rental platforms and vacation rental platforms, represents the largest
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sector of the sharing economy in terms of the transaction value (PwC
2016). Companies such as Airbnb, HomeAway and 9Flats have been
able to generate a new output of rooms for people to stay in, without the
need to create new assets or increase the number of human resources in
the company. P2P accommodation occurs when individuals offer a room
or an entire property for short-term accommodation. The annual growth
rate for global P2P accommodation is estimated at 31% between 2013
and 2025, six times the growth rate of traditional bed-and-breakfasts and
hostels (Bakker and Twining-Ward 2018). The World Economic Forum
(2017) predicts that by 2025, the global hotel sector’s annual revenue
from short-term rentals will increase from 7 to 17%, resulting in the
migration of $8 billion in annual profits from the hotel industry to the
P2P accommodation market sector. Nevertheless, these growth figures
have been highly impacted by the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic
on tourism and hospitality (AllTheRooms 2020; Hall et al. 2020).

Several attempts were made by researchers to understand the drivers of
the P2P accommodation phenomenon. Relevant studies point towards a
range of benefits offered to both tourists (guests) and service providers
(hosts), which in essence explain the rapid growth of P2P accommoda-
tion in Europe (Sthapit and Jimenez-Barreto 2018; Sung et al. 2018).
Table 6.1 illustrates the main benefits offered by P2P accommodation to
both guests and hosts.

In the case of hospitality exchange platforms, such as CouchSurfing
and HomeExchange, the motivation to use these services revolve around
saving money (Sdrali et al. 2015; Decrop et al. 2018); building rela-
tionships and/or make new friends (Kim et al. 2018; Aydin and Duyan
2019); finding (sexual) partners (Miguel 2018); sharing experiences,
intimate information, knowledge and skills (Aydin and Duyan 2019);
enjoying helping others (Kim et al. 2018); living ‘like a local’ (Sdrali et al.
2015; Chung 2017) and sustainability (Forno and Garibaldi 2015).

P2P accommodation platforms offer a number of opportunities,
mainly related to the empowerment of individuals in generating revenue
using existing assets. This is argued to be a sustainable business model
that further democratises tourism by improving the amount and type
of accommodation offered and by reducing hotels prices, which is
ultimately beneficial for the end-user (Guttentag 2015; Forgacs and
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Table 6.1 Benefits of P2P accommodation to guests and hosts

Relevant studies

Guests
Value for money Chen and Chang (2018), Tussyadiah

and Pesonen (2018), Tran and
Filimonau (2020)

Seeking authentic experiences Bucher et al. (2018), Paulauskaite et al.
(2017), Shuqair et al. (2019)

Interaction with locals Guttentag et al. (2018), Moon et al.
(2019), Zhu et al. (2019)

Attributes of the properties Belarmino et al. (2019), Tran and
Filimonau (2020)

Environmental motives Agag (2019), Böcker and Meelen (2017)
Hosts
Income generation Fang et al. (2016), Lutz and Newlands

(2018), Sung et al. (2018), Stienmetz
et al. (2020)

Social interaction Karlsson and Dolnicar (2016), Farmaki
and Stergiou (2019)

Source Own elaboration

Dolnicar 2017; Hajibaba and Dolnicar 2018). On the other hand,
P2P accommodation platforms may introduce some challenges resulting
from their contribution to the gentrification of cities, regulatory issues
and taking over market share from the hospitality industry (Slee 2015;
Codagnone and Martens 2016; seen such rapid growth in Europe, with
urban areas experiencing a concentration of P2P accommodation units
(Gurran and Phibbs 2017), that concerns have been voiced over the asso-
ciated impacts on local communities and economies. Indeed, there are
numerous media reports that draw attention to the problems caused by
P2P accommodation growth in relation to the well-being and resilience
capacity of Europe’s local communities (Williams 2017; Greig 2020).
Impacts have also been noticed in the European hotel sector, with Sigala
(2017) arguing that P2P accommodation has emerged as one of the
greatest disruptors in the hospitality industry.

As a result, there is an ongoing debate over the benefits and costs
brought by the P2P accommodation sector in European cities, wherein
the phenomenon is more noticeable (Ranchordas et al. 2016). While
the emphasis was placed by European intergovernmental organisations
on the need to regulate the sector (Hatzopoulos and Roma 2017), this
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has proven to be a difficult task to accomplish considering the varying
legal frameworks across European countries (EC 2018). Therefore, this
chapter aims to contribute to the continuing debate on the P2P accom-
modation phenomenon and the implications it carries by examining the
key trends influencing the sector’s operation and future development
while identifying the challenges and opportunities the sector faces in the
COVID-19 pandemic era. The rest of the chapter is organised as follows.
First, the definition and types of P2P accommodation are explained.
Then, the opportunities generated by P2P accommodation in Euro-
pean cities are analysed in order to explain the reasons for driving the
rapid growth of P2P accommodation in Europe. Moving on, the nega-
tive impacts of P2P accommodation are outlined. Last, the key trends,
challenges and opportunities are discussed as conclusions.

P2P Accommodation: Definition and Types

The growth of the P2P accommodation phenomenon has led to a
reordering of resources, skills, and meanings (Richards 2014) within the
hospitality sector. P2P accommodation is defined as online networking
platforms that allow people to rent out for a short period of time avail-
able space within their property and/or the entire property (Belk 2014).
In essence, it refers to short-term rental units that are typically offered
to prospective guests by their owners who function as hosts and, as
such, may additionally offer hospitality services including cooked meals,
airport pick-ups and so on. Although accommodation in the form of
commercialised homes (e.g., bed & breakfasts, guesthouses) existed long
before the rise of P2P accommodation, the popularisation of the sharing
economy business model in the hospitality sector led to the develop-
ment of a distinct form of the accommodation offered from peer-to-peer.
Sweeney et al. (2018) argued that, at the outset, P2P accommoda-
tion might offer services similar to those provided in commercialised
homes; yet commercialised homes have been primarily operating on a
small scale (Lyu et al. 2019). Contrary, P2P accommodation has arisen
due to technology enabling users to share information globally and, in
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turn, encouraging individuals who would not have previously consid-
ered renting a room in a private residence to prefer such accommodation
options to mainstream ones (Cohen and Kietzmann 2014). The business
model of P2P accommodation consists mainly of a service provider (plat-
form), which acts as an intermediary between the supplier (host) and the
customer (guest) who will pay for underutilised products and/or services
(Kumar et al. 2018). Even though these three parties are a commonality
in all P2P accommodation platforms, there are three distinct forms of
P2P accommodation.

First, there is P2P accommodation offered for free from hosts to guests
via platforms such as Couchsurfing or BeWelcome (Chen 2018; Miguel
2018), where there is no monetary exchange between the parties involved
but social and cultural capital exchange (Spitz 2017). As Schuckert et al.
(2018) pointed out, these platforms emphasise the social component
over the material one. CouchSurfing is often used as an example of the
‘pure sharing economy’ since there is no monetary exchange between
the parties involved (Belk 2014). Geiger and Germelmann (2015), who
investigated sharing practices in the context of Couchsurfing, identi-
fied that sharing is viewed as a non-profit act, where there is mutual
reciprocity between the host and the couchsurfer. At the same time,
CouchSurfing can be considered as an ‘anti-consumerist’ reaction with
sharing values (Decrop et al. 2018). According to Kocher et al. (2014),
CouchSurfing members are motivated to participate in the service by
the sharing of experiences while material sharing (the property) acts as a
catalyst. CouchSurfing worked as a charity and was run mainly by volun-
teers until 2011 when it received $7 million from venture capitalists and
became a corporation (Miguel 2018). Since 2015, CouchSurfing incor-
porated advertising in the site for users who are not verified, and they also
promoted the verification system, which costs $25 as another source of
revenue (Miguel 2017, 2018). In her study, Miguel (2018) identified that
CouchSurfing users found the commercial turn of CouchSurfing contro-
versial as, even though the hospitality exchange service is based on the
altruism of its users, some people aim to gain money from couchsurfers’
hospitality.

Second, there is reciprocal P2P accommodation such as that found in
platforms such as HomeExchange or LoveHomeSwap where houses are
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swapped between two parties with no monetary exchange taking place
between host and guest despite home swappers paying a fee to the plat-
form (Grit and Lynch 2011; Andriotis and Agiomirgianakis 2014). For
instance, in the HomeExchange platform, users either pay a membership
fee of e120 per year or pay a e10 rate per night of stay at someone else’s
home (HomeExchange 2020). Most platforms offer either reciprocal
exchange (which can be simultaneous or non-simultaneous exchange)
or exchange with guest points which users collect by previously offering
their homes to other users.
Third, there is profit-based P2P accommodation such as that endorsed

by the Airbnb, Booking.com or HomeAway platforms whereby a guest
pays the host for the service provided. Although Airbnb popularising
the P2P accommodation practice (Camilleri and Neuhofer 2017), which
consists of either shared property in which the host stays with the guest
or the entire property is rented to the guest without the host sharing
the same space (Farmaki and Kaniadakis 2020), according to the World
Bank Group report (2018) the most successful P2P accommodation plat-
form to date is Booking.com. With almost 5 million listings classified
as alternative or non-hotel accommodation, Booking.com emerges as
the leader of the P2P accommodation market, followed by Airbnb with
4.85 million listings and HomeAway with 2 million listings (World Bank
Group 2018). In different European countries, local paid P2P accommo-
dation platforms have been launched, for instance, Flatio and Mojechaty
(Czech Republic), Gloveler and 9flats (Germany), Rentalia, Hundred-
rooms and Intercambiocasas (Spain), Trumpam (Lithuania), or Realitica
and Sobe-Smestaj (Serbia). Some of these platforms operate in different
European cities or at a global level (e.g., Hundredrooms, Flatio).

The Case of Airbnb

Airbnb was first established in 2008 and has quickly expanded in over
191 countries, including more than 200 million members. Around 650,000
Airbnb members are hosts who have approximately 6 million listings
worldwide (Airbnb 2020). Such was the rapid growth of the platform
that its current estimated value of $30 billion exceeds most of the hospi-
tality groups (Cheng and Jin 2019). It is, thus, not surprising that scholars

https://www.Booking.com
https://www.Booking.com
https://www.Booking.com
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suggested that the platform is emerging as a potential threat to the hotel
sector (e.g., Guttentag and Smith 2017)

For example, the Airbnb platform opened up its space to commercial
hospitality providers such as traditional B&Bs and boutique hotels through
its initiative called ‘Airbnb for Everyone’. Accordingly, Airbnb seems to
be attracting a group of customers (e.g., business travellers) who would
not have previously considered using P2P platforms (Guttentag and Smith
2017). In particular, Airbnb set up a business travel portal with customised
search results and introduced a ‘business badge’ similar to its ‘superhost’
and ‘superguest’ badges that are analogous to hotel loyalty schemes and
award benefits (e.g., discounts) to dedicated users (Liang et al. 2017)

The platform also introduced ‘Airbnb Plus’, which refers to an elite
selection of properties that have ‘exceptional hosts’ and ‘Airbnb Luxe’
that comes with the services of a dedicated concierge in a bid to extend
its inventory to more luxurious properties. Airbnb’s most recent addi-
tion is ‘Airbnb Experiences’ which refers to tours and activities designed
and offered by locals to Airbnb guests with the aim of allowing the
visitor to immerse in the local life. Indeed, in recent years, there is a
noticeable change in Airbnb’s strategies towards more traditional accom-
modation services, which adds to the debate on whether it may even
be regarded as a P2P accommodation platform embracing the sharing
economy philosophy (Crommelin et al. 2018)

Opportunities Generated by P2P
Accommodation in European Cities

The impact of the adoption of the sharing economy model on hospitality
has also had a wider effect on society. While there are no statistics about
the economic impact of home exchange (Andriotis and Agiomirgianakis
2014), it is recognised that users of this type of platform contribute to the
economy of several destinations, despite the scale of contribution being
marginal compared to paid online P2P accommodation platforms such
as Booking or AirBnb (Gössling and Hall 2019). According to a study
conducted by Eurostat (2020) about participation in P2P accommoda-
tion in the EU, Luxembourg is the country with the most individual
hosts (46%), followed by Ireland (34%) and Malta (30%). Conversely,
there were some countries with less than 10% of the population being
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hosts: Cyprus and the Czech Republic (both 5%), Latvia (8%) and
Bulgaria (9%).

Peer-to-peer accommodation involves a number of positive side effects
(Forgacs and Dolnicar 2017; Hajibaba and Dolnicar 2018) including:
extra income for individuals; micro-entrepreneurship opportunities on
services for hosts (cleaning services, key-handling etc.); generation of new
jobs since tourism increases as a result of affordable accommodation,
increased tax revenues and covering temporarily spiking accommoda-
tion needs associated with big events (e.g., Mobile World Congress
in Barcelona) or natural disasters. For hosts, P2P accommodation has
emerged as a potential arena for micro-entrepreneurship (Stabrowski
2017; Zhang et al. 2019), allowing individuals to gain additional income
by using idle assets (Lutz and Newlands 2018; Sung et al. 2018).
Generally speaking, it allows hosts to make a living from renting their
properties on a short-term basis, thus constitutes their main source of
income (Portolan 2012) or additional income (Stienmetz et al. 2020).
Correspondingly, through hosting, individuals can improve their stan-
dard of living. Nevertheless, some studies (e.g., Heo et al. 2019) show
that the profitability for a host is dropping due to the saturation of
the market. For example, Heo et al.’s (2019) study about the impact of
Airbnb in the hotel industry in Paris found that ‘the average occupancy
has reached a plateau’ and ‘profitability for hosts is dropping’ (p. 87). In
addition to financial gain, social benefits were identified as driving people
to participate as hosts in P2P accommodation when renting rooms in
their properties (Farmaki and Stergiou 2019). For example, Farmaki and
Stergiou (2019), in their study about Airbnb hosts in Europe, found
that several individuals engage in P2P accommodation hosting to combat
feelings of loneliness.

In terms of positive effects for consumers, P2P accommodation
services, which have been used by 12% of European citizens (Euro-
barometer 2018), provide several competitive advantages against tradi-
tional hospitality alternatives. The first one is related to cost. For
example, Airbnb hosts are able to provide competitive pricing due to
having limited additional labour costs since the platform facilitates the
booking and payment process (Guttentag 2015). According to Airbnb
(2019), their P2P business model is also democratising tourism since
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‘thirty-one percent of the people who travel on Airbnb say they would
have stayed home or would not have stayed as long but for Airbnb’.
Nevertheless, Guttentag (2016) found in his study that actually from the
low-budget users, only 2% of users would not have travelled if Airbnb
did not exist, while 4% would have stayed with family and friends or
CouchSurfing; 17% would have substituted Airbnb for a hostel, and
10% for a B&B. Visitors who choose P2P accommodation benefit from
lower prices, and they can spend more money on the tourism sector. As
a result, local neighbourhoods have been transformed by spending from
increasing numbers of visitors (Fang et al. 2016).

Challenges Generated by P2P
Accommodation in European Cities

Despite the benefits generated by P2P accommodation, at the same time,
the activity produces several negative impacts in the cities where this
activity is popular. Local people may encounter some difficulties: increase
in their rents; overcrowding by tourists and noise-related issues (Slee
2015; Lee 2016). Slee (2015) highlights that Airbnb is contributing to
the massive flow of tourists in cities, preventing them from finding the
balance they need between tourism and the other needs of a healthy,
sustainable city. In addition, Hajibaba and Dolnicar (2018) point out
that the character of neighbourhoods’ changes with large numbers of
non-residents and inconsiderate short-term visitors can also negatively
affect residents’ quality of life. Several studies provide evidence that
the proliferation of house rentals under this model negatively impact
the housing market in European cities (e.g., Sans and Quaglieri 2016;
Gutiérrez et al. 2017; Dogru et al. 2019; Cocola-Gant and Gago 2019).
Cocola-Gant and Gago (2019) in their study about the impact of Airbnb
in Lisbon, Seville, and Barcelona, identified a ‘buy-to-let investment
process’ that increases prices in the centric neighbourhoods and runs
away from the sharing economy ethos. Nevertheless, research on this
topic is inconsistent, with some studies reporting an increase in pricing
when Airbnb listing increase (e.g., Lee 2016) while others do not find
any relationship between the two factors (Ranchordas et al. 2016).
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Likewise, scholars expressed concerns over the spatial implications of
the phenomenon (Gutiérrez et al. 2017; Ioannides et al. 2019), which
enhances the touristification of residential areas. Indeed, as the supply
of Airbnb-type rentals intensifies, tourist overcrowding in central areas
increases (Ioannides et al. 2019), threatening residents’ well-being (Sans
and Quaglieri 2016; Stergiou and Farmaki 2020). Additionally, the
research highlighted the adverse effects of the growth of P2P accommo-
dation on the hotel sector (Hajibaba and Dolnicar 2017). Nevertheless,
evidence from the study conducted by Heo et al. (2019) in the Parisian
accommodation market that Airbnb and hotels are not in direct compe-
tition. In addition, the (de)regulation of the P2P activity has been
discussed by different scholars (e.g., Koolhoven et al. 2016; Ferreri and
Sanyal 2018). For instance, Koolhoven et al. (2016) highlight specific
liability issues raised by the P2P accommodation sector in analysing the
P2P accommodation regulatory framework in Amsterdam, Barcelona,
and Paris since these are the cities with the biggest P2P accommoda-
tion activity. Correspondingly, there are increasing pressures placed by
industry practitioners and local communities on governments that are
called to establish relevant regulatory controls (Farmaki and Kaniadakis
2020).
Nevertheless, Dolnicar and Zare (2020) argue that the problems

that some cities experienced with regulating the P2P accommodation
market would disappear with the reduced number of P2P accommo-
dation properties. The COVID-19 pandemic has changed the impact
of P2P accommodation since travel restrictions have reduced, to a great
extent, the number of travellers during 2020. The P2P accommodation
market sector has suffered as a result of a large number of cancellations
due to force majeure and falls in reservations during the summer season
(Farmaki et al. 2020). In the European market of Airbnb, the cities which
have lost the most revenue from the pandemic so far are Barcelona,
Berlin, Madrid, Paris, Milan and Rome (AirDNA 2020). As explained
by Dolnicar and Zare (2020), COVID-19 has stopped the exponential
growth of Airbnb, which has been increasingly incorporating commercial
actors and lost its original P2P idea and sharing economy ethos.
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Summary

This chapter aimed at discussing the evolution of P2P accommodation
in Europe in order to identify key trends that shape the sector as well
as related operations and practices. In addition, the chapter focused on
identifying the various opportunities and challenges brought about by
the growth of the P2P accommodation sector in Europe. To start with,
the chapter distinguished between different types of P2P accommodation
platforms ranging from paid (e.g., Airbnb, Booking.com) to not-for-
profit (e.g., Couchsurfing, BeWelcome) as well as platforms based on
home exchanges (e.g., HomeExchange, LoveHomeSwap), explaining
the key characteristics and differences among them. The chapter also
explored the reasons driving the growth of these platforms, identifying
benefits to both hosts and guests as integral for the continuous expansion
of the sector in Europe. Although some variation was noticed in the key
motives driving P2P accommodation demand and supply depending on
the type of platform, total economic and social reasons were found to
motivate participation in P2P accommodation exchanges. For instance,
individuals rent available space in their properties through P2P accom-
modation platforms in order to make a living or supplement their
income as well as meet new people from different cultures (Karlsson and
Dolnicar 2016; Lutz and Newlands 2018; Stienmetz et al. 2020). Simi-
larly, convenience, value for money and the search for more authentic
and localised tourist experience seem to drive demand for P2P accom-
modation (Bucher et al. 2018; Shuqair et al. 2019; Tran and Filimonau
2020; Zhu et al. 2019).

Evidently, P2P accommodation platforms offer numerous opportuni-
ties to both hosts and guests as they represent a tool of empowerment
that allows individuals to make more suitable choices regarding their
accommodation as well as generate revenue using existing assets and
relatively low capital. In turn, P2P accommodation platforms have
been argued to contribute to a more sustainable economic develop-
ment as they advocate business models that democratise the tourism
industry (Forgacs and Dolnicar 2017; Hajibaba and Dolnicar 2018)
while extending accommodation options and forcing the traditional
accommodation sector (e.g., hotels) to respond with more appealing

https://www.Booking.com
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offerings. Despite such promising prospects, P2P accommodation has
been found to yield several negative impacts on local economies and
communities in Europe. The immense growth of the sector in European
cities, where the phenomenon is most noticeable, has brought along a
range of problems, including overcrowding from the influx of tourists in
residential areas, higher pollution levels and increased rent prices, among
others (Gurran and Phibbs 2017; Ioannides et al. 2019). In addition
to these impacts, the P2P accommodation sector has been argued to
inflict great effects on the performance, occupancy levels and revenue of
hotels (Sigala 2017), forcing them to respond to the increasing compe-
tition and adapt their product by incorporating characteristics of P2P
accommodation (e.g., home feeling) in their offering (Zhu et al. 2019).
Within this context, European intergovernmental organisations have

been pressurising national governments of European countries to estab-
lish a regulatory framework in order to monitor the associated impacts of
P2P accommodation growth. The regulation of the sector, nonetheless,
is not an easy task as there are varied legal and regulatory systems among
European countries. Regulatory attempts are further problematised by
the fact that European destinations face varying tourism development
levels, forms, and strategies. The COVID-19 pandemic has further high-
lighted the need for regulation in the sector. The pandemic has had
great adverse effects on P2P accommodation leading not only to hosts
exiting the platforms but also to guests questioning the level of hygiene
and safety standards implemented by individuals in the rented prop-
erties. Undoubtedly, the pandemic has exposed the vulnerable aspects
of the P2P accommodation sector (Farmaki et al. 2020), calling for
greater consolidation of policymaking and regulatory attempts in order
to ensure that the interests of users (hosts and guests) and local commu-
nities are safeguarded in the foreseeable future. By discussing the key
trends pertinent to the growth of the P2P accommodation sector as
well as the emerging opportunities and challenges brought about by the
phenomenon in Europe, this chapter has contributed to the ongoing
debate on the merits and disadvantages of P2P accommodation, which
has changed the tourism and hospitality landscape indefinitely.
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