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Abstract. This article deals with one of the most controversial topics in urban studies related to mobile capi-

tal and mobile people. At first glance this seems to be contradictory since numbers of short-term rentals have
decreased dramatically due to the coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2) pandemic. However, this paper is not about numbers and statistics. Instead it discusses structural issues regarding governance and power relations which remain
important topics (especially) in times of crisis. It provides insights regarding the following issues: firstly, it deconstructs different “myths” that still surround short-term rentals and Airbnb and secondly, it delineates the
structural power of Airbnb as a new urban institution. This helps us to understand some of the conflicts over
Airbnb and the pitfalls with current forms of regulation on the one side as well as showing the complexity and
agency of short-term rentals on the other.

1

Introduction

Airbnb has become a powerful agent of platform capitalism, which consists of and combines a complex mix of
socio-spatial imaginaries and politico-economic materiality.
Airbnb’s “behaviour” during the first weeks of the coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2) pandemic can be taken as an example. As early as 17 March 2020 Airbnb sent a letter to the
US Congress asking for financial support and “offering some
policy proposals”, which included tax cuts and disaster loan
measures for its “entrepreneurs and small business owners”
as well as underlining its community orientation (Airbnb,
2020a).
But let us go back in time a little. The exceptional growth
of short-term rentals in many European cities has led to intense debates in the media and politics as well as in research (Twickel, 2018; Kommenda et al., 2020; Putschögl
and Zoidl, 2018). Data activists and critical urban studies experts in particular have provided empirical as well as conceptual insights into how housing markets and neighbourhoods
are affected by the emergence of short-term rentals in general
and Airbnb in particular (Cocola-Gant, 2016; Wachsmuth
and Weisler, 2018; Yrigoy, 2019; Semi and Tonetta, 2020)1 .

A new platform market has emerged that intensifies or actuates processes of gentrification as well as reduces housing
affordability and housing availability, and not just in tourist
cities (Mermet, 2017; Ioannides et al., 2019). Different forms
of protest and resistance in cities like Barcelona, Berlin,
Venice, and Lisbon arose and led to a broader discussion
about this new feature of the housing question (Colomb and
Novy, 2017). Furthermore, these public voices politicized
an issue that has become a major concern for urban policymakers as well (Amsterdam, 2019). Although reluctantly in
the beginning, a growing number of European cities started
to introduce regulation measures (Nieuwland and Van Melik, 2018; Aguilera et al., 2019); these measures did not
work, and cities face(d) difficulties in controlling short-term
rentals.
This short paper aims to provide insights regarding the following issues: firstly, it deconstructs different “myths” that
still surround short-term rentals and Airbnb, and secondly,
it delineates the structural power of Airbnb as a new urban
institution (van Doorn, 2019). This helps us to understand
some of the conflicts over Airbnb and the pitfalls with current
forms of regulation on the one side, and it shows the complexity and agency of short-term rentals on the other. Thirdly,
it makes it clear that the short-term rental market is not exclu-

1 http://insideairbnb.com/ (last access: 29 March 2020).
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sively an urban topic but needs consideration from a multiscalar as well as a multidimensional perspective. Therefore,
geography has much to offer in terms of an analytical perspective, which could help to deepen the understanding of
this frontrunner of digital capitalism.
2

Deconstructing myths about short-term rentals
and Airbnb

This chapter discusses socio-economic as well as institutional issues that surround short-term rentals and have accompanied the growth of Airbnb in the last years. Together
they form a complex set of motives, discourse and constraints
that have strengthened the material and symbolic meaning of
short-term rentals.
2.1

Is it really about sharing?

The image of being a sharing economy frontrunner has become a trademark of Airbnb since it has been repeated frequently by Airbnb itself as well as by articles in the media
and research (Airbnb, 2020b; Guttentag, 2013). In particular the founding myth of two young guys renting out their
air mattresses in order to cope with the high housing prices
in San Francisco is present in almost all types of analyses
regarding the largest global short-term rental platform, and
it is used to construct the image of a “socially responsible
business”. On the other hand Airbnb has been successfully
acquiring millions in venture capital and buying out competitors since the very beginning, something that has helped
to professionalize and to expand its business activities worldwide. Triggered by generalized low interest rates in the aftermath of the 2008 global economic crisis and low rates of return on a wide range of established financial assets, investors
shifted towards upcoming technologically driven business
models such as Airbnb (Srnicek, 2017).
Apart from these macroeconomic parameters, one has to
pose a more general question of what “sharing” actually
means in the case of Airbnb. By scrutinizing the idea of the
sharing economy, Crommelin et al. (2018) argue that Airbnb
has globalized new forms of “sharing” in a way that nevertheless requires ownership or effective control of housing
first of all. Empirically this is reflected in the dominance of
Airbnb hosts that have multiple listings in many major European short-term rental markets (Adamiak, 2018; CocolaGant and Gago, 2019). Moreover, commercial providers tend
to get the highest revenues and dominate short-term rental
markets in quite different types of cities (Mermet, 2017;
Wachsmuth and Weisler, 2018; Grisdale, 2019; Smigiel et
al., 2019). Additionally, recent studies illustrate the increase
in corporate Airbnb investors and transnational capital that
moves to formerly hidden housing markets (Cocola-Gant and
Gago, 2019). This all shows that a deepening of the commodification of housing has taken place, which the “sharing”
discourse tends to obscure. Micro-entrepreneurship is one esGeogr. Helv., 75, 253–257, 2020

sential form that describes the outcome of short-term renting
as well as capturing the business idea of Airbnb (Stabrowski,
2017; Leoni and Parker, 2019). Moreover, Airbnb has constructed a profit-oriented “sharing” business that consists of
numerous rules, regulations, and a quite hierarchical setting
(see Sect. 3). Contrary to the discourse of sharing, these
portrayed features illustrate quite particular power structures
that need to be analysed.
2.2

Short-term rentals help the middle class and lower
inequality?

Nathan Blecharczyk, one of the co-founders of Airbnb, recently stated that Airbnb helps to “protect housing and makes
it easier for more hosts to pay more tax” (Blecharczyk,
2019). The previously mentioned letter to the US Congress
argues that a large number of Airbnb hosts “depend on
their Airbnb income to meet their monthly needs” (Airbnb,
2020a). Another often-repeated claim by Airbnb is that the
platform helps middle-class households to cope with high
housing prices and lowers inequality, as Stabrowski (2017)
depicts. Besides public statements, Airbnb has founded different types of community initiatives in order to substantiate
these claims. Home-sharing clubs as well as the Airbnb Citizen initiative are outcomes of this effort. In all kinds of initiatives and policy statements, Airbnb is using and referring to
imaginary ideas of an urban middle class2 . While it might be
true that in some cities low- or middle-income households get
additional income from home-sharing, there is no empirical
evidence that lower- or middle-income households do profit
generally. In contrast, in-depth studies conducted in different
urban environments illustrate the opposite. First, the number
of classical home-sharers3 is rather low, and second, commercial hosts dominate in terms of market share as well as
revenues (Grisdale, 2019). Consequently, housing units are
withdrawn from the regular (long-term) rental market and
shifted to the short-term rental market since landlords can
generate significantly higher profits from short-term renting
(Smigiel et al., 2019). This structural shift in housing can be
explained with reference to the rent-gap theory. A new shortterm rent gap is created in a very short period of time since
Airbnb allows higher revenues without former investment or
depreciation (Yrigoy, 2019; Wachsmuth and Weisler, 2018).
Moreover, short-term rentals have increased the volatility
or flexibility of housing as an asset since Airbnb landlords
can change the duration of rent, adapt the offer in terms of
changed market conditions, or decide to sell the property
(Cocola-Gant, 2020). Therefore, short-term rentals lead to a
deepening of the commodification of housing, which results
in increased profits from housing in shorter periods of time.
2 https://www.airbnbcitizen.com/ (last access: 29 March 2020).
3 The vast majority of listings are entire apartments or houses.
Private rooms or shared rooms are of minor importance as data on
AirDNA indicate throughout Europe.
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Last but not least, Airbnb is a highly unevenly distributed
phenomenon that mostly affects inner-city areas (Roelofsen, 2018; Gurran and Phibbs, 2017). Therefore, it is driving up housing prices of particular segments of local housing
markets, which makes it especially difficult for lower- and
middle-income households to afford housing or to change
flats (Barron et al., 2017).
2.3

Is Airbnb an “information service”?

On 19 December 2019 the Court of Justice of the EU (CJEU)
ruled that “France cannot require Airbnb to hold an estate
agent’s professional licence as it did not notify the Commission of that requirement in accordance with the Directive on
electronic commerce” (CURIA, 2019). The recent decision
of the CJEU marks an important victory for Airbnb since
the highest European court ruled in favour of Airbnb. In a
nutshell, the global short-term rental platform has been classified as an ‘information society service’ and not as a real estate agency and is therefore protected by EU law. The CJEU
mentioned three reasons for this categorization of Airbnb.
First, Airbnb does not directly provide accommodation. Second, Airbnb “is in no way indispensable to the provision of
accommodation services, since the guests and hosts have a
number of other channels in that respect, some of which are
long-standing” (CURIA, 2019). And third, the EU court did
not see any signs that Airbnb dictates prices. Although this
short paper cannot go into detail and provide a profound critique of the decision and its circumstances, it is remarkable
that the CJEU followed Airbnb’s argumentation of being a
neutral platform and a “digital catalyser”. The judgement
seems to misunderstand and underestimates the meaning of
a platform as a regulator and stimulator (Leoni and Parker,
2019). Platforms create new markets since they “add value
both to what is brought into the platform and to the platform
itself” (Bratton 2016, p. 41 cit. by van Doorn, 2019). Therefore, they occupy a powerful position. For example, Airbnb
holds a dominant position as it has an average market share
of 80 %–95 % in many European cities. Moreover, the CJEU
decision did not consider Airbnb’s agenda-setting, lobbying,
regulatory approaches, in short, its political or institutional
power, as the following chapter points out. Last but not least
the CJEU decision is based on an outdated EU Directive that
had been introduced almost a decade before Airbnb started
to disrupt housing markets Europe-wide4 .
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history and orientation of Airbnb community programmes,
van Doorn (2019) convincingly argues that Airbnb has become a new “regulatory entrepreneur”. In fact, the aim of
different political, economic, and social activities is not primarily to avoid regulations, to pay less tax, or to shape policy
debates, but “Airbnb seeks to becoming increasingly infrastructural” (van Doorn, 2019). This also sheds a different light
on public activities such as the Open Homes programme,
partnerships, or the Airbnb Policy Tool Chest for local policymakers. They are oriented to create a certain “democratic
legitimacy” that helps Airbnb to achieve an essential role in
the urban fabric.
However, this is by far a one-dimensional process. As the
previous chapter has shown, the EU legal framework and especially the EU Commission have supported and strengthened Airbnb’s position. The economic perspective prevails
as, in all statements and documents in recent years, the EU
Commission has praised Airbnb as a frontrunner of the “collaborative economy”5 . Moreover, there are national as well
as local actors (e.g. economic and tourism departments) that
support Airbnb. In some municipalities “the sharing economy” has even become part of the political agenda (Aguilera
et al., 2019). On the other hand, Airbnb has used its multiscalar setting as a global company in order to bypass local
and national restrictions. In fact, Airbnb is using its Irish license in order to outplay the data restrictions and tax regulations of other EU countries.
Internally, Airbnb is using its big data on transactions, reviews, and communications in order to not only govern the
platform but primarily to increase the performance or “efficiency” of the users, as a netnographic study shows (Leoni
and Parker, 2019). In contrast to its collaborative and democratic attitude, Airbnb exercises top-down bureaucratic control via technology and accountability.
4

Concluding reflections on regulations

When considering Airbnb’s impact on housing and urban
tourism as well as its external (agenda-setting, lobbying) and
internal political activities (e.g. bureaucratic control system),
one can speak of a new (urban) institution. By analysing the

The majority of cities have welcomed and even supported
the growth of short-term rentals for some time. First, urban tourism has become an important source of income for
many cities after the global financial crisis of 2008. This includes different types of tourism and guests as well as the
fact that tourism is used to change the image of cities in order to attract capital investments. Second, Airbnb and other
short-term rental platforms emerged only recently and started
to surge in the last 5 years. Third, they are changing housing markets by utilizing legal grey zones at different scales.
These are some elements that still hinder effective regulation.
However, a number of cities have recently started to introduce regulations that range mainly from density and temporal restrictions to zoning of short-term rentals (Aguilera et
al., 2019; Nieuwland and Van Melik, 2018; Dredge et al.,

4 Currently, there are negotiations to displace the outdated Directive 2000/31 by the Digital Services Act.

5 https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_
194 (last access: 4 April 2020).

3

Airbnb as a global and institutional player
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2016). There is a diversity of policy responses in European
cities that also depend on the actors and alliances that politicized the short-term rental issue (Aguilera et al., 2019). Although there are many regulations in place, they lack feasibility. First, municipalities lack people who are able to control
the regulations. Second, many regulations are small-sized
“solutions” that do not address the issue properly6 . Third,
regulations, as well as the public discourse, tend to focus on
topics such as local tax avoidance or the supposed misuse
of social housing by Airbnb hosts, topics that do not take
into account the actual power relations. In fact, most regulations do not tackle the commercialization of short-term
rentals or fail to address the institutional setting that helps
big platforms to operate. Instead, existing rules create a bureaucratization which tends to favour professional hosts and
pushes out home-sharers. To sum up, one of the major pitfalls of current forms of policy response is that they address
short-term rentals as a specific topic without including it in
the wider frame of housing or economic policies. Additionally, the outsourcing of labour is not tackled at all since the
image of platform capitalism as a form of empowerment and
entrepreneurship determines policy responses.
Last but not least, public municipalities lack the data to
know where and how to regulate. This is due to the fact that
Airbnb does not share detailed data sets as they are their most
important assets. However, this reflects a failure of governance since there is hardly any coordination among the different political bodies in Europe.
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