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A macroeconomic perspective on Airbnb’s global presence

1. Introduction.

The peer to peer (P2P) economy, also known as the collaborative economy or the sharing
economy, has attracted a great deal of attention from scholars in the tourism field, because
business platforms based on this concept are experiencing explosive growth. Although human
beings have always shared, the novelty of the P2P economy consists in “sharing with
strangers” (Schor, 2014). In tourism, start-ups based on the P2P economy concept have swept
across the globe triggering claims that the P2P economy is disrupting the traditional tourism
industry (Heo, 2016; Zervas, Proserpio, & Byers, 2017). A noticeable example of the P2P
economy in the tourism industry is demonstrated by Airbnb, which enables owners to offer
their unoccupied houses or rooms for short-term rental. Airbnb offers more than four million
global listings across 191 countries and over 200 million total guests have used an Airbnb
accommodation around the world since the company’s founding in 2008. (Airbnb, 2017).

Academic investigation regarding P2P accommodation rentals has recently emerged and
seems to be moving in several different directions (Benoit et al., 2016). Identifying
motivations for participating and satisfaction factors in renting a P2P accommodation was one
of the most researched areas (e.g., Belarmino et al., 2017; Karlsson & Dolnicar, 2016;
Mohlmann, 2015; So, Oh, & Min, 2018; Tussyadiah, 2016; Tussyadiah & Pesonen, 2016).
While financial benefit (i.e., cost saving) is often seen as the most important motivator,
authenticity and experiential value (i.e., interaction between host and guest) have also been
found to be important drivers. (Tussyadiah & Pesonen, 2016; Guttentag, 2015; Guttentag et
al., 2018). Accommodation amenities, space and location have additionally been found to be
important motivations (e.g., Quinby & Gasdia, 2014). Bocker and Meelen (2017) argued that
it is likely that motivations to participate in the P2P economy are different depending on
demographic groups.

Other scholars analyzed the unique aspects of the P2P transaction for accommodation rentals.
In particular, several studies highlighted the importance of trust between participants, both in
relation to the platform being used and other users, in P2P transactions. Establishing trust
between guest and host helps manage the inherent uncertainty surrounding P2P transactions.
As such, trust is a key prerequisite for the success of P2P transactions (Ma et al., 2017). Ert,
Fleischer, and Magen (2016) contend that guests infer the host’s trustworthiness from the
host’s profile photos, and that their choice is affected by this inference. Their study found that
the more trustworthy the host is perceived to be from the host’s profile photo, the higher the
price of the listing and the probability of being rented. On the other hand, Liang, Choi, and
Joppe (2017)’s study showed that perceived risk negatively impacts Airbnb guests’ perceived
value and repurchase intention while perceived value positively enhances their repurchase
intention.

Other researchers explored the impact of P2P accommodation rental in the tourism and
hospitality industry (Zervas et al., 2017; Xie & Kwok, 2017). For example, Zervas et al.
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(2017) found that hotels that do not cater to business travelers and lower-end hotels are more
heavily affected, relative to high-end lodging options, by Airbnb. Blal et al. (2018) studied
the longitudinal impact of Airbnb on hotel sales performance in San Francisco and found that
Airbnb supply does not affect hotel sales indicating a supplementary effect, but average price
of Airbnb listings affects hotel RevPAR (Revenue Per Available Room) positively. On the
other hand, Tussyadiah and Pesonen (2016) suggested that the use of P2P accommodations
might affect not only the hospitality industry, but also consumers' travel patterns.

Although several studies tried to measure it by different metrics from a macroeconomic
perspective, there is no central source of information on the size of the P2P economy (Calo &
Rosenblat, 2017). Further, most academic research has explored Airbnb from a micro
perspective, such as participants’ motivation and behaviors. The rise of the P2P economy has
been fueled by a range of social, economic and technological factors, but limited research has
been focused on the P2P economy from a macroeconomic perspective. Therefore this study
tried to identify the macroeconomic factors affecting Airbnb’s global presence.

2. Data and results

The objective of this study is to understand which macroeconomic factors cause local
residents (i.e., Airbnb hosts) to take part in the Airbnb rental market. More specifically, we
used - as an endogenous variable - the number of Airbnb rental listings classified as “entire

home”, “private room” and “shared room” while we employed various socioeconomic
variables as exogenous variables.

First, we identified the 100 most populous countries, which include developing as well as
developed countries, and their capital cities in order to find the total number of Airbnb
listings. We retrieved the number of Airbnb rentals in December 2017 from Airdna, a third-
party Airbnb database organization. Nevertheless, it is worth mentioning that data were not
available for several cities (e.g., Pyongyang in North Korea, Baghdad in Iran, Tehran in Iraq,
etc.).

Second, in order to explain the number of rentals available in different capitals, we considered
several macroeconomic factors, such as countries’ degree of technological development,
economic size, the relative size of the tourism and travel industries, tourist arrivals, nominal
exchange rate, the average level of economic development (or well-being), and their
productivity level. In general, we assumed that Airbnb is more widespread in countries where
people are very comfortable using technology. We used countries’ economic size because we
know that the bigger the country the more it attracts tourists. To better characterize economic
conditions, we also included the average well-being and the level of productivity. The
exchange rate is another important variable because it gives us a measure of the
competitiveness of the country at the international level. Finally, we included international
arrivals and the size of the tourism industry because they give us a measure of the degree of
openness of the country. We applied a stepwise regression approach to analyze some key
variables including the Global Peace Index (GPI), which measures the relative position of
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nations' and regions' peacefulness and the Global Competitiveness index, which is a measure
of a country’s development including several factors such as institutions, infrastructure,
macroeconomic environment, health and education. However, those variables have been
excluded from the final analysis because they were not significant.

All data for exogenous variables were observed in 2016, and the log transformation was
applied. The measure of technological development is the 2016 ICT development index (IDI),
issued by the International Telecommunication Unit of the United Nations. The IDI, which
has been published annually since 2009, is a composite index that combines 11 indicators into
one benchmark measure. It has been used to monitor and compare developments in
information and communication technology (ICT) between countries and over time. In order
to control for inflation, we used real variables. Real Gross Domestic Product (GDP) proxies
the economic size of a country and is measured in constant 2010 US$, while the size of the
tourism and travel industries is measured as these industries’ value added as a percentage of
total GDP. GDP in constant 2010 USS$ is a measure of 2016 real GDP, under the assumption
that prices in all the countries were the same. Separately, we controlled for inflation and our
analysis showed that inflation does not significantly affect Airbnb rentals. We followed the
same logic also for GDP per capita and GDP per worker. GDP per capita measures the level
of economic development of the country, while GDP per employed person is used as a proxy
for productivity. GDP per capita and GDP per employed person are also real variables
expressed in constant 2011 PPP international dollars. The way in which these two variables
are measured allows to control for the different costs of living and price levels, relative to the
US dollar.

Finally, the nominal exchange rate is defined as the number of units of local currency necessary

to buy one US dollar. Table 1 shows the list of variables with their sources.

Table 1. Variable Definitions and Sources
Variable Definition Source

Total rentals The total number of rentals on Airbnb  Airdna.com
including entire houses, private rooms,
and shared rooms

IDI Technological development index International
Telecommunication Unit
of the United Nations

Tourism and Tourism and travel contribution as a World Bank

Travel/GDP percentage of total GDP

GDP GDP in constant 2010 US$ World Bank

Intl Arrivals Tourist Arrivals in 2015 World Bank

Exchange rate Units of local currency per US$ World Bank

GDP per capita  In constant 2011 PPP international $ World Bank
GDP per worker In constant 2011 PPP international $ World Bank

Table 2 exhibits the results of the regression analysis. The total number of listings is
positively correlated with the technological development index, the contribution of trade and
tourism to GDP, the nominal exchange rate and negatively with GDP per employed person.
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Airbnb is more popular in countries where the population is technologically savvy. Another
significant variable is represented by the relative size of the tourism and trade industries in the
country: If those industries are large relative to total GDP, we observe a higher presence of
Airbnb. The results suggest that a country that is highly oriented towards tourism will be more
familiar with this type of platform. An increase in the nominal exchange rate increases Airbnb
presence. According to our definition, an increase in the exchange rate means that the local
currency is becoming cheaper with respect to the dollar. This variable might thus be
interpreted as a measure of a country’s international competitiveness: A more depreciated
currency might attract international tourists. And in fact, this study found that as the local
currency becomes cheaper, the number of rentals increases. Finally, we found that a higher
level of productivity in the country, measured by GDP per worker, reduces Airbnb listings.
The higher the productivity of workers, the higher their share of GDP, which can be
considered their labor income. We can thus interpret this result by saying that in a country
where labor income is high, the need to use Airbnb may be lower. More intuitively, if labor
income is low, people will have more incentive to rent their property as a source of additional
revenue. These results are, in general, confirmed for all other endogenous variables. However,
when it comes to private room rentals, international arrivals and GDP become significant. If,
instead, we consider specifically “entire house” and “shared room” the contribution of
tourism to GDP stops being significant.

Table 2. Regression Results

) 2) 3) 4
Total rentals Entire house Private room Shared room
3.82%** 4.05%** 2.94%*%* 2.93%*x*
Ibl (4.37) (4.54) (3.91) (3.36)
Tourism/ 0.94%* 0.83 0.79* -0.10
GDP (1.81) (1.56) (1.73) (-0.24)
0.32 0.23 0.34* 0.24
GDP (1.42) (0.99) (1.70) (1.33)
Intl 0.29 0.31 0.43* 0.63%**
arrivals (1.10) (1.16) (1.88) (3.06)
Exchange 0.16* 0.18* 0.17** 0.20%**
rate (1.79) (1.98) (2.17) (3.06)
GDP per 0.02 0.04 0.00 0.08
capita (0.10) (0.28) (0.03) (0.68)
GDP per -1.16%* -0.94* -1.19%** -1.28%*
worker (-2.39) (-1.90) (-2.86) (-2.62)
-2.58 -3.60 -3.94 -4.66
cons
- (-0.56) (-0.76) (-0.99) (-1.12)
N 59 59 58 49
R? 0.68 0.70 0.69 0.69

Note: ¢ statistics are in parentheses. * p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01



3. Discussion and conclusions

This analysis tried to identify how macroeconomic factors are related to the number of Airbnb
rental listings. The findings of this study revealed that the level of technological development
in a given country is the most important factor affecting the number of Airbnb listings.
Another interesting finding is the negative relationship between GDP per worker and the
number of Airbnb listings. In addition, international arrivals are highly related to private room
rentals, but not to entire houses. Future research may explore this issue further.

To the best of our knowledge, this study is the first to investigate the factors influencing
Airbnb’s global presence at the macroeconomic level. However, several limitations of the
present study should be noted. First, although we tried to include as many variables as
possible, there could be other meaningful variables related to the number of Airbnb listings. It
would be interesting to explore the relationship with the real estate market. Second, due to
limited data availability, we conducted a cross-sectional analysis. Future research should
extend the scope of the study not only by including new variables but also by introducing a
temporal dimension to the analysis. Cultural factors, legal issues, financial development or
residents’ attitude can be considered for future researchers to study. Garau-Vadell, Gutiérrez-
Tafio, and Diaz-Armas (2018) found that residents’ support for P2P accommodation is
directly and positively affected by their perception of the social and cultural impacts, and
especially by the economic impacts.

Exploring the impacts of P2P businesses on macroeconomic dynamics would be another
interesting area to study. Fang, Ye, and Law (2016) tried to evaluate the effect of the entry of
Airbnb on employment in the local tourism industry. The results of their study suggest that
the entry of Airbnb benefits the entire tourism industry by generating new jobs. The marginal
effect decreases as the size of the P2P economy increases. More research on the impact of the
P2P economy may guide regulators. Currently most regulations on P2P accommodation
sharing apply identical rules regardless of property type (i.e., entire house, private room and
shared room). We believe that the differential impacts of each property type on tourism
demand, hotel industry, and local economy should be studied and different regulations for
each property type may need to be enforced. Furthermore, when calculating the tourism
multiplier effect, the revenue generated by P2P accommodation sharing should be included.

Given the legal and regulatory issues concerning the P2P economy, it is important for
academic researchers to observe ongoing changes and to apply various perspectives and
theories for a deeper and richer understanding of the phenomenon. An understanding of how
P2P businesses fit in the macroeconomic landscape will allow local governments and
destination management organizations to develop policies and actions regarding P2P business
models aiming at minimizing the cost and maximizing the benefits to the local community.
Further, we encourage future researchers to study the non-economic impacts of P2P
businesses on local communities by adopting qualitative research methods.
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