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About this Report 
 

To inform its strategy and future activities, and in response to requests from international 
organizations and development practitioners, Airbnb commissioned this report to explore the 
potential of its people-to-people platform for underserved communities in emerging economies. 
Based on consultations with over 20 experts from across the tourism sector, discussions with 
key Airbnb stakeholders, and secondary research, the report lays out the opportunity for 
cross-sector collaboration between the private sector, policy makers, international organizations 
and local NGOs to fully unlock Airbnb’s development potential in emerging economies. 

This report was carried out by Simon Meier, Founder of Elevate Strategies. Elevate Strategies is a 
strategy consulting and research firm seeking to accelerate market-based solutions to 
development challenges. Before founding Elevate Strategies, Simon was at FSG, a social impact 
firm specializing in strategy, evaluation, research and systems change. 

Learn more about Elevate Strategies at www.elevatestrategies.co.uk. 

The report can be found online at airbnbcitizen.com/developmentroadmap. 

 

About Airbnb 
 

Founded in August 2008 and based in San Francisco, California, Airbnb is a trusted community 
marketplace for people to list, discover, and book unique accommodations around the world - 
online or from a mobile phone or tablet. Airbnb's people-to-people platform represents a different 
model of capitalism. It seeks to be the platform that leads when it comes to creating a bridge 
between the old and the new, the 20th century and the 21st century, hierarchical brands and 
community-based brands. With up to 97% of the price of listings going into the pockets of hosts, 
Airbnb helps households generate significant income. Women hosts have outnumbered men 
hosts globally and have cumulatively earned over $10 billion through Airbnb’s platform. Growth in 
Airbnb listings outside city limits is outpacing its growth within cities, often nearly or actually 
doubling year-over-year, and helping to revitalize rural communities around the world.  
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Foreword 
 

Tourism has become a global phenomenon. 2016 was the seventh year of 
consecutive above-average growth in international tourist arrivals, which 
surpassed 1.2 billion for the first time. This figure is equivalent to one in every six 
people of the world now crossing borders annually for tourism purposes. The 
sector contributes to 10% of world GDP, 30% of total exports in services, and one 
in every 10 jobs. 

As 2017 concludes, signs point to yet another record year based in part on the 
strength of Europe and Asia Pacific as well as the rebound of Africa and the 
Middle East. 

Behind these numbers, tourism is a force for development: charting a path to 
prosperity, improving livelihoods and uniting communities, safeguarding and 
celebrating heritage, and building bridges throughout the world between people of 
different nationalities, cultures and backgrounds. These factors all led to the 
United Nations General Assembly designating 2017 as the International Year of 
Sustainable Tourism for Development, in line with the 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) agreed upon by 193 nations to chart our common 
action towards 2030. 

Tourism can without any doubt benefit underserved communities around the 
globe. The sector is an effective earner, a major diversified employer, an efficient 
distributor of economic and social benefits to individuals and communities, and 
an impactful outlet for sale of locally produced goods and services. 

UNWTO welcomes this report and its contribution to better understanding the 
potential of our sector, and new platform tourism services such as Airbnb, to 
provide a better future for less favored communities. 

 

Taleb Rifai 
Secretary-General, United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) 
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A Note from Airbnb  
 

At Airbnb, we believe that technology-enabled, people-to-people home sharing 
promotes healthy tourism—tourism that benefits the hosts who share their 
homes, the guests who are seeking authentic experiences, and the local residents 
whose cultures, customs and economies are respected, observed and supported. 
To expand engagement in healthy tourism, we are constantly searching for new 
ways to bring the benefits of our platform to more communities. At the same time, 
development actors are increasingly seeking to engage the private sector to help 
achieve the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals by 2030. 

With up to 97% of the price of listings going into the pockets of hosts, Airbnb 
empowers households to generate significant income. Globally, the typical Airbnb 
host earns US$3,100 sharing their primary home, with 49% of a typical host’s 
income used on everyday expenses like rent and groceries. Women hosts have 
earned US$10 billion in income through Airbnb and 50,000 women have used this 
income to support their own entrepreneurship, as have some of our immigrant 
hosts. Rural communities are increasingly partnering with Airbnb to help with 
revitalization, with more than US$1 billion earned by rural hosts in a select set of 
countries in 2016.  

In recent years, Airbnb has been approached by numerous international 
organizations and development practitioners looking to explore opportunities for 
collaboration. We believe our platform has enormous potential to support 
households in emerging economies by helping to cover the costs of household 
expenses, education and entrepreneurship. By 2030, we expect that more than 
400 million Airbnb guests will have arrived in developing countries since the 
company was founded in 2008. These guests will have been welcomed by over 
28 million hosts.  

The findings in this report are the result of in-depth research to better understand 
how Airbnb ties into the sustainable tourism agenda. The report sets out which 
conditions need to be in place for Airbnb’s platform to be best leveraged to benefit 
underserved communities, and identifies partnership opportunities with policy 
makers, international organizations and local NGOs.  

As a gold sponsor of the UN’s 2017 International Year of Sustainable Tourism, we 
hope this report triggers further cross-sector partnerships and initiatives, while 
also providing policy makers, international organizations, and NGOs with 
examples of initiatives that can make home sharing a success for underserved 
communities.  

 

Christopher Lehane 
Global Head of Policy & Public Affairs, Airbnb 
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1. Introduction 
 

Growth in international tourist arrivals in emerging economies  is twice as high as in 1

developed economies, at 4.4% per year versus 2.2%, and by 2030, more than 1 billion 
travelers will arrive in emerging economies annually.  While this influx represents a major 2

economic opportunity for local communities in many emerging economies, the benefits of 
tourism are often unevenly distributed, with underserved communities largely getting left 
out. By empowering communities to generate supplemental income through alternative 
livelihood opportunities, Airbnb’s people-to-people platform helps places and populations 
that have not traditionally benefited from tourism before to take advantage of the increase 
in tourist arrivals.  

On the Airbnb platform, hosts of Experiences—activities by locals who share their 
passions and hobbies with guests—set their own excursion prices and keep 80% of 
generated revenue. After launching Experiences in 2016, Airbnb now offers more than 
3,000 of them in countries around the world. The hosts who share their 4 million homes 
on the platform set their own listing prices and keep up to 97% of the price. Up to 50% of 
Airbnb guest spending occurs in the neighborhoods where they stay, and about three 
quarters of Airbnb listings are located beyond traditional hotel districts. Offering both 
activities, in the form of Experiences, and accommodations in the form of homestays 
represents an opportunity to accelerate sustainable tourism models and drive progress on 
the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

 

 

“Harnessing tourism’s benefits will be critical to achieving the 
Sustainable Development Goals and implementing the post-2015 
development agenda.” 
BAN KI-MOON, FORMER UN SECRETARY-GENERAL  

 

 

Having enabled hosts to welcome over 200 million guests in 191 countries to date, Airbnb 
intends to extend the benefits of its platform to many more people in emerging economies 
in the coming years, aided by higher level of consideration for sharing in these economies 
than in advanced ones. Dalberg, a development consulting firm, estimates that on average, 
people in emerging economies are 40% to 50% more likely to engage in digital sharing 
than people in the US and Western Europe. In India, 78% of people with access to internet 
are willing to share their assets or services online for financial gain.  This figure is 3

significantly higher than the 43% of North Americans who express willingness to 
participate in online sharing, and points to an opportunity to scale sharing economy 
models in emerging economies. By 2030, Airbnb expects that over 400 million guests 
will have used the platform to arrive at developing countries since the company was 

1 Classification based on the International Monetary Fund (IMF). 
2 UNWTO. Tourism Highlights – 2016 Edition. 2016. 
3 Dalberg. Digital Sharing for Global Growth. 2016. 
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founded. These guests will have been welcomed by over 28 million Airbnb hosts.  4

Importantly, Airbnb is proactively looking to strengthen livelihoods of underserved 
populations in these countries. The term underserved populations describes communities 
where opportunities for hosting exist, with access to internet and other amenities, but 
have limited access to economic opportunities and reduced upward mobility.  To this 5

extent, this report showcases three Airbnb pilot programs: 

● Airbnb and Ikhaya Le Langa, a social enterprise in Cape Town, are bringing Airbnb 
to Cape Town’s Langa Quarter, the oldest historically black township in the 
Western Cape.  

● Airbnb and the Self Employed Women’s Association (SEWA), a 2 million-member 
trade union of rural women in India, are partnering to empower women in rural 
Gujarat, India by listing their homes on Airbnb’s platform.  

● Airbnb, Open Africa, South African College for Tourism (SACT), and the Cape 
Innovation and Technology Initiative (CiTi) are partnering to create 
technology-enabled livelihood opportunities for women and young people in rural 
parts of South Africa’s Western Cape. 

Airbnb also recently launched the Airbnb-Guilin Rural Community Tourism Project, an 
initiative to promote rural tourism in the Guilin area of China to empower locals to pursue 
new economic opportunities through home sharing. However, it is important to note that 
underserved populations do not only exist in emerging economies, but also in overlooked 
areas of mature economies. 

To identify the key challenges to scaling Airbnb’s platform to underserved populations, 
this report explores a number of demand, supply, and ecosystem-related readiness 
conditions that are required in order for Airbnb’s platform to benefit these communities. 
For instance, if international travelers are not aware of the home sharing or Experience 
opportunities on offer, or if potential hosts don’t have regular access to a reliable internet 
connection or the necessary digital literacy skills to manage a listing, these communities 
do not stand to benefit. Similarly, if policymakers don’t set up conducive, transparent rules 
and regulations for sharing economy companies, or if local communities lack basic 
infrastructure such as access roads, Airbnb’s platform cannot be effectively leveraged.  

The report then considers how sharing economy companies, policy makers, international 
development organizations, and local NGOs can apply their unique assets, resources and 
expertise to help ensure these readiness conditions are in place for underserved 
populations in emerging economies. Recognizing the need for multi-actor partnerships, 
the report concludes by introducing an approach to facilitating collaboration between 
these stakeholders. 

 

 

 

 

 

4 The total number of hosts who will have hosted by 2030 counts hosts who hosted over multiple years, multiple times. 
As a result, this estimate has been revised downwards to reflect this inflation.  

5 Women are more likely to be underserved than men, and they are the focus of Airbnb’s efforts to date. 
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2. Airbnb and Sustainable Tourism 
 

2.1. Sustainable tourism: the time is now 

In recent decades, the tourism and travel industry has steadily grown to become one of 
the world’s largest economic sectors. In 2016, travel and tourism generated US$7.6 trillion 
(10.2% of global GDP) and accounted for the employment of 292 million people – the 
equivalent of one in ten jobs globally. By 2027, the sector is expected to support 380 
million jobs and contribute significantly to global prosperity.   6

While the sector is poised to grow across regions and income levels, growth in emerging 
economies is forecasted to be twice as high as in developed economies. As illustrated in 
Figure 1, the UNWTO projects tourist arrivals in emerging economies to grow by 4.4% 
annually and surpass the 1 billion yearly arrivals mark in emerging economies by 2030.  7

The increasing diversification of destinations will lead to an influx of international tourist 
arrivals in many emerging economies, and represents a major opportunity to strengthen 
the livelihoods of local communities. 

 
Figure 1: Projected growth of tourist arrivals in emerging and developed economies (billions) 

 

 

   

6 Endeva. Destination Mutual Benefit. A Guide to Inclusive Business in Tourism. 2016. 
7 UNWTO. Tourism Highlights. 2013. 
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While tourism is a strong driver of global economic growth, its economic benefits are 
often unevenly distributed, with the majority of revenues going to urban areas and 
established businesses. As a result, tourism experts and international organizations are 
increasingly calling for new tourism models that benefit all parts of society and preserve 
natural resources as well as cultural treasures. Tourism is linked to the UN’s Sustainable 
Development Goals, and specific tourism targets have been included in Sustainable 
Development Goals 8 (inclusive and sustainable economic growth), 12 (sustainable 
consumption and production) and 14 (sustainable use of oceans and marine resources).  8

The pertinence of sustainable tourism models is underscored by the fact that the UN has 
designated 2017 as the International Year of Sustainable Tourism for Development. 

 

 

“2017 is a unique opportunity for us to promote the contribution 
of tourism to achieving the future we want – and also to 
determine, together, the exact role we will have tourism play in 
the sustainable development agenda, to and beyond 2030. A 
unique opportunity to ensure that tourism is a pillar in achieving 
the 17 Sustainable Development Goals.”  
TALEB RIFAI, UNWTO SECRETARY-GENERAL 

 

 

Transitioning to more sustainable forms of tourism at scale requires a shift in consumer 
behavior. One encouraging trend is that international travelers are increasingly seeking 
sustainable tourism experiences.  This trend is particularly pronounced amongst 9

millennials, where over 80% of respondents in a recent GfK and Airbnb survey said they 
seek unique travel experiences and think that the best way to learn about a place is to live 
like the locals do.  10

 

2.2. The sharing economy in emerging economies  

The sharing economy has grown exponentially over the past ten years, and is expected to 
increase at an even faster rate in the decade to come. PwC, a consultancy, expects 
sharing economy global revenues to grow from US$15 billion in 2015 to US$335 billion by 
2025.  At its core, the sharing economy represents a new way for consumers to access 11

goods and services by matching them directly with people who are willing to provide them. 
Because sharing economy models can lower the investment required to engage in an 
income-generating activity and allow individuals to monetize underutilized assets, 
they hold vast potential to empower underserved communities.  

 

8 UNWTO. Tourism and the Sustainable Development Goals. 2015. 
9 According to the UNWTO, tour operators expect an increase in demand for tourism services that include learning  

about the visited country and people, and opportunities to meet locals in their daily life surroundings, outside of 
touristic hotspots. 

10  Airbnb. Airbnb and the Rise of Millennial Travel. November, 2016. 
11  PwC. The Sharing Economy – Consumer Intelligence Series. 2015. 
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Despite the immense potential of the sharing economy to foster inclusion, populations 
which have the most to gain from these new models often face the greatest barriers to 
using them. This is particularly the case in emerging economies, where sharing economy 
platforms have gained some traction, but uptake amongst underserved communities has 
been slower due to limited accessibility and lack of affordability. 

 

 

“As digital sharing models grow in size and expand into new 
geographies, we think emerging economies are where these 
companies will truly flourish. Why? Because the heart of the 
model, sharing via technology, converts these markets’ liabilities 
– scarce assets and abundant labor – into opportunities.” 
DALBERG, DIGITAL SHARING FOR GLOBAL GROWTH, 2016 

 

 

However, that doesn’t mean the sharing economy is less relevant for underserved 
communities. In fact, populations in emerging economies are more disposed to sharing. 
Dalberg, a development consulting firm, estimates that on average, people in emerging 
economies are 40% to 50% more likely to engage in digital sharing than people in the US 
and Western Europe. In India, 78% of people with access to internet are willing to share 
their assets or services online for financial gain. This figure is significantly higher than the 
43% of North Americans who express willingness to participate in online sharing, and 
suggests an opportunity to scale sharing economy models in emerging economies.   12

Experts increasingly see an opportunity for developing countries to leapfrog technologies 
that have shaped developed countries.  In Kenya, for instance, Safaricom’s mobile money 13

platform M-Pesa has gained widespread popularity because it allows people to leapfrog a 
traditional bank account by offering mobile-based savings and payment services. Today, 
M-Pesa has over 20 million users and its annual transfers amount to almost half of 
Kenya’s gross domestic product (GDP).  14

 

2.3. Airbnb’s platform as a sustainable tourism model 

Airbnb enables hosts to tap into the power of the sharing economy by opening the doors 
to a global network of potential guests, as well as providing a secure platform for 
transactions to take place.  

In a first step, hosts list their home or Experience on the Airbnb website. Guests can then 
view and learn about the home or Experience on Airbnb’s platform and make a reservation 
request for a specific date. Once the reservation request has been accepted by the host, 
Airbnb securely handles the exchange of money during the payment phase. Guests and 
hosts can then communicate through Airbnb’s platform, including arranging to check into 
the reserved home or meet for the booked Experience. In a final step, both hosts and  

12  Dalberg. Digital Sharing for Global Growth. 2016. 
13  Rifkin, J. How Developing Nations Can Leapfrog Developed Countries with the Sharing Economy. The Huffington Post.  
14  Hartford, T. Money via mobile: The M-Pesa revolution. BBC, 2017. 
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guests rate each other to build trust and enable other users to learn about the home or 
Experience. See Appendix for additional details on how Airbnb works. 

Airbnb’s model links to several dimensions of sustainable tourism. Most importantly, 
Airbnb allows hosts to generate additional income and therefore supports inclusive and 

sustainable economic growth. Airbnb contributes to the growth of the travel and tourism 
sectors by attracting new visitors who stay longer than traditional tourists, spend more on 
local businesses, and are more likely to be return guests. A recent study focusing on the 15

200 cities with the largest number of Airbnb stays estimates that, in total, Airbnb 
supported 730,000 jobs globally in the 200 cities analyzed, and drove more than $US60 
billion in output in these cities. The report also estimates that Airbnb will support 
approximately 1.3 million jobs in 2017.  And with 74% of Airbnb listings located outside of 16

traditional hotel districts in urban markets, many guests stay in less concentrated areas 
and therefore distribute their spending to local businesses that have not traditionally 
reaped the benefits of tourism before.   17

In addition, Airbnb’s platform contributes to resource efficiency and environmental 
protection. Broadly speaking, sharing economy models tend to have positive impacts on 
environmental sustainability because they enable the use of idle assets rather than 
necessitating the creation of new assets. In the case of home sharing, preliminary 
research suggests that Airbnb properties consume less energy, use less water, and 
generate less waste than hotels.  In a recent survey, 72% of Airbnb guests said that the 18

environmental benefits of home sharing were of some importance in their choice of 
Airbnb.  19

Finally, Airbnb helps to promote cultural values, diversity and heritage. By allowing 
people to connect and share their assets directly, sharing economy models often include 
intangible benefits such as new relationships and an improved sense of community. 
Sharing someone else’s home promotes an understanding of different ways of living, and 
is a way to raise awareness for cultural diversity and heritage. 

Airbnb’s story in Cuba highlights the transformative power of its platform. Since April 
2015, when Airbnb first welcomed the Cuban people on its platform, thousands of Cuban 
individuals and families have directly benefitted from their newfound access to Airbnb’s 
global platform. In just over two years, 22,000 Cuban hosts spread across 70 cities and 
towns have earned nearly US$40 million. With demand for travel to Cuba continuing to 
grow, Airbnb acts as a vehicle for entrepreneurially-minded Cubans seeking to strengthen 
their livelihoods through home sharing or the hosting of Airbnb Experiences. Already, the 
typical Cuban host earns US$ 2,700 per year through hosting on Airbnb. In a country where 
average workers earn US$30 per month, or US$360 per year, the additional income 
generated via Airbnb offers substantial economic benefits to individual Cuban people and 
their families. And because spending by Airbnb guests happens in local neighborhoods 
and businesses, Airbnb also supports a wide range of small businesses such as the 
independent entrepreneurs who run paladares - restaurants - or artists who are running 
their own businesses. 

   

15  Airbnb. Shared Opportunity: How Airbnb Benefits Communities.  
16  NERA Economic Consulting. Airbnb’s Global Support to Local Economies: Output and Employment. 2017. 
17  Airbnb. Airbnb: Generating $4.5 billion for restaurants. 2016. 
18  Cleantech Group. Environmental Impacts of Home Sharing: Phase I Report. 2014 
19  Airbnb. Helping Travel Grow Greener. March 2017. 
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----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

CASE STUDY I:  
Strengthening Women Entrepreneurship In Langa, Cape Town’s  
Oldest Township 

Airbnb and Ikhaya Le Langa (the “House of the Sun”) are partnering to bring 
Airbnb’s platform to Cape Town’s Langa Quarter, the oldest historically black 
township in the Western Cape. The partnership aims to leverage Airbnb’s 
platform to empower local women with existing homestays by allowing them 
to reach international travelers. 

Established before apartheid, Langa Township has a population of over 
52,000 people and is one of Cape Town’s most marginalized communities. 
However, the township boasts a rich cultural heritage and is home to many of 
South Africa’s jazz legends. 

Ikhaya Le Langa NPC is a nonprofit dedicated to revitalizing marginalized 
communities by establishing social enterprise precincts (SEP) to promote 
small businesses and attract sustained investment. The “Langa Quarter”, a 
prototype SEP, is comprised of an area of 13 streets with about 500 homes, 
housing approximately 5,000 people. Ikhaya Le Langa aims to put the Langa 
Quarter on the map as a must-visit spot for domestic and international 
tourists, and to create hundreds of jobs and business opportunities through 
tourism and the redevelopment of the township. 

 

 

“Airbnb has given us a stamp of approval in such a unique way. 
It’s an empowerment tool for our hosts, and it signals to travelers 
that coming and staying in a Social Enterprise Precinct is safe. 
Once guests have established a connection with the community 
they will tell their networks and we’ll experience a positive 
knock-on effect.” 
TONY ELVIN, CEO, IKHAYA LE LANGA  

 

 

Airbnb and Ikhaya Le Langa are partnering to train women with existing 
homestays on how to list and manage their bookings on Airbnb’s platform. 
In addition, the training program allows participants to develop their 
knowledge of the township’s culture and history and hone their culinary 
skills to give tourists a richer, more local experience. Airbnb is also in the 
process of setting up a volunteer program for existing Airbnb hosts to act 
as mentors to women in training. Finally, Airbnb and Ikhaya Le Langa are 
pioneering Airbnb’s new Experience offering in the township. Tony Elvin, 
founder of Ikhaya Le Langa, has a full-day Experience called ”Past Present 
Future” that allows guests to explore a former apartheid-era 
court-turned-museum, featuring live performances by locals on what it 
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meant to be black in apartheid South Africa, flavorful meals at Langa 
Quarter restaurants, and a service at one of the area’s oldest churches. 

Listing their homestays on Airbnb’s platform allows women to gain access 
to a global audience, and will drive demand from international tourists 
looking for authentic travel experiences. The first class of nine women 
entrepreneurs graduated from the joint program earlier this year, and 
partners are aiming to get a total of 20 homestays listed on Airbnb by end 
of 2017. Ultimately, the partnership will aim to increase this number to 50 
homestay listings across Langa.  

 

 
Linda Pona (left), one of the first nine women entrepreneurs to graduate from the Airbnb and Ikhaya Le Langa joint training 
program, outside her home in Langa Quarter 

 

Importantly, the training program is a model that can be applied elsewhere 
in Africa and beyond. Through this partnership, Airbnb aims to spread the 
benefits of tourism to places like Langa with rich tapestries of cultures, all 
while providing a platform for locals to make extra money by sharing their 
communities with travelers from around the world.  
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 3. Readiness Conditions in 
Emerging Economies 

 

While underserved communities in emerging economies stand to benefit from Airbnb’s 
platform, consultations with economic development professionals showed that unlocking 
its potential depends on a number of demand, supply and ecosystem-related conditions in 
a given location. This section lays out these conditions in more detail, while Section 4 
discusses ways that different stakeholders can contribute to ensuring these conditions 
are in place. The case studies throughout this report provide more detail on how Airbnb is 
partnering with local NGOs to address specific barriers in India and South Africa.  

 

 
Figure 2: Readiness conditions for Airbnb’s home sharing and Experiences platform 

 

3.1. Ensuring sufficient levels of demand 

As with other products and services, Airbnb’s model requires sufficient numbers of 
customers (i.e., guests) who choose to use its platform and who choose to travel to 
particular destinations. A number of different tactics exist that can support levels of 
demand for tourism offerings from underserved populations in a specific location. 
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Awareness of tourism offerings in underserved communities 

In the context of demand for home sharing and Experiences in emerging economies, it is 
worth considering both domestic and international travelers as potential guests. That said, 
consultations suggest that, in South Africa, most domestic travelers currently prefer to 
stay in hotels or with family members when traveling to other parts of the country. 
According to Open Africa, a tour operator, the primary target audience for guests 
choosing to stay in underserved communities are international tourists looking for 
authentic traveling experiences. As mentioned in Section 2, the prevalence of such 
“experiential” travelers is on the rise. However, home sharing and Experience offerings 
from underserved populations need to be proactively promoted to grow awareness and 
increase bookings. Locations that have a diversity of tourism offerings are better 
positioned to attract visitors, so promoting offerings from underserved communities is 
likely to benefit all providers in a specific location.  

 
Interest among travelers to try tourism offerings in underserved communities 

Knowledge of the availability of homestays in underserved communities alone does not 
guarantee a steady demand. Some travelers are not prepared to sacrifice on comfort or 
location, and prefer to find higher-end or more centrally located accommodations. 

Aside from customer preferences, safety and security related risks can deter potential 
guests from staying in underserved communities such as townships or rural villages. 
Some of these concerns are real, and travelers should avoid unsafe areas. However, 
interviewees also pointed out that perceptions don’t always reflect reality.  

 

3.2. Generating a supply of Airbnb home sharing and 
Experience hosts 

For Airbnb’s services to impact underserved communities, hosts must be empowered and 
able to list their Homes and Experiences on its platform. This requires several conditions 
to be in place . 20

 
Confident, digitally and financially literate hosts 

In all conversations with stakeholders in India and South Africa, interviewees mentioned 
the need to build the confidence of hosts. In some areas, home sharing comes with a 
social stigma and potential hosts fear they are signaling a lack of regular income by using 
a home sharing platform. In addition, hosts are often not accustomed to interacting with 
international tourists and lack confidence when doing so. Empowering hosts to tell their 
stories and instilling a sense of pride in their homes and neighborhoods is therefore an 
important part of building supply. As Tony Elvin, Founder of Ikhaya Le Langa, explains: 
“Enabling our hosts to deal with guest requests like a vegan meal is an important part of 
building confidence.” 

Beyond building confidence, potential hosts often also need digital and financial literacy 
training. Homestays in underserved communities are typically owned by middle-aged 
women, many of whom do not have the required digital literacy skills to set up and 
manage listings on an online platform. Meanwhile, younger generations in these 

20  Note that this report only considers communities that meet Airbnb’s minimum hosting requirements as listed  
in the Appendix. 
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communities may be tech savvy and know how to manage listings, but lack the assets to 
leverage these skills.  

In addition, financial literacy can act as a barrier for underserved communities. To ensure 
hosts relying on mobile-based payment systems, payment compatibility issues also need 
to be resolved. 

 
Experiences that complement home sharing solutions 

Experiences are excursions or other activities designed and led by local hosts. Because 
the existence of authentic experiences is a key pull-factor in attracting international 
tourists to underserved communities, homestays attract more visitors when they are 
coupled with offers such as cooking classes, crafts workshops or other cultural or 
adventure Experiences.  

In Amman, Jordan, the Iraq Al-Amir Women’s Association is a social business that 
employs 12 women from the local community. Each of these women has a special skill, 
and several of them are offering their services through Airbnb’s Experiences platform. 
Yusra, who runs the Iraq Al-Amir Women’s Association, offers traditional ceramic classes 
and the making of Labaneh Balls, a local delicacy. Amina, a senior member of the 
community, provides traditional cooking classes for guests interested in authentic, local 
cuisine. Furthermore, many of the Experience hosts in Amman are Palestinian or Syrian 
refugees who are barred by the Jordanian government from working in traditional jobs. 
The ability to host Experiences thus serves as a vital economic lifeline, and one that often 
is more financially lucrative than a traditional job, for an especially vulnerable subset of the 
population.  
 

3.3. Creating a supportive ecosystem 

Beyond demand and supply, sharing economy platforms like Airbnb need a supportive 
ecosystem to allow for widespread use. This ecosystem is made up of several elements. 

First, clear and permissive policies and regulations can facilitate the ability of underserved 
communities to host homestays and Experiences. These may include short-term rental 
policies permitting people to share homes, and licensing requirements for people to host 
Experiences. In some cases, existing policies or regulations may permit this sharing, but 
there may be barriers to entry in practice for underserved communities -- for example, if a 
registration or licensing process requires onerous fees. 

In addition to a conducive regulatory environment, a minimum requirement of network and 
physical infrastructure is necessary to leverage sharing economy platforms in emerging 
economies. Most importantly, consultations surfaced widespread need for reliable 
internet connectivity amongst underserved communities to allow for efficient 
management of listings. In some areas, connectivity itself is available, but remains 
unavailable for some populations due to its high costs. These findings align with a recent 
report by the Alliance for Affordable Internet, which suggests that the Sustainable 
Development Goal of affordable, universal internet access by 2020 will be missed by more 
than 20 years, with women in rural areas most likely to be left behind.   21

Beyond the physical availability of an internet connection, high data costs can deter 
underserved communities from taking advantage of sharing economy platforms.  

21  Alliance for Affordable Internet. 2017 Affordability Report. 2017. 
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----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

CASE STUDY II:  
SEWA Overview 

Putting Rural Gujarat On The Map 

Airbnb and the Self-Employed Women’s Association of India (SEWA) are 
partnering to empower rural women to earn supplemental income through 
listing their homes on Airbnb’s platform. SEWA is the largest organization of 
informal women workers in the world and the largest nonprofit in India with 
over 2 million members. This women’s economic empowerment partnership 
was the first of its kind for Airbnb, and through the initiative, SEWA members 
hope to share their local culture and way of life with both international and 
domestic visitors. 

In November 2016, Airbnb signed a Memorandum of Understanding with 
SEWA to promote rural livelihood opportunities for SEWA women in India 
through its community-centred digital platform. As part of the partnership, 
Airbnb has trained SEWA members on home sharing, hospitality and quality 
standards, and responsible hosting practices. Our shared goal is for this 
initiative to support a strong community of SEWA hosts who can learn from 
one another and jointly create a more welcoming environment for women in 
hospitality. This partnership with SEWA follows a commitment between 
Airbnb and the Government of Gujarat announced in September 2016 to 
increase tourism and create positive travel experiences for both domestic and 
international visitors in Gujarat. Registered as a trade union in 1972, SEWA 
represents 2 million, primarily rural women, making a living through their own 
labor or small businesses. As a member-driven organization, SEWA is 
managed at the grassroots level by the women themselves. 

To date, Airbnb and SEWA have listed 18 SEWA homes on the Airbnb 
platform, with additional homes scheduled to come online this year. The 
partnership initiative consists of three stages: 1) pre-assessment and training; 
2) technical support; and 3) destination marketing. In the first stage of the 
partnership, Airbnb provided feedback on readiness conditions and 
photography services for the women’s homes, guided them on creating 
content to describe their listings, and collected feedback from the potential 
hosts to better understand their needs and aspirations for using Airbnb’s 
platform. In a second stage, Airbnb and SEWA management designed a 
training module on home sharing, hospitality and quality standards, and digital 
literacy as well as responsible hosting practices. This training is currently 
being rolled out to “master hosts”, who then pass their knowledge to peers in 
their respective villages and act as mentors for other SEWA members (see 
Appendix for the SEWA training guide). 
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Gauriben (left), a SEWA member and early adopter of Airbnb’s platform, is hoping to benefit from India’s young population 
that is increasingly opting to spend a quiet weekend in rural destinations. Photo courtesy of SEWA.  

 

 

“By partnering with Airbnb, we hope to create meaningful, 
productive and sustainable livelihood opportunities through the 
new age economy for our 2 million women members across 14 
states of India.” 

REEMA NAVATNY, SEWA DIRECTOR 

 
 

To overcome the challenge of incompatible payment structures, a barrier to 
adoption raised by SEWA early on, Airbnb worked with its Indian payments 
partner to allow for PAN cards for Trusts, the preferred payment type for 
SEWA members. 

Rural SEWA hosts hope that Airbnb can help drive demand to make their 
homestays a popular choice for international volunteers implementing 
development projects in Gujarat. But perhaps most importantly, SEWA 
members will be able to promote their craftwork directly from their own 
homes through the Airbnb platform, effectively representing a new 
opportunity to market their products. 

While the partnership is still in its early stages, SEWA and Airbnb hope it will 
strengthen livelihoods for women in rural areas and simultaneously promote 
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tourism in parts of India that have not traditionally benefited from tourism and 
hospitality. Airbnb and SEWA aim for this “peer to peer” learning model to 
increase the number of SEWA women choosing to list their homes on Airbnb’s 
platform, and ultimately spread to all 14 Indian states where SEWA has 
members. 

According to the Indian Ministry of Tourism, “the development of a strong 
platform around the concept of rural tourism is definitely useful for a country 
like India, where almost 74% of the population resides in its seven million 
villages. Throwing open rural homes could play a large part in boosting an 
economy.”  22

 

BRIEF PROJECT 
DESCRIPTION 

SEWA and Airbnb signed a partnership in November 2016 to promote rural livelihood 
opportunities through technology for women in rural India. The SEWA team helped 
identify a group of SEWA women interested in the initial pilot and promoting tourism to 
their communities, starting in the state of Gujarat where the organization is 
headquartered. Many of the SEWA women also participate in their own small 
businesses, including handicraft and embroidery, and view Airbnb’s platform as an 
opportunity to market their unique crafts. 

KEY ACTIVITIES  
AND OUTCOMES 

● Identify individuals and communities interested in participating in the home sharing 
initiative. 

● Conduct initial home sharing readiness assessments with the interested participants 
to: 1) assess that the homes were Airbnb-ready, and 2) offer recommendations to 
participants for how to make their homes more attractive to guests. 

● Provide hospitality and skills training workshops for interested participants, 
including basic hospitality skills, content support for describing Airbnb listings, and 
interaction with diverse travelers.  

● Arrange opportunities for members of the pilot program to learn from Airbnb women 
“Superhosts” who shared their experiences hosting on the Airbnb platform. 

● Provide destination marketing support to increase demand to pilot locations. 
● Build institutional knowledge through SEWA to scale this initiative to other SEWA 

communities across India. 

# OF PARTICIPANTS  18 SEWA women are participating in the initial pilot 

PROJECT TIMELINE  November 2016 through present 

PROJECT 
PARTNERS 

● SEWA 
● Government of Gujarat 

SUCCESS METRICS  ● Program participants all receive reviews and bookings 
● Pilot program is scalable across other SEWA communities 

KEY LEARNINGS / 
CHALLENGES 

● English, digital, and financial literacy 
● Payment methods (PAN card) 
● How to respond to first booking in timely way 
● Sourcing housing improvements 
● Managing expectations 
● Ensuring institutional memory and lessons learned can be passed on 

22 Ministry of Tourism. Scheme of Rural Tourism. 2017 
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 4. Unlocking Airbnb’s Potential for  
Underserved Populations 

 

This section explores how different stakeholders can contribute to creating the readiness 
conditions for Airbnb’s platform described in Section 3, and introduces a framework for 
cross-sector collaboration to help facilitate new partnerships. 
 

4.1. Overview of potential stakeholder interventions 

Sharing economy and other private sector companies, policy makers, international 
organizations , and local NGOs all have a role to play in establishing an environment 23

conducive to sharing economy platforms. Each of these stakeholders can leverage their 
unique assets and expertise to help put in place specific elements of the readiness 
conditions. 
 

  DEMAND SIDE 
INTERVENTIONS  

SUPPLY SIDE INTERVENTIONS  ECOSYSTEM 
INTERVENTIONS 

PRIVATE  
SECTOR  

Promote tourism offerings in 
underserved communities 

Provide input and guidance on 
trainings related to empowerment, 
hospitality, and digital literacy of 
underserved communities. 
Potentially: Provide financial support 
(low-interest loans or grants) for 
infrastructure upgrades and other 
improvements to listings. 

 

POLICY  
MAKERS 

Invest in marketing 
campaigns that feature off 
the beaten track places. 
Invest in hospitality training 
for locals interested in getting 
involved in tourism. Invest in 
technology training for locals 
interested in getting involved 
in the tourism sector. 

Develop tourism plans with local 
community involvement . Simplify 
tourist licensing processes for 
underserved communities seeking to 
offer Experiences. 

Issue conducive policies 
and regulations for sharing 
economy platforms. Build 
general infrastructure. 

INTERNATIONAL 
ORGANIZATIONS 

Promote awareness for 
sustainable tourism offerings 
amongst underserved 
communities 

Finance trainings related to 
empowerment, hospitality, and digital 
literacy of underserved communities  

Advocate for conducive 
policies and regulations for 
sharing economy platforms. 
Finance construction of 
general infrastructure. 

LOCAL  
NGOS 

 

  Conduct trainings with local 
underserved populations related to 
empowerment, hospitality, and digital 
literacy. Potentially: Provide financial 
support (low-interest loans or grants) 
for infrastructure upgrades and other 
improvements to listings. 

Promote safety and 
environmental awareness in 
underserved communities 
 

 
Figure 3: Overview of potential interventions to catalyze Airbnb’s platform 

23  Intergovernmental organizations such as the United Nations and its affiliated agencies (including UNDP, World Bank 
 Group, UNESCO and others), as well as international development NGOs. 
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Private Sector 

Sharing economy companies such as Airbnb play an important role in creating the 
conditions for their platforms to benefit underserved communities. Most importantly, 
sharing economy companies can stimulate demand for their service offerings. As 
mentioned in the previous section, one barrier to demand for home sharing and 
Experience offerings in underserved communities is the lack of awareness amongst 
potential guests. Hosts from underserved communities can benefit from the increased 
visibility they receive from sharing economy platforms such as Airbnb. 

On the supply side, Airbnb is already helping to shape the curricula of trainings that seek 
to empower hosts in underserved communities and provide them with hospitality and 
digital literacy skills. In South Africa, Airbnb is also working with local entrepreneurs and 
community centers to help hosts lacking digital literacy skills manage their Airbnb listings. 
The Cape Innovation and Technology Initiative (CiTi), for instance, aims to develop Cape 
Town and the region as a global technology cluster and a vibrant hub for innovation 
through its incubator, accelerator, and tech skills initiatives. 

More broadly, sharing economy companies can improve the accessibility of their 
platforms to individuals in underserved communities. As part of its efforts to reach hosts 
and guests across the globe, Airbnb currently supports 27  languages. The platform also 
accepts payment methods, such as AliPay in China and PayU India, that make Airbnb more 
widely accessible in these countries. These and other changes have likely contributed to 
the growth of Airbnb in developing countries. Whereas in 2011 hosts from Latin America, 
Asia Pacific and the Middle East and Africa accounted for 5% of all active hosts, in 2017, 
21% of all hosts are from these three regions.  

Other private sector businesses can also help foster the conditions for sharing 
economy models to thrive. For example, technology and telecommunications 
companies are increasing digital access by lowering the costs of mobile phones and data 
provision across emerging economies. Similarly, financial institutions have a role to play in 
lowering payment transaction fees, which in South Africa can account for a significant part 
of revenues from low-income Airbnb hosts.  

 
Policy Makers 

To begin to unlock the potential of sharing economy companies for sustainable 
development, policy makers can involve these companies and underserved communities 
in their tourism development strategies. This may entail consulting them as part of 
national tourism development plans as well as signing MOUs establishing collaboration in 
a specific area. For example, Airbnb has signed MOUs with Jamaica and Curacao which 
establish a mutual commitment to destination promotion, the possibility to collect and 
remit tax on short-term rentals, and Airbnb’s provision of aggregate-level data to the 
government to inform policymaking. In both cases, Airbnb has set up ongoing working 
groups to execute the agreements. 

Sharing economy companies can provide not only input on strategy, but also new revenue 
for governments in the form of hotel taxes that help support tourism activities. Airbnb has 
entered into Voluntary Collection Agreements (VCA) and other tax agreements with more 
than 375 jurisdictions around the world, collecting and remitting more than US$500 million 
to date. Since collecting and remitting hotel taxes can be a challenge for regular people 
who host through Airbnb, Airbnb developed a tool, the VCA, to ensure that the appropriate 
taxes are collected and remitted to the appropriate jurisdiction. When a jurisdiction signs a 
VCA with Airbnb, Airbnb collects the appropriate taxes from guests as part of their 
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booking transactions and remits the tax revenue directly to the proper tax authority on 
behalf of its’ hosts. The VCA relieves hosts of frequent and onerous tax filings while 
ensuring that state and local governments are collecting valuable sources of revenue with 
little enforcement cost to them.  

This new tax revenue has the potential to support a range of progressive policies and 
services. For example, some governments have used these additional funds directly to 
further tourism development. In both France and Florida, tax dollars collected from Airbnb 
are supporting destination-marketing efforts and tourism infrastructure. Airbnb believes 
this initiative could generate substantial revenue to promote sustainable tourism globally 
and is eager to partner with more jurisdictions in the future.  

Partnering in this way on strategy and revenue, governments can further sustainable 
development with the following steps. 

To drive demand, policy makers can support destination marketing for places that do not 
typically benefit from tourism revenue. Airbnb has worked creatively with policy makers to 
drive demand and revenue to these locations, both around specific events and through 
national campaigns. In Brazil, for instance, Airbnb has helped the government take full 
economic advantage of hosting major events without building expensive, permanent new 
infrastructure, from the 2016 Summer Games in Rio de Janeiro to the recent St. John's 
Festival in Campina Grande.  On the national level, Airbnb worked with Sweden to create a 24

microsite within Airbnb to feature not only homes but also natural highlights such as 
frozen lakes and locations at which to best see shooting stars in order to entice more 
travelers to visit specific sites.  

On the supply side, policy makers can facilitate the participation of underserved 
communities in tourism development by recognizing and removing barriers to entry that 
overly impact these groups. To facilitate home sharing, local governments can review 
housing and zoning policies that regulate short-term rental activity, with awareness of high 
annual fees, reliable internet access, or in-person registration schemes that hinder the 
participation of underserved communities. To enable hosting of Experiences, policy 
makers can explore whether there are ways to address expensive permits and/or training 
requirements which may in practice exclude these communities. For instance, the Western 
Cape government in South Africa is piloting an initiative where it is subsidizing tourist 
licenses for Airbnb Experience hosts from underserved communities, to enable 
participation from prospective hosts in these areas. Finally, governments can recognize 
that any training necessary for home and Experience hosting should be held in places that 
members of underserved communities can reach without expensive transportation and 
where they have affordable internet access. 

To ensure a supportive ecosystem, policy makers can put in place clear and permissive 
policies and regulations that work for all communities. Airbnb proactively partners with 
governments to develop public policy solutions to help governments establish rules that 
allow locals to responsibly share their homes or skills while also addressing unique 
interests or concerns of local jurisdictions. In designing these rules, policy makers can be 
conscious of barriers to entry for underserved communities, such as the registration and 
licensing requirements mentioned above. Governments also play a critical role in bridging 
infrastructure gaps currently preventing the use of sharing economy platforms in 
disadvantaged communities. Access to reliable and affordable internet stands out in  
this regard. 

24  Airbnb. Policy Tool Chest 2.0. 2017 
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International Organizations 

International organizations play an important role across all three readiness conditions. In 
terms of stimulating demand, international organizations can raise awareness for 
tourism service offerings in underserved communities as well as the benefits of 
experiential travel. For instance, the UNWTO’s recent Global Report on the Transformative 
Power of Tourism sheds light on international travel patterns and trends, and helps to 
promote the concept of sustainable tourism amongst travelers.  

On the supply side, international organizations can leverage their longstanding experience 
in education and training to foster broader digital literacy amongst underserved 
populations. In India, for instance, the Digital Empowerment Foundation (DEF) is working 
with the UN, the European Union, the World Bank Group and others to provide affordable, 
ubiquitous and democratically controlled internet access in rural regions of the country. 
Beyond providing a connection, DEF offers rural communities ICT and vocational training, 
and empowers communities by teaching them how to use wireless infrastructure.  25

Finally, larger international organizations can help build the ecosystem by advocating for 
and helping to shape policies that allow sharing economy platforms to thrive, and helping 
to finance the construction of general infrastructure in emerging economies. In 2016, the 
World Bank Group’s commitments in developing countries grew to more than US$61 
billion in loans, grants, equity investments and guarantees supporting governments and 
private businesses.  26

 
Local NGOs  

Local NGOs typically have a deep understanding of the disadvantaged communities in 
which they work, and are well-positioned to carry out supply side and ecosystem 
interventions on the ground.  

On the supply side, local NGOs take the lead in empowering underserved communities, 
and equipping them with the hospitality and digital literacy skills required to use Airbnb’s 
platform. SEWA, for instance, uses a peer learning model to scale digital literacy amongst 
its members. In this model, so-called “master hosts” are trained directly by SEWA staff, 
and then pass their knowledge onto other women in their respective villages. 

On the ecosystem side, local NGOs have a role to play in promoting safety and 
environmental consciousness in underserved communities.  Ikhaya Le Langa is aware 
that tourists are unlikely to visit a township if it is deemed unsafe or unclean, and has 
therefore set up the Cleaner Greener Safer Partnership (CGSP). Working with a number of 
other local organizations, CGSP cleans and landscapes streets within the Langa Quarter. 
 

4.2. Moving towards cross-sector collaboration 

In order to create the conditions for sharing economy approaches to benefit underserved 
populations, stakeholders need to work hand in hand. Such close collaboration between 
actors from different sectors can be challenging, and requires structured collaboration.  

The Collective Impact  approach is designed to facilitate collaboration between actors 27

across sectors. The concept has gained momentum in recent years as an approach to 
solving complex social issues, and is used when the problem in question is neither caused 

25  Alliance for Affordable Internet. 2017 Affordability Report. 2017. 
26  World Bank Group. World Bank Group Support Tops $61 billion in Fiscal Year 2016. Press release. July 12 2016. 
27  Kramer, M. & Kania, J. Collective Impact. Stanford Social Innovation Review. 2011. 
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nor solvable by any one organization or even sector. Figure 4 depicts the five conditions of 
successful collective impact initiatives. 

 

COMMON AGENDA  All participants share a vision for change that includes a common 
understanding of the problem and a joint approach to solving the 
problem through agreed-upon actions 

SHARED MEASUREMENT SYSTEM  All participants agree on how to measure and report on progress, with a 
short list of common indicators identified and used to drive learning and 
improvement. 

MUTUALLY REINFORCING 
ACTIVITIES 

A diverse set of stakeholders, typically across sectors, coordinate a set of 
differentiated activities through a mutually reinforcing plan of action 

CONTINUOUS COMMUNICATION  All players engage in frequent and structured open communication to 
build trust, assure mutual objectives, and create common motivation 

BACKBONE SUPPORT  Dedicated staff guides the initiative’s vision and strategy, supports 
aligned activities, establishes shared measurement practice, builds public 
good will, advances policy, and mobilizes resources 

 
Figure 4: The five conditions of Collective Impact 

 

 
Collective Impact could help facilitate coordinated action between Airbnb, policy makers, 
international organizations and local NGOs moving forward, and Airbnb is open to 
exploring partnerships with actors from all sectors in order to foster the conditions for its 
platform to benefit underserved populations in emerging economies. 
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----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

CASE STUDY III:  
EMPOWERING HOMESTAY OWNERS IN SOUTH AFRICA’S WESTERN CAPE 

Airbnb, Open Africa and the South African College for Tourism, supported by 
the Cape Innovation and Technology Initiative (CiTi), are partnering to 
generate technology-enabled livelihood opportunities for women and youth 
in rural South Africa. Partners are providing tailored two-week trainings to 
existing homestay owners that will allow them to share their homes on 
Airbnb’s platform. 

In 2016, Airbnb signed an MoU with Open Africa and the South African 
College for Tourism (SACT) to train homestay owners who have the potential 
to grow their businesses through inclusion on the Airbnb platform. Open 
Africa is a nonprofit that stimulates rural development by leveraging 
communities’ tourism assets. It has established 58 branded tourism routes 
across six countries in Southern Africa that support 28,000 jobs. Of the 2,500 
entrepreneurs in Open Africa’s network, approximately 70% are 
accommodation establishments. South Africa College of Tourism (SACT) is 
an accredited training provider that equips low-income students with 
hospitality skills. Its student profile is predominantly black and female 
between the ages of 19 and 25. 

The anticipated outcome of the training for participants is a completed 
Airbnb listing as well as the skills and know-how to navigate Airbnb’s 
platform and manage their profiles.  

In the first phase of the partnership, Airbnb and Open Africa identified 27 
homestays in Open Africa’s network of entrepreneurs that could benefit from 
Airbnb’s platform. Selection was based on hosts’ interest and experience, 
direct or indirect access to booking devices (e.g., smartphone or computer), 
digital literacy, availability of a bank account, and suitability of the homestay 
facility. In addition, partners specifically considered hosts who are clustered 
geographically to facilitate regular exchanges and ensure shared learnings. In 
a second phase, partners visited the selected hosts to learn more about local 
conditions, and the type of support required to get their homestays listed. 
Finally, SACT designed a tailored two-week curriculum, including courses 
around basic technology skills, hospitality standards, hygiene, and basic 
amenities (see Appendix for full curriculum). 
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The programme took place in June 2017 at the SACT’s campus in 
Graaff-Reinet with 13 participants. To cover the technology-component of the 
programme, Open Africa brought in the Cape Innovation and Technology 
Initiative (CiTi), which supports South African entrepreneurs through business 
and technical skills training. CiTi’s SmartTech programme, one of many that 
the hub runs, helps small business owners to map their business activities to 
tools on their phones, thereby allowing them to improve efficiency and 
productivity in their businesses and building confidence in their technical 
abilities. Airbnb provided technical support with regards to how to use its 
platform, including how to set up an Airbnb account, how to take photographs, 
and how to build and manage a listing. 

 

 

“In all of CiTi’s programmes we focus on how technology and the 
tech sector can be more inclusive, and our TravelTech cluster is 
no exception. Airbnb’s programme to give homestay owners the 
tools and confidence to participate in the digital economy fits 
with our transformative mandate by ensuring that South Africans 
will not be left behind in a sector that is being disrupted very 
quickly. Importantly, it will result in tourists having a more 
authentic, nuanced experience of South Africa.” 

IAN MERRINGTON, CEO, CiTi  

 

 

The pilot programme highlighted the potential for individuals who do not have 
a homestay to offer on Airbnb but have technology skills and an appetite to 
get involved in the platform. Airbnb’s feature of co-hosting allows homestay 
hosts to employ someone else in their community to manage their listing. 
This can be particularly powerful for homestay hosts who do not feel 
confident managing the technology side of their homestay business. Typically, 
Airbnb co-hosts charge 10% to 20% for managing a listing, although this is 
negotiated directly between host and co-host. Co-hosting opens up economic 
opportunities for both homestay hosts, who feel technology is a barrier to 
participation, co-hosts, who do not have a homestay but have valuable 
technology skills that can enable homestays to get online and reach the 
Airbnb market. 

The programme includes the following key metrics:  

● 100% of programme participants - either host or co-host - receive  
one review / booking within first 3 months 

● 80% of participants receive a second booking - either host or  
co-host - within the first six months of getting onto Airbnb 

● For participants who are already homestay hosts, Airbnb represents at 
least 25% of their bookings after their first year of the programme 

● For participants who have never hosted a homestay before, income made 
through Airbnb bookings makes up 10% of their income after their first year 
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Participants of the Airbnb-Open Africa Pilot learning about mobile-technology and setting up a business. 
Photograph property of South Africa College of Tourism; taken by Jac Grobbelaar. 

 

Recognizing that the initiative’s success will depend largely on whether there 
is sufficient demand for these homestays, partners are considering a number 
of options to promote these new homestays to both global and national 
audiences. For its part, Airbnb is planning to use its platform to create 
awareness for new hosts amongst its existing guests by showcasing cultural 
highlights around the homestays. In addition, both Airbnb and Open Africa are 
exploring options to raise awareness for this new model at national and 
international tourism events. But perhaps most importantly, partners realize 
that a homestay in a rural area alone may not suffice to generate sufficient 
levels of demand. Open Africa is therefore seeking to design complementary 
experiences such as cooking classes or crafts workshops in close proximity 
to these homestays.  

 

 

“One of the main insights of the pilot was the emergence of 
co-hosting as an option for homestay hosts that are not able to 
manage their own profiles. Some of the hosts have wonderful 
personalities and will excel at hosting. So rather than excluding 
them from the programme, co-hosting is seen as a viable option 
for these hosts.” 
FRANCOIS VILJOEN, CEO, OPEN AFRICA  
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Graduates of the two-week Airbnb-Open Africa Innovation and Hospitality Pilot programme. 
Photograph property of South Africa College of Tourism; taken by Jac Grobbelaar. 

 

While the partnership is still in the pilot stage, Airbnb and Open Africa are 
considering ways to scale the programme. to this end, they are assessing 
whether a train-the-trainer model could help reach a broader audience by 
upskilling local tourism bureaus and development organisations.  

 

 

“I would like to say thank you to Open Africa, Airbnb and SA College for Tourism 
for this opportunity. I have learned a lot and met great people and I feel like I’m 
ready to motivate people in my community to be more involved with homestays 
and also to be able to start my own business.”  
 
MHINTI, 39, PROGRAMME PARTICIPANT AND SOON-TO-BE AIRBNB CO-HOST 

 

 

BRIEF PROJECT 
DESCRIPTION 

Open Africa, the SA College for Tourism (SACT) and Airbnb established a strategic 
partnership to generate technology- enabled income generation opportunities in tourism 
and hospitality for women and youth in rural and disadvantaged areas to help 
low-income families increase their income by sharing their homes through Airbnb’s 
global platform.  
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TARGET 
COMMUNITIES 

Open Africa identified target corridors where there was (1) existing guest demand for 
home stays, (2) interest among locals in home sharing and building up the local tourism 
product, and (3) individuals typically earning less than R5 000 – R10 000 per month. 

KEY ACTIVITIES  ● Identifying individuals and communities that are interested in participating in the
programme.

● Conducting a two-week long hospitality course that covers the basics of hospitality,
lessons on the sharing economy, including the opportunities offered through Airbnb
homes and Experiences listings and basic business skills.

● Trainees receiving ongoing support from Open Africa, SACT and Airbnb after the
pilot.

# OF PARTICIPANTS  ● Engaged 25 in assessment
● Ultimately 13 participated in training

OUTCOMES  ● Participants have the required skills (business and hospitality)  to run a successful
homestay or co-host.

● Building the confidence and skills to use the Airbnb platform.
● Participants are ready to welcome their first Airbnb guests after the training

programme

PROJECT TIMELINE  March through September 2017 

PROJECT 
PARTNERS 

SUCCESS METRICS 

KEY LEARNINGS / 
CHALLENGES 

● Open   Africa
● South   Africa   College   of   Tourism
● Cape   Innovation   and   Technology   Initiative
● RLabs

● 100%   of   programme   participants   -   either   host   or   co-host   -   receive   one   review   /
booking   within   first   three   months

● 80%   of   participants   do   a   second   booking   -   either   host   or   co-host   -   within   the   first   six 
months   of   getting   onto   Airbnb

● For   participants   who   are   already   homestay   hosts,   Airbnb   represents   at   least   25%   of 
bookings   after   their   first   year   of   the   programme

● For   participants   who   have   never   hosted   a   homestay   before,   income   made   through 
Airbnb   bookings   makes   up   10%   of   income   after   their   first   year

● Training   location   and   timeframe:   Programme   needs   to   be   shortened   and   made   more 
easily   accessible   to   attract   participants

● Host   profile   and   listing:   Programme   needs   to   account   for   more   time   to   create   Airbnb 
profile   and   listing.   Participants   need   to   receive   dedicated   training   in   photography   to 
build   their   listing   profile

● Language:   Programme   should   ideally   be   hosted   in   native   language.
● Financial   literacy:   programme   needs   to   focus   more   on   financial   literacy.   Establishing 

payment   methods   were   problematic   for   some   participants
● Computer   literacy:   Programme   needs   to   account   for   varying   levels   of   computer 

literacy.
● Co-hosting:   Programme   should   have   a   module   dedicated   to   co-hosting   to   empower 

those   who   do   not   have   homes   but   want   to   build   a   homes   haring   community
● Hospitality:   The   programme   does   not   need   to   focus   so   heavily   on   hospitality 

standards.   It   should   be   more   focused   on   developing   a   memorable   and   personal 
homestay   experience. 
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 5. Conclusion 
 

Ensuring that the surging tourism industry contributes to the achievement of the 
Sustainable Development Goals will require innovative new tourism models, technological 
innovation, and smart policies.  

While the sharing economy is not a silver bullet to sustainable tourism, Airbnb’s 
people-to-people platform holds the potential to strengthen the livelihoods of underserved 
populations by directly linking them to the growing number of international travelers 
seeking authentic experiences.  

Airbnb recognizes that close cross-sector collaboration is required with other private 
sector companies, policy makers, international organizations and NGOs to unlock the 
development potential of its platform. Moving forward, it hopes to partner with actors 
from all sectors in order to create the readiness conditions for its platform to contribute to 
increased sustainable tourism. 
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Appendices 
 

How Airbnb Works 

The beginning.  

Airbnb started in 2008 with two designers who needed rent money and had space to 
share, and three travelers looking for affordable lodging. Today, more than 4 million active 
Airbnb listings are available across 191 countries, including 65,000 cities. Hosts and 
guests opt to create Airbnb accounts so they can list and book unique accommodations 
anywhere in the world. 

 
The platform.  

Since its founding in 2008, more than 200 million guests have arrived at Airbnb listings 
around the world. Airbnb maintains a smart messaging system so hosts and guests can 
communicate and plan with certainty, provides helplines for guests and locally based staff 
for follow-up, and manages a secure platform to collect and transfer every payment. 

 
A global community built on trust.  

Society is currently in the midst of an unprecedented crisis of trust, as people’s trust in big 
business, government, the media, and even nonprofits and charities is plummeting. But 
through Airbnb, people are trusting each other more and more. In fact, trust is the 
fundamental currency of the sharing economy, and it’s at the heart of Airbnb. While 
nobody can eliminate all the risk in hosting or traveling, Airbnb strives to ensure that every 
host and guest has the best possible experience. They build this trust by focusing on a 
hierarchy of needs approach. 

First, safety is fundamental, they do a number of things to help ensure people will be safe. 
Next is transparency, people need to know who they are dealing with and what they should 
expect so Airbnb has designed its system to enable exactly that. Last but not least is 
support, they have a global team available 24/7 in eleven different languages to step in 
and help, should anyone ever need it:  

● Safety. Airbnb uses advanced technology and machine learning to assess each 
and every reservation ahead of time for risk. Globally, they screen all hosts and 
guests against regulatory, terrorist, and sanctions watch lists, and run 
background checks on US users. Airbnb leads home safety workshops, gives out 
free smoke and carbon monoxide detectors, and provides online safety cards 
with important emergency information. Not only is physical safety a priority, but 
so is protecting users’ financial information. All accounts are safeguarded using 
multi-factor authentication, requiring additional verification whenever a login is 
attempted from a new device. Airbnb does not release payment to a host until 
the guest is safely checked in, and users should never be asked to wire money or 
pay another user directly.  

● Transparency. Each and every person on Airbnb has a detailed profile page with 
helpful information about themselves and their home. Hosts can also require that 
guests provide Airbnb with a government ID, such as a passport or driver’s 
license, before booking their listing, and then the host in turn must do so as well. 
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Their secure messaging tool lets hosts and guests easily get to know each other 
before requesting or approving a reservation. Plus, guests and hosts publicly 
review each other after each stay, so future hosts and guests can see those 
reviews and take them into consideration before making any decisions. 

● Support. In the rare event that something shouldn’t go as planned, Airbnb’s 
customer service and trust and safety teams are on call 24/7 and in 11 different 
languages. They offer rebooking assistance, refunds, reimbursements, a US$1 
million Host Guarantee, and insurance programs, all to help make things right. Of 
the more than 30 million stays in 2016, significant property damage (claims 
reimbursed under the Host Guarantee program for over US$1,000) was reported 
in only 0.009% of stays. At that rate, you could host a new reservation every 
single day for over 27 years without expecting to file a significant property 
damage claim under the Host Guarantee. 

Every day, Airbnb is constantly working to improve its platform, policies, and protections, 
because one incident is still one too many. Earning the trust of their community is the 
most important thing Airbnb does. 

 
Hosting on their own terms.  

Hosts set their own rates and keep all but a small percentage of the price guests pay to 
share their space. Once signed up, hosts gain access to reference tools to help them set 
prices based on travel trends and similar listings. Airbnb also urges hosts to learn about 
local laws, such as registration requirements or limits on length of stays, before making a 
listing available. 
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Tear-Out Checklist:  
Tips for “Hosting-Ready” Homes 
The primary requirement for participating in home sharing is that a host must first have a room to 
share. Here are some additional tips to get a home ready for hosting guests. 

 

KEY FEATURE  DESCRIPTION  AVAILABLE  

Safety  Ensure home is safe for guests. Follow local safety standards 
and fire rules   

Access   Ensure guests have their own spare key to the home 
 

Private room for hosting   Provide separate room for guests with privacy, door and lock  
 

Sleeping facilities   Provide a comfortable mattress, pillow and clean sheets  
 

Easily accessible restroom 
and shower facility 

Provide soap, clean towels, toilet paper,  and trash can 
 

Transportation  The listing should be located in an area that is accessible via 
public transport   

Experience  The listing benefits from being located in an area that offers 
experiences that could appeal to a guests (e.g., food, culture) 
or is near some recognised tourism product (e.g., cultural 
sites or natural beauty). 

 

Electricity   Homes should have electricity and lighting. If not, the Airbnb 
online listing should alert potential guests to that   

Access to kitchen  Listing benefits if guests have access to kitchen  
 

Wifi   Listing benefits if it has wifi and/or internet access  
 

Breakfast  Listing benefits if hosts can offer a breakfast  
 

Map  Host should consider putting together a welcome package 
with details on the home and a with a map highlighting local 
attractions, small businesses and neighborhood amenities    

Welcome  Guests choose to travel on Airbnb because they are looking 
for personal experiences. Host personally welcoming guests 
is a great way to provide that.    

Neighbor relations  Host should check with neighbors that they are comfortable 
with guests    
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Tear-Out Checklist:  
Digital Skills Needed for Hosts  
to Be Successful on Airbnb 
Digital literacy is key to participating on the Airbnb platform. Here is a breakdown of some of the 
key skills needed to develop and manage an Airbnb listing. 

 

KEY FEATURE  DESCRIPTION  AVAILABLE  

Literacy  Host needs to be literate to engage on Airbnb platform  
 

Digital literacy   Host needs to have basic digital literacy (e.g., email account, 
texting capability, calendar)   

Access to smartphone and/or 
smart device 

Host needs to have direct access to device –whether through 
themselves or a friend/family member - to set up and manage 
booking    

Access to data  Host must have access to data, and an understanding of how 
to manage data purchasing, availability (e.g., taking advantage 
of free wifi) and use  
 

 

Smartphone functionality  Host should understand how to utilise the basic functionality 
of Airbnb on their smartphone (messaging, calendar, contacts, 
maps) to support  
their hosting 

 

Financial literacy  Host should to be prepared to receive and process money 
electronically -- must trust these tools, and feel confident that 
they understand when a payment has been correctly 
processed (and what to do if not) 

 

Social  
 

Host should be aware of digital marketing platforms (e.g., 
Facebook, Twitter, Instagram) -- if possible be able to utilise 
them, and feel confident replying to comments made about 
them online  (or referring these). 

 

Pricing  Host should review listing prices in area to help set a 
competitive price for listing to attract guests   

Photography 
 

Host needs to be comfortable taking photographs with 
smartphone or digital camera and upload to Airbnb   

 

 

 

 
 

ADVANCING SUSTAINABLE TOURISM THROUGH HOME SHARING 37 
 



Open Africa Curriculum Overview 
This is an overview of the curriculum that was developed by Open Africa for the homestay pilot 
programme. It is made up of 11 Coaching Sessions, which aim to prepare participants provide 
homestay experiences supported on the Airbnb platform. Open Africa developed the curriculum 
in partnership with Cape Town Innovation and Technology Initiative and the South African College 
of Tourism. Open Africa is glad to provide a full curriculum to governments and nonprofits 
interested in building their own homestay programmes. Please reach out to 
francois@openafrica.org for a copy. 

Session: A new way to travel 

LEARNER OUTCOMES  COACHING CONTENT  EXERCISE 

1. Understand the business opportunity that the
“new way to  travel” bring for you

2. Tell your individual story in a compelling way
3. Tell your community story in a compelling way

1. How travel is changing
2. Concept of shared economy
3. Success Stories
4. Importance of telling your story 

Telling your 
story 

Session: Starting to think about my business 

LEARNER OUTCOMES  COACHING CONTENT  EXERCISE 

1. Understand  the reasons  why I want to
be a host

2. Understand  how hosting  works, and the
different options  available in hosting

3. Understand  how to overcome  barriers
to hosting

1. How Hosting works
2. How you become  a host, step by

step
3. Overcoming  barriers  to hosting

○ Technology
○ A shared community model

Determining your 
personal 
expectations and 
goals when hosting 

Session: Technology and my business 

LEARNER OUTCOMES  COACHING CONTENT  EXERCISE 

1. Explore the different
technology options that
you can use to enable
your business

2. Explore how mobile
technology and “Apps”
will help by business

3. Explore how using
technology will assist in
all aspects of my
business

1. Using Technology
○ Mobile  Technology
○ Smart phone apps and your business
○ How to use the apps in your business
○ Setting up your mobile technology
○ Integrated functionality
○ Communications and interactions
○ Buying, selling  and payments
○ Research and Learning
○ Marketing  your Business

1. Using Facebook for 
my business

2. Using Whatsapp in my 
business

3. Setting up and using 
Google Calendar

4. Capturing videos
5. Using other business 

applications 
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Session: My profile and listing 

LEARNER OUTCOMES  COACHING CONTENT  EXERCISE 

1. Understand what guests prioritize when they search 
for a listing 

2. Determine what makes a high quality listing 
3. Determine the effective ways of presenting  their 

listing description  
4. Understand the elements of a listing 
5. Provide an overview of the elements and related 

information in a listing  
6. Identify information required in my listing  
7. Evaluate their listings and assist them in identifying 

areas for improvement 
8. Your Listing  

○ Accuracy in your Listing  
○  Your amenities 
○  Your House Rules 
○ Your price 
○ Getting Reviews 
○ Photographs 

1. Create your Profile 
2. Types of Listings 
3. What guests look 

for when choosing 
a listing 

1. Create Your 
Profile 

2. Practical Mobile 
Photography And 
Editing Workshop 

3. Create Your 
Listing 

 

Session: Using technology 

LEARNER OUTCOMES  COACHING CONTENT  EXERCISE 

1. Understand how to use the 
Airbnb application (App) 

2. Understand how to manage my 
payments using technology 

1. How to sell 
2. Payment and expected fees 
3. Dealing with payments 

Set up payments on mobile / 
tablet / pc 

 

Session: Marketing your home 

LEARNER OUTCOMES  COACHING CONTENT  EXERCISE 

1. Understand the value of marketing 
material for your establishment  

2. Use social media / internet for marketing 
purposes 

3. Prepare marketing brochures on 
establishment and service / activities in 
the area  

4. Provide information on a network of 
services in the area for guests  

5. Getting Bookings 
6. Communication with your guests  
7. Understand the benefits of responsive 

communication 
8. Recognize messaging terminology 
9. Discuss tools to help them be more 

responsive 
10. Understand the benefits of keeping 

calendar up-to-date 

1. Marketing your Space 
2. Guest Communication 

○ Communication sets 
the stage for a 
successful trip 

○ Communication habits 
of successful hosts 

○ Messaging 
terminology 

○ Tools that help you be 
responsive 

1. Look at and set up 
communication 
preferences on the 
airbnb app 

2. Response rate 
Viewing and sending 
messages 

3. Look at messaging 
on the airbnb website 
/ app  

4. Using your Calendar 
to host  

5. Set up your calendar 

 
 

ADVANCING SUSTAINABLE TOURISM THROUGH HOME SHARING 39 
 



 

Session: Create a Guest Experience 

LEARNER OUTCOMES  COACHING CONTENT  EXERCISE 

1. Understand the need for Guest 
Information 

2. Understand Responsible Hosting 
3. Understand the value of Reviews 

1. Provide information 
to Guests  

1. Create A House Manual 
2. What Are Hosting Standards? 
3. Responsible Hosting  
4. Updated Availability 
5. Communication 
6. Timely responses 
7. Supporting your guests 
8. Commitment to Reservations 
9. Check in 
10. Reviews 

 

Session: Managing your business  

LEARNER OUTCOMES  COACHING CONTENT  EXERCISE 

1. Understand the need to control 
finance in a homestay business 

2. Understand the concept of costing 
and pricing in a homestay business 

3. Understand the need and use of a 
budget  

4. Understand the basics of 
bookkeeping in a homestay business 

5. Understand how to keep record of 
guest expenses and reconcile a final 
account 

1. Finances 
○ The need to manage finance 
○ Costing and Pricing  
○ Charging additional services 
○ Seasonal Charging 
○ A few tips on setting your price 
○ Making the most of your 

pricing 
2. Maintaining a budget  
3. Basic Bookkeeping 
4. Managing Payments 

1. Creating an invoice 
2. Determining rates 
3. Costing a meal 
4. Compiling a budget 
5. Basic bookkeeping 

 

Session: Responsible hosting 

LEARNER OUTCOMES  COACHING CONTENT  EXERCISE 

1. Understand the Tourism Regulations  
2. Understand the scope of law relating to tourism and 

hospitality in South Africa 
3. Understand the specific requirements of laws 

related to the serving of liquor, and occupational 
health and safety  

4. Understand the specific requirements of law related 
to business licensing and  Tourism Guiding  

1. Law in Tourism / Hospitality 
2. Business Regulations 
3. Liquor licence 
4. Consumer Protection Act 
5. Occupational Health and 

Safety Act 
6. Tourism Guiding 

Regulations 

 

 

Session: Wrap up and create your listing 

LEARNER OUTCOMES 
COACHING 
CONTENT  EXERCISE 

1. Know what to expect from the remainder of the programme   
2. Finalise  your listing on the Airbnb web-site or Application 
3. Next Steps 
4. What to expect when you get your first booking 

  Complete your profile 
and listing 
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 Airbnb Experiences Case Study  
 
Empowering Experience Hosts In South Africa’s Western Cape 

Airbnb is partnering with Department of Economic Development and Tourism (DEDAT) to 
generate technology-enabled livelihood opportunities for residents of low-income 
communities in the Western Cape. Partners will recruit and support Experience hosts. 

Airbnb is working to empower low-income residents across the West Coast Region in the 
Western Cape where individuals may not have access to a home but have an interest or a 
passion to get onto the Airbnb Experience platform so they can start building new forms 
of income. In 2016, Airbnb signed an MoU with DEDAT to train Experience hosts who have 
the potential to grow their business through inclusion on the Airbnb platform.  The 
programme launched in August 2017.  

For visitors and locals alike, Airbnb Experiences is a way to experience a different side of 
the city, immersing themselves in local communities. It helps cities and regions diversify 
footfall away from busy city centers, and also gives local people a way to benefit by 
sharing skills and making a little extra money from their interests and passions. Airbnb 
chose Cape Town (and the Western Cape) as one of 12 cities in which to launch Airbnb 
Experiences in November 2016. These hosts are able to celebrate and further their 
personal cultural history through a range of Experience offerings with food, walking tours 
and other activities that are then carried back throughout the world as a part of Cape 
Town’s legacy. There are currently over 90 Experiences in Cape Town. Through the Airbnb 
platform, a wide variety of individuals, small businesses, and community organizations 
have a new vehicle to earn income by accessing Airbnb’s global community, and they can 
offer a quality Experience having a direct route to market. 

DEDAT’s goal is to build a vibrant, innovative, and sustainable economy characterised by 
growth, employment and equitable opportunities, and built on the full potential of all. In 
order to grow the economy of the Western Cape, Project Khulisa Tourism was launched. 
Project Khulisa identifies tourism as one of the sectors that offer the Province the greatest 
potential return in terms of jobs and growth.  

The partnership is built on the notion that in communities that may not previously have 
benefited from tourism, or where there is not a “formal” tourism infrastructure, 
Experiences is the first step to building more inclusive tourism. In order for visitors to be 
tempted to stay in an area, there first needs to be interesting things to do. Both Airbnb and 
DEDAT believe that Experiences also lower the barriers to entry to participating in the 
tourism economy. With home sharing, you need access to a home to participate, but with 
Experiences, you need a passion or an interest. However, the one barrier that does exist 
for potential hosts is often a tour guide licence, as this is legally required, but often 
expensive to acquire relative to disposable income levels.   

The anticipated outcome of the training is that all the participants have an Experience on 
Airbnb, have completed their Tour Guide Training (sponsored by DEDAT), and feel 
confident enough with the platform to start welcoming guests and successfully building a 
new stream of income.  
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