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Abstract: In attempting to tackle the alleged digital discriminatory practices, Airbnb has established a series of non-discrimination 
policies, and the recent one was that guests’ photos will not be disclosed to hosts until they accept the booking requests from prospective 
guests. This new non-discrimination policy has sparked heated discussion among the hosts. This study sets out to explore the overlooked 
narratives of Airbnb hosts towards this recent non-discrimination policy. A total of 1,211 posts shared by numerous hosts were collected 
from the Airbnb community website. These posts were analyzed by undertaking a co-occurrence analysis to identify key concepts and 
the connections among these key concepts that revolved around the new non-discrimination policy. Nine key concepts, namely, home, 
safety, stranger, risk, hotel, third-party booking, trust, community, and discriminate, and their connections, were presented in a visual 
network generated via Gephi to show what concerned the hosts after Airbnb implementing this policy. This study also offers insights 
into why such a new policy that aimed at fighting against discrimination on Airbnb may put hosts at a disadvantaged position or 
vulnerable status. It also offers significant practical implications regarding the important roles played by photos on Airbnb. 
   
Key words: Airbnb, peer-to-peer accommodation, profile photos, digital discrimination, co-occurrence analysis 

 

*  *  *  *  *  *  
 

INTRODUCTION 

Airbnb is an online sharing platform where individuals can share their private space within their homes or rent out their 

properties entirely to holidaymakers and/or other accommodation seekers (Guttentag, 2019). The emergence of peer-to-peer (P2P) 

accommodation platforms, exemplified by Airbnb, has revolutionized the traditional accommodation practices within the 

hospitality and hotel sector (Guttentag, 2015; Mody et al., 2019). Airbnb not only allows guests to have access to the private space 

of the hosts and facilitate the interactions among them but also enables guests to have an authentic experience of neighborhood 

life (Tuttle, 2014). Thus, Airbnb has witnessed exponential growth and enjoyed tremendous popularity within the P2P 

accommodation section since its inception in 2008 (Boros et al., 2018; Camilleri and Neuhofer, 2017; Oskam and Boswijk, 2016; 

Pizam, 2014). With the unprecedented development of Airbnb, many guests have voiced their experiences concerned about 

alleged digital discrimination when using Airbnb on the ground of sexual orientation, religion, and/or race (Ahuja and Lyons, 
2017; Cui et al., 2020; Edelman et al, 2017). When facing the situation, Airbnb has strived great efforts to fight against alleged 

discriminatory practices on its platform by introducing a range of non-discrimination policies, such as promoting instant booking 

among its hosts and forming a special team to work on resolving the issue, etc. (Airbnb, 2016; Levin, 2016). Further in October 

2018, Airbnb announced a new, specific non-discrimination policy of moving beyond photos, which is to conceal the profile 

photos of guests from hosts until the booking is confirmed. Previous studies have suggested that photos on Airbnb help connect 

hosts with guests in their first interactions (Ert et al., 2016; Farmaki and Kladou, 2020), and host assess the potential risks of 

granting permission to guest booking requests based on the features of their profile photos (Karlsson et al., 2017). Although 

Airbnb has taken a series of actions to fight against discrimination and academic scholars have begun to look into the potential 

discrimination encountered by Airbnb guests on the platform; minimum attention has been focused on how these non-

discrimination policies affect Airbnb hosts and/or what roles these hosts have played when policymakers considered introducing 

new policies. Given the recent controversial policy implemented by Airbnb, the necessity of understanding how Airbnb hosts react 

to this policy is imminent. Built on this premise, this paper sets out to explore how these Airbnb hosts have responded by 
examining their responses and concerns to this new policy at large drawn from the threads posted on Airbnb Community - an 

affiliated website where Airbnb users can proactively share their concerns over their Airbnb experiences. Also, this paper may 

contribute an insightful understanding of hosts’ perspectives on the matter of alleged discrimination on Airbnb, which may provide 

valuable implications for Airbnb to contemplate on its policy-making process and the trusting-building within the community. 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

1. Digital Discrimination 

Digital discrimination refers to a variety of situations where individuals or groups are treated unfavorably or unfairly as 
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compared to other individuals or groups on the ground of their race, background, and/or particular characteristics on the Internet 
(Cheng and Foley, 2018). In the sphere of P2P accommodation, the complaints about racial discrimination encountered on Airbnb 

have attracted media and public attention (Glusac, 2016). As mentioned above, Airbnb has implemented a series of non-

discrimination measures to tackle this issue ever since (Airbnb, 2016; Benner, 2016) and its efforts are still on-going.  

Scholars have begun to look into the potential discriminatory practices on Airbnb. Edelman and Geradin (2015) have lifted the 

curtain and probed into the alleged discriminatory practices, such as race, sexual orientation, and religion, and so on, that occurred 

on Airbnb. Since then, studies have adopted field experiments by creating fake accounts on Airbnb with white names and 

distinctive ethnic ones and the results have indicated that guests with white names are more likely to be accepted compared to 

those with ethnic names when making bookings on Airbnb (Cui et al., 2020; Edelman et al., 2017). Similarly, Ahuja and Lyons 

(2017) suggest that male gay couples are more likely to encounter discriminatory practices when making booking requests on 

Airbnb due to sexual orientation. Research has also found that ethnic hosts in San Francisco, such as Hispanics and Asians, tended 

to price their listing less than their white counterparts by 8 to 10% to attract potential guests, indicating that the reverse 

discrimination from Airbnb guests occurred when they choose a place to stay on Airbnb (Kakar et al., 2018). In a recent study, 
Farmaki and Kladou (2020) have developed a framework to examine the sources and types of discriminatory behaviors among 

Airbnb hosts and shown useful insights and a greater understanding of the causes of discrimination and the way to eliminate it.  

2. Photos and Power Dynamics on Airbnb 

The importance of profile photos on P2P accommodation platforms has also begun to draw attention from the academic 

discourse. Edelman and Geradin (2015) argue whether it is necessary to allow Airbnb hosts to see guests’ photos and names, as 

it may lead to potential discrimination against the guests. However, studies have suggested that a profile photo is of great 

significance within a home-sharing community like Airbnb, because it can build trust and connections between guests and 

hosts and potentially reduce risks that both parties may perceive (Kakar et al., 2018; Murphy, 2016), which contributed to the 

satisfaction of the guests (Bar et al., 2016; Boros et al., 2018). Meanwhile, by focusing on hosts’ profile photos, scholars have 

confirmed that a lack of profile photos from hosts may reduce the perceived trustworthiness among guests thus leading to 

reduced booking tendencies (Ert et al., 2016; Fagerstrøm et al., 2017). It is evident that a profile photo plays a significant role 
during the process of accepting booking requests. Thus, policymakers should have considered the impact on hosts accepting 

booking requests from guests without photos before implementing such a new policy. 

The regulations and policies implemented on the platform can trigger a series of power issues among hosts, guests, and the 

platform. P2P accommodation platforms exert mediating impacts on both hosts and guests (Cheng and Foley, 2018) so that the 

equality and balance between two parties are maintained and empowered (Dolnicar, 2018). The double-blind review system on 

Airbnb is also a representation of power equality between hosts and guests (Farmaki and Kaniadakis, 2020). Displaying profile 

photos from both parties and photos of the rented place from hosts prior to booking confirmation facilitates the trust-building 

between hosts and guests, which is also seen as a symbol of equal power. However, Airbnb hosts began to feel that the power 

balance was shifted to guests as a result of Airbnb taking a more guest-center approach (Farmaki et al., 2019; 2020), such as 

pushing hosts to use the function of Instant Booking to accept requests from guests by controlling the display orders of hosts’ 

listings and striping hosts’ Superhost Badge if they turn down or cancel a booking (Farmaki and Kaniadakis, 2020). Another 

example is that Farmaki and Kladou (2020) suggest that several hosts on Airbnb mentioned that they are very likely to be 
affected by this new non-discrimination policy of not disclosing profile photos; consequently, they have become more 

powerless and less flexible when it comes to accepting booking requests. Due to the nature of home-sharing that mixes 

personal with professional space, the absence of regulations, and the issues of property rights, Airbnb hosts have started to 

form self-regulating and self-empowering groups so that they can discuss issues and find solutions for various scenarios 

encountered when hosting guests, which is also a way to regain a certain level of power (Farmaki and Kaniadakis, 2020). Other 

research has suggested that the introduction and implementation of the new non-discrimination policy of disclosing guests’ 

profile photos can potentially restrict hosts’ ability to select prospective guests (Farmaki and Kladou, 2020), which further 

weakens hosts’ power and leaves them at a disadvantageous position on Airbnb. It is of great necessity to take the concerns 

voiced by Airbnb hosts into consideration with regard to introducing new policies and regulations to tackle the issue of 

discriminatory practices on P2P accommodation platforms like Airbnb. Thus, a much more nuanced understanding of how 

Airbnb hosts responded to this new policy is needed to understand and address this issue.  
The implementation of such a new policy of concealing guests’ profile photos prior to booking acceptance has made a huge 

splash among Airbnb users, in particular its hosts. More importantly, this policy of concealing guests’ photos has mirrored serious 

contradictions between the two anti-discrimination reports issued by the Airbnb team, which summarized the actions that Airbnb 

has taken to combat discrimination as well as build trust towards a more inclusive platform and community (Murphy, 2016;  

2019). The first one emphasized that profile photos from both parties play an essential role in fostering interactions and trust 

within the Airbnb community, thus guests should show their images rather than hiding under the disguise of anonymity when they 

try to look for a place on Airbnb (Murphy, 2016). However, the latest report (Murphy, 2019) advocated the new non-

discrimination policy of hosts receiving the guests’ photos after they accept the booking request. Thus, it is of great necessity to 

examine the attitudes of hosts towards such a controversial non-discrimination policy due to the mixed message sent by Airbnb. 

Airbnb brands itself as “a trusted community marketplace for people to list, discover, and book unique accommodations around 

the world” (Murphy, 2016, p. 2). However, the new non-discrimination policy may render it difficult for hosts to build trust and 

rapport with potential guests whose profile photos are nowhere to be seen when hosts try to make decisions regarding booking 
requests. Also, Farmaki and Kladou (2020) confirm Airbnb hosts are concerned with their host rights under this new policy. 

Although this research has briefly discussed the attitudes of some hosts held towards this policy, it paid more attention to the 

underlying reasons for the discriminatory practices of hosts that occurred on Airbnb. Built on the reviewing of extant literature, 
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limited academic attention has been given to how hosts respond to these non-discrimination policies implemented by Airbnb. 

Therefore, this study attempts to provide a nuanced understanding of the reactions of Airbnb hosts towards the new policy of 

not disclosing guests’ photos until booing is confirmed and how they might have been affected by this policy at large.  

 

METHODOLOGY 

After Airbnb introduced this new non-discrimination policy of not disclosing guests’ profile photos to prospective hosts 
until the confirmation of the booking requests, it had sparked heated discussion among Airbnb users, particularly, hosts. This 

study sets out to offer a nuanced understanding of how Airbnb hosts responded to this new non-discrimination policy. These 

opinions were collected from Airbnb Community where they had vented their personal opinions about this policy. It is a 

website that helps Airbnb, guests, and hosts to communicate and discuss matters that are related to their Airbnb experiences. 

By January 2020, a total of 1,211 posts in this regard had been collected and analyzed. The collection of users’ posts from a 

public online domain does not fall in the scope of human-related studies (Kozinets, 2010); therefore, it is not required to obtain 

consent and ethical approval for this research. These online posts were put into an Excel spreadsheet for data analysis, which 

consisted of several steps. First of all, the content of these posts was familiarized with repeated reading. In this step, certain 

posts were excluded from the original dataset based on three criteria: (1) posts that did not offer relevant opinions on this non-

discrimination policy, (2) posts that merely offered comments on other hosts’ posts but not on the policy itself, and (3) posts 

that were repeatedly posted by the same host. This screening step thus enriched posts that were used as a refined dataset for 

subsequent data analysis. In the second step, the content of each post from the refined dataset was decomposed into tokens, i.e. 
meaningful words and phrases, and the process is termed tokenization. For instance, one host posted below: 

Hosts need to know who is coming to the door of their home. Airbnb is a home rental platform, not hotel. When a host 

opens their home to a stranger, they expect a gracious friend, not an entitled customer to take over their life. Yes, I absolutely want 

to see the face of the guest. It is good manners. This is for the safety and comfort of both sides. The above post has been 

decomposed into the following tokens: hosts; coming to the door of their home; home rental platform; not hotel; opens their home 

to a stranger; a gracious friend; an entitled customer; take over their life; see the face of the guest; good manners; safety and 

comfort. The third step involved the selection of key tokens based on their degree of relevancy. To isolate key tokens, the primary 

elements of this non-discrimination policy need to be revisited. It states that hosts are not allowed to view the profile photos of 

potential guests until the acceptance of guests’ booking request; accordingly, this policy revolves around three key aspects: the 

discrimination issues, the hosts’ rights at their own premises, and the relationship and dynamics among all Airbnb parties. 

Measured in the relevancy to this policy, some of the tokens extracted from the posts would be too general to be included as key 
tokens. Taking the above post as an example, the following key tokens were isolated: coming to the door of their home; not hotel; 

opens their home to a stranger; safety and comfort. The fourth step was to synthesize key tokens into  key  concepts. Key 

                                                                                                  tokens  have  been  condensed  into  concise  words   or   phrases 

  
 

Figure 1. Visualized network of key concepts 

without changing the meanings. For example, the token “guests 

who are employees booked by their employer”, which indicates 

that the guests did not make the booking themselves, has been 

condensed into “third-party booking”. Also, tokens have been 

conflated to their root forms, such as “discriminating” and 

“discrimination” being lemmatized into “discriminate”. 

Moreover, tokens that share the same or similar meanings have 

been clustered into the same word. For instance, “house”, 
“home”, and “property” have been converted into “home”. 

Following this synthesis step, nine key concepts have been 

identified from the data analysis, which aims to represent the 

crucial issues and concerns voiced by Airbnb hosts. Each of 

these key concepts has at least appeared once in each post. 

Lastly, all  the  key  concepts  were  input into  Gephi (Version 

                                                                                              0.9.2), an open graph viz platform, to generate a visualized network 

based on their co-occurrences in each post (Figure 1). The size of the nodes indicates the frequency of these key concepts that 

has been mentioned throughout these posts. The thickness of the edge connecting two nodes signifies the weight of the co-

occurrence between these two key concepts. The user names of the hosts, whose posts were quoted in this study, have been 

concealed and replaced by a pseudonym, such as “Host 1” and “Host 2” according to the order of appearance.  

 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

As illustrated in Figure 1, the nodes in the visualized network represent the most frequently mentioned key concepts by 

Airbnb hosts as indicated by their size. These nine key concepts are home, safety, stranger, risk, hotel, third-party booking, 

trust, community, and discriminate. These key concepts are connected based on their co-occurrence in these posts and its 

thickness indicates the weight of these co-occurred concepts, indicating the intertwined relationships among the key issues 

voiced by Airbnb hosts. The network shows what concerned Airbnb hosts the most towards this new non-discrimination policy 

of not showing guests’ photos until accepting booking requests. “Home” is the most frequent key concept that appeared in 

these posts posted by Airbnb hosts who showed great concerns over accepting the booking requests without being able to the 

guests’ photos and have strongly voiced their protection over their private space. Host 1 vented the feeling of frustration by 

stating “I think it is totally nonsense that people don't want to share their photos yet they expect us to share our homes. 
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Nonsense!!! We need access to full profiles and reviews prior to accepting reservations.” Many hosts have criticized this new 
policy of removing guests’ photos and compared it to blind dates, for instance, Host 2 argued “I do not feel comfortable to 

accept bookings without a photo. If a dating site tried this they would not have any customers. It is just natural to want to see 

who you are talking to and inviting into your home. Especially for women letting part of their living areas.” Roelofsen and 

Minca (2018) argue that hosts have sacrificed personal spaces in their homes to join the Airbnb platform. Although hosts want 

to commercialize their spaces, simultaneously they would like to retain certain rights and freedom within their private yet 

commercialized spaces (Farmaki et al., 2020; Farmaki and Kladou, 2020) without being seen as discriminatory. Farmaki et al. 

(2020) argue the transparency is crucial in representing the private space of hosts for guests to choose. In this context, it is also 

paramount for Airbnb to ensure transparency by disclosing guests’ photos to hosts when guests make booking requests. 

Therefore, hosts have called upon all hosts to stand together and firm regarding the new policy to protect their homes. When 

introducing policies and regulations, Airbnb needs to consider not only the guests’ rights of not being discriminated against but 

also hosts’ rights to transparency. The second significant matter that concerned many hosts relates to the perceived safety 

among Airbnb hosts brought by not being able to identify the incoming guests via their profile photos, leading to potential 
safety issues when hosting the guests. Host 3 stated “Safety is my most important issue. This is my home not a hotel, not a 

government center, not a political center, not a halfway house for criminals, [sociopaths] or terrorist, not a charity organization 

etc.” In particular, hosts who reside in apartment buildings expressed their safety concerns over not only themselves but also 

other residents and the neighborhood as a whole. For example, Host 4 pointed out that “It [is] important to know who you [are] 

renting to especially if it is in an apartment building. I have to protect the other tenants and the tenant. This is also why I greet 

the guests, show them the apartment and how everything works. If there is no profile photo and you do [not] know who you are 

renting to that is a [scary] thing.” These quotes resonate with the findings that hosts’ concerns over safety and security are 

rational and reasonable as Airbnb has not implemented sufficient rules and regulations to protect their hosts from potential 

issues (Gear, 2016), which may result in a negative impact on host satisfaction on Airbnb (Malazizi et al., 2018). 

The next key concepts are about guests being strangers in hosts’ homes and personal space, which posed tremendous risks 

to hosts. For P2P platforms like Airbnb, both parties do not know each other yet hosts choose to share their personal space with 
strangers (Liang et al., 2018; Moon et al., 2019). For example, Host 5 said that “As residents, we are already at a disadvantage, 

if not danger, by allowing total strangers into our homes. You are asking us to exposes ourselves even more than we are 

already doing. How is that even almost acceptable to hosts? And what about our responsibility to our neighbors?” For instance, 

The removal of guests’ photos also posed potential risks as perceived by hosts, particularly those living with young children: 

As a parent [of] three young kids, I am extremely uncomfortable renting out my spare room to a faceless stranger. Photos 

give visual clues to the sort of person you are. It seems that Airbnb has failed to [realize] that hosts are oftentimes renting out 

their homes that they live in and guests are sharing that space. For my husband and I, as parents, we want to see who is coming 

into our home. I [am] not happy with this new rule about photos at all and I hope Airbnb [realize] that this rule may prevent the 

tiny minority of hosts who do discriminate - and obviously this is totally unacceptable - from doing so. However, the vast 

majority of us hosts do not discriminate and would like to put a face to the person requesting to book so we get an idea of what 

sort of person we are letting into our homes. The whole idea behind Airbnb is sharing your home, not renting out hotel rooms. 

Come Airbnb, please listen to hosts on this as sadly, I think this policy, although [well-meaning], is wrong (Host 6). 
Various studies have confirmed that profile photos play a bridging role during their initial interactions (Ert et al., 2016; 

Farmaki and Kladou, 2020), and characteristics of profile photos constitute one of the important attributes for hosts to assess 

the potential risks of granting permission to guests (Karlsson et al., 2017). For those hosts who were motivated by financial 

gains through sharing their personal space on Airbnb, they felt the urge to please the guests, thus suffering from the 

disadvantages in the power negotiation with potential guests (Farmaki and Kaniadakis, 2020). Thus, the removal of guests’ 

profile photos takes away the foundation of host-guest interactions and trust on Airbnb. 

As demonstrated in Figure 1, the lines that connect “home” to “stranger” and “safety” are particularly thicker, which 

represent that these key concepts have been co-occurring in these posts and the underlying safety concerns over inviting 

strangers into their homes brought by the new policy. For instance, Host 7 stated that “When a host opens their home to a 

stranger, they expect a gracious friend, not an entitled customer to take over their life. Yes, I absolutely want to see the face of 

the guest. […] This is for the safety and comfort of both sides.” Similarly, Host 8 pointed out that “We are renting our homes 
to the strangers that we do [not] know so we need to see who is booking and actually not only the person who books but also 

the people that they come with would be better for security [confirmation] reasons.” It can be seen that there are multi-

dimensional and correlational concerns among hosts revolving around this new policy of removing guests’ photos.  

Moreover, trust is defined as a “disposition to engage in social exchanges that involve uncertainty and vulnerability, but that 

are also potentially rewarding” (Bicchieri et al., 2004: 286). Airbnb was founded based on the mission of building a trustworthy 

home-sharing community between guests and hosts (Airbnb, 2016) who are strangers to each other. The trust needs to be 

established among three parties within P2P platforms, i.e., hosts, guests, and Airbnb in this case. However, many hosts considered 

that by withholding their access to guests’ profile photos, Airbnb has made hosts vulnerable, undermined the trust-building among 

relevant parties, including hosts, guests, and the P2P platform—Airbnb, and deviated from its motto to foster trust within the 

community. For instance, Host 9 claimed that “if I have to start a new relationship with a stranger, a picture of each other will help 

a lot and speed up the trust between the [two]”. To a similar sense, Host 10 not only questioned how the removal of guests’ photos 

would affect trust establishment but also voiced to seek retaliatory actions on her own profiles to balance things out: 
[T]his is completely wrongheaded of Airbnb to protect the interest of a *potential* guest over the host who has so much 

more at stake. I’m a single woman living alone in my home; I [am] using my legal name on my profile; and I [am] using a 

clear full-face photo I of myself for all to see. I expect the exact same from potential guests. Or should I use a picture of my cat 
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and an alias? How does that establish trust, which used to be the keyword of all Airbnb’s marketing? From the perspectives of 

hosts, this step taken by Airbnb not only undermines the trust-building but also imposing far-reaching impacts on the Airbnb 

community. Host 11 stated “When I have a booking request from someone who has a goofy photo on their profile, I asked 

them to update it. I do this by explaining that Airbnb is built on community and being able to recognize one another when we 

meet in person. And, they can look at my profile for an example.” To a similar vein, Host 12 hoped Airbnb would reconsider 

this new policy as contradictive to the spirit of the Airbnb community: “Knowing more about each other better reflects the 
spirit of home-sharing that Airbnb is supposed to be about. Guests who want an anonymous, faceless experience should book a 

motel. Knowing whether a guest ‘looks trustworthy’ may not be much to go on, but Airbnb should not strip hosts of our 

limited ability to exercise our judgment when creating a connection”. Some home sharers expressed that they might delete their 

profile photos or put up an animal or plant photo instead, which may further deteriorate the trust-building efforts in the Airbnb 

community. Regarding the implementation of such a new policy, hosts are generally afraid of the guests who show up at their 

front doors are not the ones who made the bookings. These third-party bookings are very likely to pose extra risks on hosts: 

Do you understand that if someone shows up who [is] not the person who booked, [Airbnb] considers it a 3rd party booking 

and you are [on] your own? Do you understand that without that photo you’d have no way of knowing? It [is] way too easy to lie 

and book for someone else without a recent photo and government photo ID with a matching credit card. It [is] not about 

discrimination, it’s about overall host safety, and [Airbnb] has created a loophole in this to avoid liability if there are issues (Host 13). 

I [am] always scared of retaliation. I have [not] had a situation like this but have had 3rd party bookings. Did [not] you 

know 3rd party bookings are not covered by Airbnb host guarantee. Now I ask you, how are we going to be able to tell they are 
who they say they are without having a profile picture. A boss booking for an employee, a friend booking for another... A 

family member booking for another. We are not covered! (Host 14).  

More importantly, the connections among “third-party bookings”, “home” and “hotel” warrant much attention. Since guests 

do not need to share their photos until their booking requests are confirmed, hosts fear to accept third-party guests into their 

homes, causing unnecessary and additional issues. To numerous hosts, it seems that Airbnb has gradually changed from a home-

sharing and trust-building community to becoming a hotel association where guests’ rights are more favored. These hosts in no 

way agree with what Airbnb has implemented, Host 15 voiced the feeling of anger by saying “I am accepting almost every request 

except when there is a risk of harming the quietness of the community in the building. [My] home is not a hotel neither a 

[business] service.” Similarly, Host 16 was equally concerned and expressed “This is nothing other than forcing INSTANT 

BOOKING we are becoming a HOTEL. Personal experiences are now plain bookings. Homeowners rights are gone.”  

It remains unknown whether such a policy would be effective in stopping alleged discriminatory acts on Airbnb, but it 
certainly failed to foster trust between both parties and decreased hosts’ willingness to accept guests who do not have profile 

photos. Furthermore, third-party bookings have made hosts less flexible and willing to host these guests at their homes due to 

safety and security concerns (Farmaki and Kladou, 2020), and Airbnb not having sufficient rules to protect hosts (Gear, 2016). 

The new policy of removing guests’ photos was implemented to combat the issue of discrimination towards guests that 

occurred on Airbnb. However, apart from undermining the mutual trust within the community as perceived by hosts, the 

concept of “discriminate” identified by Airbnb hosts in this network reflected how they considered that the new non-

discrimination policy is one-sided and biased and felt they were discriminated against by it. For instance, It is awful to get 

inquiries/bookings without a picture and absolutely NO information about the person and be expected to answer “into the 

blind”. It is [one-sided] and goes against the host (Host 17). This lack of guest photo is very one-sided. Hosts [cannot] see the 

guest, but, guests can see the hosts and inside our homes. So much for equality (Host 18). It is utterly ridiculous and dangerous 

to make hosts blind to guests[’] appearance before they show up, and if we change our minds and decline them, then we are 
discriminated against by [Airbnb] and, it seems, the law! These are our homes and we have our rights too (Host 19). All [hosts] 

are currently subject to discrimination as well because our profiles must include a facial profile photo. I submitted my profile 

photo willingly and by doing so definitely do expect it to be made public to all [guests] before they Request to Book (Host 20). 

Current literature has mainly focused on hosts discriminating against guests based on their race, name, and/or sexual 

orientations (Ahuja and Lyons, 2017; Cui et al., 2020; Edelman et al., 2017). Although researchers have begun to look into 

discrimination that aimed at hosts, these studies paid more attention to the economic side of the story, namely, racial minorities 

on Airbnb, such as Asians, Hispanics, African-Americans, tend to suffer from price differences as compared to their white 

counterparts (Edelman and Luca, 2014; Kakar et al., 2018; Wang et al., 2015). Although Farmaki and Kladou (2020) offered 

some insight into how this new policy limited Airbnb hosts’ ability to select prospective guests, it emphasized the underlying 

reasons for hosts’ discriminatory behaviors towards guests too. However, the findings in this study have placed the emphasis 

on allowing hosts’ concerns towards this new policy to be voiced and heard.  

 

CONCLUSION 

Situated upon the digital discriminatory practices on P2P accommodation platforms and the new non-discrimination policy 

of not revealing guests’ profile photos to hosts until booking requests are confirmed, this study has looked into how Airbnb 

hosts had responded to this new policy by examining the posts shared by them on an affiliated Airbnb Community website. By 

analyzing these posts shared by Airbnb hosts, nine key concepts identified through the analysis were presented in a visualized 

network generated via Gephi. These key concepts include home, safety, stranger, risk, hotel, third-party booking, trust, 

community, and discriminate. The visualized network also illustrates the intertwined connections among these key concepts 

are multi-dimensional and correlational, indicating these concepts cannot be easily separated from one another. Moreover, the 

findings of this study offer a nuanced understanding of why the new non-discrimination policy of removing guests’ photos 

upset Airbnb hosts and put them in a disadvantaged position.  
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1. Theoretical implications 
While existing studies have mainly focused on identifying the underlying reasons for the discriminatory practices of Airbnb 

hosts (e.g., Ahuja and Lyons, 2017; Cui et al., 2020; Edelman et al., 2017; Farmaki and Kladou, 2020), and the motivation of 
Airbnb hosts and their interactions with guests (Farmaki et al., 2020; Karlsson and Dolnicar, 2016; Karlsson et al., 2017), this 

study contributes to the existing literature and knowledge by suggesting that the new non-discrimination policy introduced and 
implemented by Airbnb to fight against digital discrimination has put Airbnb hosts in a vulnerable and disadvantaged position. 

The findings of this study have offered a nuanced understanding of narratives and voices of Airbnb hosts towards this new 
non-discrimination policy, which is an under-researched area under the context of increasing academic attention to hosts 

discriminating against guests on P2P accommodation platforms like Airbnb. In addition, this study has adopted the network 
software Gephi to visually present a holistic picture of the key concepts and their connections relating to the new policy. The 

network suggests that the issues that concern Airbnb hosts are intertwined, multi-dimensional, and correlational; therefore, it is 
imperative to incorporate their narratives and voices into the process of making new regulations and rules to facilitate the trust-

building and foster a community atmosphere among three parties, namely, Airbnb, hosts, and guests and tackle potential issues 
arisen during the sharing experiences by minimizing the possible risks perceived by all parties. 

It is a controversial yet overlooked topic as Airbnb hosts deemed the new policy discriminatory as a discriminatory act 
towards them. The findings of the study also argue that Airbnb hosts have been discriminated against by Airbnb because of the 

introduction and implementation of the new policy of not disclosing guests’ photos to hosts. Since Airbnb hosts need to post 
their profile photos and pictures of their home, rented room and/or space and common areas, which may result in an 

inequivalent status between hosts and guests. Specifically, guests could view all the photos uploaded by hosts to choose their 
preferred accommodation, whereas hosts could only view guests’ photos after they accept the booking request from guests. 

Also, the findings of the study suggest that Airbnb hosts are more concerned with a series of uncertain issues brought about by 
this new policy rather than undertaking discriminatory practices. The reason why hosts would like to maintain a flexible ability 

to select their prospective guests on Airbnb is that they want to ensure the safety of themselves, their family, and their homes 
rather than discriminating against guests based on their names, colors of skin, and sexual orientation, etc.  

2. Practical Implications 
Besides offering nuanced insights into hosts’ attitudes towards the new policy and theoretical implications to the literature, 

this study also provides practical implications with regard to P2P accommodation platforms. Firstly, hosts regard profile 
photos of guests as an essential element of fostering trust along with past reviews and other information on their profiles (Ert et 
al., 2016), and most hosts displayed their personal photos and their homes for prospective guests to make informed decisions. 
The findings of this study suggest that P2P accommodation platforms like Airbnb need to consider and listen to the hosts’ 
opinions before introducing and implementing new policies and regulation to ensure equality between hosts and guest and 
enhance hosts’ practices and experiences in spite of its initial intention of fighting against alleged discriminatory practices. 
This is also essential to smooth the home-sharing experience and facilitate the mutual trust-building among guests, hosts, and P2P 
accommodation platforms like Airbnb. Secondly, as the idiom goes that “a photo is worth a thousand words”, the characteristics 
of guests’ profile photos, such as content, setting, facial expression, and gesture, etc., may indicate certain personalities and 
characters of those potential guests (Karlsson et al., 2017), thus creating certain assumptions and/or associations perceived by 
hosts. Therefore, Airbnb needs to better regulate the account settings and establish detailed guidelines about what can be used as a 
profile photo to minimize the possibility to develop certain assumptions and/or establish certain associations and among hosts. For 
example, Airbnb may consider forbidding someone to set up their account or send out booking requests if their profile photos do 
not meet specific criteria. Thirdly, Airbnb also needs to establish regulations to minimize the possibility of third-party bookings to 
ensure the rapport of the home-sharing community as well as the safety and security of both hosts and guests rather than 
turning homes into hotels. Moreover, guests, hosts, policymakers, and P2P accommodation platforms like Airbnb involved 
need to work together to form a better plan to not only fight against discriminatory acts on P2P platforms but also safeguard 
the legal rights of both parties. Last but not the least, the findings of the study indicate that Airbnb hosts may undertake 
retaliatory behaviors by taking down their listings on Airbnb and relisting their properties at other P2P accommodation 
platforms where their concerns and rights are better cared for and protected. Thus, this study calls for policymakers and 
government regulators to consider more relevant factors, such as the hosts’ rights to accept booking requests and host-guest 
power balance, and evaluate the impacts on both parties involved when introducing new policies to reduce potential 
discriminatory practices on P2P accommodation platforms like Airbnb and find a better solution for a win-win situation. 

3. Limitations and Future Research 
This study has offered nuanced yet significant insights about the narratives and voices of Airbnb hosts towards the new non-

discrimination policy of moving beyond photos on Airbnb, but it is not without limitations. This study has collected the posts 
shared by Airbnb hosts from one particular community website. Future studies could use a variety of community websites of P2P 
accommodation platforms where hosts actively shared their opinions and perspectives in this regard to provide further insights. 
Meanwhile, this study has only collected and analyzed online data, so future studies could use different approaches to collect 
different types of data about how hosts responded to this non-discrimination policy. Moreover, this study only looked into the 
narratives and voices of Airbnb hosts in this matter, so future studies could delve into other stakeholders, such as guests, Airbnb, 
and other parties to provide a more holistic perspective about the impacts and implications of moving beyond photos. Furthermore, 
this study did not include the place of residence where hosts listed their shared space as one of the study subjects. Future studies 
could look at whether the places of residence play a role in how hosts react to certain policies from the P2P platform.  
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