
University of Massachusetts Amherst
ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst
Travel and Tourism Research Association:
Advancing Tourism Research Globally 2016 ttra International Conference

AIRBNB: ASSESSING ITS ENGAGEMENT
AND SUSTAINABILITY IN ATHENS, GA
Emily Ayscue
University of Georgia

B. Bynum Boley
University of Georgia

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.umass.edu/ttra

This Event is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst. It has been accepted for inclusion in Travel and Tourism
Research Association: Advancing Tourism Research Globally by an authorized administrator of ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst. For more
information, please contact scholarworks@library.umass.edu.

Ayscue, Emily and Boley, B. Bynum, "AIRBNB: ASSESSING ITS ENGAGEMENT AND SUSTAINABILITY IN ATHENS, GA"
(2016). Travel and Tourism Research Association: Advancing Tourism Research Globally. 6.
https://scholarworks.umass.edu/ttra/2016/Grad_Student_Workshop/6

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst

https://core.ac.uk/display/77511487?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
https://scholarworks.umass.edu?utm_source=scholarworks.umass.edu%2Fttra%2F2016%2FGrad_Student_Workshop%2F6&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarworks.umass.edu/ttra?utm_source=scholarworks.umass.edu%2Fttra%2F2016%2FGrad_Student_Workshop%2F6&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarworks.umass.edu/ttra?utm_source=scholarworks.umass.edu%2Fttra%2F2016%2FGrad_Student_Workshop%2F6&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarworks.umass.edu/ttra/2016?utm_source=scholarworks.umass.edu%2Fttra%2F2016%2FGrad_Student_Workshop%2F6&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarworks.umass.edu/ttra?utm_source=scholarworks.umass.edu%2Fttra%2F2016%2FGrad_Student_Workshop%2F6&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarworks.umass.edu/ttra/2016/Grad_Student_Workshop/6?utm_source=scholarworks.umass.edu%2Fttra%2F2016%2FGrad_Student_Workshop%2F6&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:scholarworks@library.umass.edu


 

AIRBNB: ASSESSING ITS SUSTAINABILITY USING A TBL FRAMEWORK IN ATHENS, GA 

Introduction 

The growth of the sharing economy has been widely noted from Fortune magazine to President Obama 

(Eckhardt & Bardhi 2015). It is also touted as one of the 10 ideas that will change the world in the 21st 

Century (Teubner 2014). Moreover, its potential to reduce waste within economic, social, and 

environmental processes has been dubbed as important as the Industrial Revolution in terms of how we 

value ownership of goods and services (Belk 2014).  

The sharing economy was valued at $26 billion in 2013 (Geron 2013b; Cannon & Summers 2014). Airbnb, 

a major shared-lodging player in this economy, was valued at $10 billion in April 2014 (Ember 2014) with 

more than 11 million guests choosing between more than 600,000 private accommodations in more than 

34,000 cities and 192 countries (Smolka & Hienerth 2014).  

With this type of growth, Airbnb has earned attention from the global hospitality and tourism industry 

because of its ability to secure what some might see as an unfair economic competitive advantage by 

circumventing sales and occupancy taxes, the two major sources of income for CVBs and DMOs, and its 

ability to supply inexpensive accommodations in the heart of tourist centers (Zervas, Prosperio, & Byers 

2014).  

While the economic competitive advantage presents a challenge to traditional accommodation options, the 

true impacts of Airbnb have not been studied from a triple bottom line (TBL) framework assessing 

economic, social, and environmental impacts (Dubois 2015; Sigala 2014).  

This study aims to study whether Airbnb participants are creating net economic, social, and environmental 

value to the Athens, GA community.  

Literature Review 

While shared-economy literature has primarily addressed economic impacts, analyzing economic, socio-

cultural and environmental impacts underneath a triple bottom line framework helps in assessing the sharing 

economy’s potential to contribute to sustainable development, particularly in tourism (Elkington 1994; 

Dwyer 2005). Below is a brief review of the research within each of the three categories of the TBL. 

 

Economic Impacts 

Hosts’ and guests’ economic motivations for engaging in the sharing economy have been examined from a 

variety of methods such as consumer segmentation (Müller 2014), online surveys (Tussyadiah 2015), semi-

structured interviews with hosts (Bardhi, Eckhardt & Arnould 2012), and web crawlers investigating price 

reaction within online rating platforms (Gutt & Hermann 2015). Researchers have also attempted to 

understand participation from the theoretical lenses of the theory of planned behavior and social exchange 

theory (Matzner et al. 2015; Ikkala 2015; Kim, Yoon, & Zo 2015).   

Research has identified economic incentives such as earning more in collaborative production than in the 

traditional market place, cost consciousness (Bardhi et al. 2012; Hamari et al. 2013; Dubois 2015); time, 

space and effort saving as reasons for participating in the sharing economy.   

The degree of negative economic impacts of Airbnb demand on the supply of traditional lodging options 

varies by lodging type (Zervas, Prosperio, & Byers 2015). For example, in a study by Zervas et al. (2014), 

it was found that in Houston, Texas, lower-end hotels and motels that do not cater to business travelers 



 

were the most affected with a 0.05% decrease in quarterly hotel revenues per 1% increase in Airbnb listings 

in the area. 

In contrast, businesses comprising the tourism supply of an area have in some cases, experienced positive 

economic externalities from the existence of nearby Airbnb’s (HR&A 2012). Some have even speculated 

that reducing housing supply might increase demand and subsequent housing market values (National 

Realtors Association 2011).  

While motivations for participation might seem mostly formative , there are certainly substantive reasons 

for participation in the sharing economy to be considered as well as the potential social impacts of this 

participation (McGehee, 2007).   

Social Impacts 

Trust, reputation, (Tussyadiah 2015; Botsman & Rogers 2010; Lamberton & Rose 2012; Schor & 

Fitzmaurice 2014) and the desire to belong to a community (Belk 2010; Giesler and Pohlmann 2003) are 

among some of the substantive reasons for participation in the sharing economy. 

However participation as a guest or host in Airbnb might be accompanied with some risks such as the ability 

for Airbnb listings in some places to circumvent safety regulations enforced by a third party (Chasin & 

Scholta 2015).  Some researchers worry about challenges faced by collaborative consumptive employees 

such as exploitation by hiring contracted workers rather than employees (Cheng 2014).  

On the other hand, authenticity remains a potential benefit of Airbnb for the tourism economy. While there 

is potential for an unwanted intrusion into community fabric, embedding the tourist experience might create 

a socially sustainable and authentic experience (Guttentag 2013) desired by tourists (Mac Cannell 1973) 

through opportunities for education and increased appreciation for the community. The demand for 

authentic experiences is reinforced through Airbnb’s through promotional videos (Airbnb 2014).   

Understanding the socially nuanced motivations for participation might help gauge the stability of support 

for the sharing economy. If there are expressed concerns for feeling disconnected from the community or 

favorable reviews for the ability to provide tourists with authentic experiences, these are insights helpful to 

gauging the stability and future support for the sharing economy in tourism.   

Environmental Impacts  

Very little literature addresses environmental impacts in the sharing. Growing environmental awareness 

(Gansky 2010) and an increasingly critical view of over consumption (Belk 2014: Coyle 2011; Leismann, 

Schmitt, Rohn & Baedeker 2013) are thought as environmentally motivated reasons for participation in the 

sharing economy. The resource-saving benefits of collaborative consumption have been conceptualized 

(Liesmann et al. 2013; Sigala 2014), however, this idea has not been empirically tested leaving much room 

for investigation into the environmental impacts of the sharing economy.   

Methodology 

Study Area 

The study area will be confined to the city of Athens, GA as done by Zervas et al. (2014) who proposed 

that this geographic range is large enough to see accommodation substitution patterns between Airbnb 

listings and other lodging options.  

 

Assessing the Impacts of Airbnb through the TBL  

Economic Impacts 



 

Guests for this portion of the study will be sampled from economical, boutique, high-end, and Airbnb 

locations in town. The Athens, GA CVB STR report’s average occupancy rates and site specific average 

daily rates, will be used to calculate potential revenue per available room among (RevPAR) traditional 

lodging options. Numbers of Airbnb stays obtained from mining the Airbnb website across the same time 

period  will be calculated to determine the RevPAR from these visitors. Surveys left in guests’ rooms or 

offered at the front desk (depending on the lodging facility) will be administered to obtain guests’ perceived 

expenditure patterns while in town. The occupancy and length of stay of all guests in the study will be 

plugged into an EIA program, such as IMPLAN to examine the multiplier effect of guests across different 

types of lodging.  

Social Impacts 

Semi-structured interviews will be conducted with hosts recruited through Airbnb’s online messaging 

system lasting a total of 30-90 minutes either over video chat or in person (Dubois 2015). Hosts will also 

be asked about their attachment to the community, to describe their sense of place of not only their 

accommodation but of Athens, and their perceived contribution to the community through their 

participation in Airbnb. Other qualitative methods such as pile-sort of economic benefits from occupancy 

and sales tax to understand motivations for participation in Airbnb and to understand knowledge of the 

local economy 

The second measure of social impacts will be the perceived positive and negative impacts of Airbnb on the 

Athens community from Airbnb non-users. Airbnb non-users will be chosen based on their proximity to 

interviewed Airbnb hosts.  

Lastly, a historical investigation will be made into a timeline for the development of different types of 

lodging in town and the community participation and published opinions of their development. For instance, 

articles within the local independent newspaper about Airbnb will be analyzed for the topic covered and 

the comments if any on the topic.  

 

Environmental Impacts  

Chosen hotels and residential properties of interviewed hosts will be assessed for their embodied energy 

(Haynes 2010; Rosselló-Batle., Moià,  Cladera, & Martínez 2010). Understanding the life cycle of chosen 

lodging options creates a point to compare proposed and apparent economic benefits to for a ratio that 

highlights whether each location’s environmental footprint is offset by the economic benefits it provides. 

Alternative development plans, if any, identified through the above mentioned historical investigation will 

be used to assess tradeoffs associated with different development choices.  

Expected Outcomes 

The intense focus on the economic impacts of Airbnb hinders a progressive and holistic understanding of a 

stakeholder who is likely to revolutionize the tourism industry.  The TBL framework supports the 

inextricability of social and environmental tradeoffs with economic ones. The findings from this study will 

present an opportunity for tourism industry stakeholders to transform a defensive reaction against the 

economic changes that the sharing economy brings to a proactive strategy that considers also the new social 

and environmental tradeoffs that might deserve mediation or could benefit tourism at all scales.    
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