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Foreword

This is a book on tourism and is based on tourism research. But it is also 
much more, as it is about the different ways in which tourism interferes with 
and is shaped by ‘other things’ such as the urban, culture and communities, 
information and communication technology or even the Greek ‘economic 
crises’ or the Mafia, and about the implications of such encounters. It there-
fore not only shows how tourism by itself is a constitutive force in the social 
world, assembling economic, cultural, social, political, technological, spatial 
and material processes, but also is an entry point to increasing our under-
standing of the social world and how it is transforming.

As this book illustrates, tourism comes about and contributes to shaping 
our world through relational encounters. Tourism is not only produced by 
particular ‘tourism actors’ like tour operators, hotel companies or airlines, 
but for example by processes of disintermediation through which new actors, 
networks and technologies enter the realm of what was defined as a rather 
closed system of tourism production and consumption. This in turn affects 
not only particular ‘tourism actors’ at destinations like the ‘hosts’, but more 
fundamentally relations between people, space and place.

This book therefore directs our attention to some of the ways in which 
tourism and ‘other things’ co-constitute each other and work to co-produce 
new localities and spaces. It deals with tourism in relational terms. This 
means that it does not focus on what tourism is or try to separate or distin-
guish tourism from the rest of the social world, but instead questions how 
tourism works, how it is enacted and how it brings together societal pro-
cesses. As the usual building blocks of tourism, such as the host and guest, 
supply side and demand side are increasingly merging, there is no such thing 
as tourism just lying and waiting for us there to experience or research. 
Hence, there is no one specific tourism order with relatively clear boundaries. 
Neither is there a stable set of types of tourism available of, for instance, 
‘urban tourism’, ‘creative tourism’ or ‘cultural tourism’. Rather, there are mul-
tiple tourism-related orderings that play their part in the continuous unfold-
ing of society and space and our research practice plays a part in bringing 
them about. This multiplicity of tourism realities should be reflected in our 



empirical data, our research methodologies, our readings and the ongoing 
dialogue with other research fields. To be able to study the tourism-related 
ordering attempts, we therefore have to dismantle some of the often restrain-
ing ontological and epistemological, as well as methodological barriers which 
have characterized much of the research on tourism.

This book contributes to this dismantling process by carefully examin-
ing specific examples of, for example, co-creation in urban tourism experi-
ences, new hospitality networks, or community development and place 
making, illustrating how to study and position tourism in terms which do 
not duplicate and reassert it as a clash between (fixed) identities, between 
insiders and outsiders, between a static local culture and mobile global flow 
of tourists, between ‘internal’ and ‘external’ stakeholders of various sorts, or 
between ‘hosts and guests’. Rather, tourism investigations from a poststruc-
turalist and relational approach see tourism as complex and emerging and the 
roles and characteristics of related actors as co-constituted.

Clearly, the authors of this volume, many of them being members of 
ATLAS or regular visitors to the ATLAS meetings, have brought up a number 
of new questions, particularly about the entanglements of tourism with 
urban and community development, information and communication tech-
nologies and social media and the way new networks of hospitality emerge. 
They also have pointed at the resulting shifting spatial logics and the rene-
gotiation and redefinition of what is commonly understood as ‘the local’. By 
doing so they have not only provided us with inspirations to undertake new 
theoretical journeys, but – perhaps even more importantly – invited us to 
follow their path of empirical enquiries, attentive to the many intricate ways 
in which tourism attaches itself to an array of other societal orderings and 
connections.

René van der Duim
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Introduction

Antonio Paolo Russo and Greg Richards

This volume intends to break new ground in relation to a classic topic in 
tourism studies, namely the transformation of places through tourism. This 
theme has continuously attracted the attention of academics from different 
scholarly domains, but today it is being addressed within radically new con-
ceptual and analytic frameworks – challenging established disciplinary 
boundaries and calling into question the very epistemological bases of tour-
ism research.

The original objective of the book was to compile a number of studies 
presented at recent conferences and expert meetings held by the Association 
for Tourism and Leisure Education and Research (ATLAS), which analyze 
the boom of virtual tourism platforms and peer-to-peer tourism consump-
tion. Homestays, house swaps, short-term rentals and other products are 
offered by ‘lifestyle entrepreneurs’ to connected and expert travellers, bypass-
ing conventional tourism distribution chains. New tourism products and 
experiences such as eating with locals, home exchanges and co-created tours 
have become embedded in popular culture and are receiving increasing atten-
tion in the media. Indeed, collaborative and relational forms of travel seem 
to represent the next step in the evolution of tourism – a new layer of ‘soci-
etal innovation’, combining with the technological and organizational break-
throughs which have largely driven the transformation of the tourism 
industry in recent decades. To some extent, we are returning to the societal 
foundations of tourism. The rise of mass tourism created a culture of mass 
leisure mobility in Western society and the current ‘knowledge society’ or 
‘network society’ is creating a culture of ‘collaborative tourism’, which is 
now beginning to compete with the conventional mass tourism industry 
from which it originated.

Only a few years ago, the topic of collaborative tourism was hardly on 
the research agenda. But the rapid growth of new networks and platforms 
supporting the peer-to-peer exchange of resources has led to a progressive 
restructuring of the tourism marketplace. Rather than the previous empha-
sis on the ‘hard’ factors of tourism development (such as resorts, hotels or 
attractions, for example), research is shifting towards the value of ‘soft’ 
local knowledge, creativity and intangible resources. Put simply, there is a 
new paradigm of ‘tourism without development’ which emphasizes the 
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role of the host community rather than external developers (Andriotis & 
Agiomirgianakis, 2014).

A number of scholars have begun to engage critically with this new para-
digm, such as contributors to Hospitality and Society, a cross-disciplinary jour-
nal launched in 2011. Such studies hint at more pervasive foundational shifts 
in the social sciences, stretching to the more general question of the engage-
ment of multiple hybrid mobilities with places that are – or are becoming – 
cosmopolitan. This approach sees the ‘local’ as being co-constructed rather 
as an immanent quality of tourist destinations, and therefore as being depen-
dent on the power of agency of individuals and communities. A lot has 
already been written about how the tourism industry builds/transforms/
appropriates space. But in today’s post-touristic world the key question is 
how society as a whole creates tourist space. This question also focuses 
attention on communities of practice – involving citizens and tourists, work-
ers, migrants, cultural minorities, etc. – as key agents of the transformation 
of tourist space. From this perspective tourism studies has become important 
for a full understanding of the relationship between place and society.

Indeed, the last 10–15 years have been exciting times for the small world 
of tourism research. As a body of knowledge, tourism studies has for some 
time been incapable of producing new breakthrough developments which 
would relate to the emerging issues of tourism in the contemporary age. 
While the dimensions of the tourism phenomenon have been growing relent-
lessly, the problems and challenges that were specific to certain places have 
assumed global dimensions.

To start with, the environmental threats posed by tourism-induced 
development in specific localities – demanding local solutions – are today 
attributed to mobility writ large. This hints at a problematic tension between 
travel as a fundamental right of individuals and a vector of democratization, 
and the fact that tourism is one of the most important contributors to global 
climate change.

Similarly, the cultural and social transformations produced by tourism 
were previously addressed largely in relation to the north/south divide and 
mostly relegated to post-colonialist approaches. But these transformations 
are today experienced by any host community even in the relatively wealthy 
advanced Western countries, and point to a higher order of tensions in the 
production of space by heterogeneous societal groups.

Finally, the economic benefits promised by tourism to areas with few 
other pathways to development, are today pursued by almost any place in 
the world, irrespective of the questionable contribution that tourism often 
offers to local communities and workers. This concern brings out into the 
open the unimaginative character of local politics and their increasing sub-
ordination to the agendas of the global tourism industry. In many instances 
societies and civic movements are reclaiming their right to a place in the face 
of the perceived aggression of the tourist ‘growth machine’.
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Confronted with such challenges, it often seemed that tourism studies 
were one step behind. On the one hand, academia was hardly able to contrib-
ute effective solutions; on the other, it was struggling to provide models of 
universal validity to interpret reality and anticipate foreseeable develop-
ments. Tourism was also experiencing increasing difficulties in gaining rec-
ognition within and across the tight boundaries of its parent disciplines, such 
as geography, management and economics, planning, sociology, anthropol-
ogy and cultural studies.

However, a new generation of scholars, building from wider paradigms 
in the social sciences, has started to breathe new life into the study of travel 
and tourism, defining and embracing a number of epistemological and meth-
odological innovations or ‘turns’. Eschewing solid positivist entrenchments 
in favour of post-disciplinary, post-constructivist and critical approaches, 
they felt the urge to go back to the roots and raise questions about the basic 
nature of tourism as a social and economic practice, what the object of tour-
ism studies should be, and who or what we are doing this for.

These developments led to a real revolution in research, which gives new 
strength to tourism as ‘analytics’ (Minca & Oakes, 2011). Tourism studies, 
marginalized because of its focus on the ‘exceptional’ or ‘ephemeral’ in social 
behaviour, is increasingly occupied with the mundane, everyday life and 
everyplace. In these terms, the analysis of tourism may provide new keys to 
understanding place and society in general. This shift is not without conse-
quences for the position of tourism research in the social sciences, with an 
unprecedented volume of new publications and journals, a flood of educa-
tional and research programmes in universities all over the world, and a 
newly gained recognition of its transcendence across once impermeable dis-
ciplinary frontiers. In short, tourism today is a bigger (and probably different) 
issue and a trendier academic field than it has ever been.

Among the breakthrough developments which repositioned tourism stud-
ies so dramatically (critical and radical studies, postcolonial studies, gender 
studies, etc.), we will mention three, whose impact has arguably been quite 
pervasive in reorienting the agenda of tourism studies (Mansfeldt, 2014).

The first, and probably the one with the most profound effects on the 
discipline, is the mobilities turn. This new approach to the study of tourism, 
owing much to the recent work of John Urry, is first and foremost a para-
digm change in the social sciences as a whole. It suggests that, in a world in 
which the mobility of people and objects have come to structure any domain 
of human life, we cannot study society as if it were ‘sedentary’ or having a 
sticky relation with place. We need to deal with people in a state of mobility, 
translating space and place in their mobile lives, and recombining their liveli-
hoods all the time in a state of flux. When this perspective is used to analyze 
the role and position of tourism, as in many of Urry’s works (2000), of some 
of his collaborators (such as Hannam, 2008; Larsen, 2001; Sheller & Urry, 
2004), of other established authors in tourism studies (Hall, 2005) and 
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(by now) countless other scholars, this is seen as a heterogeneous form of 
mobility, which is driven by, interacts with and interferes with many others. 
At least since the seminal works of Italian sociologist Guido Martinotti 
(1993), the social construction of places can be analyzed through the conver-
gence and overlapping of different mobilities. However, the mobilities litera-
ture represents a genuine step forward in tourism studies, in that it focuses 
on people and objects in a state of mobility and on places as ‘porous’ to such 
heterogeneous mobilities as proposed by Amin (2002) and ‘assembled’ 
through them. In this domain, new ‘mobile’ methods have started to be 
endorsed by the tourism research community, and the object of research has 
progressively shifted to the multiple agencies of mobility, which are also, in 
themselves, utterly mobile, like capital and technology.

The second ‘turn’, which relates strongly to mobilities but which more 
explicitly focuses on the material processes of construction of place, is the 
performative turn. This was introduced into the geography of tourism by 
authors such as Tim Edensor, Michael Crang, Jørgen Ole Bærenholdt, Adrian 
Franklin and others. Departing from a critique of MacCannell, and endorsing 
Massey’s (1994) relational approach to the construction of place and the role 
of power geometries, this theoretical framework conceives (tourist) places as 
non-fixed entities (as opposed to established ontological separations between 
the visited ‘object’ and the visiting ‘subject’) which are enacted and continu-
ously transformed through the performance of multiple actors. The performa-
tive turn ‘does not see tourism as an isolated island but explores connections 
between tourism, the everyday and significant others’ (Urry & Larsen, 2011: 
194, quoted in Mansfeldt, 2014) and, as such, it ‘dislocates attention from 
symbolic meanings and discourses to embodied, collaborative and technologi-
cal doings and enactments’ (Haldrup & Larsen, 2009, quoted in Germann 
Molz, 2012: 165). Tourism research is thus shifted to a mobile, ungrounded 
domain whereby tourism, tourists and destinations co-determine each other. 
This repositioning of tourism also hints at a fundamental reset of the relation-
ship between tourism and everyday life, as it is now seen as integral to wider 
processes of economic and political development and even constitutive of 
everyday life (Edensor, 2007; Franklin, 2003; Hannam, 2008).

Again this turn has produced fundamental advances in the way in which 
tourism and tourists are studied, hinging upon non-representational meth-
ods that insist on the materiality of such enactments. Among these is actor-
network theory (ANT), introduced in this field by authors such as Van der 
Duim (2007), Jóhannesson (2005) and Ren (2011). ANT invites us to ‘explore 
the universe of possibilities’ from the myriad of hybrid relations that bundle 
up space (Van der Duim et al., 2012), mapping relations that are simultane-
ously material (between things) and semiotic (between concepts). ANT has 
remarkably shifted the attention of research from ‘the tourist’ to people, 
animals, objects, machines and events which through their multiple relations 
shape the ‘place’ in which tourists intervene.

4 Reinvent ing the Local in Tour ism



The third innovation that took place in tourism studies and helped refor-
mulate the research agenda is the creative turn. Building on works on the 
experience economy (Pine & Gilmore, 1999) and on creative cities (Hannigan, 
2005; Landry, 2000), this new concept has been forged and popularized by 
Greg Richards (2011) and Richards and Raymond (2000), and picked up by 
other authors like Brouder (2012), Evans (2007), Maitland (2010) and Pratt 
(2008). More pragmatically than the other turns illustrated above, creative 
tourism repositions cultural tourism as encounter, relationship and negotia-
tion within the symbolic/cultural domain in tourist destinations. This has a 
bearing on how tourism experiences are organized and promoted, as the 
target is shifted from object and place to the actors of the cultural landscape 
and their interaction in a process of exchange. Yet it also hints at a restruc-
turing of the processes of construction of tourist places, criticizing main-
stream practices of development of ‘tourist places’ (i.e. places and products 
that are meaningful for tourists or that attract tourist consumption), which 
unavoidably lead to a stereotyped and banalized landscape (and experiences 
of it). Instead, it proposes that ‘creativity’ as the essence of the cultural act 
in which tourists are involved is an ‘antidote to the serial reproduction of 
culture and places’ (Richards & Wilson, 2006).

The creative turn has a number of consequences for tourism research and 
more notably for tourism planning and policy:

• the connotation of any place as a (potential) destination for creative tour-
ism in opposition to the ‘dressing up’ and representation of certain cate-
gories of places as cultural tourism attractions (e.g. heritage cities and 
historical city centres, large-scale and ‘flagship’ cultural infrastructure);

• the emphasis on the intangible (i.e. process) layer of cultural (re)produc-
tion acquired through practice and engagement over tangible cultural 
objects ‘to be seen’;

• the power of spontaneous, grassroots manifestations of culture over 
legitimate, authorized, ‘pacified’ narratives of place;

• the importance of mundane spaces, where everyday life represents a con-
text for the establishment of culture-laden relationships, over specialized 
tourist spaces which have been emptied of their original social fabric.

Most importantly for the current volume, the creative perspective also high-
lights the importance of ‘points of connection’ between the culture of visi-
tors and the culture of locals which can be constructed through activities and 
events (like gastronomy, collective performances, mobility), spaces of inter-
change (public space, private homes) or which can be immanent in the social 
construction of a cosmopolitan place and its collective rituals (shopping, 
nightlife, sociopolitical rituals).

These three turns thus suggest that we should consider a different way 
of looking at and understanding tourism – the heterogeneous mobilities of 
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people and objects – as inherently tied to the morphological, social and sym-
bolic characteristics of the spaces in which tourism takes place and their 
transformation. These turns also invite us to take nothing for granted: what 
is generally attributed the label of ‘tourist’ – often in opposition to a different 
domain, that of the ‘local’ – is in fact continuously negotiated and reconfig-
ured in a wider context of non-fixed entities which produce the space deter-
mining what in fact tourism is really about.

In a recent PhD thesis, Mansfeldt (2014) draws from these and other 
innovative approaches to develop a reflection on the concept of ‘inbetween-
ness’, a term originally introduced by Bærenholdt et al. (2004). Inbetweenness 
identifies the ‘untouristic’ in the sense of being detached from the formal 
production of tourist experiences, but ultimately influencing it: metaphori-
cally, not the hotel or the attraction, but the transit between the two; not 
the time spent at sights, but the idle moments of rest; not the planned, pur-
poseful ‘tourist’ place but that which comes to be ‘touristed’ by the sponta-
neous enactment of people and objects. Mansfeldt extends this notion to the 
spatial, analytical, relational and experiential dimensions of tourism experi-
ences, dismantling the dichotomic oppositions characteristic of tourism 
analysis and illustrating the relevance of the ‘interstices’ between them. 
Similarly, Quaglieri Domínguez and Russo (2010) map out different ‘inbe-
tween’ collectives that populate the urban space and analyze the spatiality 
and co-evolutionary character of their relationships.

Mansfeldt and Quaglieri Domínguez and Russo’s studies, together with 
many others presented at recent ATLAS sessions, have been important entry 
points for this book. The central theme is the transformation of place as 
produced by the practices of mobile communities that operate across the 
ontological separation between origins and destinations. Its title evokes that 
very notion of ‘local’, a frequently used brand in place marketing. The notion 
of the local is today a shifting construct, which has more to do with the 
transits and interconnections of global actors than with the ‘immanent’ 
characteristics of places and their societies, transcending frontiers of tangible/
intangible, public/private, personal/collective.

The three ‘turns’ introduced above are useful conceptual and method-
ological backgrounds to unravel this apparent paradox. The mobilities turn 
helps in situating tourists within a conceptual web of mobilities that today 
cross and enact any space. For example, we characterize expert tourists as a 
community of global ‘dwellers’ who are keen to eschew ‘formal’ tourism-
scapes and who tend to establish connections of familiarity in mundane 
spaces (such as home, residential neighbourhoods, creative quarters, etc.) and 
with peer cosmopolitans. The performative turn helps us to understand how 
those very spaces are constructed as scenarios of interaction, diluting their 
distinctiveness but also preserving the multiplicity that distinguishes them 
from spaces ‘designed’ for tourism. The creative turn also helps in under-
standing how such encounters have become central in the promotion and 
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representation of tourism at the margin of formal marketing strategies. In 
short, most tourist experiences nowadays take place in an undefined ground 
in which the ‘local’ is both produced and staged through global actors and 
discourses, and then translated to the domain of the mundane and conven-
tional. It is not ‘local’ anymore but it might be the everyday, the inbetween 
and, as such, forces us to think about tourism in an altogether different way.

These issues are analyzed in this book by a mixed group of young schol-
ars and more experienced researchers, whose work sits comfortably in the 
post-disciplinary intersection of mobilities, place and space. Such mixing 
defines well the expanding field of tourism studies today. Most of the authors 
are long-time active members of the ATLAS network, but others have entered 
the field relatively recently and have brought their fresh outlooks and ideas 
with them.

The book is organized in three parts, which primarily focus on products, 
people and places, brought together in a new ‘localness’ by the rituals and 
technologies of mobility. The points of connection between these three 
domains are numerous and obvious, such as the ‘networked hospitality’ plat-
forms and services, and the conception of tourist space as relational and 
performed.

The first part of the volume, entitled ‘New Products and Hospitality 
Models’, is organized around the theme of the new information platforms 
and products that have taken centre stage in tourism. This group of chapters 
addresses the relationship between the virtual environments which serve 
simultaneously as meeting places and co-production spaces, and the ‘market-
places’ of the communities of practice that they tap into. These chapters also 
analyze the strategies of transmission of ‘local’ knowledge which such ser-
vices entail.

The new marketplace for tourism provided by home exchanges is ana-
lyzed in Chapter 2 by Antonio Paolo Russo and Alan Quaglieri Domínguez. 
Variously defined as a ‘pure peer-to-peer’ model or a model that engenders 
‘tourism without development’, the home exchange platform is explored in 
terms of the activation of new spatial practices both across and within tour-
ism spaces. The chapter presents some empirical evidence on the home 
exchange marketplace, which reveals peculiar structures of relationships and 
agency. These operate both across types of places and countries, and at des-
tination level, contrasting with those ascribed to commercial tourism and 
the dual nature of ‘mainstream’ tourismscapes.

In Chapter 3 Paula Bialski examines the topic of networked hospitality 
platforms, but takes a step back to explore the role of digital infrastructures 
in enabling, shaping and mediating such tourist practices. Through unravel-
ling the specific design elements of Airbnb, she shows the deep entanglement 
of the technological and the social, exploring the way in which digital infra-
structures enforce certain regimes of practice, and providing a critical analysis 
of the logics and negotiations involved in this new tourism service. Drawing 
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from ethnographic and survey research among Airbnb users in Berlin, the 
chapter contributes a deeper, multidimensional analysis of peer-to-peer tour-
ism sites which challenges their authority, authorship and authenticity.

Francesca Forno and Roberta Garibaldi (Chapter 4) illustrate how post-
touristic host–guest relationships produce a new ‘market space’ in which 
various subjects have reinstated themselves, building new alliances to oppose 
an oppressive system of power and privileges. The point is made through the 
presentation of Addiopizzo Travel, a branch of one of the most well-known 
anti-racket civic platforms, which organizes tourism activities in Sicily as a 
way to fight the mafia through the branding of ‘racket-free’ products and 
experiences. The success achieved by this initiative points to the importance 
of new forms of market-based activism, providing insights into the role of 
ethical tourism in place and space construction.

The first section of the book concludes with Chapter 5 by Monica Gilli 
and Sonia Ferrari. This also presents a new hospitality concept originating 
from Italy, the ‘diffuse hotel’, which is gaining increasing recognition as a 
model that has stopped the decline of semi-abandoned historical villages. At 
the same time it restructures the concept of the local value chain towards the 
closer involvement of the local community, which also acts as a ‘mediator’ 
of such places to guests. The chapter presents an overview of the emergence 
and success factors of the diffuse hotel, focusing on the most emblematic and 
interesting cases from the point of view of tourism.

The second part of the volume, ‘Flows and Communities’, focuses on 
communities of travellers that are mobilized by such emerging hospitality 
models and the growth of the relational economy. These chapters deal with 
the motivations and expectations of such new collectives, their performances 
in and of space, their engagements with the ‘local’, as well as the potential 
tensions that may lie behind the ambiguity of ‘prosumption’.

In Chapter 6, Ilaria Pappalepore and Andrew Smith contribute to the 
current debate on performance and co-creation as the bases of tourist places, 
bridging to key theories and critical issues in tourism geographies. Such 
issues include: the blurring boundaries between tourism and everyday life 
and between ‘hosts’ and ‘guests’; the role of social interaction and performa-
tivity; and the development of new forms of virtual and non-virtual mobili-
ties facilitated by peer-produced tourism platforms. Drawing on qualitative 
research conducted in east and southeast London, it illustrates such concepts 
on the ground and discusses how the very experiences of urban tourists are 
co-created through direct encounters with other ‘tourists’ and ‘locals’.

Simon Milne, Carolyn Deuchar and Karin Peters (Chapter 7) draw on the 
case of the ‘Get Local’ programme of urban tourism development in 
Auckland, New Zealand, to shed light on processes of community engage-
ment in urban place making and tourism development. They argue that 
community engagement works best when an enabling environment is cre-
ated to encourage activities that originate from the grassroots community 
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level. The chapter illustrates how information and communication technolo-
gies (ICT) and community informatics can be used to enhance collaboration 
between urban community members by tapping into what locals love about 
their place and what, in turn, they would like to share with others.

Cody Morris Paris and Kevin Hannam examine the topic of ‘mobile lives’ 
and their multifaceted enactments of place, focusing on the use of social 
media during a disaster or crisis event in Chapter 8. They present case studies 
of the Chilean earthquake in 2010 and the violence surrounding the protests 
in Bangkok in the same year. In both cases backpackers travelling in the midst 
of the crisis have used social media to engage and disengage with the local. 
The development of such virtual backpacking communities allows an 
increased engagement with the local, but it also makes this engagement some-
what fleeting, as backpackers maintain connections with their virtual com-
munity and subsequently disengage with the local after the crisis has abated.

Chapter 9 by Melanie Smith and Anita Zátori examines the relationships 
between so-called ‘hosts’ and ‘guests’ in the context of urban ethnic tourism. 
Their work questions such reductionist binaries when investigating contem-
porary forms of tourism, as in the case of cosmopolitan cities with their 
unique and complex blend of indigenous residents, visitors, immigrants and 
tourists. They present a case study of Budapest, Hungary, a city that is diver-
sifying its tourism product to include alternative and ethnic tours, most of 
which take place in the emergent ‘creative hub’ of the city. Drawing on 
research focusing on experience creation in such tours, these authors exam-
ine the nature of the relationships between hosts, guests, residents, visitors, 
tourists and intermediaries in the context of ethnic tourism.

The third part of the volume, ‘Built Environments and “Glocalized” 
Spaces’, discusses and analyses the way new mobilities ‘touch down’ in their 
places of transience and become embedded in physical landscapes. The dif-
ferent contributions to this section also analyze the power of agency in rela-
tion to mainstream tourism development.

In Chapter 10 Davide Ponzini, Stefan Fotev and Francesca Mavaracchio 
reflect on ‘mobilities of knowledge’. Focusing on the practices and talent that 
have in recent years circulated through international architecture firms, they 
show how these are producing very similar solutions in very different cities 
which are being ‘dressed up’ as global tourist destinations. Their case studies 
of the transnational transfer of mega-structures and masterplans highlight 
an evident paradox: at a local level these projects are often intended to gener-
ate unique landscapes and distinctiveness in order to attract visitors and capi-
tal, but globally they also tend to dramatically homogenize the urban 
landscapes of cities.

Greg Richards turns again to look at hospitality forms in Chapter 11, 
addressing the growth and professionalization of the provision of accom-
modation for youth travellers. He highlights the growth of youth accom-
modation in the centre of major cities, often at the initiative of large 
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companies, and its qualitative evolution with design values, restaurants, art 
exhibitions, bars and entertainment now forming part of the youth hostel 
product. These new spaces are increasingly being used as meeting places by 
young people in cities: not just their clients, but also other tourists and locals, 
demonstrating a high degree of crossover with the practices of other cosmo-
politan consumers. This chapter examines the trends in the locations, ser-
vices and operational characteristics of these new tourism hubs.

In Chapter 12 Elsa Soro draws on semiotics to analyze the role of hybrid 
gastronomic experiences in the construction of tourist places. In the dynamic 
field of Barcelona’s foodsphere, original and ethnic cuisine styles are progres-
sively negotiated with their customers in specific spaces and environments. 
The chapter analyses the processes of spatial value creation operating when 
different forms of mobilities intersect through the analysis of discourses, 
practices and texts embedded within the foodsphere. Highlighting the co-
creative processes at work in four different restaurants in the centre of 
Barcelona, the analysis shows how new local and cosmopolitan identities are 
being negotiated through food.

Albert Arias Sans and Alan Quaglieri Domínguez (Chapter 13) take a 
quite different spatial-quantitative approach in their discussion of the pro-
gressive growth of Airbnb as one of the leading platforms in hospitality. 
This newcomer among the tourism industry giants is situated at the edge 
between mainstream models of short-term rentals and the new ‘social’ 
intermediation facilitated by technology. The analysis of the operation of 
Airbnb in Barcelona – one of Airbnb’s most popular destinations – helps to 
debunk the company’s discourse about the regenerative power of this plat-
form and its community-friendly character. It also uncovers the controversies 
related to the urban planning regulatory framework in which Airbnb hosts 
operate. Ultimately Airbnb is placed at the very heart of the public debate 
currently going on in Barcelona concerning tourism development issues.

Dimitri Ioannides, Panos Leventis and Evangelia Petridou discuss tourism 
initiatives in Athens in Chapter 14 against the background of the financial 
crisis and emerging urban resistance movements. Specifically, they analyze 
Alternative Tours of Athens (ATA), and present its principles, goals, tour 
contents and clientele in the context of Athens’ neoliberal transformation in 
recent years. The authors ponder whether ATA and similar companies oper-
ating in other equally stressed urban environments simply use the current 
context and conditions for their own benefit, thus becoming part of the 
neoliberal narrative, or whether they indeed play an actively regenerative role 
for the socio-urban fabrics that nurtured them, fabrics that are in desperate 
need of real change.

The concluding chapter by Greg Richards and Antonio Paolo Russo 
brings together some of the major themes addressed in the different chapters 
of the volume, and attempts to evaluate the role of the emerging actors, 
structures and processes in the new localities of tourism.

10 Reinvent ing the Local in Tour ism
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2 The Shifting Spatial Logic of 
Tourism in Networked 
Hospitality

Antonio Paolo Russo and Alan Quaglieri 
Domínguez

Introduction: Mobilities and Post-tourism

For the burgeoning contingents of mobile societies, tourism is no longer 
an exceptional intermission in ordinary activities ‘at home’ (Cohen, 1974), a 
temporary rupture ‘in established routines and practices (…) that contrasts 
with the everyday and mundane’ (Urry & Larsen, 2011: 3) as posited in tra-
ditional, ‘sedentarist’ (Urry, 2000) social sciences, but rather an essential 
dimension of active life.

The articulation of professional and social networks on a global scale has 
pushed a substantial part of the world’s population (skilled and unskilled 
workers, students, family members, consumers, criminals, of all social 
classes) to become ‘place experts’ in order to gain rapid access and to connect 
(physically or virtually) whenever and wherever they see an opportunity. 
Any place could potentially ‘matter’ for somebody, on account of the forms 
of territorial capital with which it is endowed (Servillo et al., 2012) and the 
social networks that bind it, the knowledge about such opportunities. The 
capacity to plug into such places, and to use to the full the potential that 
such transits permit, are built on experiences of mobility.

Tourism as traditionally conceived – temporary mobility for leisure pur-
poses – is an important part of this learning process (Jacobsen, 1997), and 
has had a paramount role in broadening modern society’s field of opportuni-
ties. Yet it is pointed out in the mobilities literature how contemporary tour-
ism, as part and parcel of postmodern developments in society, has come 
to challenge mainstream epistemological distinctions between leisure- 
motivated and professional or other types of travel (Urry, 2000): people 
travel for complex reasons where leisure, sociality, professional develop-
ment and cultural yearnings are highly intertwined, and their mobility is 



extricable from material and cybernetic systems that regulate and synchro-
nize these now unfixed domains of human life.

Such blurring of drivers and contexts of human mobilities is reflected by 
an important shift in the processes of formation of tourism ‘scapes’: notions 
of strangehood and distinctiveness from everyday life are no longer able to 
explain the spatial and semantic characterization of tourism activity (Knowles 
et al., 2008) and, conversely, tourismscapes (Edensor, 2006; Van der Duim, 2007) 
are no longer necessarily spatially and functionally separated from the mun-
dane environments where locals experience their everyday lives. The develop-
ment of modern tourism was driven by hierarchical, segregating and territorial 
organization principles (Minca, 1996; Wang, 2000), and by a paradoxical quest 
for authenticity in places constructed for and by tourism. However, recent 
trends – such as the flourishing of city tourism and of creativity as the focus 
of tourism experiences – suggest that such dichotomic logic is being left behind. 
From an epistemological perspective, the de-differentiation of these contexts 
which, according to Lash (1990, quoted in Urry & Larsen, 2011: 98), is one of 
the main traits of postmodernism, calls for a new approach to the study of the 
tourism geography, based on the recognition of tourism as a relational force-
field between fixed and mobile elements of the space.

In this light, it can be claimed that modern tourism, founded on the 
assumption of mobility as exceptional, on the narrative of holiday as escapism, 
on the liminal nature of leisure and cultural consumption, on strong reliance 
on intermediation and authority in the selection of destinations and modali-
ties, and on information asymmetry as a key characteristic of the tourist 
‘marketplace’, has engendered a rational model of the tourism industry 
whose most characteristic facets are hotel hospitality (including resort-style 
accommodation), and the tendency to organize locally in clusters based on 
proximity to sights, operational cost efficiency at destination level, and 
coherent area branding; and whose main impact on places is the symbolic 
compression of landscapes and the development of dual spaces (Ashworth & 
Tunbridge, 2004; Urry, 1990).

In contrast, global mobile denizens or post-tourists express a demand for 
forms of hospitality and place products that have the following 
characteristics:

(1) facilitate homing in partly unfamiliar environments;
(2) recognize and eschew the ‘fictional’ landscapes of traditional (mass) 

tourism in favour of everyday environments;
(3) are socially produced (easily accessible from everyday communication 

and professional platforms) and trustworthy (provided and/or evaluated 
by peers).

Thus it is not surprising that there has been a significant development in the 
provision and diversification of such services in recent years. In part, the 
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tourism industry has adapted to shifting consumer needs in terms of product 
design (‘smart’ and ‘diffused’ hotels, personalized visits and place experi-
ences, tech tools like web and mobile apps to assist and advise visitors, etc.) 
and cultural contextualization, giving more attention to local customs and 
products, more diversity in place interpretations, etc. Yet, the evolution of 
consumer cultures and the opportunities provided by global connectivity 
have defined an unprecedented role for tourists as co-producers of place expe-
riences, especially in terms of hospitality, which meets more consistently 
these demands.

The main claim of this chapter is that this shift, which the boom of the 
networked hospitality model encapsulates, may be repositioning the role 
and agency of tourism in place development. We thus investigate the foun-
dations of socially produced hospitality networks and reflect on the geogra-
phy of the mobilities engendered by that model. The text is organized as 
follows: in the second section we introduce the theme, proposing a typology 
of hospitality spaces and identifying among them a ‘pure’ model of peer-to-
peer hospitality – house swapping – which we then address in the third 
section from the point of view of market development strategy. In the 
fourth section we analyze some data from homeexchange.com, the most 
popular internet platform for house swaps, to obtain some exploratory 
insights on the spatial logic at local level which informs new geographies 
of peer-to-peer tourist mobility. In the fifth and final section we discuss 
these results in the light of the objectives of this volume.

New Hospitality Networks

Among the many changes in contemporary tourism that have been pro-
duced by economic globalization and the increased ‘connectedess’ of the 
marketplace, some point to the progressive disarticulation of traditional 
supply-chain and distribution structures, and to an empowerment of the 
consumer. At the most basic level, technology-savvy travellers have been able 
already for a couple of decades to assemble tailor-made packages from prod-
ucts and opportunities available in the ‘transparent’ virtual mall of booking 
engines. More advanced developments enable tourism producers to personal-
ize experiences to the extreme, establishing a one-to-one dialogue with the 
visitor which stretches from the preparation stage of their trip to its after-
math, thus ‘mobilizing’ places independently from the physical landing of 
visitors at sites, and turning their role from mere consumers into clients and 
ambassadors of a place or product.

The most remarkable shift, however, concerns the boundary between 
demand and supply. Travellers accustomed to navigating and buying online 
as essential stages of their travel experience more easily ‘jump the fence’, 
and use their IT and networking capabilities to enter a tourist sector with 
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increasingly low entry barriers. Evolving from ‘lifestyle entrepreneurs’ 
(Ateljevic & Doorne, 2000) to straightforward businesses, and spanning 
from bloggers living of online ads and crowdfunding support to real global 
giants like TripAdvisor, these agents filled the needs of travellers in the era 
of the great financial slump. In fact, this hidden revolution goes beyond 
being able to find a great offer for a flight or hotel in a very short time, or 
to learn which restaurants are located within 100 square meters of their 
mobile phones.

It is rather the emergence of a number of products, platforms and lan-
guages that connect to a whole new philosophy of travel: travel cheap, get 
value for money, learn from ‘friends’ and peers, share your experiences and 
use them for personal and professional development, use what you have to 
boost your chances to travel, be aware and connected while you travel – 
 features that are enhanced by the ‘creative turn’ in tourism (Richards & 
Wilson, 2006) and the search for experiencing a destination ‘like a local’. 
Collaborative tourism products range from sharing car space on short- or 
long-haul trips, to hosting visitors at home for a ‘traditional’ meal, or accom-
panying them to all sorts of places and activities whose access is generally 
restricted to local knowledge. The most outstanding peer-produced services 
in terms of their increasing popularity and disruptive potential with respect 
to mainstream tourism (Farbrother, 2010), however, are arguably networked 
hospitality platforms.

The idea of coproducing hospitality services within travellers’ communi-
ties is consistent with the notion of a new sociology of mobility; yet its con-
ceptual foundations and practical implications have received surprisingly little 
attention in tourism studies and even in the young area of mobilities studies. 
In relation to the ‘pure’ peer-to-peer (P2P) model of home exchanges, Grit 
(2008) found, besides more than hundred popular articles in newspaper and 
magazines, only one contribution of academic interest: a master dissertation 
by two students (Arente & Kiinski, 2005) who analysed home exchange in 
terms of users’ motivation, lifestyle and identity. More recently, Forno and 
Garibaldi (2015) analyzed swappers’ profiles and motivations, and Andriotis and 
Agiomirgianakis (2013) offered a first conceptualization of home exchange 
with a focus on its economic nature. In regard to the wider debate on new 
forms of hospitality, since 2011 the Hospitality and Society journal has offered 
exhaustive insight and explores their connections with wider social and cul-
tural processes and structures. Its first issue, and in particular the introductory 
paper by Lynch et al. (2011), laid the conceptual basis for the study of net-
worked hospitality, in a stream later continued by, among others, Germann 
Molz (2012a, 2012b), Bialski (2012) and Veijola et al. (2014). Little else has been 
published at the moment of writing in leading tourism journals and almost 
nothing on peer-produced tourism products other than hospitality.

Germann Molz (2012b) introduced the term ‘network hospitality’ refer-
ring to the way members of a community connect virtually to search or offer 
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accommodation in places. In the same vein, Steylaerts and O’Dubhghaill 
(2012: 262) refer to web-based hospitality exchange networks. Among these, 
we find web communities such as CouchSurfing, arguably the most popular 
example, home-exchange communities, and hybrid models such as Airbnb. 
In spite of some differences, particularly in terms of host–guest relations, 
these models share important cultural and social assumptions, distancing 
them from the ‘linear’ rational logic of the conventional hospitality industry, 
such as the mistrust for third-party mediation and the importance of reputa-
tion and personal affirmation. ‘Pure’ networked hospitality communities are 
not conceived for interacting with pre-existing friends but rather ‘to connect 
to strangers’ (Germann Molz, 2012a: 218), admittance of whom in such pri-
vate spaces as homes requires an ‘immense amount of trust’ in community 
members (Andriotis & Agiomirgianakis, 2013: 585), which requires a system 
of profiling and reputation (Germann Molz, 2007: 71) allowing a match with 
like-minded parties (Farbrother, 2010; Steylaerts & O’Dubhghaill, 2012). In 
this sense, Bialski (2012) proposes the concept of homophily to explain host–
guest dynamics in the CouchSurfing community. Bialski’s analysis of the 
Airbnb market and of the gatekeeping agency of the platform in her chapter 
in this volume, as well as the ‘discursive deconstruction’ of Airbnb carried 
out also in this volume by Arias & Quaglieri Domínguez, suggest that such 
a hybrid model rather uses ‘connections’ as rhetoric for marketing purposes. 
This can be an illustration of how motivations and supply models are fluidly 
interconnected, requiring specific research to unbundle the ‘drivers’ in this 
new arena.

While much of this scholarly production has insisted on the repercussion 
of networked hospitality on the industry itself, on travel cultures and on the 
ethical dimension of hospitality, the geographical aspects – the intersections 
of this new way of travelling and ‘staying’ with processes of place construc-
tion and agency – needs further development. In this sense we shift the object 
of our research from the intimacy of host–guest relationships to the quotidian 
encasing of ‘homes’ and its place in the construction and development of a 
destination, interrogating the forms and results of such interventions.

It can be claimed that any form of hospitality, as part of a tourism land-
scape, functions as a relational force-field which bends the practice and per-
formance of space. To discuss that, we propose a classification of the forms 
of tourist hospitality, discussing their spatial embedding and hinting at ele-
ments of approximation or divergence between them in this regard. This is 
sketched out as a two-dimensional diagram (Figure 2.1), which classifies and 
maps out forms of hospitality according to their physical setting and busi-
ness logic.

Looking at the physical dimension of hospitality establishments, these 
can be situated between two extremes, represented by the traditional forms 
of collective establishments, like conventional hotels or resort complexes, and 
the model based on a private dwelling, like rental apartments and mansions.
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The foundational logic of the collective form of establishment is the opti-
mization of profit-making, but also the orientation to a travel culture that 
considers the state of mobility as exceptional, and coherently looks for an 
experience of place founded on exclusivity and on the access to elements that 
transcend the sphere of everyday life (spas, lavish breakfasts, room service, 
lobby cocktails, resort activities, etc.) and on a sense of anonymity granted 
by the ‘neutral’ design of hotel spaces. It is a segregating logic: the physical 
form of the establishment and the practices that are engendered by it mark 
a semiotic separation between the hospitality space and the quotidian envi-
ronment of the destination.

Contrasting with this, the singular dimension of homes emphasizes the 
opportunities of meddling with the quotidian character of the surroundings. 
Although not always ‘domestic’, as in the case of apartments rented on a 
seasonal basis or short term (generally equipped with standard services and 
essential decorative elements), such environments can be freely adapted to 
the daily routine of the guest: cook, watch the television, play with the kids, 
meet the neighbours, etc.

Because of the increasing demand for opportunities to extend domestic 
practices to the state of mobile life (no longer perceived as exceptional), 
emerging hotel concepts have developed tools and services that facilitate the 
connection with the everyday (especially in terms of internet connectivity 
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and physical activities). This distances them from conventional large-scale 
operations towards more intimate settings which define a continuity with 
the mundane landscape of destinations: charm and boutique hotels in his-
torical buildings, family-run guesthouses in former ‘home’ spaces, design 
hostels in bohemian neighbourhoods, etc. However, the most remarkable 
innovation in this sense is the development of diffuse structures (hotel diffuso 
in its original Italian name – see Gilli and Ferrari’s contribution to this 
volume), which use a network of individual houses, often inside historical 
urban areas (Tagliabue et al., 2012) to stress the genuine elements of the sur-
roundings, emphasizing in their organizational model the value of relation-
ships and horizontal alliances as characteristic elements of the destination 
value chain (Russo et al., 2013), and decentralizing the business environment 
of the establishment towards the social and economic fabric of the city.

Regarding the second dimension, this ontology takes into consideration 
the nature of the exchange, ordering hospitality models between the ‘busi-
ness profit’ of companies and the pure model of peer exchange of network 
hospitality. The first form foresees the existence, on one side, of a customer-
guest, and on the other, of a supplier-company; it is a business model gener-
ally characterized by asymmetric information, and subject to the agency of 
economic capital for the development of the dedicated infrastructure, as will 
be further elaborated below. The forms of network hospitality, instead, are 
based on the encounter of two parties with reciprocal interests within a com-
munity; the ‘transaction’ depends on trust between the parties and on the 
value attributed to their knowledge and properties. The logic of networked 
hospitality can still be ‘selfishness’ (satisfaction of individual utility), but this 
does not involve a transaction or a financial profit, and also conforms to the 
needs and personal aspirations of the two parties, such as comfort, curiosity, 
or the wish to extend the network of social relations.

When both dimensions are considered, is possible to map out the differ-
ent forms of hospitality as in Figure 2.1. In the lower right quadrant we situ-
ate hotel establishments and resorts: exclusive and segregating spaces, as 
argued above, in terms of the practices and processes that they engender, and 
typically exerting agency on the surrounding space through physical devel-
opment (which normally takes place as expansion of hotel functions and the 
clustering of other activities targeting hotel customers), which is generally 
associated with an emptying out of original (residential) functions. Other 
models of commercial establishments based on an approximation with the 
‘home’ environment are placed in the lower left quadrant, like apartments 
for rent and diffuse hotels.

The ‘pure’ P2P model of networked hospitality, which supposes an 
exchange of private homes without transactions, is placed in the upper left 
quadrant. The ‘CouchSurfing’ model is also in that area, because while hos-
pitality does not have to be simultaneous or reciprocal, it still eschews the 
commercial motivation. Airbnb is a de facto facilitator of non-regulated 
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rentals, which therefore represents a ‘hybrid’ in terms of incorporating ele-
ments of sociality (a marketplace based on reputation, social mediation and 
the protagonist of particulars as suppliers) and of a commercial business 
model involving transactions with the platform as financial – and social – 
mediator. Finally the P2P logic can also apply to collective establishments, as 
in the case of proprietors’ communities with participations in a residence, 
situating it in the top-right quadrant. Another ‘hybrid’ model is the social 
hotel, which generally uses collective establishments but is guided by the 
logic of social benefit above profit.

We now argue that the model presented in Figure 2.1, ordered through 
these two dimensions, is encased in specific geographies. Places (or destina-
tions where these different models are offered, according to a distinct logic, 
and spaces within them) attract specific mobilities in terms of connections 
between origins and destinations, or travelling communities characterized 
by specific cultural and social features, and are co-constructed and trans-
formed by such mobilities in different ways which hint at the agency of the 
economic and physical form of the establishment.

While the patterns, processes and impacts of ‘mainstream’ hotel develop-
ment have been extensively addressed by the literature (see for instance 
Fainstein & Stokes, 1998; Jansen-Verbeke, 1998; Shoval et al., 2011), in this 
chapter we peek into the ‘alternative’ models and, specifically, pure P2P 
 hospitality as encapsulated by home exchanges.

Home Exchanging as Networked Hospitality: 
Sociocultural and Geographical Drivers

Exchanging homes is a relatively new, and steadily growing, phenome-
non in tourism. Friends, relatives, or even members of special interest groups 
and associations have been swapping properties during their vacations since 
the early 1950s (Forno & Garibaldi, 2015). However, the diffusion of 
advanced internet functionalities in the last 20 years has paved the way for 
a rapid growth of swappers’ communities who advertise their property 
online and search for desired property locations and features.

The largest swappers’ website, www.homeexchange.com, was launched 
in 1992 based on the founders’ ‘belief in home exchange as a comfortable 
alternative to high priced hotels and typical tourist vacations, and a way to 
experience an area as a local, not a tourist’ (HomeExchange.com, 2014). It 
hosts at the time of writing some 43,000 listings, but has hosted throughout 
its period of activity more than 240,000 listings, gradually integrating vari-
ous pre-existing national platforms. For a moderate annual fee, subscribers 
can upload information and pictures about their property, mostly first homes 
but also second homes or sections of a larger property. The information in 
the listings includes the location, type, size, sleeping capacity and facilities 
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of the houses, plus the main features of the areas or neighbourhoods where 
they are located. Cars and other transport means (bikes, boats, etc.) may also 
be offered or swapped together with homes. Members may indicate their 
‘want list’ for swaps, which can include a specific place and/or period, a more 
generic indication of a region or city and the season or, as frequently hap-
pens, leave all that open to any proposals.

Visitors can scroll through large lists of listings in a given region or city 
(even at neighbourhood level in big cities) to seek the best matches, but the 
advanced search utility of the website also allows users to filter for the vari-
ous property features. Subscribers only may then use the messaging service 
that puts them in touch with the selected members. Most exchanges are 
simultaneous, but if second homes are involved, there is more flexibility with 
dates. Unlike CouchSurfing or other home-stay communities, home exchange 
does not necessarily involve direct offline host–guest relations.

There are all sorts of practical reasons for choosing to be swappers, like 
the obvious economic convenience over commercial establishments, but also 
the advantage constituted by the availability of the full range of facilities 
that are normally found in houses (cooking utensils, apparatus and toys for 
kids, books, music, etc.). Apart from this, swapping is more notably a cul-
tural fact. First of all, house swappers are arguably tourists who, as could be 
read in the tag quoted earlier, want to ‘experience an area as a local, not a 
tourist’. That distinctively recalls Feifer’s (1985) description of a self- 
conscious, educated tourist who, aware of the commoditization of tourism 
places (Rojek, 1993), disapproves of the degree of fictionalization and segre-
gation involved by large-scale tourism operations, and is prone to reject that 
in favour of the more authentic landscape of the quotidian represented by the 
locals’ livelihoods and way of life. More in general, it arguably involves a 
certain ‘libertarian’ attitude in relation to one’s own possessions and some 
degree of trust in peer travellers which, together with the ‘explorer’s atti-
tude’, and a certain literacy in web technology, is typically associated with 
upscale jobs, liberal thinking, a highly schooled background and a penchant 
for low-impact and fairtrade products (Forno & Garibaldi, 2015). Thus, cul-
tural and economic reasons for home exchanging are intermingled. Open-
minded tourists think that they can save money by swapping homes, and be 
more comfortable during their stay in a place, but also that in this way they 
would enjoy a different, unusual and more authentic experience of place.

An exploratory research, analyzing information proceeding from 1041 
listings1 published in May–June 2012 on the www.homeexchange.com web-
site (2.8% of the total listings at the time of writing), gives a first insight into 
the structure of the home exchange ‘marketplace’, focusing on the global 
flows activated by this form of travel. This study aims to examine the fac-
tors influencing the geographic organization of this marketplace, including 
fixed factors (the availability of property for exchange) and cultural factors 
(the likeliness of exchanges between matching parties). We also argue that 
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the agency of compensation and development work in different ways from 
in the ‘mainstream’ commercial industry.2

Commercial accommodation turns out to be especially common in ‘des-
tination regions’. Rather than a tautology, this should be seen as the result of 
a process by which specific regions go through a stage of discovery and infra-
structure development, responding to a market opportunity determined by 
both demand pressure (with important variations determined by agency in 
the tourist industry) and political and entrepreneurial initiative. Yet in the 
case of the house-swapping system, the parties demanding and offering 
accommodation are part of the same global community and there is no com-
mercial intermediation involved. This means that the location of supply rep-
resents by and large the spatial distribution of the community of swappers, 
rather than portraying places where people want to go. This tends to over-
represent the most populated places and, secondly, places where the cultural 
attitude towards swapping is more open, whereas it under-represents ‘tourist 
peripheries’.

Thus, Europe, North America and Oceania offer a relatively frequent 
supply of swaps relative to the supply of commercial beds, whereas destina-
tion regions like Latin America, Africa and Asia offer relatively few swaps. 
In this sense, the Asian case is exemplary. In fact, this continent concentrates 
one-fifth of the global commercial supply, mainly in the two economic 
powers and regional tourist giants, Japan and China, while their representa-
tion in the homeexchange.com network is marginal. It is likely that these 
regions offer a lower proportion of properties (and neighbourhoods) which 
may entice the sense of ‘homing’ of the international, ‘white’ community of 
swappers; however, there might be a cultural dimension involved, as these 
newcomers in the tourist market in Asia and Africa are places with an argu-
ably more complex (and certainly different) social sense of hospitality 
towards strangers, and might be less open to house swaps than their image 
as tourist destinations suggests. However, looking at the distribution of 
‘wants’, it appears that the geographical distribution of house swaps adheres 
to a higher degree to the distribution of commercial accommodation capac-
ity. The most solicited destinations are Europe, and especially West-central 
Europe (France and the UK), followed by the Pacific West and California. 
These are followed at some distance by Australia, while South and Central 
America, Asia and Africa get only a small share of preferences.

As for the main associations between destinations (available supply) and 
wishes (requested destinations), the results indicate a significant appeal of 
Australia among swappers from several Western countries and, in general, a 
higher appeal of ‘far away’ destinations (USA and Canada for Europeans; 
central west and southwest Europe for Americans and Australians) with 
respect to the ‘revealed preferences’ of the commercial market.

This analysis is refined when the demand for a given location is consid-
ered in terms of the number of past exchanges. A priori, this indicator would 
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depend on the quality characteristics of the property (both in terms of its 
features and amenities, and in terms of location in a specific destination) 
and on the relative ‘scarcity’ of properties on offer with those same charac-
teristics. All other things being equal, however, this might be a proxy for 
the ‘realized attractiveness’ of places (as opposed to an ideal, a priori attrac-
tiveness as expressed by users’ declared preferences with respect to destina-
tions). The results confirm the strength of the main destinations detected 
through the analysis of the swappers’ preferences, although some differ-
ences concerning their ranking can be singled out. Western-central Europe 
confirms its primacy (27% of all prior exchanges considered), followed by 
southwestern Europe (16.3%) and the West-Pacific area of the USA (10.8%). 
At country level, the USA (26.2%) and France (18.2%) confirm their leader-
ship as tourism destinations (respectively second and first world destination 
in terms of international arrivals in UNWTO, 2012). Particularly significant 
is the popularity of Australia, which attracts 5% of swaps, while the coun-
try is not even among the 40 top destinations in the UNWTO ranking. 
Instead, China, third in that ranking, confirms its marginal role in the 
swapping community.

In addition, if the international arrivals data from UNWTO show in 
several cases higher travel rates to closer destinations, as is to be expected; 
the analysis of preferred swapping destinations highlights a comparatively 
high demand for faraway destinations. This is not necessarily strange in 
tourism: people long for exotic and iconic places, but not everybody has the 
resources or the time to actually travel there. Apparently home exchanging 
allows them to compensate to some degree for the cost of distance through 
saving on accommodation. As a matter of fact, it can be claimed that inter-
continental destinations are relatively more valued among the specific com-
munity of swappers than the actual distribution of ‘commercial’ trips may 
suggest and, among these, some qualitative patterns in origin–destination 
flows emerge.

There are various possible explanations for this. One is possibly due to 
cultural proximity and flows that relate countries like France, Italy and UK 
to their colonial or diaspora geographies, which to some extent the home 
exchange systems facilitates, establishing a dialogue between parties who 
may share a common linguistic or cultural domain. Other reasons (especially 
for the stratification of origin–destination flows) appear to be related with 
the characteristics of the exchanges that are proposed.

In any case, it could be argued that the assumption of ‘compensation’ in 
distance runs against some of the evidence presented here and elsewhere in 
this volume – a supposed preference for the ‘local’ feel of the tourist experi-
ence. However, proximity should be understood in cultural and environmen-
tal terms above the ‘physical’. In this sense, we observe that, while the 
features of properties offered and of the offering party do not vary apprecia-
bly across the sample, cross-analyzing origins with the type and location of 
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places offered yields some useful insights. Hence, unsurprisingly, the large 
majority of properties on offer are located in metropolitan areas (65% in 
terms of prior exchanges). Within macro-regions, ‘urban’ properties are more 
frequent in western and northern Europe, as well as in the US northeast and 
Canada, whereas southeastern Europe, the US South and Pacific West are 
frequently feature coastal and suburban developments.

Interesting matches in flows can also be observed between types of 
places exchanged. The data indicate a general trend: if somebody wants to 
stay in a seaside resort, when he/she cannot find a perfect match in terms of 
location he/she is likely to conclude a swap in a similar type of destination 
elsewhere. Eventually the law of supply and demand produces a sort of ‘eve-
ning out’ of property levels by which swaps are approximately in the same 
quality range, although properties in top destinations are more likely to swap 
with those of a higher standard in less attractive places, and vice versa. This 
pushes up the supply from popular destinations, as residents there may 
expect to have relatively high chances to swap for a better property.

Thus, swappers offering (and mostly residing in) central city locations 
are consistently (also in a statistical sense) looking for urban destinations 
elsewhere, whether in large urban areas and national capitals or in heritage 
towns, while advertisers in suburban communities and resort destinations 
are more likely to seek exchanges in coastal and island resorts. Similarly, 
swappers offering rural, island or isolated settings are more likely to be look-
ing for similarly non-urban locations. This, again, is not a banal finding. 
Traditional compensatory theories of tourism indicate that tourism is likely 
to be associated with escapism in term of locations chosen as well as destina-
tions: a ‘break in the routine’ for urbanites means a holiday in coastal resorts 
or rural settings, whereas people with properties in such settings are expected 
to long for an experience of life in the city. Although we do not dispose of 
comparable data in the commercial market to match with our analysis, it 
could be argued that in the community of home exchangers, experiences of 
place and tourism cultures seem to be rather related to an extension of every-
day consumption and leisure routines.

A further qualitative enquiry is provided by a direct online survey with 
91 home exchangers from a consistently chosen sample of some 700 members 
among those who, in their ad, state they have already successfully completed 
at least one exchange (Russo & Quaglieri Domínguez, 2014). Regarding 
motivations for home exchanging, the survey indicates that convenience in 
practical terms, as well as expectations of a different type of experience, 
prevail slightly over crude economic motives with, remarkably, no significant 
variations across different socio-economic profiles. Regarding the value 
attributed to home-exchanging as a hospitality model, interviewees mostly 
agree that visiting places as home-exchangers ‘gave them a greater apprecia-
tion of the destination’, but the other two statements proposed, ‘brought 
them to visit areas and sights at destinations which they would not have 
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visited if staying at commercial establishments’ and ‘brought them to meet 
local people and/or to take part in local sociocultural activities’ also had high 
levels of agreement.

Finally, interviewees were asked about the factors that they take into 
consideration in their search process and agreements with third parties. The 
most valued criterion appears to be the location of the property, referring to 
the degree of matching in terms of country, region or specific place sought; 
following that is the situation of the property (having a good location on the 
coast or a city centre, proximity to sights and amenities, a good view, etc.); 
while less important criteria are the quality of the property in terms of size, 
décor, facilities, etc. and the profile of the offering party.

Home-exchange Geographies in Urban Destinations: 
Insights from Paris and Barcelona

This section looks at the finer scale of destinations, addressing the 
hypothesis that home exchanges engender a different organization of tourist 
activity at the local level. We focus on two global urban destinations in 
Barcelona and one in Paris, and consider all the listings published on www.
homeexchange.com in these three areas both at city and at provincial or 
metropolitan level, with a detail on districts within cities.

In Barcelona, the Eixample district, the 19th century middle-class exten-
sion of the historical city centre, concentrates more than a quarter (27.2%) of 
all house swap offers, followed by the upscale district of Sarrià-Sant Gervasi 
(13.6%), off the city centre proper. After the core tourist area of Ciutat Vella 
(15.2%), a significant concentration of properties is located in two areas that 
are particularly popular among the cosmopolitan ‘creative class’: Poble Nou 
and la Vila de Gràcia (see Figure 2.2). The latter neighbourhood is emblematic 
in terms of the geographies of house swapping and other non-conventional 
forms of hospitality. Indeed, there are very few hotels in Gràcia, and none in 
the historical core of the district; thus home exchanges provide a unique 
opportunity to reside in this area, together with informal accommodation 
with friends, a few guesthouses and the widening presence of Airbnb rentals. 
To some extent, it may be argued that the charm of Gràcia owes much to its 
genuine feel, somewhat related to the absence of ‘iconic’ tourist sights and 
dedicated mass-tourism infrastructure, and on its peculiar blend of grass-
roots ‘local’ narratives and cosmopolitan urban taste, where traditional 
small-scale activities intermingle with sophisticated independent shops, bars 
and restaurants.

The same can be said for the Eixample, the city’s most populated dis-
trict, which does feature a large and widespread hotel capacity, especially at 
the top end of the market, while its tourist attractions are mostly concen-
trated along the central avenue of Passeig de Gràcia or at its edges, as in the 
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case of the Sagrada Familia Cathedral. The remarkable number of house 
swaps in this area is arguably due to the larger availability of good quality 
properties than in other districts, but its bourgeois residential feel, the 
sophisticated commercial infrastructure and the offer of high quality res-
taurants and bars may also be significant factors. In general, Figure 2.2 indi-
cates that the supply of properties for exchange is more widely spread than 
the commercial one.

In Barcelona we also analyzed the spatial features of completed exchanges 
to identify which areas attract more swappers. For this we sampled 100 users 
among those listed in the web page under Barcelona Province. Unsurprisingly 
the majority of the exchanges occurred within the city boundaries (78.7%). 
However, a significant 21.3% took place in the rest of the province of 
Barcelona, which has very little weight in commercial tourism. This includes 
mostly including suburban towns in the metropolitan area of Barcelona 
(12.7%), such as the exclusive residential area of St Cugat del Vallès and the 
cosmopolitan gay-friendly tourist resort of Sitges, which comprise a sizable 
share of the swaps; and the rest of the province (8.6%), which has a fair 
number of seaside resorts, heritage towns and rural communities with a cer-
tain concentration of second homes.

These data illustrate a certain interest in swaps outside (but close enough 
and conveniently connected to) the centre of Barcelona, while enjoying a stay 
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Figure 2.2 Comparing hotel accommodation in Barcelona and houses on offer on home 
exchange.com
Source: Authors’ own analysis of data from sampling listings in homeexchange.com (June 2012) 

and Ajuntament de Barcelona (2012).



in a quieter and greener environment. In other words, a sizable minority of 
those swapping in the Barcelona area seems to prioritize aspects other than 
centrality, like the environmental quality of the surroundings or particular 
features of the property itself, such as swimming pools, gardens, yards or 
decks, and other architectural features that provide distinctiveness. 
Unsurprisingly, private swimming pool accessibility is available only in a few 
(6%) properties in Barcelona, while it becomes almost commonplace in those 
located in the metropolitan area (46.15%) and in the rest of the province (40%).

Compared to Barcelona, the case of Paris (see Figure 2.3) shows a more 
balanced spread of swaps on offer over the 20 districts of the city. 
Nevertheless, indications of spatial concentration can still be detected. 
Unsurprisingly, the most populated districts – the 18th (Montmartre) and 
the 15th – have the highest number of swappers, while more central districts 
record smaller numbers in absolute terms. In relative terms (density of prop-
erties for swap), historical areas score higher. In particular, the 1st district – 
the Louvre area – and the 4th are the only ones rating more than two swaps 
per thousand inhabitants (respectively 2.67 and 2.39, against 0.87 for the 
18th). These very central areas concentrate a significant part of the cultural 
and historical heritage of the city; hence they are frequently visited by tour-
ists, are already endowed with a significant share of the city’s hotel infra-
structure, and have undergone an intense process of ‘tourismification’ 
(Jansen-Verbeke, 1998).
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 homeexchange.com
Source: Authors’ own analysis of data from sampling of listings in homeexchange.com (June 2012) 

and Of� ce du Tourisme et des Congrès de Paris (2012).



Outside the municipal borders, the concentration of swaps is particularly 
significant in the more affluent western suburbs of Paris, like Nanterre, 
which accommodates a high concentration of students and university work-
ers. As in Barcelona, we also sampled 210 users located in the Île-de-France 
region to analyze rates of use. We distinguished between swaps offered 
within the municipality of Paris (165 users; 78.6% of the sample) and those 
located in the rest of the region (45 users; 21.4%). This distribution reflects 
approximately the share of completed exchanges (77.6% against 22.4%). 
Thus, as in Barcelona, more than one-fifth of the swappers in Paris chose 
accommodation located out of the municipality borders, where smaller 
towns, well connected with central Paris, feature a charming and relaxed 
ambience away from the downtown buzz. Other than location, property 
characteristics could explain the appreciation for swapping close to, but out-
side the French capital. In fact, the higher number of bedrooms on average – 
3.6 rooms versus 2.2 in the Paris municipality – make it more suitable for 
larger parties, particularly families. In addition to this, a significant number 
(15.6%) of houses offered in the rest of the region are equipped with swim-
ming pools against almost none (0.6%) of those located in Paris.

Nevertheless, the majority of swappers are still more attracted by the 
idea of an experience completely embedded in the Parisian landscape. Thus 
we focused on this group and analyzed the spatial distribution in terms of 
concentration rate for the 20 districts of the city. While none of them reaches 
10% in terms of prior exchanges, some spatial patterns can be seen. The six 
most central districts (1st, 2nd, 3rd, 4th, 5th, 6th), including the historical 
core of the city and most tourist sights, concentrate together just over one-
tenth of all the exchanges considered in the sample, while residential areas – 
the 15th (9.5%), the 12th (9.2%) and the 10th (8.9%) – score the highest rates 
of exchange.

These data can be used to test empirically whether the geography of 
tourism activity nuanced by house swaps is significantly different from that 
activated by commercial accommodation. A chi-squared test of the distribu-
tions of hotel accommodation and swaps on offer in terms of district loca-
tions in the inner cities shows that only in the case of Barcelona are the 
distributions significantly different, with a significance value of 0.036, while 
this hypothesis is rejected in the case of Paris (0.220). This result seems to 
indicate that in the case of Barcelona the supply of houses for exchange fits 
a spatial logic that leads swappers away from more ‘touristed’ areas and into 
quarters with greater property amenities, also in less central areas. However, 
this result may be influenced by a scale factor, as the number of spatial units 
considered is notably larger in the case of Paris. The detail of this analysis 
could be improved, and possibly its results reverted, looking at the very fine 
level of attractions, which we leave for further research, and including in the 
analysis the surrounding municipalities in the metropolitan region or 
province.
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Conclusions

This exploration of the home exchange marketplace – both at the global 
scale as patterns of origin–destination flows and at the local scale in 
Barcelona and Paris – is intended to contribute to the theoretical discussion 
on networked hospitality provided up to now mainly by sociologists, and to 
bridge the field of geography. Although further research is certainly needed, 
observations at both scales suggest that we may be seeing an important new 
development in terms of tourism as agency and its cultural dimension. There 
is indeed evidence that the mobilities of home exchanging lean away from 
the conventional geography of tourism, which is still strongly framed into a 
model which attributes an important power of agency to the travel industry 
in the construction of tourist places (Miossec, 1976). This echoes a postcolo-
nialist rationale by which people from the ‘core’ (hard-working, surveilled, 
urban, cold, industrial) travel to ‘peripheries’ (hospitable, ‘exotic’, sunny, tol-
erant, leisurely), carrying with them their hegemonic cultural models and 
imageries – colonizing them and transforming them, according to a pre-
defined geopolitical structural order.

Contrasting with this model, globalization has mobilized middle classes 
from all over the world and has imposed a travelling culture which privileges 
the urban sphere as receptacle of landscapes and services favoured by the 
cosmopolitan consuming class (Fainstein et al., 2003). This has stimulated a 
new global tourist system in which everybody (who can afford it) travels 
everywhere; and that everywhere tends to be urban in nature, and of a type 
of urbanism which rapidly loses its vernacular, authentic attributes under the 
transforming pressure of the global mobilities which transverse it. The pure 
P2P model of networked hospitality thus challenges traditional concepts of 
the internal organization of the tourist destination as pivoting on attractions 
and sights. Social and cultural features of ‘community’ enter the stage more 
decidedly and seem to influence the cognitive and relational processes that 
make a destination known to visitors, with both central gentrified neighbour-
hoods offering enticing opportunities of relationships and consumption that 
become encased in narratives of the ‘local’ everyday life, and suburban dis-
tricts featuring a high degree of housing and environmental quality. Both 
types of areas are familiar, legible landscapes for expert travelling communi-
ties, and stage the convergence with the local ‘cosmopolitan consuming class’.

The transformative power of home exchanges is still very limited, given 
the small size of this community compared to the hundreds of millions 
mobilized by conventional travel modalities, although increasing. It is also 
remarkably different from that of other forms of networked hospitality with 
a larger geographic spread, as shown in the current volume by Arias and 
Quaglieri in relation to Airbnb, or with regard to CouchSurfing and other 
forms of non-reciprocal and altruistic hospitality (where, arguably, the 
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profile and social networking capabilities of the host have an even greater 
influence on the spatial and relational practices of guests).

In any case, on the premise that the collaborative economy is here to stay, 
as recently suggested at Catalonia’s World Tourism Day,3 and that travel is 
among those domains of human life which are most likely to take profit 
from it, we can argue that both research and destination management prac-
tice need to look beyond consolidated models framed in conventional theo-
ries on the agency of tourism. Today and in the future not only do tourists 
strive more than ever before to be ‘locals’, but they can also count on the 
basic element of local landscapes which allow them to intervene as locals in 
processes of place construction, which is also ‘home’.
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Notes
(1) A stratified random sample was drawn to reflect the breakdown of listings by region 

of origin (location of the offering party) so as to allow statistical inferences by regions 
in our analyses based on the sample without the need to adjust it to the entire popu-
lation. The information covers selected variables (classified arbitrarily by the authors) 
such as the origin regions and requested destinations, the type of places, experiences 
and properties offered and sought, the number of exchanges already conducted and 
the profile of the parties.

(2) For full results and methodological details, see Russo and Quaglieri Domínguez (2014).
(3) See https://rosagarriga.wordpress.com/2014/10/17/the-collaborative-economy- 

debated-during-catalonias-world-tourism-day-event/
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Authority and Authorship: 
Uncovering the 
Sociotechnical Regimes of 
Peer-to-Peer Tourism

Paula Bialski

Introduction

Recent years have witnessed a boom in online social networks that allow 
people to share goods rather than just owning them. These peer-to-peer 
sharing platforms have also begun impacting the way in which travel is 
done. CouchSurfing, car-sharing and short-term rental platforms like Airbnb 
have created spaces for sharing one’s resources with others offline, creating 
what is termed the ‘sharing economy’ (Sacks, 2011) or mode of ‘collaborative 
consumption’ (Botsman & Rogers, 2010) and an ‘economy of sharing’. These 
online technologies match providers or owners of certain goods (like a couch 
to sleep on) or services (like installing the kitchen sink) with consumers – 
allowing users to access goods and services without the necessity of 
ownership.

Among the growing research on the subject of hospitality and peer-to-
peer tourism, Germann Molz recently described the way in which ‘Couch-
Surfing and Airbnb point toward a new paradigm of sociality for a mobile 
and networked society’ that stresses ‘hospitable encounters among friends 
and strangers’, (Germann Molz, 2014: 1). Peer-to-peer tourism platforms pro-
duce a ‘network hospitality’ where sharing with strangers becomes a direct 
part of the tourist practice. More specifically, through such platforms, the 
tourism enactment increasingly includes the act of sharing one’s private 
space, sharing time, care and attention, and sharing experiences with one’s 
host and guest. While such new platforms undoubtedly impact the way 
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tourism is ‘done’ (Bialski, 2012; Germann Molz & Gibson, 2007), such peer-
to-peer websites cannot be fully understood without looking into the role 
of the platforms themselves in creating the tourist experience. As the con-
tributions in this edited volume share insights into new hospitality models 
and their role in local place making, this chapter takes a step back and 
questions not the hospitality model itself, but rather the platform or 
medium through which this model is made available. Here I ask, how does 
the hospitality platform function, and what role does it have in shaping, 
directing and limiting our sense of the local? We cannot fully begin to 
understand how these new peer-to-peer platforms change the cultural 
grounding and cognitive context of the tourism experience without inves-
tigating the platform that enables such tourism to take place. This chapter 
asks: in what way does Airbnb’s interface and algorithms as well as its 
regime of ‘doing things’ influence where the tourist travels and with whom 
the tourist engages?

New social networks, apps and platforms that allow users to share also 
adhere to their own specific logics – of usership, power, inclusion and exclu-
sion. These platforms are designed in such a way that they become gatekeep-
ers of a certain form of tourism – including some and excluding others, and 
supporting a certain structure of practices that are not as all-encompassing 
as they first may seem.

This chapter will shed light on the way in which one such hospitality 
model functions, by starting from a thick ethnographic description of the 
Airbnb platform itself. Doing so will highlight the role of digital media in 
affecting, filtering and determining where the tourist travels to, whom they 
are hosted by, and what exactly is being exchanged. By looking at Airbnb’s 
specific interface, algorithms, structures and regulations, I will first outline 
the infrastructural limitations of these new tourism sites.

Additionally, this chapter will illustrate how peer-produced hospitality 
networks favour certain conducts and practices, creating a ‘regime of living’– 
meaning a specific ‘manner, method, rule or government, including principles 
of reasoning, valuation and practice’ (Collier & Lakoff, 2005: 23). In order to 
thrive as a tourist or host in such new tourism networks, one must also 
understand these practices, and acquire a how-to knowledge of manoeuvring 
through the site itself (for example, a host’s apartment becomes a popular 
listing because of the various skills s/he acquires to popularize it and gain 
positive reputation). These ‘skills’ such as knowing how to take and upload 
one’s professional-looking apartment photos or how to provide customer ser-
vice, are inherent practices within such peer-to-peer hospitality networks, 
and will be explained in detail in this chapter. Additionally, Airbnb is not 
available in an older media format – it is not a text message or video that is 
being shared, but rather space, time, the feeling of home, safety, rest and cosi-
ness. What is being shared is also an authenticity of experience. Thus the ideo-
logical and aesthetic regime of how to be a host, how to create and ‘market’ 
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one’s home, and in what way to interact with one’s guest are all inherent 
parts of such peer-to-peer tourism and will be explored in this chapter.

To summarize, I propose looking at the logics of new peer-to-peer tour-
ism by unravelling:

(1) how a tourist platform is established and what authority such a platform 
holds around the rules, interface and regulation of travel and 
hospitality;

(2) the type of authorship that is inherent in sharing one’s home. What ideo-
logical and aesthetic regime is employed by the Airbnb website, and 
what exact practices do they prioritize and promote in order to make 
such tourism possible?

This chapter will thus point to issues of inequality, inclusion and exclusion, 
and limited access to goods and services in this new peer-to-peer tourist 
economy. This research follows a digital sociology, which aims to under-
stand ‘how people interact with their technologies: how they deal with the 
plethora of information streaming forth from the internet, what they use 
their digital devices for, how these devices are employed at home and in the 
workplace and so on’ (Lupton, 2012: 9). Drawing from ethnographic and 
survey research among Airbnb users in Berlin, this chapter will explore the 
logic of sharing offline goods using new technologies, adding a deeper, mul-
tidimensional analysis of these new peer-to-peer tourist systems. In doing 
so, this analysis aims to challenge the term ‘sharing’, and the inherent prob-
lems of authority, authorship and authenticity in these new sharing 
opportunities.

Airbnb: Methodology

This chapter is based on an online and offline ethnography as well as a 
survey analysis of Airbnb.com – focusing both on how the website is designed 
and how accommodation is shared. Airbnb was chosen because of its central-
ity in peer-to-peer tourism. Much as in all instances of peer-to-peer tourism, 
the product being shared can be tangible (an apartment) or non-tangible (the 
feeling of ‘home’, comfort, etc.), non-monetized or monetized – creating an 
example of the complexity of the goods being shared as well as how they are 
shared. Like in all peer-to-peer tourist systems, the website or app is the 
central medium for accessing such tourism resources, in this case, accom-
modation. Among mainstream media, Airbnb is also part of much hype and 
controversy around peer-to-peer tourism. The Economist, for example, touted 
the online network as one of the ‘most prominent sharing services’ 
(Economist, 2013), which allows ‘millions of total strangers’ to rent accom-
modation out to one another.
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This research is based on a six-month ethnography of the practices 
inherent in being both an Airbnb host and guest, as well as how the 
 organization itself runs. In the first half of 2013, I used Airbnb in Berlin, and 
spoke with hosts and guests about using the platform. Throughout this 
research, I hosted my own apartment five times and stayed in five apart-
ments in Berlin. I kept a field diary of my interaction with host and guests, 
and analyzed the online ethnography of the platform’s interface and my 
host–guest interactions. In the summer of 2013 I also collaborated with 
staff at the Airbnb headquarters in Hamburg. During this process I observed 
the infrastructural design and organizational ideology that went into build-
ing the platform, specifically as the public policy team developed a larger 
survey of Airbnb usership in Berlin. The survey was sent out to hosts and 
guests in July 2013, and was designed by members of the Airbnb research 
team. The host survey was disseminated to selected users who rented out 
their property in Berlin between June 2012 and the end of May 2013. Here, 
4000 hosts received a 16-question email survey in German, with a response 
rate of 10% (400). The guest survey was sent out at random (the user IDs 
were randomly selected), to those who stayed in Berlin during the same 
June–May time period. Here, 11,000 received the 24-question email survey 
in English, with a response rate of 7% (716). The process of understanding 
which questions were important to the Airbnb team allowed me to gain a 
deeper understanding of the influence of the platform on shaping the tourist 
practice. I gained full access to the survey data that also allowed me to ana-
lyze the open-ended answers that showed the process of being a host and a 
guest. The respondents reflected the general composition of Airbnb’s users 
in Berlin.

In this chapter I define the ‘guest’ as a traveller who makes a reservation 
through Airbnb. A ‘host’ is defined as someone who offers their home for 
rent on Airbnb. The vast majority of Airbnb hosts have only one property 
listed for rent on the site, and thus I refer to these users as ‘typical hosts’. 
Rarely was a host a short-term rental investor, owning various properties 
specifically for the purpose of making a profit on short-term rentals. As will 
be discussed, typical hosts rent out their primary residence.

Designed like a social networking website with a profile of each user, a 
friendship list and a review system – the so-called ‘community market-
place’ allows the user to offer accommodation for a certain price to any-
body who is willing to pay the given amount. Any host can deny the rental 
of their space without giving a reason to the user requesting the space (this 
negotiation of authority will be discussed in a further section). This differs 
from a hotel booking, as the host has first to accept the guest’s request. 
Thus, this exchange is not purely about hospitality – the host–guest 
exchange is usually based on an economic imperative – where the host 
relies on the income of the guest and thus, more often than not, accepts the 
guest’s request.
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In order to advertise accommodation, the host is requested to upload one 
or more photos of the space-on-offer, describe the space and provide its loca-
tion. When searching for accommodation in a given location, a traveller can 
filter the available spaces based on location in a city (limited to a certain 
desired district), price range, and accommodation type (whether an entire 
apartment, a room in a shared house, or a shared room). The offers then 
appear on a list as well as on a map of the city. Somebody searching for accom-
modation will then book the space of their choice by providing credit card 
details and time of arrival and departure. The host then must approve the 
booking via email, and arrange a time to let their guest into their house. Most 
often, a host gives the guests keys to the apartment for the duration of their 
stay, and provides the guest with a small tour of the apartment. Airbnb is not 
always an exchange between, as Rogers and Botsman pointed out, people 
with ‘similar interests’. As this chapter will show, becoming a ‘peer provider’ 
is an entrepreneurial process that people engage in for other reasons.

Theoretically, this chapter understands the social phenomenon of peer-
to-peer tourism networks as sociotechnical systems – being embedded 
socially, but also configured technically through its digital structure. The 
‘technical’ should be thus be unravelled in order to fully understand these 
systems, as ‘coded structures are profoundly altering the nature of our con-
nections, creations and interactions’ (Van Dijck, 2013: 20), including the pro-
cess of tourism. While exploring the empirical case study of Airbnb, this 
chapter’s argument relies on three theoretical dimensions. The first is that of 
digital infrastructures, a term coined by Leigh Star and Ruhleder (1996) 
which describes the process of digitalization as a ‘sociotechnical process of 
applying digitizing techniques to broader social and institutional contexts 
that render digital technologies infrastructural’ (Tilson et al., 2010). The con-
cept of digital infrastructures places emphasis on the fact that IT has become 
deeply socially embedded, and is coordinated through diverse sociotechnical 
worlds and numerous standards. Thus, to take into account this infrastruc-
ture, I will describe the interface, platform design and the boundaries of such 
infra structures on the peer-to-peer tourism system of Airbnb. Secondly, digi-
tal infrastructure also creates what Terranova calls the ‘outernet’ – the net-
work of social, cultural and economic relationships that criss-crosses and 
exceeds the internet. This outernet surrounds and connects the latter to 
larger flows of labour, culture and power (Terranova, 2000). The way in 
which the host and guest ‘labour’ and enforce forms of power and various 
tourism cultures will also be explored. Finally, this chapter also sees any peer-
to-peer system as not a fully egalitarian and grassroots venture, but an eco-
system that is controlled by a specific design and platform ideology (in this 
case Airbnb). This digital infrastructure thus has its own ‘regime of living’ – 
meaning a specific ‘manner, method, rule or government, including principles 
of reasoning, valuation and practice’ (Collier & Lakoff, 2005: 23) – and this 
shall also be taken into account throughout this exploratory chapter.
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Sharing and Peer-to-Peer Tourism

While the emergence of peer-to-peer tourism platforms can be embedded 
(more or less deeply) in discourses around of sharing, borrowing, gift-giving, 
personal space, cooperation, possession, intimacy, reciprocity and a number 
of other socio-economic phenomena, it seems most appropriate for this 
chapter to situate peer-to-peer tourist networks in the greater landscape of 
what has been recently termed the ‘sharing economy’ (Rogers & Botsman, 
2010). Sharing will be an underlying theme in this chapter because, as we 
shall see, the act of sharing is deeply intertwined with digital design ele-
ments of various platforms (Van Dijck, 2013), and most definitely is an 
imperative of Airbnb. File sharing, peer-to-peer information and knowledge 
sharing, blogging or uploading content to Wikipedia were some of the first 
forms of sharing digital content using online platforms. While a slew of lit-
erature developed addressing the process of sharing online (Bauwens, 2005; 
Cammaerts, 2011; Hemetsberger & Reinhardt, 2009; John, 2012; Von Hippel & 
Von Krogh, 2003), most of this ‘sharing’ stayed online – meaning what was 
being shared was uploaded online by a peer provider, and downloaded by a 
consumer. These platforms, also termed ‘technologies of cooperation’, 
shifted from the explicit design of systems to providing platforms for tool 
creation and system emergence (Rheingold, 2007: 59). FreeCycle or Wikipedia 
(both sharing platforms) emerged, as Rheingold argues, from the ‘intentional 
creation of tools and platforms for interaction and value exchange’ 
(Rheingold, 2007: 59).

Peer-to-peer tourist systems in this sharing economy can also be divided 
into practices of monetized (like Airbnb) or non-monetized (like 
CouchSurfing) exchange. The latter relates to what Jenkins et al. term ‘inter-
personal borrowing’, further defining it as a ‘pervasive form of non-market 
mediated access-based consumption and a distinct form of exchange’ 
(Jenkins et al., 2014: 131). Access-based consumption would refer to online 
clothing swap networks like Swapstyle.com, where network members share 
clothing items from their closet, without selling or buying. Swap networks 
have to deal with a different set of logics of ‘sharing’ from Airbnb users 
because of its monetary, competitive, market-based logic.

These new peer-to-peer tourist systems also challenge the ways in which 
sociality takes place among strangers. Rogers and Botsman explain that such 
practices are part of a ‘collaborative lifestyle’ in which people with ‘similar 
interests are banding together to share less tangible assets’, and the internet 
enables people to ‘coordinate scale and transcend’ physical boundaries 
(Rogers & Botsman, 2010). These collaborative technologies are helping 
foster the peer-to-peer sharing of goods and services offline, returning to the 
‘old logic’ of sharing as an act that fosters collaboration and community 
between society members, face-to-face, allowing people to share and mon-
etize their space and time.
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Additionally, certain peer-to-peer tourist services like Airbnb (also called 
short-term rental websites) were popularized in the mass media as being a 
‘disruptive economic force’. In Forbes, Geron (2013) claimed that the sharing 
economy is ‘turning millions of people into part-time entrepreneurs, and 
disrupting old notions about consumption and ownership’, estimating that 
‘revenue flowing through the sharing economy directly into people’s wallets 
will surpass $3.5 billion this year, with growth exceeding 25%’ (Geron, 
2013). Yet the predominant problem with the descriptions of such new tour-
ism peer-to-peer structures thus far is that most discourse has emerged from 
the business, marketing and economics literature, with little analysis of the 
types of sociality that emerge or the ways in which the digital infrastruc-
tures frame such emergent socialities. Moreover, to date, research has been 
done to explore the way in which peer-to-peer networks generate content 
online, yet little has been said about the way in which people use online 
social platforms to share space, services, physical goods and knowledge 
offline. Only limited academic research has been conducted to understand 
the digital infrastructure and ideological and aesthetic regime that such peer-
to-peer websites create.

Moreover, while peer-to-peer tourism also has the potential to transform 
people’s tourism consumption patterns, perhaps having an immense impact 
on both an economic and environmental scale, little social research thus far 
has been done to underline the limitations of such sharing. By looking at the 
logics of sharing, one begins to unravel questions pertaining to possession 
and property, exclusion and inclusion. While in the past few years sharing 
has become ‘associated with politics, with socialist, communist, and anar-
chist values, with the free culture movement and the digital commons’, 
Wittel (2011) also explains that the seemingly fuzzy and cuddly term ‘shar-
ing’ must be ‘unpacked’ in order to understand its complex nuances that 
show that sharing is used for ‘different social practices with different func-
tions and different motivations’ (Wittel, 2011).

What also needs to be discussed when addressing this new peer-to-peer 
tourism network is the way in which one can approach the economics of the 
practice in the first place. The process of ‘sharing’ using such online tech-
nologies involves its own economies. As mentioned, Airbnb is a monetized 
sharing practice. CouchSurfing.org, on the other hand, allows users to share 
their home for free, yet another type of economy of reciprocity is involved in 
such exchange (Bialski, 2012). The monetization of a hospitality exchange 
such as Airbnb can disrupt forms of reciprocity, replace the hotel industry, 
and create new forms of sociality (see, for example, Arias & Quaglieri, in this 
volume; Ikkala & Lampinen, 2015). While this monetization process has 
wide implications that will not be addressed in this particular chapter, the 
so-called ‘sharing economy’ also has its own economic imperative at work, 
and the prices, forms of reciprocity and exchange have to be negotiated, 
depending on the logics of the ‘sharing network’. Focusing on the work 
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around the cultural and political economy can be a useful example in this 
case. In the book Customs in Common (1991), E.P. Thompson refers to the 
moral economy of the English crowd in the 18th century, specifically describ-
ing the way in which the market was negotiated – how prices were negoti-
ated between buyer and seller. Thompson explained that exchange is never 
only about an economic logic – there are also cultural logics involved that 
define value and modes of exchange. Thus, one will never find a clear eco-
nomic logic in such exchanges as Airbnb or other sharing transactions, but 
rather there are many more cultural logics involved. There are also instances 
when care, hospitality, love, trust and comfort is exchanged. In these cases, 
not only money, but also other forms of reciprocity are expected. Zelizer 
terms this an ‘economy of intimacy’, where spheres of ‘sentiment and soli-
darity’ mix with economies of ‘calculation and efficiency’ (Zelizer, 2005: 22). 
When addressing sharing economies, and when exploring the way in which 
a person shares their personal space, one also must take into account both 
the cultural and economic logics inherent in the exchange, in order to under-
stand the forms of reciprocity and exchange that are negotiated. Hosts, 
before listing their space, often ask themselves: How much can I charge? 
Whom can I accept into my home? For how long can they stay? Thus, the 
boundaries of ‘sharing’ and the negotiations between the host and guest are 
not clear cut, and must be here unpacked when attempting to understand 
how collaborative consumption functions.

In order to understand these negotiations, this chapter focuses mainly on 
the peer providers of a collaborative consumption platform. A ‘peer provider’ 
is, as Rogers and Botsman explain, a person who provides the assets to be 
shared. ‘Peer users’ are those who consume the available products and ser-
vices. While people can be both providers and users, some feel more apt to 
take on one of the two roles (Botsman & Rogers, 2012: 70).

This part-ethnographic, part-survey analysis of becoming a peer provider 
in the sharing economy is not intended to provide answers as to why some-
body becomes a peer provider, but rather aims to place such practices among 
a deeper discourse on sharing using new media technologies – showing that 
the sharing economy is not only about sharing goods, but more about also 
understanding the logics of the sharing platform, and the negotiations between 
peer provider and peer user. By situating these emerging sharing practices 
both online and offline, and in showing how sharing is shaped and influenced 
by platform interface as well as by the user’s authorship, this study also 
attempts to add to the ‘critical studies of the contemporary uses and cultures 
of electronic and digital information technology’ (Lovink, 2011: 93).

While this research will not outline the entire history of sharing via the 
web, what is worth noting is that there was never a clear distinction as to 
when exactly people migrated their online interaction and sharing practices 
offline. For example, in the early 1990s one of the first online communica-
tion systems, Internet Relay Chat (IRC) – a protocol for live interactive 
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internet text messaging – became a meeting place for a variety of interest 
groups, and these groups or group members sometimes migrated their inter-
action to an offline setting. Many of the early pioneers in web development 
during the so-called dotcom boom – such as the founders of the first music-
sharing platform, Napster – met via IRC, and then continued working 
together, travelling together and travelling to meet one another face to face. 
Yet where chatrooms like IRC or various social networks prevalent today 
such as Facebook differ is that these platforms are not specifically intended 
for migrating new online ties to offline interaction. What is relevant here is 
that migratory online/offline interaction between strangers is often regarded 
as new, awkward, and involving a number of negotiations between users. 
The complexity of this new peer-to-peer tourism platform is that it requires 
that a user negotiate: (a) the migratory aspects of online/offline interaction; 
(b) the cultural logics of the sharing economy; and (c) interaction between 
strangers. Airbnb as a platform does mediate, gate-keep, and skew these 
negotiations by deciding: (a) who meets whom, where and at what time; 
(b) when phone numbers are revealed and when users are ‘allowed’ to migrate 
their interaction influences; (c) how and when the users will migrate their 
interaction offline. The cultural logics of the type of accommodation being 
shared, as well as what is acceptable conduct between host and guest – is also 
outlined by the ‘governing authority’ of Airbnb, which implements certain 
design elements into their system to instil such authority. It is exactly these 
design choices and structural limitations of the website’s interface that, first 
and foremost, must be taken into account when attempting to understand 
peer-to-peer tourism.

Authority

To approach this question we cannot just accept these platforms as being 
enablers for sharing ‘on a much larger scale, to coordinate better, and to 
transcend physical boundaries while sharing’ (Botsman & Rogers, 2010). 
Stating that sharing is booming because of the ‘speed’ and ‘ease’ that new 
sharing technologies offer us is not looking critically enough at the way in 
which these platforms function. This is why I wish to first start my analysis 
with the platform design of Airbnb, which will help unravel the technical 
infrastructure that first determines the context and logic of what is being 
shared, how and with whom.

Airbnb as well as other collaborative consumption networks are essen-
tially a peer production network – where resources are pooled together to 
produce goods or services no single individual could have done otherwise 
(Rheingold, 2007: 42). Yet Airbnb, much like other peer-to-peer networks, is 
not just a ‘free-for-all’ network. Airbnb is not an anonymous interface where 
two autonomous entities just meet – one being the peer provider and the 
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other being the peer user – both negotiating in a culturally free space. The 
peer network principles that ‘form the structural basis of many new experi-
ments in bottom-up social and economic models of exchange’ (Rheingold, 
2007) are present in many open-source platforms where the users determine 
the rules and regulations of interaction. Yet peer-to-peer tourism networks 
that appear to foster horizontal exchanges between users do in fact adhere 
to other forms of control: the website owners have certain economic or ideo-
logical motivations constraining the functioning of their website, and the 
programmers make certain coding choices and even the domain name system 
(DNS), which ‘vertically stratify the horizontal logic through a set of regula-
tory bodies that manage internet addresses and names’ (Galloway, 2004: 6).

Thus, users are not able to create their own rules of how a given space is 
shared. Airbnb as a website is an authority in the exchange of goods – thus, 
not really qualifying as a bottom-up structure. To reiterate, both the design 
of the interface, as well as the rules and regulations of exchange set by the 
Airbnb company, authorize and control how the sharing transaction takes 
place (Galloway, 2004). One could also suggest that the primary peer provider 
in this instance is the Airbnb organization, and the hosts and guests are peer 
users – creating a triangulation between Airbnb, renters and users. What are 
the roles of design and categorization for such systems? What are the inter-
face pre-sets? Understanding the infrastructural gates that determine what is 
being shared, how and with whom can uncover the various forms of control, 
and the various stakeholders, in this peer-to-peer sharing logic.

To begin with, the platform requires membership. Each new user wish-
ing to host somebody, or rent a space, is required to ‘sign up’ to the website. 
‘Signing up’ means that the new user must provide their name, age, location 
and contact details, as well as an email address. The platform also offers a 
quicker method of ‘signing up’ by using an already-existing Facebook profile – 
which is then synced with the Airbnb profile. This is the first step in an 
Airbnb gatekeeping process. The act of registering one’s identity as a prereq-
uisite to sharing something one owns already begs criticism. In this process – 
those who do not want to reveal their email address, or do not want to 
provide a profile photo – are already discriminated against and cannot, or 
have a much harder time in sharing their apartment. Following the sign-up 
process, any user wishing to rent out a space must do so by credit card pay-
ment. Again, this excludes anybody without a credit card, or those wishing 
to pay in cash or in any other form of currency or barter exchange. Airbnb 
and other short-term rental websites established this form of payment infra-
structure in order to both verify the host and guest’s identity and to make 
them liable in case of any fraud or damage to the host’s apartment. Airbnb 
also charges between 6% and 12% in ‘guest service fees’ for any booking, and 
a credit card payment infrastructure guarantees that no exchange takes place 
based on cash or barter. This can then limit barter exchanges, bottom-up 
price regulation or one-off non-monetary exchanges. What if, for example, 
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an Airbnb host feels like letting out their apartment to a guest for free, just 
because they have an inclination to do so? Alternative forms of peer-to-peer 
exchange are limited by the website’s standards and payment protocols.

Airbnb’s visual branding is also worth mentioning. The platform’s inter-
face is composed mainly of photographs of apartment listings, white space 
and location maps. While any host can essentially upload any sort of photo-
graph of their accommodation they choose, the photographs featured on the 
interface suggest that users conform to a certain aesthetic standard. For 
example, the interface promotes various ‘dream destinations’ and ‘featured 
accommodations’ – glossy, bright, professional-looking photos of ‘trendy-
looking’ spaces like a tree house in Sydney, a Brooklyn loft or a hammock on 
a beach in Laos. These photographs featured on the platform establish a sort 
of aesthetic regime that the users of the platform must adhere to in order to 
be a successful host. Those without a camera, or without the skills to take a 
good photo are automatically excluded from succeeding in the market. Thus 
‘what’ is being shared is predetermined by the interface – in this case, styl-
ish, glossy, well-kept apartments that adhere to a certain global cosmopoli-
tan aesthetic. Finally, ‘whom’ one shares with is also determined by an 
 algorithm – in searching out places to stay, Airbnb’s search engine will not 
show every host on every street of Berlin. This already forms a random filter 
of who you can share your apartment with.

Airbnb is in no way hiding their role as a broker in the transaction 
between peer provider and peer user. Yet what I aimed to outline in this sec-
tion is that ‘sharing’ here is from the outset not as easy as putting up a Pink 
Floyd guitar tab online for others to use. The peer-to-peer tourism platform 
itself has an underlying authority in the sharing economy, providing an inter-
face allowing, while at the same time limiting, who shares what with whom. 
This is not to say that hosts do not have ‘authorship’ in outlining what is 
being shared, yet they do have to manoeuvre through the website’s protocols 
in order to circumvent the given infrastructure, vandalizing, hacking or creat-
ing ‘counter-protocological attacks’ (Galloway, 2004). This does not have to 
be a drastic ‘attack’. Such examples of circumvention can include responding 
to requests with a ‘no’ while one’s apartment status is set to ‘available’. While 
this practice would be literally circumventing the intention of the ‘availabil-
ity’ calendar design of Airbnb, a host may do so in order to choose ‘preferred’ 
guests to stay in one’s apartment. Indeed, once somebody requests the given 
housing listing, it is the host who decides to accept or reject the guest. The 
host, on meeting the guest, provides the guest with a tour of their house or 
apartment – also outlining what of the space, and the amenities and items in 
that space, can and cannot be used. Yet does the host give their guest a tour 
hoping that they will receive a good rating on their host profile? Once we 
start asking questions relating to the agency of the host, and the exact choices 
he/she makes in providing a certain tourist experience, the intertwining 
of human agency and technological agency becomes more transparent. 
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While the platform Airbnb is a certain gatekeeper, the host does form a frame 
and imaginary of the way in which one’s space must be used – the way the 
place is treated and the expected mode of using the space. If the space is mis-
treated, the host also has the authority and the power to reprimand the guest. 
Here, the Airbnb platform allows for new categories and new negotiations to 
emerge. This space has a certain set of expectations – acceptable ways of using 
and acting in that space – making both the hosts and the platform instigators 
of a certain ‘regime of living’ (Collier & Lakoff, 2005).

Authenticity

As was mentioned in a previous paragraph, Airbnb is unlike other non-
monetary, access-based sharing platforms because of its monetary, competi-
tive, market-based logic. While many peer providers within the sharing 
economy have a primary money-based imperative to share their possessions, 
their practices are still cloaked in the illusion of being something good, world 
changing and utopian. While Airbnb involves a monetary exchange, there 
still seems to be something sharing-like within Airbnb, and this is linked to 
the authenticity that is necessary when being a host. Participating in the 
sharing economy comes with an unwritten, yet quite specific ‘how-to’ guide 
of how to act as a host – and authenticity, or maintaining an illusion of 
authenticity – is very much part of the practice, and success, of sharing. 
When entering an economy of home atmospheres, authenticity is even more 
important. ‘Private life is the realm in which we attempt to behave in an 
authentic manner, to be “true” to ourselves’ (Sennett, 2003: 7). The concept 
of ‘the home’ has particular resonances for the ‘authentic’ emotional self 
(Lupton, 1998: 156).

As mentioned in the first section, Airbnb produces an aesthetic world for 
and by a media-savvy, mobile class – and this class is not only sharing spaces 
but experiences and atmospheres. It is imperative to outline that peer-to-peer 
tourism also involves an economy of atmospheres. In a saturated Airbnb 
market like Berlin, hosts have to compete with other hosts in order to attract 
guests to their listings. One of my hosts in Berlin was a young orchestral 
musician who complained about the number of new apartment listings on 
her street. Due to the growing market competition, she was forced to find 
ways of attracting Airbnb guests to her flat. In order to do so, she curated her 
apartment in order to convey a certain atmosphere or experience for the 
guest. This atmosphere was created by taking photos that adhered to an 
aesthetic logic of Airbnb: high-resolution photos filtered in a specific way, 
emphasizing bright colours and quaint details of her apartment. In order to 
compete with the others on her street, she was thus forced to engage in an 
economy of atmospheres, following an aesthetic logic that peer-to-peer tour-
ism platform such as Airbnb also adheres to.
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As atmosphere is an inherent aspect of the sense of home (Pennartz, 
2006), hosts consciously advertise their house or apartment listings convey-
ing a specific atmosphere – using adjectives that connote familiarity and a 
sense of home. Words like ‘cozy’ or ‘relaxing’, ‘elegant’ or ‘pleasant’ are often 
used to describe a listing. Returning to Berlin, when placing a search for 
accommodation, some of the first listings carry slogans like ‘Romantic Room 
in Artistic Flat’, ‘Beautiful & Cozy Rooftop Room’ or even ‘Dream Home 
with Bikes and Love’. Here, the emotionality of the language used heightens 
the authenticity of a place and the authenticity of an experience (Urry, 2005). 
Images of the space are also used to convey a sense of atmosphere. Some 
apartments might have warm colours, cosy pillows, candles, rustic book-
shelves; others show photos of clean white walls, minimal expensive furni-
ture and tasteful artwork. Images are used to convey a sort of atmosphere 
appealing to the potential guest. Each listing also features a feedback section – 
a feature of the profile’s interface where previous guests are expected to 
‘review’ the listing based on accuracy, cleanliness, check-in experience, com-
munication, location and value, providing a written description of their expe-
rience. The success of any listing relies on ‘positive’ reviews, but these 
reviews not only convey a sense of trust but also help convey (to other guests) 
an atmosphere of a certain space.

The friendlier, more seemingly ‘authentic’ apartments gain more positive 
reviews on the website – as one interviewed Airbnb host noted that they 
gained more requests after paying attention to his profile and putting up 
light photos that resembled those on Airbnb’s ‘featured’ apartments. This 
sort of competition of authenticity and competition over ‘cosiness’ is not 
only a competition between hosts, but their competition is also supported 
and entangled in the various digital artefacts and structures that mediate this 
competition. Airbnb has a section of their website that highlights their ‘fea-
tured listings’ – boasting a certain whitewashed aesthetic of homes and 
apartment that seem desirable. These photos help imply a standard, setting 
the stage for other hosts to do the same, if they want to be successful. This 
aesthetic regime then creates an illusion of authenticity for guests willing to 
pay for the authentic feeling of home – what Bernstein in ‘Temporarily 
Yours’ terms bounded authenticity or an ‘emotionally bounded exchange’ 
(Bernstein, 2007: 6).

This illusion of authenticity, and the illusion that sharing does take place, 
is inherently part of the sharing exchange. This authenticity is part of the 
economy of atmospheres that is promoted by peer providers, and made visi-
ble through the Airbnb interface through images and listing reviews. 
Advertising a listing as a ‘home’, rather than just an apartment, room or 
space, already connotes that the peer user will gain an experience of a certain 
atmosphere – in this case, a sense of ‘home’. This ‘economy of atmospheres’ – 
where what is being exchange is in fact a feeling, a ‘dream’, a specific 
atmosphere – is intrinsic in the success of Airbnb.
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Conclusions

This research highlighted the role of digital infrastructures in sharing 
one’s accommodation via an online peer-to-peer platform called Airbnb.
com. Through unravelling the specific design elements of Airbnb, I have 
attempted to show the deep entanglement of the technological and the 
social – exploring the way in which digital infrastructures enforce certain 
regimes of practice. While research surrounding these new forms of collabo-
ration is slowly increasing, this chapter underlined the need to take into 
account the way in which platform owners as well as the technological 
mechanisms they employ influence the practices of peer-to-peer tourism. 
Understanding this new form of tourism calls for more ethnographic 
accounts of how interaction arises between hosts, guests, and the platform 
that mediates their interaction. This chapter attempted to provide a less 
clear-cut, more critical understanding of the emerging peer-to-peer tourism 
logic. How people share, what they share and with whom they share it with 
are important questions that reveal more about the notions of authenticity, 
authorship and authority inherent in sharing using new media technologies. 
Questions pertaining to the nature of the interaction between peer con-
sumer and peer provider, the role of interface design in fostering and deter-
ring collaboration, the role of friendship, acquaintanceship, trust and 
intimacy in the sharing economy, are all still left to be addressed. That being 
said, studying peer-to-peer tourism networks such as Airbnb can provide an 
innovative account of the intertwining of digital technologies and the 
social, complexifying and demystifying these practices as being only 
human-based, bottom-up tourist structures.
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Ethical Travel: Holidaying to 
Fight the Italian Ma� a

Francesca Forno and Roberta Garibaldi

Introduction

A brand-new role for consumers in the tourism market has emerged as a 
result of various trends: first, there is a desire for different and more ‘exciting’ 
holidays; secondly, there is growing awareness of the impacts that tourism 
may have on host communities by sourcing products, both in terms of envi-
ronmental protection and income for families living in the area; thirdly, by 
facilitating the encounter of like-minded people, new information technolo-
gies and online platforms have made easier the formation of ‘communities of 
practices’1 (Lave & Wenger, 1991) from which, in some cases, new enterprises 
may emerge.

In this chapter we focus on Addiopizzo Travel, a tour operator in Sicily 
that organizes pizzo-free (or mafia-free) trips as a way to fight the mafia. As 
a tourism branch of Addiopizzo (‘Goodbye, pizzo’), an anti-racket organiza-
tion founded in 2004 in Palermo by a group of postgraduate students, 
Addiopizzo Travel works to support those restaurants, hotels, lodges and 
agricultural businesses that have joined the mobilization campaign entitled 
‘change your shopping habits to fight the pizzo’ and that refuse to pay the 
mafia for ‘protection’. In their own guided tours and excursions, Addiopizzo 
Travel offers Italian and foreign visitors the possibility to enjoy a holiday 
supporting pizzo-free entrepreneurs.

The experience of Addiopizzo Travel will be analyzed so as to illustrate 
how host–guest relations in ‘post-tourism’ and ‘cultural tourism 3.0’ work 
(Richards, 2014), and may give rise to or reinforce new ‘market spaces’ in 
which various subjects can reinstate themselves, building new alliances to 
oppose an oppressive system of power and privileges.

The chapter is organized as follows: first the characteristics and the spe-
cifics of what has been called the ‘new’ tourist will be summarized in detail, 
giving particular emphasis to the emergence of what, in analogy with the 
so-called ‘political consumer/political consumerism’, can be called ‘political 
tourist/political tourism’. The argument will proceed discussing the 
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peculiarity of Addiopizzo within the anti-mafia movement mobilization in 
the following section, and the most relevant characteristics of Addiopizzo 
Travel will be analyzed in detail, describing its services and products as well 
as the profile of their costumers and their means of communication. The 
final section concludes.

In particular, the chapter highlights how ethical travel applied to the 
anti-mafia struggle can trigger positive economic and sociopolitical change. 
Moreover, as the case analyzed illustrates, calls for ‘buycotts’ by tourists, in 
the case of Addiopizzo Travel, not only increased pressure for ‘fair trade’, but 
has also helped to strengthen an alternative economic network able to inte-
grate entrepreneurs into a local project to resist organized crime.

The New Role for Consumers in the Tourism Market

In recent decades, the tourist sector has undergone a number of radical 
changes. Since the early 1980s hospitality and tourism services have had to 
adapt quickly to a growing demand for ‘personalization’ which emerged as 
a typical trait of the so called ‘new’ tourist, a tourist who showed lower price 
sensitivity and greater attention to ‘quality’ – such as, for example, environ-
mental quality.

This focus on quality must be understood as largely shaped by changes 
in economic structures (increase of wealth, growth of the services sector, 
diffusion of information technologies), and by social and political processes 
(such as education and democratization) that favour the emergence of a new 
set of post-materialistic values based on self-expression and autonomy 
(Inglehart, 1997).

The ‘new’ tourist debate in the tourism literature stressed the fact that 
an increasing number of travellers today are looking for a meaningful per-
sonal experience, and are therefore striving to feel completely engaged with 
their trip, looking for memorable and unique experiences. Tourists nowadays 
want to be more than spectators; they want to be more active and creative 
(Richards, 2011).

It is within this general trend that the increasing tourist demand for ethi-
cal travel over the past decade should be understood. The increase of this 
type of tourism indicates a growing awareness among tourists of their 
impact and responsibilities as travellers. While the travel sector has become 
one of the planet’s biggest industries, tourists have started to realize their 
own personal power as economic agents, therefore considering in their travel 
choice, among other factors, their impact on the environment or the human 
rights implications of their journeys (Goodwin & Francis, 2003; Seif, 2003; 
Weeden & Boluk, 2014).

These changes have triggered several adjustments by the tourism indus-
try, which has experienced immense growth in alternative, ethics-related 
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tourism experiences, spanning a range of offerings such as ecotourism, 
responsible tourism and sustainable tourism. These offerings tend to reflect 
ethical efforts through practices such as eco-style accommodation, and less 
intrusive sports or transport as part of the holiday experience (Fennell, 
2006; Miller & Hudson, 2004; Weeden, 2002). In a recent study about eco-
accommodation in Europe, 72% of respondents ranked choosing a holiday 
destination that preserves the nature and heritage of the host destination as 
very important (Mintel, 2011).

As we will also argue below while analyzing our specific case study, the 
increase of such a critical and proactive attitude among tourists is linked 
with the diffusion of what has become known as ‘political consumerism’ 
(Micheletti, 2003), a term that refers to the purchase of goods and services 
based not only on price and product quality, but also on the behaviour of 
producers and production methods (i.e. environmental sustainability, 
workers’ rights, human rights, etc.). Often understood as a form of citizen 
participation, this kind of consumption stresses the importance of indi-
vidual responsibility for the common good through recognition of a funda-
mental part of the production process in the very act of consuming 
(Micheletti, 2009).

Although not new, since the mid-1990s the political use of consumption 
has also experienced major growth in contexts where it had long been a niche 
phenomenon (Ferrer-Fons, 2006; Forno & Ceccarini, 2006; Koos, 2012). 
Throughout the Western world, the overall market demand for food, manu-
facturing or services from companies that ensure codes of conduct respectful 
of workers’ rights and the environment has registered considerable growth, 
indicating that political consumerism is now favoured by cultural, political 
and economic factors.

The spread of this type of consumption in recent years is also clearly 
linked to the increase in the use and the development of new communication 
technologies. The use of the internet is particularly important in this case, 
as it allows for a fast and cheap dissemination of information. Thanks to 
these systems, nowadays consumers can find what they want and choose 
between different options without the intermediation of conventional opera-
tors. As Buhalis and Law (2008) note in this regard, ‘the development of ICTs 
and particularly the internet empowered the ‘new’ tourist who is becoming 
knowledgeable and who is increasingly seeking exceptional value for money 
and time. They are less interested in following the crowds in packaged tours 
and much more keen to pursue their own preferences and schedules’ (Buhalis & 
Law, 2008: 610–611).

The success of AddioPizzo Travel was clearly made possible because of 
the changes that occurred in its external environment, which ensured that a 
particular product, such as an anti-mafia holiday, could stimulate growing 
tourist demand. It is, however, important to stress that this particular tour 
operator originated not from a commercial idea, but within a much larger 
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process which in Palermo, Sicily, profoundly changed the strategy utilized 
by the anti-mafia movement by introducing political consumerism.

Political Consumerism and Anti-Ma� a Mobilization

Political consumerism started to be adopted within the anti-mafia move-
ment following the mobilizations that took place around the turn of the new 
century, creating a different cultural climate in which multinational compa-
nies, the rules of the market and of global finance are seen as responsible for 
social injustice and growing environmental problems (Forno & Gunnarson, 
2010). Since the late 1990s, in fact, the organizations involved in boycotts 
and ‘buycotts’ have become some of the key central players in the global 
justice movement, participating as co-organizers of important social and pro-
test events from Seattle and Genoa to social forums and peace marches. 
After the so-called ‘Battle of Seattle’ – the demonstration against the 1999 
ministerial meeting of the World Trade Organization – alternative forms of 
consumption began to be promoted by a variety of civic actors, not only by 
groups that dealt specifically with the promotion of alternative lifestyles and 
consumption models, but also by environmental organizations, anti-war and 
anti-mafia organizations (Forno, 2006; Forno & Graziano, 2014).

It is within this shift that political consumerism also entered the reper-
toire of the anti-mafia movement (Forno, 2011; Forno & Gunnarson, 2010; 
Partridge, 2012). It proved to be a particularly effective strategy as it has also 
enlisted the participation of certain social actors traditionally reluctant to 
take collective action against the mafia. As in the case of sustainable com-
munity movement organizations (Forno & Graziano, 2014), the brand new 
organization Addiopizzo, besides utilizing political consumerism to increase 
awareness to step up pressure on organized crime actors, innovatively intro-
duced the strategy of ‘buycotting’ to facilitate the construction of new alli-
ances among different actors at the local level – shopkeepers, entrepreneurs, 
consumer and environmental groups, local public administrations, etc.

The pizzo system

‘Pizzo’ is protection money that legal and illegal businesses pay to the 
mafia. It is estimated that 70% of Sicilian shops and 80% of businesses in 
Palermo pay protection money to the Sicilian mafia, Cosa Nostra (SOS 
Impresa, 2007).2 There are two main reasons why the mafia collect protec-
tion money: financial and territorial. The proceeds from protection are typi-
cally used to pay salaries, support the families of those in jail and to cover 
legal costs (La Spina, 2008). The payment of protection money is also tan-
gible recognition of the criminal organization in the territory, and in this 
sense is a sort of fee for the organization that controls it (Sciarrone, 2009).
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The pizzo is usually paid on a monthly basis, but it can also be demanded 
on a special occasion; for example, over Christmas or Easter time. There can 
also be one-off payments, as in the case of public works contracts. Payment 
can sometimes be made in goods rather than cash: jewellery, clothes, food 
and much more can be handed over instead of money (Asmundo & Lisciandra, 
2008). The enforced purchase of goods from protected mafia suppliers 
(Gambetta, 1993: 181) is also a means of payment. Buying goods from such 
suppliers converts ‘payment for protection into further protection for [the 
mafioso’s] local clients’. The imposition of mafiosi as employees and even 
business co-partners is another form of payment and the most blatant form 
of the mafia’s expropriation of businesses through the imposition of 
protection.

It is not always clear whether the business owner is paying protection 
money out of fear or benefit. As often pointed out, some companies remain 
active and do business very profitably not in spite of the mafia, but thanks 
to it (Sciarrone, 2011). The business owner paying protection money repre-
sents a clear example of ‘ambiguous victimhood’ (Schneider & Schneider, 
2003: 219). Only those who pay the pizzo out of fear can be regarded as 
victims, but it is hard to tell if a business owner who initially paid protection 
money out of fear can be classed in the same way if he or she is benefiting 
from mafia involvement.

The emergence of Addiopizzo

The Addiopizzo experience began during the night of 28–29 June 2004, 
when a group of young students clandestinely posted stickers edged with a 
black border – like traditional Sicilian necrologies – all around the city centre 
of Palermo. These read: ‘Un intero popolo che paga il pizzo è un popolo senza 
dignità’ (‘A whole people who pays the pizzo is a people without dignity’). 
This message was deliberately not directed to anyone in particular, but to all 
citizens of Palermo.

Just a couple of days later, on 1 July, the ‘attachini’ (billstickers) explained 
their motivation in an interview in the regional newspaper Il Giornale di 
Sicilia and in an open letter published on the same day in the Palermo edition 
of the national newspaper la Repubblica. Both in the interview and in the 
open letter, the message conveyed was clear: everyone is accountable for the 
mechanisms that uphold the practice of paying protection money. Addiopizzo 
pointed at the indirect effects of simple everyday actions and asked Palermo 
citizens to make use of their ‘purchasing power’ as a way of opposing the 
mafia’s territorial stronghold.

Have we ever stopped to think that while doing our daily shopping we 
are also giving money to the Mafia? Certainly not, yet this is what we 
do. If the bakeries, the tobacconists, the bars, the fish markets, the 
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cinemas, the toy stores, etc. where we do our shopping are forced to pay 
the pizzo, part of the money is given to the Mafia. And even if it’s a small 
percentage, it’s our money […]. (Extract from a letter published in the 
Palermo section of La Repubblica, 1 July 2004)

From that point on, Addiopizzo worked to create the conditions for the 
emergence of new alliances between conscious consumers and resistant local 
shopkeepers and entrepreneurs. It was with this purpose that, a few months 
later, the campaign ‘contro il pizzo cambia i consumi’ (‘change the way you 
buy in order to oppose the pizzo’) was launched. The campaign aimed to 
encourage consumers to sign a commitment to shop in stores that openly 
refused to pay the pizzo. Within a few weeks some 3500 signatures had been 
collected (Forno & Gunnarson, 2010: 112). Later, in May 2006, a list was 
published containing over 100 businesses. Since then Addiopizzo has actively 
sought to strengthen and enlarge alliances between critical consumers and 
businesses that refuse to pay protection money.

Addiopizzo’s repertoire of action

Besides vigorously lobbying public bodies to encourage the regional gov-
ernment to support businesses that have reported their extortionists to the 
police, Addiopizzo has always been proactive in keeping public attention 
high through ongoing communication and information which also included 
the use of new communication tools and social media, such as Facebook and 
Twitter. From the very beginning, Addiopizzo combined different technolo-
gies and modes of communication: from the low-tech sticker that occupied 
the urban space, to the group’s website which helped the organization to 
gain visibility well beyond the local context.

Along with the logo prominently displayed by businesses that belong to 
Addiopizzo in shop windows, 3 of particular importance among the diverse 
communication tools deployed by this social movement was the develop-
ment of the ‘Addiopizzo guide for the critical consumer’, a project formulated 
very soon after the founding of the group. From the activists’ point of view, 
this tool would help conscientious consumers to adapt their purchasing deci-
sions to support shopkeepers and entrepreneurs refusing to pay racket money.

Over the years, Addiopizzo has promoted a number of relevant actions, 
both offline and online. Beside the annual three-day ‘Festa Pizzo-Free’ 
(‘Pizzo-Free Festival and Fair’) which provides an opportunity for Palermo’s 
citizens to encounter the traders that refuse to pay protection money, and to 
participate in debates, workshops etc., in March 2008 a ‘Punto pizzo free – 
L’emporio’ (‘Pizzo-free Emporium’) was opened in central Palermo. This 
shop, which sells wine, baskets, coppola hats, T-shirts and other pizzo-free 
products, allows consumers and tourists to find and purchase products from 
a variety of Addiopizzo-supporting businesses in a single place. In March 
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2010, a brand that identified goods as ‘pizzo free’ products was also launched. 
As of April 2011, some 38 manufacturers had products labelled with the 
Addiopizzo brand. These products include olive oil, honey, organic milk, 
cheese, clothing and books. A certifying label encourages greater critical con-
sumption by stamping moveable goods as ‘pizzo-free’. Addiopizzo’s ‘Progetto 
Scuole’ (‘Schools’ Project’), is also a very important activity promoted by the 
association. This educational initiative, which is funded by the Ministry of 
Education, promotes legality in Palermo’s schools through political 
consumerism.

The skilful use of internet tools and web platforms, and therefore of 
dense and highly personalized media networks, also clearly helped the orga-
nization to reach, inform and coordinate various types of people directly and 
to set up an ‘alternative economic network’. The Addiopizzo website, www.
addiopizzo.org, which went online in August 2004, presents a constantly 
updated list of all the businesses and consumers involved in the campaign, 
details of forthcoming events, relevant press cuttings and a forum.

As Figure 4.1 shows, the number of entrepreneurs that have joined 
Addiopizzo’s campaign has grown constantly over the years, rising from 100 
in 2006, to 454 in 2010 to 932 in 20144 and mainly concentrating in certain 
areas such as those which are also the most important shopping and touristic 
areas of Palermo: Libertà, Politeama and Tribunali-Castellamare.

It is as a result of the Pizzo-free tourist city map, available both on- and 
offline, that tourism activities, including ethical travel tours, a travel agency, 
and school trips organized as part of Addiopizzo’s educational initiatives, 
came about. The map, which represented quite an important strategic inno-
vation made by the organization, also proved to be important in stimulating 
mutual recognition among entrepreneurs refusing to pay protection money.

From Buycotting to Ethical Travel

The cultural association AddioPizzo Travel was formed in November 
2009, when Dario Riccobono, Francesca Vannini Parenti and Edoardo 
Zaffuto – co-founding members of Addiopizzo – decided to offer ethical 
tourism experiences with the aim of supporting those who had joined the 
Addiopizzo campaign. They created guided tours that show the extraordi-
nary cultural and artistic heritage of Sicily and, at the same time, give tour-
ists the opportunity to understand the most important moments, people and 
places of the anti-mafia movement.

As already pointed out, the association can be seen as an extension of the 
ethical consumer strategy against the ‘pizzo’ carried on by Addiopizzo in the 
provinces of Palermo (since, 2004), Catania (since, 2006) and Messina (since, 
2010), but it specifically targets the tourism sector. In other words, it aims 
to create opportunities for ‘clean’ economic development and, at the same 
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Figure 4.1 Shopkeepers and entrepreneurs joining the campaign ‘change your shopping 
habits to � ght the pizzo’, 2006–2011
Source: Author’s elaboration based on Addiopizzo’s data.
Key: The neighbourhoods of Palermo: (1) Tribunali-Castellammare; (2) Palazzo Reale-Monte di 
Pietà; (3) Oreto-Stazione; (4) Montegrappa-S.Rosalia; (5) Cuba-Calata� ni; (5) Zisa; (7) Noce; (8) 
Malaspina-Palagonia; (9) Libertà; (10) Politeama; (11) Settecannoli; (12) Brancaccio-Ciaculli; (13) 
Villagrazia-Falsomiele; (14) Mezzomonreale-Villa Tasca; (15) Altarello; (16) Boccadifalco; (17) 
Uditore-Passo di Rigano; (18) Borgo Nuovo; (19) Crullas-Cep; (20) Resuttana-S. Lorenzo; (21) 
Tommaso Natale-Sferracavallo; (22) Partanna Mondello; (23) Pallavicino; (24) Monte Pellegrino; 
(25) Arenella-Vergine Maria.



time, to spread the values and ideas of volunteers working on the front line 
of this social conflict.

Since 2009, 879 days of guided tours have been organized, with more 
than 9900 participants; about 11,000 travellers (35% coming from other 
Italian regions and foreign countries) have become members of the associa-
tion; the various activities and businesses have generated a total revenue of 
  615,000. The increasing popularity of the tours has led the founding mem-
bers to convert the association, after a few years of setting in with the sup-
port of the tour operator ALI, into a cooperative in 2013, and then to obtain 
recognition as a tour operator.

The philosophy of Addiopizzo Travel and its commercial success make 
this experience unique among ethical tourism experiences and this can be 
recognized in four main aspects: tourism offer/product, internal organiza-
tion, customer profile and communication and distribution channels.

Tourism offer/product

Addiopizzo Travel has a distinctive tourism product. Today some incom-
ing tour operators in Sicily – such as, for example, Libera il G(i)usto di viag-
giare, ALI, Ambiente Legalità Cultura, Eto Travel and Palma Nana – offer 
tours and excursions based on the themes of the anti-mafia movement and 
economic and social justice. However, the double link between this tour 
operator and Addiopizzo ensures that all suppliers – hotels, B&Bs, agritourist 
enterprises, restaurants, farms and transport agencies – are members of the 
campaign ‘contro il pizzo cambia il consumo’, which means that they are 
committed to the promotion of ‘clean’ economic development.

In this case, in fact, ethics is not simply an element that contributes to 
increasing visibility and product differentiation in the market, but it also 
represents a value that goes beyond tourism. Businesspeople who are mem-
bers of the association announce publicly that they do not pay ‘pizzo’ – they 
may even report the crime to the police; they share the values and accept the 
responsibilities that derive from this choice. The association checks periodi-
cally whether announcements are truthful and, therefore, if suppliers’ behav-
iour follows shared values and rules; the association may expel those who do 
not respect these rules and announce it publicly. This method has greatly 
reduced the risk of infiltration and, to this day, few cases have been 
registered.

Because of these rules, the tour operator works only in provinces where 
Addiopizzo has a local committee: in the province of Palermo there are over 
400 ethical suppliers; in the province of Catania the number is much lower 
because the local committee was formed some years later; in the province of 
Messina there are no suppliers at present because the committee is very 
recent. For these reasons, guided tours include many places in the province 
of Palermo and only a few in the provinces of Catania, Siracusa and Ragusa. 
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In these last two provinces, Addiopizzo has no local committee and the tour 
operator works only with certain truthful suppliers such as, for example, 
cooperatives working in premises confiscated from bosses of the mafia or fair 
trade shops. In fact, the committee in Palermo cannot check suppliers situ-
ated in other provinces because controls require an excellent knowledge of 
the territory and strict collaboration with the police.

From this point of view, the rules seem to partially limit the creation of 
ethical tourism experiences. However, Addiopizzo Travel has the opportu-
nity to engage new and different actors (non-tourism suppliers) belonging to 
Addiopizzo and stimulate co-marketing alliances, offering new and more 
attractive tourism products. Moderate changes in the suppliers’ network may 
foster new ideas and innovations, leading to creative products that can 
attract new market segments (Larson, 2002: 138).

Addiopizzo Travel offers three types of tourism products:

 (1) Guided tours. These represent the most popular product and are tailored 
for different target groups:
• students from schools and universities, with study trips to increase 

knowledge of the mafia phenomenon and stimulate personal growth;
• groups or individual travellers seeking cultural, recreational and wine 

and food experiences to discover the beauty of Sicily and, at the same 
time, learn about the mafia and the civil anti-mafia movement;

• Addiopizzo members, with trips in pursuit of enjoyment and 
sociality.

 (2) Day trips. These excursions combine cultural and artistic heritage with 
places of the anti-mafia movement. Their popularity among visitors is 
increasing, especially in the spring and summer seasons, although the 
price is higher than other products.

 (3) ‘Pizzo-free’ accommodation. The tour operator is now considering the pos-
sibility of selling experiences, journeys and visits created by the mem-
bers of the association; this would create a richer and more differentiated 
product and, at the same time, offer a useful service to businesses, usu-
ally small and with no economic resources, to promote their activity 
and products.

As will be explained below, during tours and excursions both guides 
and tour leaders accompany tourists. Their skills are complementary: tour-
ist guides illustrate historical, artistic, monumental and landscape features 
of the places visited; tour leaders are intermediaries between visitors and 
the region.

Tour leaders greatly contribute to making tourists completely engaged 
with their trip because they describe how people live in their region, giving 
the tourists instruments to understand the values and ideas of people who 
fight against the mafia every day.
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Customer pro� le

Customers of Addiopizzo Travel are mainly students from high schools 
and universities (aged 15–25) who usually take the trip with their teachers 
(70%). Most of them come from Sicily and other Italian regions, particularly 
Lombardy and Emilia Romagna; in addition, Addiopizzo Travel has been 
working for years with many foreign institutes. The great popularity of 
study trips is mainly due to the awareness-raising activities that Addiopizzo 
organizes in many Italian schools.

Individual tourists (30%) have the typical traits of the so-called ‘new 
tourist’ explained above: lower price sensitivity and greater attention to the 
quality of the experience. They are often highly educated foreigners aged 
50–70 who can pay higher than average prices. In fact, the tour operator 
cannot offer tours and excursions at competitive prices because of its busi-
ness size and product characteristics (suppliers must be members of 
Addiopizzo).

Tourists from Italy, France, Germany and North America seem to be 
particularly sensitive to ethical consumerism and ethical suppliers; in these 
countries the purchase of goods and services based on the behaviour of pro-
ducers and production methods is a widespread habit (e.g. fairtrade, eco-
friendly and organic shopping) and people tend to be more inclined towards 
new cultural experiences and responsible tourism. Visitors from Spain, 
Portugal and Latin America – even if they are few in number – tend to be less 
interested and sensitive to these themes, while they are more attracted to the 
landscape and cultural heritage of Sicily.

Communication and distribution channels

The growth of Addiopizzo Travel and its recognition as a tour operator 
have led its members to pay more attention to integrated communications 
over the years. A logo was created when Addiopizzo Travel was formed and 
is intentionally evocative and symbolic. It represents an island just off 
Palermo, Isola delle Femmine, and therefore immediately refers to Sicily; in 
addition, Isola delle Femmine is an important place for the anti-mafia move-
ment because the island is the place that can be seen from the location where 
Brusca, a member of Sicilian mafia, detonated the device that killed the mag-
istrate Giovanni Falcone, his wife and three police officers in 1992.

A new website – www.addiopizzotravel.it – has been developed and 
launched within the Framework Programme Agreement for Systematic Actions for 
Tourism, between the Department for Economic Development and Cohesion 
of the Ministry for the Economic Development and the Tourist Department 
of the Sicilian Region. Compared with the previous website, the appearance, 
communication style and structure have been greatly improved. The appear-
ance is now more appealing, the content has been written specifically for 
tourists in order to have more effective communication and the site structure 
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now allows users to easily find and see single products and the entire offer 
and, therefore, to choose their holiday.

Addiopizzo Travel also has a Facebook page and Twitter account. 
Although the tour operator cannot make full use of the potential of these 
tools because budget restrictions do not permit the employment of dedicated 
staff to manage web communications, these two profiles are constantly 
updated by tour leaders (with the help of tourists), who add real-time posts, 
photos and comments on Facebook or Twitter. In addition, the tour operator 
sends a newsletter to its members every two months: this is not simply a tool 
that shows events and initiatives organized by the association (in Sicily and 
outside the region) but it also promotes and sells its products.

Since Addiopizzo Travel has obtained recognition as a tour operator it 
can also sell its products to Italian and foreign tour operators and travel agen-
cies. At the moment its members have made many contacts, thanks espe-
cially to the great public interest in Addiopizzo and its participation in 
tourism. However, each collaboration must be carefully evaluated because 
the tour operator can only work with intermediaries in tune with the asso-
ciation’s values.

In addition to these new customers, Addiopizzo Travel has been working 
with Italian and foreign secondary schools and universities for years and 
therefore, as highlighted in a previous paragraph, students are its main cus-
tomers. Some of these schools and universities are members of Addiopizzo 
or have had the opportunity to meet the association during events organized 
in other Italian cities.

Internal organization

The consistent revenue growth achieved over the years has been accom-
panied by a progressive and natural reorganization of work and functions. 
Initially the team included only the three founding members, who shared the 
work according to their competencies and availability of time; today six col-
laborators are involved (full time and part time) in communication, promo-
tion, planning, administration, product management and sales activities.

Trip leaders and tourist guides accompanying visitors on tours and excur-
sions are freelance professionals with a regional guide licence. However, busi-
ness growth has facilitated a stable collaboration with some of the trip leaders: 
this is very positive because the association contributes to creating new jobs 
and, at the same time, it gives value to those people who, due to their role as 
intermediaries between visitors and the region, contribute to making the 
experience unique; finally, it makes them unavailable to competitors.

In several ways, the economic, cultural and social exchange created by 
Addiopizzo and Addiopizzo Travel activists recalls those ‘alternative economies’ 
that have (re-)emerged in local communities where various groups and actors 
work towards localized development, driven by a desire to improve the quality 
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of life. These activities are enacted in different types of transactions, labour and 
economic enterprises, from which new places and spaces are produced. As this 
case also demonstrates, such alternative economic networks are sometimes 
founded in opposition to, but can also run parallel and intersect with other 
markets such as those referred to as the ‘social and solidarity economy’, the 
‘sharing economy’ and ‘neighbourhood work’ (Gibson-Graham, 2006).

Conclusions

As we have argued in our analysis, it is clear that the success of Addiopizzo 
Travel was made possible by changes that occurred in its external social envi-
ronment. The willingness of ‘new’ tourists to get involved in the places they 
visit in a meaningful and long-lasting way ensured that a particular product, 
such as an anti-mafia holiday, could enjoy growing demand.

By extending the political consumerism utilized in the fight against the 
mafia to the tourist realm, Addiopizzo’s activists have been able to stimulate 
travellers to reflect on whether their choice of products and services may 
finance the mafia’s pizzo system. On the other hand, by travelling and pur-
chasing ‘pizzo-free’ products and services from businesses that oppose the 
pizzo system, tourists have the chance to take part in the co-creation of a free 
and legal local market.

Overall, as this case also demonstrates, as the role of the locals and that 
of the tourists change, so do the meanings attached to tourist practices. 
Thus, using a narrative of convergence and contestation to promote this par-
ticular type of ethical tourism, the new tour operator was able to reinforce 
the Addiopizzo’s ‘alternative market’ in the hope that, as pizzo-free busi-
nesses benefited from the sale of goods, so other businesses would be moti-
vated to join the campaign and to denounce their extortionists too. This 
arguably may not solve the problem with the mafia on its own, but it repre-
sents an interesting and creative step towards this aim.

Notes
(1) A ‘community of practice’ can be defined as an activity system about which partici-

pants share a common understandings concerning what they are doing and what 
that means in their lives and for their community. To function a community of 
practice needs to generate and appropriate a shared repertoire of ideas, commitments 
and memories. It also needs to develop various resources such as tools, documents, 
routines, vocabulary and symbols that in some way carry the accumulated knowl-
edge of the community (Lave & Wenger, 1991).

(2) The Fondazione Rocco Chinnici has given a more conservative figure of 58% for the 
whole of Sicily (Asmundo & Lisciandra, 2008, 238).

(3) The logo has a dual purpose: it indicates to customers that the business does not pay 
pizzo and it warns mafiosi of the risks involved in approaching it for protection 
money. Evidence of the deterrent effect of Addiopizzo membership was given in April 
2010 by a pentito, or mafia turncoat, called Giuseppe di Maio. The pizzo collector from 
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the Lo Bocchiaro family of Santa Maria di Gesù stated that, ‘If a trader belongs to 
Addiopizzo or an anti-racket association we don’t go there, we do not ask them any-
thing’ ( Giornale di Sicilia, 30 April 2010). A prominently displayed Addiopizzo logo is 
a clear sign of the business owner’s determination to report any approach for money 
from an extortionist to the police.

(4) Source: http://www.addiopizzo.org
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The ‘Diffuse Hotel’: 
An Italian New Model of 
Sustainable Hospitality

Monica Gilli and Sonia Ferrari1

Introduction

The so-called ‘albergo diffuso’ or ‘diffuse hotel’ is a form of tourist hos-
pitality which, starting in Italy in the 1980s, is growing in many Italian 
provinces, especially in villages or small towns. The term diffuse pertains to 
the layout of the hotel: it consists of several spaces – either single rooms or 
suites – located close to each other, and run by a single management that 
provides standard services to the guests. The idea is to offer tourists a 
friendlier, more authentic and more sustainable form of hospitality; in fact 
these hotels, being located in old houses and apartments in villages and 
small towns, offer the tourists many opportunities of being in touch with 
the life of the local community and with its ‘back region’. As we will see, 
this arrangement can bring back to life typical buildings that have been 
abandoned, to enhance the life of rural and mountain villages depopulated 
because of the processes of industrialization and urbanization during the 
20th century. From the perspective of sustainability, the restoration of these 
dwellings is important: it increases the supply of accommodation without 
the construction of new hotels, avoiding further land degradation. At the 
same time, the diffuse hotel allows the tourists to experience a holiday in 
the ‘back region’ of the local community, since the accommodation is physi-
cally integrated into the village. The tourist experience is therefore more 
complete: it has not only cultural and culinary aspects, but also a spatial 
component, because the tourist is allowed to live in a traditional village 
space. This strengthens and integrates the local dimension of the tourist’s 
experience; in fact, the guest is not confined in an ‘enclavic’ space (Edensor, 
2000). Obviously this is a solution suitable for villages or little towns: it 
would be unthinkable to live such an experience in the busy streets of a 
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major city. Instead, walking among silent streets to get to the diffuse hotel 
reception becomes an added value for guests. One could add that the diffuse 
hotel is wholly untouched by those characteristics of standardization that 
are typical of the majority of hotels. Furthermore, since the accommodation 
offered by a single diffuse hotel is very heterogeneous, it may be easier to 
respect the tastes and the wishes of any single tourist.

Apart from the seminal work of Dall’Ara (Dall’Ara, 2010; Dall’Ara & Di 
Bernardo, 2014), only a few studies are concerned with the management of 
such facilities (Confalonieri, 2011; Vignali, 2010), while others use specific case 
studies to focus on the gains the diffuse hotel offers in terms of sustainability 
(Tagliabue et al., 2012). Good sources of information about the diffuse hotel are 
the official websites (www.albergodiffuso.com; www. alberghidiffusi.it; 
www.albergodiffuso.net).

This chapter is organized as follows: the next section considers the dif-
fuse hotel from the point of view of the transformation of contemporary 
tourism, with particular reference to sustainability, the search for authentic-
ity and the increasing experiential dimension of tourism. The third section 
gives a history of the diffuse hotel and its development. The fourth and fifth 
sections illustrate two of the most successful and interesting cases of diffuse 
hotels: the first is Morigerati (Campania, South Italy), an ancient stone vil-
lage situated inside the National Park of Cilento, a UNESCO World Heritage 
Site; the second is Alberobello (Apulia, South Italy), a famous village included 
in the UNESCO World Heritage List.

Tourism, Sustainability and Local Communities

Postmodern society seems to be dominated by the experience economy 
(Pine & Gilmore, 1998, 1999). Consumption becomes a complex and holistic 
experience because the customer not only buys the goods themselves, but 
also services and information, experiences and culture (Rifkin, 2000).

In the tourism sector there is a growing desire to live new types of real, 
interactive, nostalgic, memorable and personalized holidays; these experi-
ences represent elements of transformation and inner growth for the con-
sumers, actively involving them (Richards, 2001; Singh, 2004). For this 
reason the co-creation of the tourist service is a way to enhance the holiday 
in experiential terms (McCabe, 2014).

The transition from mass tourism to postmodern tourism has focused on 
the rediscovery of the territory, which no longer specializes in the supply of 
specific products but, instead, offers multiple and heterogeneous tourist 
experiences (Jacobelli, 2011). The new tourist also demands extremely diver-
sified and personalized holidays, making the whole process of market seg-
mentation and the subsequent provision of specific services for each target 
group more complex.

66 Par t 1: New Products and Hospitality Models



Tourists are more informed and demanding, in addition to being more 
interested in understanding the culture of the places they visit and in living 
physically and emotionally enriching and unique experiences during their 
holidays. They are increasingly willing to discover the more authentic aspects 
of a destination and, in particular, those elements linked with local history, 
traditions and culture. They desire to know about the everyday life of the 
places they visit (MacCannell, 1973, 1976). Tourists therefore seek more 
direct and authentic relationships with locals (Frochot & Batat, 2013; Kim 
et al., 2012).

The authenticity of the tourist experience refers to primitive and natural 
environments not affected by modernity and preserved thanks to geo-
graphical separations (MacCannell, 1976). For the tourist the authentic pri-
marily means everything that mirrors the culture of the host site (Gilli, 2009; 
Gottlieb, 1982). Thus, authenticity can be seen as a tool to build and/or legiti-
mize the identity of a place through the launch of a tourism brand. Tourism 
development can also become an instrument by which to reaffirm the integ-
rity of a place that is threatened by the cultural homogeneity of globalization 
(Cohen, 1988; Ferrari & Adamo, 2005; Hughes, 1995; MacCannell, 1976).

What kind of authenticity can you experience in a diffuse hotel? ‘Objective’ 
authenticity in MacCannell’s terms has declined in importance in the aca-
demic field, and has been replaced by the notions of authenticity as a social 
construction (Bruner, 1994) and of existential-experiential authenticity (Wang, 
1999). Yet its resonance persists in the commercial field (Reisinger & Steiner, 
2006; Rickly-Boyd, 2012) and in the common tourist experience, where it con-
tinues to be a benchmark for the vast majority of tourists. In fact one element 
of objective authenticity is very attractive – the opportunity to clearly distin-
guish between authentic and inauthentic through a validation provided by an 
undisputed authority (experts, the scientific community, the museum institu-
tion, etc.). Instead of having to choose which interpretation to adhere to 
(which is the condition of a constructivist perspective, which multiplies points 
of view and interpretations about the subject), the tourists are helped by the 
only interpretation presented being the only one admissible (Gilli, 2009).

Having not only the experience of being in contact with the community 
but also a spatialized experience (staying overnight in traditional Italian 
houses) directs the tourists towards an objective authenticity, far more than, 
for instance, the experience of spiritual tourism (in this case, in an existen-
tial-experiential perspective, the internalization of the subject is fundamen-
tal). Here the experience is precisely that of living among the ancient walls 
and the century-old buildings with traditional furnishings. In this case, the 
constructivist perspective of authenticity seems just as distant, as the tourist 
will probably be unable to distinguish any subsequent restoration of the 
building or the presence of more modern elements.

Today cultural tourism can be defined as the art of taking part in another 
culture, relating to people and places that have a strong sense of their own 
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identity (Wood, 1992). The new cultural tourist, becoming more expert 
every day, tries to penetrate the ‘tourist veil’ and live authentic experiences, 
coming into direct contact with the residents and learning about their daily 
lives (Gottlieb, 1982; MacCannell, 1976; Pearce, 1995, 2005; Sharpley & 
Stone, 2011). Tourists want to ‘live like locals, … establishing local routines, 
indulging in local cuisines, and becoming connoisseurs of the local culture’ 
(Germann Molz, 2009: 280). In the past the tourist experience was consid-
ered as separate from daily life, a moment in stark contrast to everyday life 
and an ‘out-of-the-ordinary’ experience (Uriely, 2005; Urry, 1995). On the 
contrary, today’s visitors often feel the desire to return to ancient sensations, 
to rediscover tastes and scents, and have simple, authentic experiences, as 
well as participating in everyday activities (Carù & Cova, 2003; Harvey, 
1990; MacCannell, 1973; Richards, 2011). Visitors are often interested in 
simple experiences like shopping in local stores, visiting nearby attractions, 
going every day to the same places and immersing themselves in local com-
munities (Lipman & Murphy, 2012; Pearce, 2005).

As a consequence, the importance and attractiveness of the component 
of tourism that is closest to the daily experience and dependent on the fulfil-
ment of basic needs, such as services and supporting infrastructures, is rising 
(Mossberg, 2007; Quan & Wang, 2004). For this reason several types of tour-
ist accommodation, such as CouchSurfing and diffuse hotels, are becoming 
increasingly important for some segments of visitors and sometimes they are 
the main reason for choosing a destination.

In such a scenario, in which very often tourist destinations have stan-
dardized and similar offers, tourism marketing strategies are increasingly 
focusing on the spirit of the place, to differentiate images and resources 
(Donaire, 1999).

This new attitude gives life to so-called slow tourism, which tries to move 
the tourists away from the frenetic and stressful pace of everyday life, allow-
ing them to understand in a deeper way the places visited (Fullagar et al., 
2012; Pearce, 2005). The origins of the term ‘slowness’ are Italian; in the 
beginning, thanks to the birth of the Slow Food movement,2 they referred to 
an in-depth knowledge and appreciation of food and its origins.

The general trends described thus far have led to the development of so-
called creative tourism, which refers to a vacation where history and culture 
become more accessible through experiential elements and involvement in 
the culture of the real life of the places visited (UNESCO, 2006). The con-
cept, first attributed to Richards and Raymond (2000), describes authentic 
and engaging experiences, developed through a shared knowledge of the arts, 
heritage and cultural characteristics of a place, as well as through direct con-
tact with the local population and its lifestyle.

Even if there is danger of trivializing local culture and creating a nega-
tive attitude towards tourism on the part of residents, this new model can 
be considered an instrument for tourism sustainability.3 In fact, to be 
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sustainable tourism has to meet three main objectives: satisfying the needs 
of the local population in terms of improved living standards; encountering 
the demands of a growing number of tourists; and safeguarding the natural 
environment in order to achieve the previous two aims (Cater, 1993). 
Sustainability in tourism also means a minor seasonality of demand flows, 
the attraction of visitors to lesser known destinations, the spread of the 
impact of tourism development across the whole territory, not just on behalf 
of firms operating in that sector, the renovation of architectural heritage, 
and the enhancement of local products.

To be sustainable, however, a process of tourism development needs to 
involve the whole local community in the decision-making processes and in 
the planning of future strategies, rather than relegating the non-tourism 
subjects to a secondary role, as happens frequently (Chhabra, 2010; Pearce, 
1995; Timothy & Tosun, 2003). It is a way to prevent conflicts and negative 
attitudes.

In the innovative model of tourist hospitality that we are studying, i.e. 
the diffuse hotel, the role of the local population is really important. In fact, 
in this type of hotel the guest can live in the same way as local people, in 
their homes and with their lifestyle. It is a tool for better understanding and 
knowing the autochthonous culture and way of life, satisfying the needs of 
postmodern cultural tourists who want to live like locals. Thanks to this 
new visitors’ attitude, the residents are becoming a fundamental element of 
the tourist experience.

The locals become mediators of the tourist experience, storytellers who 
narrate the community’s stories, myths and traditions to tourists. At the 
same time they are the personal media of ‘interpretation’, the process that 
explains to visitors the significance of places (Moscardo, 1998). This inter-
pretation has an educative function and a role in sustainable terms. In fact, 
by means of this, visitors can obtain the information needed to respect and 
not misuse local resources and heritage (Chhabra, 2010).

Therefore, storytelling can be considered an instrument for sustainable 
tourism development for three reasons. First of all, it can help to respect local 
themes and myths; secondly, it influences tourists’ preferences and behaviour; 
and finally, it has a deep impact on tourist interpretation and experiences 
(Ashworth, 2003; Morgan et al., 2010; Moscardo, 1996; Moscardo & Pearce, 
2003). However, in order to achieve sustainability in this way, targeted train-
ing for local subjects (not only the tourist businesses but also the whole com-
munity) has to be planned (Painter, 1992; Wells, 1989). The risk of storytelling 
rises when tourism marketers create local images in contrast with ideas and 
values shared by residents. It could generate a negative attitude towards visi-
tors and a poor involvement of the community in tourist development 
(Ashworth, 2003; Morgan et al., 2010; Moscardo & Pearce, 2003).

The role of residents as a component of tourist products is also very 
important in terms of competiveness, because it can increase the experiential 
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value of the holiday, offering unique and unforgettable experiences to visitors 
(Pine & Gilmore, 1999; Prentice et al., 1998; Quan & Wang, 2004). In this 
case the success of tourism is based on the goodwill of the local residents and 
on their sense of hospitality (Gursoy et al., 2002). Although it has been over-
looked in the literature, the residents help to determine both the quality of 
the tourism experience and the image of the destination. As for the first 
aspect, the host community is in fact one of the elements that impact on the 
tourism experience (Wearing & Wearing, 2001). The host community is con-
sidered directly and indirectly part of the tourist experience (Jennings & 
Plovitz Nickerson, 2006; Kotler et al., 2003). As we have described, however, 
residents also have an important role as suppliers of information to potential 
tourists (Arsal et al., 2010) and, as they see things from an insider’s point of 
view, they can generate a strong emotional involvement with the visitors, 
which increases the value of the tourism experience (Trauer & Ryan, 2005).

Therefore, to exploit the sustainability of diffuse hotels and other similar 
initiatives, destination management organizations must have a commitment 
to communicating with the locals in order to improve their attitude towards 
visitors, demonstrating that tourism is a sustainable and non-invasive busi-
ness. Besides, local authorities and the subjects responsible for tourism devel-
opment need to identify instruments to preserve the residents’ privacy 
(creating acceptable host–guest contact areas) and meeting points between 
the needs of locals and those of tourists (Chhabra, 2010; Jacobelli, 2011). 
A positive attitude towards tourists on the part of residents, in fact, increases 
the levels of satisfaction, improving the capacity to welcome visitors and the 
value of the experiences offered, and creating a favourable climate towards tour-
ism development for the future (Harrill, 2004; Perdue et al., 1990; Ritzer, 1996).

In conclusion, the kind of tourism we are talking about is an effective 
tool with which to preserve and strengthen the culture and the identity of 
places that were threatened by mass tourism in the past. They are, in fact, 
forms of sustainable tourism (Swarbrooke, 1999), as they are attentive to 
the impact on destinations and host communities, and aim to preserve local 
resources for future generations. Commoditization can be a way to revitalize 
and preserve local cultural resources. In fact, when rediscovered for tourism 
purposes, as well as by the local community and stakeholders, these 
resources allow destinations not only to attract economic activities and 
more carefully manage the local cultural heritage, but also to strengthen the 
local identity. In this way, the special elements of a culture can be saved 
from mass tourism.

This type of sustainable tourism is based on regional innovation and the 
enhancement of local soft infrastructures or ‘superstructures’, rather than 
traditional tourist attractions (such as museums and waterfronts, often 
undifferentiated and standardized). This strategy, known as the ‘high road’, 
is a policy particularly suitable for small urban centres and villages that do 
not have the economic resources to gain international visibility. The core 
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elements of high road strategies are quality of life, amenity of places, local 
social and cultural resources, services co-creation, multiculturalism and 
capacity to create networks (Cooper & Hall, 2008; Malecki, 2004). By plan-
ning the high road, tourist resources based on local peculiarities, such as 
diffuse hotels, culinary traditions and typical agro-food production may 
therefore become the strengths of tourist brands that represent the core 
values   of the community. At the same time, they can be points of conver-
gence between the way in which the community represents itself and the 
image used by tour operators to promote the destination.

In closing this section it is important to underline that the remoteness of 
a place can enhance the idea of   contrast with everyday life, so much appreci-
ated and sought by many tourists. Therefore, the exclusion of a destination 
from the most frequented tourist routes and the isolation of many Italian 
rural villages may become a source of strength for the development of tour-
ism and the preservation of local cultural resources. They may represent real 
and important tourist attractions, especially if different from the ordinary – 
or even exotic (Fagence, 2003).

Innovation in Hospitality: The Diffuse Hotel

The diffuse hotel (also known as a ‘spread hotel’) is one of the most 
interesting local tourism development initiatives in Italy over the last three 
decades, and could be considered as an Italian model of innovative and sus-
tainable hospitality especially for depopulated rural and mountain villages. 
As is well known, Italy, after having been a ‘must visit’ in the days of the 
Grand Tour, is now one of the most important tourism destinations in the 
world, its excellence ranging from art to history, from food to the astonish-
ing heterogeneity of its landscapes. Nevertheless, there are some disadvan-
tages to this strong tourist tradition. Other countries more recently entering 
the tourist scene may in fact show a more lively entrepreneurship and better 
competitiveness. Being somehow a ‘captive’ of its glorious past, Italy is not 
always able to offer the same quality and professionalism as some emerging 
destinations (Gilli, 2013).

In this context the initiative of the diffuse hotel is particularly interest-
ing, since it tries to answer some of the problems of Italian tourism, and to 
propose a model of hospitality that moves in a direction of quality enhance-
ment and professionalism. In our opinion, it has the potential to become a 
model of hospitality that could be adopted by countries coping with the 
typical problems of tourism development in small towns or villages – from 
environmental degradation to economic poverty, from overbuilding to the 
loss of cohesion and identity of many local communities.

As we have said, the diffuse hotel is a hotel composed of dispersed rooms 
or suites, yet providing standard services to all the guests. In this way the 
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streets connecting rooms and suites to the reception become the stage of the 
tourist performance and allow immersion in social life (Edensor, 2000). 
These dwellings are not built ex novo as a tourist space, but are old houses 
converted for tourism use, retaining the space organization and functions of 
a local resident’s house. This avoids overburdening the already fragile Italian 
regions, devastated by the recent boom in the building industry. Furthermore, 
this means reducing the potential ‘front region’ and giving room to the ‘back 
region’ (MacCannell, 1973, 1976), that is, offering tourists a friendlier and 
more sustainable form of hospitality.

Other gains in sustainability come from the opportunity to reduce 
energy costs, since in the Mediterranean areas solar power is an important 
energy source. Unfortunately, in historic buildings it is difficult to use solar 
power, and it is often seen as unacceptable to change any historic features of 
the building in order to facilitate solar energy production. However, the 
buildings of a diffuse hotel, although built with traditional techniques, are 
not bound by the same regulations as other historic buildings in Italy, and 
advanced energy strategies can coexist with traditional features. The experi-
ence of some instances of diffuse hotels (as, for example, Palazzolo Acreide, 
Sicily) demonstrate how to reach high energy generation levels in buildings 
that were characterized by traditionally low energy performance (Tagliabue 
et al., 2012).

Among the most important requirements for a successful diffuse hotel 
initiative is the presence of a lively local community (Dall’Ara, 2010; 
Dall’Ara & Di Bernardo, 2014). As we have explained, this type of accommo-
dation allows the guests to experience some segments of the daily life of the 
community in spaces closely resembling those where the locals live. However, 
the experience turns empty without a real community presence. Initiatives 
like the radical restoration of abandoned mountain villages, albeit important, 
could not in themselves be considered as diffuse hotel experiences.

Usually (especially in urban locations) tourists, as well as returning to 
their hotel to sleep at night, might also want to come back to the hotel at 
times during the day. For this type of guest the hotel location has a signifi-
cant behavioural impact (Shoval et al., 2011). According to some studies, 
many tourists want to stay within walking distance of local major attrac-
tions; they look for hotels that are very close to them (Arbel & Pizam, 1977; 
McKercher & Lau, 2008). However, in the case of the ‘albergo diffuso’ one 
could say that the hotel location and the places to visit partly coincide. This 
kind of hotel is not a ‘non-place’ (Augé, 1997) – a standardized place similar 
to lots of others, like many hotels belonging to international chains; rather, 
it is a specific accommodation, the identity of which is strong enough to 
characterize the entire vacation experience. In particular, in every diffuse 
hotel there is a sort of ‘narrator of places’ – usually the hotel manager – who 
knows the genius loci and is able to describe to tourists the ‘soul’ of the place 
(www.albergodiffuso.it). From this point of view, the diffuse hotel offers 
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not only hospitality in harmony with the spirit of the place, but also an 
innovative managerial model, quite different from the traditional one. The 
‘albergo diffuso’ model has received the ‘Sustainable Innovation’ award of 
the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) because of its envi-
ronmental, institutional and socio-economic sustainability (Dall’Ara & Di 
Bernardi, 2014).

What are the origins of the diffuse hotel? The first examples date from 
the early 1980s, and stem from a tragic event, the earthquake in 1976 which, 
although it was experienced over the whole of northern Italy, caused nearly 
1000 deaths in Friuli (northeast Italy), and left 45,000 people homeless. In 
the reconstruction and the restoration of the houses destroyed by the earth-
quake, modern building techniques were utilized, but at the same time many 
efforts were made to preserve local traditional architecture, with a view to 
using it as a heritage asset. The term ‘diffuse hotel’ was used for the first time 
in 1982 within the ‘Pilot Project Comeglians’ carried out by a working group 
with Dall’Ara as advisor. Whereas these first experiments aimed at using 
empty buildings and abandoned houses, the idea of a new form of experien-
tial tourism has slowly emerged, and ‘storytelling’ has only gradually become 
a necessary ingredient in this offer.

Starting in the 1990s, the diffuse hotel took off all over Italy. The lead-
ing region is Sardinia, where the first legal provisions concerning this type 
of accommodation were established in 1998. Meanwhile several house 
owners began to change their traditional attitudes, considering using this 
new use of their spaces instead of renting them in traditional ways or keep-
ing them empty.

Today, the situation of the diffuse hotel in Italy is much more complex. 
To resolve problems in the diversity of regional regulations, and to reaffirm 
the principles on which this kind of accommodation is based, the National 
Association of the Diffuse Hotel was established in 2006 (official website: 
www.alberghidiffusi.it). The association recognizes 82 hotels located from 
Friuli to Sicily, from Sardinia to Lazio. The regions with the highest number 
of this kind of hotel are Umbria, Lazio, Sardinia, Tuscany and Marche, which 
are also (in addition to Veneto) some of the most popular tourist destinations 
in Italy (Table 5.1).

The birth of a new diffuse hotel may occur along two different paths, 
either through private initiative or mediated by the local networks of both 
private and public actors (Confalonieri, 2011; Vignali, 2010). One could say 
that the network is a key element in the experience of a diffuse hotel, start-
ing from its very composition. As we have seen, a hotel of this kind is a 
close-mesh net, where rooms, suites and other accommodations are placed in 
close proximity to one another (always, we insist, under a coordinating man-
agement). More importantly, behind a diffuse hotel there is a network of 
entrepreneurs and shopkeepers, as well as local authorities concerned with 
local development. In fact, a network is truly essential not only to create the 
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accommodation, but also to offer tourists a menu of local products and 
crafts, natural and cultural itineraries, and so on. From this perspective, this 
kind of hotel may play the role of a cultural facilitator, particularly in small 
centres. Its reception acts as an information office, in collaboration with the 
Pro loco (local promotion organization). The revitalization of depressed places 
may also be fostered through the maintenance of different ranges of complex 
functions, either residential or economic (www.albergodiffuso.com). At the 
same time a diffuse hotel must stick to certain standards. Very important, 
from this point of view, is the role played by the National Association, which 
supports its participants though its connections with suppliers and with 
public and financial institutions. However, despite the efforts of the National 
Association to enhance the association’s brand (Confalonieri, 2011), a 
second association, AlbergoDiffuso.net, has been created. Its website (www. 
albergodiffuso.net) has a blog for participants’ comments and reviews of 
their use of the associative structures (participants also have the opportunity 
to book directly through the website).

Does the diffuse hotel model have a future? Like other developmental 
initiatives connected with the theme of sustainability, the absence of legal 
provisions at a national level may allow the emergence of structures that, 
although under this name, do not comply with its philosophy. Therefore it 
should be important to standardize regional regulations and to specify gen-
eral criteria to be followed by every region, including a precise classification 
of these structures (Confalonieri, 2011). The risk of having the name diffuse 
hotel blurred by local inconsistencies is evident: experiences that differ too 
much from region to region give rise to an ambiguous, weak image at the 
general level.

A diffuse hotel is intended to be economically independent; however, it 
is important to find the right balance between local autonomy and general 
coordination. Suffice it to say that, in absence of a recognition at the national 

74 Par t 1: New Products and Hospitality Models

Table 5.1 Diffuse hotels in Italy (April 2014)

Region N Region N Region N

Abruzzo 2 Liguria 2 Sardegna 8
Basilicata 5 Lombardia 1 Sicilia 6
Calabria 1 Marche 7 Toscana 7
Campania 3 Molise 6 Trentino Alto Adige 1
Emilia Romagna 3 Piemonte 2 Umbria 9
Friuli Venezia Giulia 4 Puglia 5 Veneto 1
Lazio 9
TOTAL 82

Source: Associazione Nazionale Alberghi Diffusi (ADI), April 2014.



level, the ISTAT (the main statistical institution in Italy), although also 
concerned with the collection and issue of tourism data, does not recognize 
this kind of hospitality, and collects no data about it (Dall’Ara & Di 
Bernardo, 2014). That means also that is hard to quantify the tourist flows 
of these hotels.

Below we will describe two cases of diffuse hotels. They have been 
selected following desk and field research. The first has been carried out by 
analyzing information about a wide range of diffuse hotels. The second 
involved interviewing experts and tourism professionals as well as mystery 
shopping. In the latter case, we also did a quick search online from a netnog-
raphy perspective (ethnography on the internet; Mkono, 2013) to analyze the 
narratives of tourists who stay overnight in a diffuse hotel.

Morigerati: The Case of a Southern Italian Diffuse 
Hotel and Local Ancient Traditions

Morigerati is a small and ancient stone village situated inside the National 
Park of Cilento (a UNESCO World Heritage Site), in the south of Italy near 
the beautiful Policastro Gulf. The medieval village is immersed in an intact 
natural landscape that includes the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) Oasis of 
Bussento Caves. Through its Ethnographic Museum, it showcases the mil-
lenary history of the area. The diffuse hotel project in Morigerati has been 
carried out with the support of local municipality, WWF Italy and Slow 
Food. Today Morigerati has obtained the Bandiera Arancione (orange flag), 
recognition of quality awarded in Italy by the Touring Club Italiano (TCI) 
to small towns for excellence in tourism, hospitality and the environment.

In Morigerati at the core of local life is the central square with its bar and 
post office; this is the meeting place for the 800 residents who have remained 
after the considerable depopulation of recent years due to lack of employ-
ment. Above the square, Donna Clorida still lives in the old castle, represent-
ing a symbol of the will to preserve the rural heritage of this area.

The idea to create a diffuse hotel here was born thanks to the creativity 
of the mayor of Morigerati, Cono D’Elia. The starting point of the project 
was an attempt to create a sustainable tourism initiative linked to local tradi-
tions, agriculture and identity, through the exploitation of the potential of 
small rural villages often forgotten by mass tourism and public opinion. The 
strength of this idea focuses on the local community and its culture, particu-
larly its richness in agricultural and gastronomic terms, by means of an out-
of-network of local resources. In fact, this region is the cradle of the 
‘Mediterranean Diet’, which became a World Intangible Heritage product in 
2010; it is based on values such as those of hospitality and neighbourliness. 
Thanks to the isolation of the place, these values have been preserved over 
the years.
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The diffuse hotel was established in 2007, and today Morigerati offers 
tourists about 100 beds. Every building is managed by its owner, under the 
coordination and supervision of the municipality, which is responsible for 
communication activities and the application of hospitality guidelines. In 
this way tourists can have a brief but deep experience of life in a medieval 
southern Italian village, paying competitive prices and being in direct con-
tact with the local population and lifestyle. The visitors can get to know 
about local traditions in the museum, participate in the cultivation of the 
vegetable garden that grows vegetables in danger of extinction, join in the 
olive harvest using ancient methods, explore the natural park and the WWF 
Oasis, and participate in workshops on local cuisine to discover the origins 
of the Mediterranean Diet.

The case of Morigerati shows that, thanks to changes in the tourism 
world, today it is possible to implement forms of sustainable tourism based 
on the development of ancient farming values and cultures as well as the 
exploitation of local traditions and typical products; it is particularly true in 
southern isolated areas of Italy, which in recent decades have been plagued 
by unemployment and depopulation.

This could represent a new model of ecotourism, offering experiential 
holidays not based on spectacular and extraordinary elements but, con-
versely, on a network that offers tourists the chance to live the everyday life 
and to experience those authentic aspects of the holiday that are increasingly 
important to them.

Another successful idea of the Cilento Park management involves attract-
ing flows of emigrants of local origin and their descendants to Morigerati and 
later to the whole area, through the project Roots. This is a tool to strengthen 
local identity and image, promoting them internationally. In fact the project 
aims to tell old stories, recreating links and embracing distant relatives in a 
place untouched by postmodern hurry and stress; the idea is also to try to 
enhance the religious feasts of the area.

In this way the accommodation becomes the main attraction for visitors; 
it is also an instrument to recover ancient villages destined to become almost 
uninhabited in the future, and to attract international and less seasonal tour-
ist flows. This last aspect is really important, especially in the south of Italy, 
where very high tourist seasonality linked to seaside tourism is a great prob-
lem with many complex implications.

Living in a UNESCO Heritage Site: The Case 
of the Trulli of Alberobello

The trulli  are dwellings with circular, dry-stone walls and with a conical 
roof (their form resembles the shape of a hut). On the top of every trullo there 
is a pinnacle, each with its own shape and meaning; the walls are often 
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decorated with symbols (magic signs, both pagan and Christian; monograms; 
initials) painted in lime. Of course, pinnacles and symbols may be the subject 
of many narrations. The trulli  are typical of the hilly areas of the Apulia region 
in southern Italy. Apart from some remains of the protohistoric age, the sur-
viving trulli  date back to the 16th century. Since 1996 the trulli  of Alberobello 
(Bari) have been included in the World Heritage List of UNESCO.

In Alberobello there are two diffuse hotels, both housed, of course, in 
several trulli : Trullidea and Trulliholiday. Trullidea (www.trullidea.com) 
offers three categories of accommodation of different sizes: a ‘typical’ trullo, 
consisting of a single room located in a single cone; a ‘wonderful’ trullo, offer-
ing trulli  of larger capacity and/or with more rooms; and finally, tourists can 
be offered an ‘exclusive’ trullo, where up to five guests can be accommodated, 
with one double room and two bedrooms with single beds. Trullidea also 
takes care of the transfer to/from the airports and railway stations, and 
offers, in network with other local subjects, a number of ‘slow’ excursions 
(by trekking, by bike or by boat), as well as naturalistic or art-historical the-
matic tours, or tours linked to Apulian traditional foods and wines (cooking 
courses included) (www.lentamentetour.com). There is a clear aim to offer 
tourists the opportunity of a full immersion in the social and physical envi-
ronment of the place.

The second diffuse hotel in Alberobello is Trulliholiday (www. 
trulliholiday.com). Every trullo of this hotel has its own features and every 
space has its peculiarities, although all of them are elegantly furnished, in 
order to make easier for the guest to appreciate the atmosphere of the place. 
These diverse accommodations are fit for meeting every demand, from the 
‘romantic’ trullo for a couple to the ‘big’ trullo for families or groups of friends; 
every unit provides the highest comfort in terms of service and accessories.

As outlined above, a survey of the ethnographic narratives linked to the 
area was carried out, analyzing the reviews uploaded by guests on the 
Tripadvisor website (www.tripadvisor.com). These opinions, even if they 
represent only part of the total, help in identifying strengths and weaknesses 
as perceived by the guests of a diffuse hotel. According to the ranking pro-
vided by this site, Trulliholiday is ranked as the first of 20 hotels located in 
Alberobello (264 reviews); in this ranking Trullidea comes seventh (71 
reviews). Since about half of those who have left reviews do not specify with 
whom they were travelling, it is not possible to know the composition of the 
responding group. The quality of the experience is generally rated ‘very good’ 
(99% for Trulliholiday) or ‘good’ (79% for Trullidea); there are no negative 
ratings (‘poor’ or ‘bad’) for Trulliholiday, 13% for Trullidea. It should be 
added that these negative comments are mainly concerned with the 
quality:price ratio. For example, some tourists say that the services are either 
scarce or of a low quality (pre-packed lunches, too few cooking utensils, old 
bathroom furniture, water stains), or complain about the tight space, and 
even about the sense of claustrophobia that staying in a trullo can create. 
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We think that, whereas some complaints are legitimate, other charges may 
rise from the fact that it is not easy to realize that living in the ‘back region’ 
(MacCannell, 1973, 1976) can be less comfortable than staying in the ‘front 
region’ in a modern hotel. Experiencing a night in a trullo means being aware 
of staying in a small and dark space, and moving inside it in a different way, 
just as people living in such dwellings did. Therefore, in this case tourists are 
looking for authenticity but for them too much authenticity means a risk of 
a ruined holiday (Cohen & Avieli, 2004); a more commercial version of 
authenticity (for example, trulli  with more comfort or larger rooms) may be 
an appropriate solution to enable them still to have a traditional Italian expe-
rience. The positive reviews, on the other hand, seem equally to express the 
satisfaction of having experienced a piece of the local ‘back region’, as well as 
staying at a site renowned all over the world.

Conclusions

This chapter focuses on an innovative model of tourist hospitality par-
ticularly suitable for small towns or villages, the diffuse hotel. This is a form 
of diffuse hospitality consisting of a hotel with separate rooms or apartments 
in a village or small town, controlled by a single management. It can provide 
standard services to all hotel guests and offer them the experience of living 
close to local communities and their ‘back region’ (MacCannell, 1973, 1976). 
From a sustainability point of view, this spread accommodation allows them 
to increase the supply of tourist accommodation without the construction 
of new buildings, avoiding further cement and soil consumption and favour-
ing at the same time the recovery and revitalization of depopulated rural and 
mountain villages. In addition, the diffuse hotel gives the tourists the oppor-
tunity to experience a holiday in a ‘back region’ (MacCannell, 1973, 1976) in 
close proximity to the local community. It could represent the heart of social 
life in small villages, becoming the connecting element between rooms, 
suites and the reception in a perspective of ‘heterogeneous space’ (Edensor, 
2000). The tourist experience is then more complete, because it is cultural, 
culinary and also spatial.

In the diffuse hotel the role of the local population is clearly important, 
because the guest lives in the same way as residents, in their homes and with 
their lifestyle. For this reason it is a tool to understand and know better the 
autochthonous culture and way of life, satisfying the needs of postmodern 
cultural tourists to do what the residents do. Thanks to this new visitors’ 
attitude, the residents are becoming a fundamental element of the tourist 
experience and the involvement of the host community is a basic prerequisite 
for the sustainability of tourism development.

We have tried to imagine the future scenario for the diffuse hotel. Like 
many other tourism development initiatives based on sustainability, the risk 
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is that, in the absence of specific legislation, different types of accommoda-
tion will arise under the Diffuse Hotel label without having their character-
istics. Therefore, it is important to standardize Italian regional laws and 
harmonize the legislation at a national level, providing the regions with some 
general criteria, in order to balance local autonomy and national supervision. 
To monitor the growth and the benefits of this type of innovative accom-
modation, the diffuse hotel must be transposed into national legislation. In 
this way the diffuse hotel will become a type of accommodation statistically 
measurable and supervised.

As we have seen, the network is a key element for the birth and develop-
ment of a diffuse hotel: a network of tourist actors developing the project; 
many different types of tourist accommodation (rooms and apartments) 
forming this kind of spread hotel; a national association of hotels defining 
goals and standards; plus local different economic and cultural actors (pro-
ducers, handcrafts, museums, etc.) which create the tourist destination. 
Indeed, it is clear that the diffuse hotel cannot establish and support a tourist 
destination by itself; in our two case studies of diffuse hotels there are many 
interesting tourist activities (from cycling to culinary courses) and places of 
interest (such as museums, natural parks, architecture, etc.) handled by dif-
ferent local actors, in a network perspective. This network of places of inter-
est together with the diffuse hotel can create the tourist destination.

The added value of this kind of accommodation includes authenticity 
and experiential dimensions, which are both important elements of contem-
porary sustainable tourism. The experience in a diffuse hotel is above all 
spatial and it is possible that the authenticity perceived by tourists is far more 
objective than constructive or existential. However, authenticity is provided 
not only by living in authentic local houses, but also by the role of the 
 manager/storyteller; he or she represents a new type of manager not only 
involved in the good running of the hotel but also able to tell tourists about 
the locality. This function is crucial considering, once again, that the diffuse 
hotel is particularly suitable for the case of sparsely populated villages. In 
such situations there are few people who can explain and narrate a place to 
tourists in a meaningful way. The situation of the manager of a bed and 
breakfast in an Italian city, for example, is very different; in that case the 
presence of several strong place narratives and of numerous tourist subjects 
makes it useless for the manager of the hotel to develop any place narrative/
interpretative initiative.

We can add, finally, that tourism development and, specifically, the cre-
ation of diffuse hotels is not the only solution for depopulated rural and 
mountain villages, but it could act as a catalyst to boost economic activities, 
facilitating the survival of these villages.

What could be the future research directions for this kind of diffuse hos-
pitality in Italy ? One point of interest is probably to investigate the demand 
side, through websites and social networks, to understand the expectations, 
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opinions and levels of satisfaction of tourists. Of course the people who leave 
a comment on a website have special characteristics and are not representa-
tive of the whole population staying at a diffuse hotel. It is possible that 
those who visit the website are younger, with a greater aptitude for internet 
use; but it is an advantage of a web search that the condition of virtuality in 
which the story takes place will facilitate tourists in recounting their experi-
ence much more than in a traditional face-to-face interview. The brief study 
on the trulli  of Alberobello seems an interesting starting point, where we can 
thoroughly investigate both the marketing aspects of the experience, such as 
customer satisfaction, and more sociological concepts such as perception of 
sustainability, experiential dimensions and perceptions of authenticity.

Notes
(1) Sonia Ferrari is the author of the first and third sections; Monica Gilli is the author 

of the second and fourth sections. The Introduction and Conclusions were written 
together.

(2) Slow Food, the international association founded by Carlo Petrini, has long worked 
to rediscover tastes and to safeguard culinary traditions, promoting the acquaintance 
with and the use of territorial products.

(3) The WTO (2014) defines sustainable tourism as ‘tourism that takes full account of 
its current and future economic, social and environmental impacts, addressing the 
needs of visitors, the industry, the environment and host communities’. In the same 
document, the WTO states that sustainable tourism should: ‘(1) Make optimal use 
of environmental resources that constitute a key element in tourism development, 
maintaining essential ecological processes and helping to conserve natural heritage 
and biodiversity; (2) respect the sociocultural authenticity of host communities, con-
serve their built and living cultural heritage and traditional values, and contribute to 
intercultural understanding and tolerance; (3) ensure viable, long-term economic 
operations, providing socio-economic benefits to all stakeholders that are fairly dis-
tributed, including stable employment and income-earning opportunities and social 
services to host communities, and contributing to poverty alleviation.’
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6 The Co-creation of Urban 
Tourism Experiences

Ilaria Pappalepore and Andrew Smith

Introduction

Co-creation is emerging as a key theme in various fields of study, includ-
ing tourism. For example, in the recently published Routledge Handbook of 
Tourism Marketing (McCabe, 2014) several chapters are dedicated to this 
theme. In this chapter we argue that co-creation should not be seen merely 
as something relevant to marketing and value creation, but as a concept that 
helps us to understand tourism more widely. Our specific focus is tourism in 
cities, which, as Ashworth and Page (2011) argue, has been comparatively 
neglected in published research.

We first became interested in co-creation because it emerged as a key 
finding in several pieces of research conducted at the University of 
Westminster. Three recent doctoral studies on urban tourists’ experiences all 
concluded that other people were critical in helping to shape those experi-
ences (Ebejer, 2015; Guachalla Gutierrez, 2011; Pappalepore, 2010). This find-
ing suggests that it is subjects (the citizens), not objects (the city) that shape 
urban experiences. The significance of people to the tourist experience has 
long been recognized, but it is sometimes overlooked or underestimated in 
urban tourism research. The three PhD studies found that other people are a 
key attraction and part of the reason why city spaces are seen as fashionable, 
unique, atmospheric, interesting and/or enjoyable. The three studies men-
tioned above focused on different types of urban space (peripheral districts, 
tourism precinct, historic city), helping to reaffirm the significance of this 
observation to our understanding of city tourism in general.

The overall aim of this chapter is to explain why urban tourism can be 
understood better by recognizing how it is co-created by those involved in 
its production and consumption. We do this by introducing the ideas of co-
creation, by explaining how it is relevant to tourism, to cities and to city 



tourism, and by illustrating our ideas via reference to some primary research 
conducted in parts of east and southeast London. The chapter fits well with 
other themes discussed in this volume, as we argue that interactions with 
local people are key to tourists’ enjoyment of urban spaces. More fundamen-
tally, these interactions (between hosts and guests, and between tourists) 
help to co-create tourist space and a new sense of co-constructed locality.

A Brief Introduction to Co-creation

The terms ‘co-creation’, ‘co-production’ and ‘prosumption’ have been 
used to identify the participative processes by which consumers and compa-
nies collaboratively produce value (Humphreys & Grayson, 2008). In this 
chapter we use the term co-creation as, following Minkiewicz et al.’s (2014) 
lead, we view co-creation as a more general concept that encompasses the 
subdimensions of co-production, engagement and personalization. 
Co-production is a more limited, but also more awkward concept to use. It 
implies that we are co-producing a product; in this chapter we are interested 
primarily in experiences, which only exist in a person’s mind (Volo, 2009). 
The other reason why we think co-creation is more appropriate is because it 
is seen as a more limited form of participation than co-creation. Co-production 
is linked to the idea of ‘co-optive making’ – allowing consumers to feed ideas 
into the design process – whereas co-creation is generally used to refer to a 
more generous and equitable interaction between producers and consumers 
(Ind & Coates, 2013).

A number of factors have contributed to enabling co-creation with value: 
first, technological developments such as web 2.0 (and, more recently, 3.0) 
which led to an increased potential for product customization and collabora-
tions between customers and producers. In the tourism industry, examples 
include the impact of customer review platforms such as TripAdvisor on ser-
vice quality, or the development of dynamic tour operator packages. The 
second factor is a generic increased orientation towards customers, innovation 
and experiences (Ind & Coates, 2013). The latter led some to herald the begin-
ning of a new era, that of the ‘experience economy’ (Pine & Gilmore, 1999).

This ‘consumer-as-creator revolution’ (Nadeau, 2006) has attracted 
increasing attention from marketing scholars and, more recently, the focus 
of academic research has shifted from the co-creation of value to the co-
creation of experiences. Value is arguably the derived outcome and not the 
product of co-created experiences (Minkiewicz et al., 2014). Research on co-
creation has also broadened its focus by moving away from the supply side, 
thus looking at co-creation between a wider range of stakeholders as well as 
exploring how consumers co-create experiences with each other. According 
to Rihova et al. (2014), in tourism contexts value is co-created precisely 
because interactions and shared experiences are a fundamental aspect of 
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tourism. Tourism is a prominent example of a service industry where the 
experience (i.e. the ‘product’) is simultaneously produced and consumed, 
thus blurring the traditional roles of ‘producer’ and ‘consumer’. Some authors 
have used the term ‘prosumption’ to describe such a process (Pappalepore 
et al., 2014).

The wide range of possible virtual and non-virtual interactions reflect 
Urry’s (2000) concept of tourism mobilities which bypass the traditional 
boundary between real and virtual, or home and away. According to Urry 
(2000: 194), ‘the heterogeneous, uneven and unpredictable mobilities of 
people, information, objects, money, images and risks’, typical of contempo-
rary societies, are ‘global fluids’, as a point of departure or arrival cannot be 
identified. Such mobilities, facilitated by networks of technologies and actors 
(‘scapes’) include movements of images, information, people and imaginative 
and virtual travel (Urry, 2000). The importance and rapid growth of new 
forms of tourism mobilities, particularly virtual and imaginary ones, provide 
a novel and fascinating field for the study of simulational postmodern tour-
ism (Uriely, 2005), one in which a simulated environment may facilitate a 
hyperreal experience, where the reality/fiction dichotomy can no longer exist 
(Baudrillard, 1983).

Tourists interact with others and thus co-create their tourism experi-
ences before they travel, while they travel, and once they return home, a 
process that Binkhorst and Den Dekker (2009) call the ‘tourism experience 
network’. This fluid network process may happen through face-to-face inter-
actions (with local residents, fellow tourists and friends and family back 
home) as well as with online interactions facilitated by peer-produced inter-
net networks. Before travel, co-creation happens through the sharing of 
knowledge, expectations and itineraries. During the visit, experiences are 
co-created through the collaborative production of interpretation, atmo-
sphere, events and authenticity. After the visit, reflections, records and mem-
ories are shared and co-created with friends, relatives and – increasingly – with 
anyone on the internet, thus giving a new dimension to the concept of the 
tourist gaze (Urry, 1990). In this chapter we illustrate this conceptualization 
and discuss how urban tourist experiences are co-created through direct 
encounters with other people (including locals and other tourists) and 
through online interactions, before, during and after travel.

Co-creation and the City

Analysing co-creation is particularly important when considering tour-
ism in cities. We argue that city experiences are inherently co-created, but at 
a more fundamental level the city itself can be understood as a co-created 
phenomenon. For example, Lerner (2010: 191, cited in Ellin, 2013) notes that 
the city ‘is a collective dream’. This idea also comes through in geographical 
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studies, where urban space is regarded as the product of interrelations, con-
stituted through interactions (Massey, 2005). This is why space is regarded 
as ‘always in the process of being made, it is never finished’ (Massey, 2005: 9). 
The meaning of the city is always co-created; it does not reside in the 
urban fabric – it is something that is socially constructed. However, the 
fabric of the city is also co-created. This is relevant on both an abstract 
level – as in the social production of space – but also on a more tangible 
level. Indeed, many urban designers now advocate co-creation as a principle 
of good practice in urban design. This follows Jane Jacobs’ famous quote: 
‘cities have the capability of providing something for everybody, only 
because and only when, they are created by everybody’ (Jacobs, 1961). This 
is the urban design equivalent of ‘participatory design’ – the principle that 
people who consume products should be involved in their production (Ind 
& Coates, 2013).

Shakespeare wrote famously: ‘What is the city, but the people?’ Tourists 
are just one of the groups of people that inhabit the contemporary city, but 
as urban tourism grows they are perhaps becoming more important. Twenty 
years ago, Wilson (1995: 157, cited in Carmona, 2010) felt that ‘the tourist 
[is] becoming perhaps the most important kind of inhabitant’. To under-
stand the experiences of urban tourists we must understand the way in 
which they interact with other users of the city, and the way in which 
they interact with other tourists. This corresponds to Prebensen and Foss’s 
(2011: 56) interpretation of the tourist experience: ‘it is a person’s mood and 
state of mind – her reactions to and interactions with – people and events 
that make an experience.’ It also reflects Volo’s (2009) observation that there 
has been a welcome shift in attention from objects to subjects in analyses of 
what shapes experiences. In trying to understand the co-creation of urban 
tourist experiences, it is important to consider if and how urban tourism is 
different from tourism in general. Urban tourism is usually a shorter experi-
ence compared to other iterations, and – at the risk of generalizing – one 
which is less motivated by climate and more motivated by history and cul-
ture. It is also important to reflect on what makes city tourists and their 
experiences different from other city users and their experiences. While there 
is agreement that tourism in cities is increasingly important, at the same 
time it seems increasingly hard to distinguish it from other urban activities/
uses. In many ways, when we are thinking about the tourist experience we 
are also thinking about the experience of the city more generally. However, 
there are perhaps two aspects of being a tourist that may mean experiences 
are slightly different. Leisure tourists may have more time to experience 
cities and therefore may do so at a different pace. They may also be less 
familiar with the city than other users, and so may look at different things, 
and look at things differently.

Prebensen and Foss (2011) feel that we need more studies of co-produc-
tion/co-creation with respect to ‘more individualistic types of travel’. This 
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helps to justify the focus of this chapter, as city tourism is generally seen as 
less organized and group-oriented than traditional holiday making. One of 
the few aspects of city tourism that has been analyzed as an example of co-
creation is walking tours of cities. Close analysis of these tours reveals that, 
rather than being an example of creating experiences for tourists, they are 
actually better understood as examples where guides co-create experiences 
with tourists. There is co-creation evident in the pre-production of these 
tours, where guides co-create narratives, and then also during tours where 
guides give audiences the chance to take part in the tour – by asking ques-
tions, by providing extra information and by listening and responding to 
interactions. Ingold (2004: 279) describes this as ‘co-optive making’, ‘where 
a guide invites tour participants into the process of interpreting and even the 
making of a guided tour landscape’ (cited in Jonasson & Scherle, 2012: 67). 
One of the authors of this chapter experienced a form of co-optive making 
when attending a guided tour during London’s Open House – where private 
institutions are opened for guided tours on one weekend every year. On this 
occasion the guide arrived and professed not to know anything about the 
building we had been allowed into. The lack of a clearly defined expert 
prompted a more collaborative tour during which different members of the 
audience contributed pieces of knowledge as the group meandered through 
different rooms. This might have been a rather unusual occurrence, but it 
provides a very good example of the (often untapped) potential for the con-
sumer (i.e. the tourist) to contribute to the production of city tourism 
experiences.

Urban public spaces seem key to understanding the co-creation of urban 
tourist experiences, as these are the sites where tourists most often mingle 
with city workers and with residents, as well as with other tourists. Parks, 
squares and gardens are used by different groups and the sociability of these 
spaces is seen as an indicator of good urban design. Sociability can be assisted 
by organized and spontaneous events; these are the epitome of co-created 
experiences, and ones where the audience is as important as the performance. 
Interactions with ‘local’ people are valued as these are seen as ways of con-
necting better with the place being visited. The fact that locals are there too 
also helps to validate the experience as it is being shared with people perceived 
as more knowledgeable. Public space is regarded by Sennett (1978) as that 
which encourages interactions with strangers; this type of urban space can 
benefit tourists as they are often strangers in the city seeking interactions.

Some authors such as Reeve and Simmonds (2001) think that urban 
designers have used too narrow a definition of public space, and think that 
in the 21st century it is possible to envisage a wider interpretation including 
‘covered markets, museums, department stores, shops, restaurants, stadia, 
musical settings and so on’. These are also very important spaces in which 
tourists and other city users can interact, and are thus places where co- 
created urban experiences are sought and made. Tourists enjoy these ‘third’ 
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spaces (Soja, 1996) – sociable urban spaces that are neither home nor work 
and which are used by city residents. Of course, it is a fine line between a 
sociable space – one in which interactions add to the experience – and an 
overcrowded one, which detracts from the experience. Tourists are often 
blamed for overcrowding in cities. However, the positive role of tourists in 
animating public space – and cities more generally – is often neglected. 
Research into London’s Covent Garden found that tourists were effectively 
prosuming their experience because tourists themselves were contributing 
positively to the atmosphere and the conviviality of the space (Guachalla 
Guttierrez, 2011). Indeed, Covent Garden is a good example of a locality that 
is co-created by tourists and local people. The area is not created locally and 
consumed by tourists: rather, tourists and Londoners co-create this place.

Co-creation has always been evident in urban tourism, but has been 
neglected in most analyses until now. Co-creation is now receiving more 
attention because it seems to be intensifying, mainly because of the rise of 
internet-based platforms that allow more diverse forms of interactivity. 
However, there are some wider non-technological factors that help to explain 
the increasing importance of co-creation too. In recent years, there has been 
a shift towards more active and participatory forms of tourism. More expe-
rienced city tourists no longer seem satisfied with passively consuming sights 
and sites; instead they want to do things and interact with people. Hence, 
contemporary tourists are not merely interested in tasting local cuisine, but 
learning how to cook it (Richards & Raymond, 2000). Similarly, people 
attending musical, theatrical and cinematic productions are increasingly 
invited to be part of the performance: they dress up, interact with actors and 
move around venues (White, 2012). These are active, rather than passive 
experiences.

In a similar vein, tourists do not want merely to consume places – they 
want more interactive experiences and want to be involved in designing their 
experiences. The institutions that manage urban spaces and urban attrac-
tions are starting to adapt to this new context. For example, with respect to 
heritage sites, Minkewicz et al. (2014: 39) feel that ‘spaces are now designed 
to promote feelings of relevance and encourage consumer participation’. This 
idea of participation is gradually replacing ‘interactivity’ as a key principle in 
heritage interpretation and other forms of tourism management. Interactivity 
is an approach where the emphasis is placed on the host institution rather 
than the public (Kidd, 2011). In other words, it privileges interactions 
between objects and visitors, rather than between visitors or between other 
people and visitors.

In the remainder of this chapter we try to illustrate these ideas through 
some interview data obtained via primary research conducted in two non-
central London areas, Shoreditch and Deptford. These areas were selected 
because they represent urban environments which are emerging as tourist 
destinations. Shoreditch is a more developed tourist site than Deptford, 
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although many see Deptford as somewhere that could become the ‘new’ 
Shoreditch (Smith & Pappalepore, 2015). Interviews with visitors to these 
areas were conducted in situ using a topic guide that aimed to explore their 
experiences of the area; 17 interviews were undertaken in Deptford and 86 
in Shoreditch (Hoxton, Brick Lane and Spitalfields). Interviewees included 
overseas and UK tourists, as well as Londoners from other parts of London 
visiting the area for pleasure.

The discussion is organized using the framework presented in Figure 6.1, 
where co-creation is deemed to involve different types of interaction: 
between tourists and other tourists; between tourists and workers; and 
between tourists and residents. The discussion focuses on interactions at the 
destination, rather than those that take place before or after visitation. As 
the configuration of the framework highlights, it is important to recognize 
that contemporary urban tourism occurs in a mobile context. Distinctions 
between tourists/workers/residents are often hard to make, and co-creation 
is responsible for further blurring these distinctions.

Interactions Between Tourists and Workers

Interactions between tourists and producers (for instance, hospitality 
service providers, retailers, cultural producers) are the most common form of 
tourism encounter, embodied in the widely studied host–guest relationship. 
However, this type of service interaction takes a different form in the 
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context of new internet-facilitated mobilities such as those enabled by social 
communication platforms such as CouchSurfing (Germann Molz, 2013; 
Zuev, 2012). These types of internet services, which allow tourists to find 
(paid or non-paid) accommodation with a local host, are especially interest-
ing in that ‘intimate embodied interactions’ with the host become a central 
part of the tourism experience (Germann Molz, 2013: 222). This type of 
initiative blurs the distinction between local residents and hospitality work-
ers, part of a wider de-differentiation of roles in tourism. This shift also 
illustrates how the focus of tourism experiences has departed from being 
centred on ‘the displayed objects provided by the industry’ to a more subjec-
tive negotiation of meanings (Uriely, 2005: 200). It also strengthens Quan 
and Wang’s (2004) criticism of the idea of a ‘pure’ or ‘peak’ tourist experience 
(derived from tourist attractions) as opposed to the supporting (secondary) 
experience of sleeping, eating and so forth.

As tourists look for more independent experiences, away from tourist 
bubbles and more in contact with the real life of locals (Poon, 1993), these 
(often fleeting) host–guest encounters are increasingly becoming central to 
the tourist’s experience. Locals can also become guides who provide valuable 
advice to visitors, thus adding to (and co-creating) the tourist experience. For 
example, a German tourist interviewed in Deptford, London, stresses how 
using a local advisor helped them to gain an authentic experience and how 
the visible presence of locals helps to validate that authenticity:

Maybe sometimes I go [somewhere] recommended by someone who 
tells me you need to go there to visit that thing. … I really appreciate 
that because you can see the real London not just the Big Ben, and I’m 
looking for this real London for Londoners not just the tourist (…) I see 
people that live near this area, they know each other when they see 
other people in the street, and I think that that’s the reason why it’s real 
London.

The presence of working artists in creative areas such as Shoreditch and 
Deptford was mentioned as key to the area’s attraction. The art scene is 
appreciated in terms of the consumption opportunities it affords, but also for 
the arty atmosphere and the presence of creative outlets. This is an impor-
tant attribute of a creative quarter, which is usually regarded as an area 
where cultural consumption and production are available. However, con-
sumption opportunities are not always very visible (Smith & Pappalepore, 
2015). In Deptford, for example, two Canadian tourists stressed that they 
were only able to locate local galleries and artists’ studios thanks to the help 
of a local guide: ‘we would have never ever walked that way if it wasn’t for 
Brittney’, one noted, ‘without that [the cluster of art studios] I’m sure it 
would have just been dirty, wouldn’t be as lifelike’. The perceived presence 
of working artists was therefore seen as an attraction, but on the other hand 
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the area lacked obvious opportunities for cultural (and leisure) consumption. 
The lack of consumption opportunities is also reflected in the absence of a 
noticeable number of visitors as well as of ‘street level activity and animation’ 
(Brown et al., 2000: 444), with a negative impact on the area’s buzz and 
atmosphere (and thus its appeal). In other words, the absence of other 
consumers – including other tourists – restricts the possibility to co-create 
experiences.

The Importance of Residents and Other Tourists

The presence of residents is seen as important by visitors to Deptford, 
southeast London, as to them it represents a sign that the area was authentic, 
non-commodified, and it is therefore a rare opportunity to see ‘the real 
London’:

In the beginning I was not sure with all these little streets, how it spreads 
over, all the multinational people, a big change, and then I realized this 
kind of people they really lived here, they were not tourists (…) I really 
like this kind of … how do you say … real people

Similarly, in Shoreditch, ‘people’ (either locals or other visitors) featured as 
an important tourist attraction:

Interviewer : What do you like about it?
Tourist : I guess it has like a vibe and the people walking around and 
I don’t know I just like the positive attitude … the people that live around 
here, that come here and like they stick around here I guess … I don’t 
know … I feel like … I like it. (Student from France, interviewed in 
Shoreditch)

While tourist–host interactions are central to the tourist experience, 
often residents equally enjoy the company of tourists and engage in touristy 
leisure activities, thus embodying the postmodern de-differentiation between 
everyday life and tourism experiences (Lash & Urry, 1994), or touristification 
of everyday life (Larsen, 2008). Tourists help residents to think of their home 
environments in a different way, thus contributing to a co-created sense of 
locality. In creative areas, arty types – both tourists and locals – contribute 
to the development of a bohemian atmosphere, one of the key attractions 
mentioned in our research by visitors and locals alike. A local artist from 
Shoreditch, for example, noted:

Just seeing people around that look interesting, you know, cool, puts you 
more in the mood for working and being creative yourself, you know, it’s 
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just a very nice area and definitely it makes you sort of inclined to be 
creative.

Interaction between tourists and local people has been made easier 
via various innovations introduced in recent years. For example, many 
cities – including London – have a ‘Greeter’ programme. This involves volun-
teer residents who share their knowledge of the city with visitors at no 
charge. The appeal of a local guide has also been commodified, such as the 
‘like-a-local’ tours offered in various European cities (Binkhorst & Den 
Dekker, 2009). This ‘local as a guide’ form of co-creation can happen in a live 
as well as in a virtual environment. Research on web 3.0 ‘infomediaries’ such 
as Tripadvisor, for example, found that tourist advice found in such forums 
is more frequently provided by local people rather than by other tourists 
(Mansfeldt et al., 2007).

Encounters with locals, or even simply observing their fashion and 
behaviour, is seen by some visitors as an enriching experience. Whereas some 
visitors enjoy being surrounded by ‘real Londoners’, others experience a form 
of existential authenticity (Wang, 1999) achieved through creative inspira-
tion which they derive from what they see and do in areas frequented by 
artists and other creative types:

I like new people, new places, it’s very inspiring. It’s like a documentary 
of the everyday. I like photography and I’m interested in what people 
look like, how they behave, what they are doing (…) I like especially 
 artists, it’s inspiring, maybe I’ll go home and something will happen. 
(Artist from Poland, interviewed in Shoreditch).

Opportunities to learn and to exercise one’s own creativity (Richards, 2011) 
are therefore an important element of these kinds of tourism experiences. 
Equally important is the potential to see and learn the latest fashion trends 
and thus acquire – and in some cases exhibit – their cosmopolitan habit 
(Bourdieu, 1984; Hannerz, 1990).

[I like] the people, the bars and the atmosphere … [the people] are cool 
and trendy and I try to be like them [laughs] … it’s just a nice place (…) 
unique, quite cutting edge (…) and people have pretty haircuts, this is 
what I like, really (German tourist, interviewed in Shoreditch).

Cultural intermediaries such as artists, musicians and designers (who 
may themselves be visitors to the area) attract other visitors seeking style 
models and the bohemian atmosphere. A fashion designer from Hong Kong, 
for example, was in Shoreditch looking for inspiration. For her, the ‘trendy, 
up-to-date’ atmosphere and unique, fashionable people were the main 
attraction.
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Conclusions

This chapter has discussed and illustrated how tourist experiences are 
co-created in urban space. In particular, the roles of people in tourist experi-
ences were analyzed – not just service encounters but interactions with other 
tourists and other users of destination spaces. Most texts analyse tourist 
experiences in terms of experiences ‘of’, but this chapter highlights the 
importance of analyzing experiences ‘with’. Not only are tourist experiences 
affected by the ‘host’, but also the experience of other space users, including 
residents, workers and other leisure visitors, are affected by the presence of 
tourists. This highlights the value of analyzing tourism as a series of encoun-
ters. Our findings from south and southeast London also emphasize the rel-
evance of work on performativity (Edensor, 2001) – playing roles and being 
on stage – in the tourism experience. This isn’t necessarily ‘new’; gazing and 
being gazed upon is one of the most established characteristics of tourism. 
Genuine co-creation involves more than encounters between people; it 
requires interactions and co-operation. However, our work suggests that tra-
ditional roles of host and guest are being altered: tourists want to feel and act 
like locals and locals are encouraged to feel and act like tourists. A good 
illustration is provided in Wynn’s (2011) account of tour guiding in New 
York, a practice which he thinks turns tourists into New Yorkers and New 
Yorkers into tourists. This links to Wilson’s (1995: 157, cited in Carmona, 
2010) observation that, as tourism becomes more important, ‘we all become 
tourists in our own cities’. More research exploring the perspective of the 
locals is required to substantiate these observations.

Tourists and locals frequent creative urban areas to observe and learn 
from one another, to acquire and exhibit their creative habitus. In this sense, 
the concept of co-creation fits well with the idea of social production of 
space and, more specifically, Lefebvre’s (1991) argument that space is a social 
product. A social constructionist perspective sees the city as the product of 
social practices and more work is needed to think how the city is produced 
via tourism practices. Experiences of places are shaped by co-creation, but 
the meaning of places is also co-created. The discussion in this chapter high-
lights that tourists and local people co-create a sense of locality. The presence 
and actions of tourists add to the atmosphere of a place, but tourist interac-
tions and practices also encourage local people to think about their localities 
differently. One of the central principles of co-creation is the notion of prod-
ucts being in a constant state of creation; this fits nicely with the idea that 
places and spaces are not fixed entities, but in a constant state of becoming 
(Massey, 2005).

The work discussed in this chapter also highlights the idea that public 
space is that in which there is (or is potential for) casual contact with strang-
ers. Again, this highlights the value of a co-creation perspective: public space 
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is co-created by the users of cities, including tourists. The provision, design 
and regulation of public spaces is a key theme in urban studies, but it is rare 
to see any mention of how tourists contribute to the animation of public 
spaces. Some residents and workers may avoid spaces they see as ones inhab-
ited by tourists, but others deliberately seek these outward-oriented urban 
spaces. Tourists seem to appreciate the presence of non-tourists: the mingling 
of tourists and locals in public spaces facilitates a perception of authenticity. 
Existential authenticity (Wang, 1999) may be experienced when these inter-
actions lead to creative inspiration. Although we have tried to avoid too 
much focus on the fabric of the city in this chapter, there is potential to 
think about how the design of urban/public spaces could encourage co- 
creation via inviting activity, interaction and sociability.

As discussed in other chapters in this volume, interactions between tourists 
and residents are not always pleasant ones, and the presence of tourists is not 
always seen positively by other users, particularly in creative quarters. In areas 
that draw their appeal from their creative, bohemian and edgy character, there 
is debate about whether the presence of tourists should be welcomed or not. 
Tourists may affect urban experiences but the reorientation of areas towards 
tourism – assisted by new internet companies such as Airbnb – may result in 
more fundamental changes. Indeed, tourists are often seen as agents of gentri-
fication; for example, Füller and Michel (2014) analyze the housing conflicts 
caused by the rise of ‘new urban tourism’ in Berlin’s Kreuzberg district.

Our discussion also reflects the way increased mobilities have blurred the 
traditional distinction between tourists and locals (Urry, 2000), particularly 
in less central areas of large cities, where a wide range of forms of (touristic 
and non-touristic) consumption coexist. Long-term residents, short-term 
residents, temporary visitors and tourists all contribute to the development 
of atmosphere and the co-creation of each other’s experience of place. In addi-
tion to the offline dimension that we have focused on in this chapter, there 
are now online platforms that exponentially multiply the opportunities for 
interactions and experience co-creation. This adds another dimension to our 
analysis – that of simulational postmodern tourism (Uriely, 2005) and of 
hyperreal experiences (Baudrillard, 1983). Thanks to this complex network 
of possible virtual and non-virtual interactions, the distinction between 
worker, resident and tourist becomes even more blurred.
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‘Get Local’: ICT, Tourism and 
Community Place Making in 
Auckland, New Zealand

Simon Milne, Carolyn Deuchar and 
Karin Peters

Introduction

Tourism is intimately linked to the making and remaking of communities 
(Shaw & Williams, 2004). The world’s cities are very much a part of this global 
process, with tourism seen as a source of income and employment not only for 
the traditional downtown areas of visitor activity but also,  increasingly, in 
urban neighbourhoods that lie off the beaten tourist track (Maitland & 
Newman, 2009). Tourism is seen as a force that can link into existing com-
munity development initiatives and potentially enable further place making.

Tourists seek an opportunity to interact with residents in urban com-
munities in order to learn from the daily life, values, culture and behaviours 
of the places they visit. Whether we choose to label such visitors as ‘new 
moral’, ‘cultural’ or ‘creative’ (Butcher, 2003; Deuchar, 2012; Richards, 2011; 
Weiermair, 2001) it is clear that the level of demand for experiences that lie 
off the usual urban tourist circuits is growing.

The making of place, if done well, can create benefits for residents’ qual-
ity of life and also for the visitor experience. Unfortunately the potential 
benefits do not always come to fruition – with communities sometimes left 
feeling that their true character has been diluted by tourism industry needs 
and planning processes that have not taken their voices into consideration 
(Volkan & Rath, 2012).

The real challenge lies in finding tools and approaches that can enable 
the community’s voice to be heard in the place-making process while not 
losing sight of broader visions for urban development. Communities with a 
sustained enabling environment are in a stronger position to benefit from 
citizen participation in tourism-related economic development (Murphy & 
Murphy, 2004).

7



In this chapter we argue that information and communication technolo-
gies (ICT) have an important role to play in enhancing community involve-
ment in urban place making and related tourism development. Drawing on 
bodies of work relating to social networks/mobilities (Castells, 2011; 
Deuchar, 2012; Spaargaren et al., 2006; Urry, 2003) and CI (Gretzel et al., 
2009; Gurstein, 2003; Loader & Keeble, 2004; Milne et al., 2005) we examine 
a series of approaches that can be used to enhance networking and commu-
nity engagement in urban tourism.

Using the case of the ongoing ‘Get Local’ programme, which commenced 
in Auckland City in 2008, we argue that local communities, enabled by ICT 
and related CI tools, have the potential to play an active and significant role 
in shaping the nature and outcomes of tourism development. We discuss the 
implementation, and related outcomes, of a range of CI-related approaches 
and tools designed to enhance the ability of the communities in Auckland to 
engage with place building and related tourism development. We conclude 
with broader reflections on the relevance of this Auckland case.

Tourism, ICT and Urban Community Place Making

Urban areas around the world are developing visitor strategies that focus 
on the rich array of experiences to be found beyond the well-worn tourist 
paths found in urban centres. The focus is on encouraging visitors to explore 
neighbourhoods, communities and activities that lie away from the tradi-
tional tourist zones (Pappalepore et al., 2014; Rath, 2007; Shaw et al., 2004).

City planners are adopting this approach because they see a potential to 
maximize the income flowing into local communities while also building 
civic pride and ‘sense of place’. Berlin, New York and London have all 
embarked on strategies designed to highlight destinations beyond the city’s 
core as well as to cater to visitors’ desires to experience the ‘authentic’ and 
‘original’ (Huning & Novy, 2006: 15; LDA, 2004; Novy, 2012). This is not a 
phenomenon that is restricted to the world’s largest or most developed urban 
areas; as Maitland (2008: 15) notes, ‘virtually every city sees a tourism 
possibility’.

The time is right for the development of new urban tourism because of 
the confluence of a number of key trends. Visitors are placing more focus on 
local, authentic experiences; tourists are looking for ways to enhance their 
sense of place when they travel. Evidence from London and other world tour-
ism cities shows that in many cases tourists want to explore the city beyond 
traditional tourism precincts, and strive to get off the beaten track to dis-
cover the ‘real city’ (Maitland & Newman, 2009). The architecture and built 
environment that draws these visitors is not that highlighted in general tour 
guides, but rather the ordinary and everyday fabric of the city. As a result of 
these trends, tourism is increasingly characterized by the development of 
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relational spaces (Richards, 2014), spaces that are co-created by a range of 
stakeholders that are not normally associated with mainstream tourism 
(Hamilton & Alexander, 2013).

Communities are facing difficult times. There is the promise that eco-
nomic resilience can be strengthened if they can tap into the revenue and 
jobs that are created by the visitor industry. For example, as part of its 
ongoing focus on urban resilience, the Rockefeller Fund in conjunction 
with the Conference Board of New York created the Promoting Community 
Tourism in New York City programme to strengthen communities both 
economically and socially, while preserving their cultural and natural 
assets. The project aims to help mostly lower income, ethnic communities 
that lie outside the mid-Manhattan tourism core to capitalize on local 
assets by supporting the establishment of walking tours and related visitor 
experiences.

There is a concomitant growth in community-focused urban experiences. 
Local markets, community gardens, local arts festivals and so on are growing 
in popularity among residents and this in turns opens up further opportuni-
ties to tap into the visitor industry. The information exchange involved in 
these interactions influences the encounters between hosts and guests, and in 
that sense may help to create ‘insideness’ in a place (Maitland, 2013).

Social media and a growing range of locality-focused websites are provid-
ing visitors, businesses and destinations with new opportunities to unlock 
the ‘secrets’ of urban neighbourhoods. This slows the visitors down, encour-
aging them to linger and spend time not just in shopping precincts but also 
in the parks and communities that surround them.

The growth and maturing of websites such as ‘spotted by locals’ and 
‘global greeter network’ is a clear sign of the growing interest in facilitating 
greater knowledge transfer between urban communities and visitors. In a 
similar vein, highly successful accommodation-oriented websites such as 
Airbnb increasingly focus on the local experiences that go hand in hand with 
staying with local hosts in urban neighbourhoods. The desire and ability to 
interact with the local opens up access to stories which are a more meaning-
ful way of sharing information, rather than the simple presentation of facts 
(Salazar et al., 2009; Xiang & Gretzel, 2010).

There is no question that businesses and urban planners around the 
world have recognized the benefits that can flow from the development of 
community-based urban tourism experiences. At the same time, however, 
there are a number of concerns that have been raised about the negative 
impacts associated with urban tourism and its embrace of neighbourhoods 
and localities that have traditionally remained outside the tourism sphere.

One of the major concerns to emerge is the issue of neighbourhoods and 
communities not being represented as who they really are. As Novy (2012) 
points out, at least some segments of the population in the Berlin neighbour-
hood of Kreuzberg are resentful of tourism for distorting and diluting local 
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culture and for promoting gentrification. There are also issues to address in 
the commodification and selling of ethnic neighbourhoods and the potential 
reinforcement of stereotypes (Volkan & Rath, 2012).

Once the distortion of local reality described above is set in place, it then 
becomes a challenge to continue to ‘live the lie’. Johansson and Cornebise 
(2010) encounter this issue in their study of the ‘pseudo-ethnic’ Swedish 
neighbourhood of Andersonville, Chicago, IL, where very few Swedes actu-
ally reside. Demographic and economic change is further eroding the brand 
of the neighbourhood and creating major challenges for local ‘brand manag-
ers’. Mottiar and Walsh (2011), in their study of Dublin, also highlight the 
challenges that can arise when stakeholders have divergent perspectives on 
the ethnic focus and tenor of urban place making.

There are also significant challenges in the planning and coordination of 
urban place making and its links to tourism. Terhorst et al. (2011: 145) point 
out that these forms of tourism often do not stem directly from planned 
initiatives on the part of government or business; instead, in the case of 
Amsterdam, they emerge as an unintended consequence of the interaction of 
activities and processes that were undertaken for reasons only indirectly 
related to the promotion of tourism. As Maitland (2008: 23) notes with 
regard to new urban tourism areas: ‘The bad news is that tourism policy 
interventions may need to be subtle and limited. The areas have proved 
attractive in the absence of – perhaps because of the absence of – overall tour-
ism development planning and intensive marketing.’

It is the agency of regular community members that will be critical in 
creating a sense of place and dovetailing place-making efforts effectively 
with the visitor industry (Brown & Shortell, 2014: 126). Huning and Novy 
(2006: 8) note that the actual ability of tourism to generate positive out-
comes for neighbourhoods will be heavily influenced by the local stock of 
social and cultural capital (see also Woolcock, 2001).

It is clear that the ability to leverage the undoubted benefits from tourism 
for urban localities depends on the ability of key stakeholders to overcome 
the challenges to community input and support outlined above, and to build 
the social and cultural capital that can enhance the successful, community 
engaged development of tourism in new urban spaces.

A citizen-centric approach allows participants to define the development 
processes involved and to manage delivery and outcomes (Chen, 2007). 
Information and communication technologies are useful tools to enable a 
community to have influence over planning and policy decisions through the 
creation of stronger ties to democratic practice, the building of community 
and social cohesion, and the reduction in fragmentation among tourism 
stakeholders (Ali & Frew, 2010; Milne et al., 2008).

The capacity of ICT to affect relationships, establish and build networks 
(both virtual and real), and drive visionary strategy development is seen as 
critical to community development and capacity building (Fotis et al., 2011; 
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Hasse & Milne, 2005; Milne et al., 2004; Surman & Wershler-Henry, 2001). 
Community informatics (CI) brings together the concepts of information 
technologies and information systems with the idea of community develop-
ment (Gurstein, 2003: 3; 2007: 14; Wellman, 2001). The approach is con-
cerned with the ‘use of ICT for the personal, economic, cultural and social 
development of human communities’ (Gretzel et al., 2009: 2).

CI privileges people, information and communication ahead of technol-
ogy because it ‘emphasizes a grassroots perspective whereby community 
members are centrally involved in the application of ICT for community 
development’ (Loader & Keeble, 2004: 4; see also Williamson, 2008). CI 
offers a valuable avenue for community members to participate in tourism 
planning and development as it opens up technology-enabled channels of 
communication, enables digital storytelling, and facilitates information shar-
ing and community networking (Gretzel et al., 2009; Milne et al., 2004: 185; 
Mason & Milne, 2002). The chapter now explores the use of CI approaches 
to enhance community engagement with place making in Auckland.

Community Place Making in Auckland: 
The Get Local Programme

Auckland City is the largest urban area in New Zealand, with a popula-
tion of more than 1.4 million. Strong indigenous Maori roots and an ever-
increasing immigrant population render Auckland a city of vibrant cultural 
diversity and multiple ethnicities (Auckland Council, 2013; Collins & 
Wardlow, 2011). Auckland Tourism Events and Economic Development 
(ATEED) is the agency responsible for the achievement of Auckland’s eco-
nomic priorities (ATEED, 2011). ATEED is mandated to undertake the mar-
keting and development of tourism products, running information centres 
and attracting and planning for major events in Auckland.

Auckland’s strategic vision is to be ‘the world’s most liveable city’, a 
place, that Aucklanders are proud of, want to stay in or return to, and others 
want to visit, move to or invest in. One of the key pillars to the achievement 
of this vision is to build cohesive resilient communities. The city needs to 
build on the rich fabric of strong local identities and ensure that diverse 
communities are actively engaged in the city’s future. The focus is on 
making all Aucklanders feel that they belong (Auckland Council, 2010, 
2012: 18).

The Auckland Visitor Plan (AVP) is the framework that guides Auckland’s 
visitor economy to support the achievement of the city’s long-term aspira-
tions. The economic goal is to increase the visitor economy from NZD3.33bn 
in 2010 to NZD6bn in 2021 by expanding both international and domestic 
per-visitor yield. A key element to achieving this significant increase in yield 
is to build on the diverse nature of Auckland’s urban fabric (ATEED, 2010: 6).
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In their attempts to build on the diversity of Auckland’s communities 
and to engage local residents in place making, ATEED has been funding an 
ongoing programme of work with the New Zealand Tourism Research 
Institute (NZTRI). The Get Local programme is designed to use cost- effective 
CI approaches to encourage engagement in place making, build social and 
cultural capital in community settings, raise the profile of localities that lie 
beyond the urban core and stimulate local economic activity in areas that 
have traditionally experienced limited tourist flows.

The Get Local research programme commenced in early 2008 with a 
focus on building a cohesive and collaborative community-focused tourism 
destination in the Puhoi to Pakiri area situated in the city’s northeast, about 
45–60 minutes from downtown (Figure 7.1). Since that date the programme 
has grown to incorporate the North West Rodney (NWR) region and also 
the central city Local Board (a local government unit) areas of Orakei and 
Albert Eden.
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Figure 7.1 Auckland City: The four Get Local project areas
Source:  Adapted from Auckland Council (2015).



The peri-urban area of Puhoi to Pakiri features high levels of commuter- 
and leisure-based growth. The vibrant arts and food sectors combined with 
beautiful coastal scenery have seen a rapid increase in visitors and the growth 
of retiree and commuting residents (NZTRI, 2011).

The NWR area is far less engaged with the tourism industry than its 
eastern counterpart and is, along its southern flank, more exposed to direct 
pressures of urban sprawl – with major new housing and commercial devel-
opments under way. The NWR area has a long tradition of food production 
and has a relatively strong Maori cultural presence; nevertheless its visitor 
spend is only a quarter of that in the Puhoi to Pakiri area (NZTRI, 2015).

The inner-city Local Board (local government unit) areas of Albert-Eden 
and Orakei have also engaged with the Get Local programme. Orakei includes 
the premium waterfront area to the immediate east of downtown and incor-
porates some of the wealthiest communities in the city. The locality features 
significant natural and heritage resources to share with visitors, including an 
important Maori presence (NZTRI, 2014).

Albert Eden incorporates a diverse array of communities within its 
boundaries. The area includes older inner-city communities such as Mt. Eden 
and Kingsland, high-income neighbourhoods such as Greenwoods Corner 
and lower middle income neighbourhoods with strong ethnic character; for 
example, Sandringham features a significant Indian influence while Mt. 
Albert has a largely Chinese character.

The diverse range of localities covered by the Get Local programme has 
created challenges. The social and cultural capital of each area varies consid-
erably. The focus of the project has therefore been on adopting CI-based 
approaches that can maximize community input into the place-making pro-
cess, regardless of existing levels of capital. The work adopts a flexible three-
phase approach to encouraging and building community engagement in place 
making (Figure 7.2). The starting point is to create awareness on the part of 
the community concerned about how they are represented online and the 
degree to which they, as individuals, link to one another. The audit and 
review of online resources can highlight the need for enhanced local net-
working and represent a good catalyst for the development of local capacity. 
The strengthening of social and cultural capital at a community scale then 
lays the platform for sustained local content provision.
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Source: Milne & Deuchar.



Optimizing existing resources

Often when a community group or locality decides to engage with tourism, 
the first request is for the creation of a brand or new community website. Such 
an approach can be counter-productive – wasting existing resources that could 
simply be fine-tuned and potentially causing rifts between groups who have 
not necessarily yet seen the benefits of collaborating and working together.

Web audits are conducted at the beginning of the Get Local process in 
order to see how visible each of the urban and peri-urban settings are from a 
visitor’s perspective. The focus of the audit is on online content and the degree 
to which linkages are formed between places, organizations and community 
members. By adopting a consumer perspective the audit emphasizes questions 
such as: what information is available on the local area? How well is the area 
linked to from global, national and regional tourism web portals? What might 
I do when I visit? What would the experience be like? Why is this community/
destination interesting or attractive to me? What might I spend my money on?

In each of the four Get Local programme sites the audits revealed a 
common need to enhance the online information available about each ‘place’ 
and to improve linkages between existing online resources. A distinct lack of 
local stories and knowledge was highlighted in the audits; this limits the 
online sense of place provided for both visitor and local and reduces oppor-
tunities to slow visitors and build yield.

The process of the web audit itself also raises awareness of how a locality 
is portrayed (often through the eyes of outsiders) and provides common 
ground around which different groups can gather. While the audit informa-
tion itself highlights areas for improvement in local collaboration in place 
making the dissemination of the audit information also creates benefits. The 
meetings held to disseminate and highlight audit outcomes enable people to 
see common areas of interest and where gaps currently lie; the audit also 
highlights the diversity and mix of experiences that are currently being pre-
sented. In every instance this has stimulated debate and discussion around 
how visitors are experiencing the community/locality concerned. In this 
sense the local stakeholders are engaging directly with the experiences and 
outcomes associated with the interaction of the global and local scales in 
their community setting.

Building networks and local capacity

In addition to the presentation of web audit outcomes there are several 
other ways to engage local community members in the process of place 
making. The Get Local programme recruits and trains interested residents so 
they can become active participants in the place-building process, often 
through the provision and uploading of content. Members of this group are 
trained in ways to: populate existing national and regional web portals 
(www.newzealand.com and www.aucklandnz.com); create a Wikipedia 
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entry for their place; add local information to various review sites; and/or 
create linkages between existing web-based resources (e.g. websites, blogs 
and social media).

The Get Local programme focuses on building the capacity of locals in 
order to sustain and develop content over time. Once trained, members of 
this group are then able to pass on their knowledge and skills to others in 
their local business and community networks.

In the case of Orakei and Albert Eden, several community groups have 
been supported in their development of Wikipedia pages. In some instances 
university journalism students were able to link into the programme and 
assist community members with the crafting of the information. The 
Wikipedia approach has proved to be a powerful tool to get local groups and 
communities to think about what their local area features and has to offer 
for residents and visitors alike. There is also the chance to explore linkages 
and connections to other places. The challenge here is to ensure that the wiki 
content is focused first and foremost on local community needs and inter-
ests, telling their story to their people. Inevitably this approach is of most 
interest to the prospective visitor, but more importantly it prevents local 
people from feeling that tourism and commercial imperatives have over-
whelmed the critical local focus of the information.

Another CI approach to strengthen community engagement in place 
building is research itself. Online survey research has been run in each of the 
four sites of the Get Local programme to highlight visitor characteristics and 
also business and community perspectives on place making, tourism and 
local development. The online survey research has not only played a role in 
understanding the visitor perspective and the attitudes and needs of the busi-
ness community and residents; it has also provided an important tool to 
engage local stakeholders and encourage networking.

The networking dimension emerges from the crowd-sourcing techniques 
that are used to gather visitor email addresses. By actively involving business 
and community in the gathering of email contacts they become part of the 
research process themselves and begin to gain insights into other stakeholder 
perspectives. The online surveys are designed to run as ongoing barometers 
which should, over time, enable robust insights into the impact of Get Local 
approaches on factors such as local economic yield, levels of satisfaction and 
networking, and community attitudes towards tourism and quality of life.

Collect and communicate stories

In its third and final phase, the Get Local programme focuses on the 
development of locally sourced online content. The approach is to then stim-
ulate further online resource development through the local stakeholders. 
NZTRI works with communities to support the development of these digital 
assets. The research team assists the community in recording, editing and 
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delivering podcasts and videos of approximately two minutes’ duration that 
tell the story of the local area. The process involves locals as storytellers and 
also, where appropriate, as interviewers. These digital assets can then be 
linked to visitor experiences through trails and walks.

This phase represents the initial steps towards developing a sustainable 
repository of digital assets for the urban locality (e.g. text, images, maps, 
podcasts, videos, blogs) that can be accessed in a variety of ways by both 
visitors and locals: on websites, social media, mobile devices, directory appli-
cations and point-to-know applications (e.g. QR codes). This phase may also 
be a catalyst, in the future, for the development of a more comprehensive 
local business association or community-focused website, including the 
development of web-raised resources (see Milne et al., 2008).

The case of Greenwoods Corner shows how local stories and knowledge 
can be used to enhance the competitiveness, uniqueness and economic yield 
of communities. Understanding what everyday life is like for locals, as well 
as having opportunities to access local knowledge about a destination, lie at 
the heart of a series of videos that have been completed for this small Albert 
Eden community which lies on the edge of one of Auckland’s iconic city 
parks and volcanic cones (Cornwall Park and Maungakiekie, respectively).

Local storytelling and historical reminiscences are combined with small 
business dimensions. One video features the local butcher who has Maori 
roots and adds his thoughts to the video on what to do in the surrounding 
neighbourhood and then adds a cultural embellishment in the Maori lan-
guage (Figure 7.3).

The creation of linkages to the areas surrounding shopping districts or 
other potential visitor attractors can be stimulated by the development of 
cycling trails and walkways (Figure 7.4). Working in conjunction with com-
munity experts and local advocates, the focus is on beginning the develop-
ment of themed trails in each locality. Examples of potential trail themes 
include: heritage buildings, homes and gardens, parks and waterways, and 
shopping/food. Google maps are currently being developed with community 
input that can be linked to from any website, mobile application or through 
social media. Maps and trails are linked and available online – with a focus 
on making them readily accessible to both visitors and locals.

The development of an urban trails network is also key feature of the Get 
Local programme in Orakei (NZTRI, 2014). Local residents, retailers and 
tourism and hospitality business owners/operators have joined forces to 
create a set of videos and podcasts featuring the natural and built environ-
ment in order to encourage visitors to see more of Orakei. These digital assets 
are designed for both visitors and locals, with a focus on encouraging resi-
dents to learn more about their ‘own backyard’ and to bring their visiting 
friends and relatives along with them.

To entice people to see more of the area (and spend more), a themed 
walking trail is currently under development. This is the first section of the 
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Orakei Urban Trails Network and focuses on the popular coastal boulevard 
of Tamaki Drive, a short distance from the central business district of 
Auckland. Tamaki Drive is an area that brings thousands of visitors to Orakei 
in the summer to swim at the beach or cycle along what is also a high- 
density traffic thoroughfare. Research has revealed that visitor spend per 
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Figure 7.3 Greenwoods Corner local business video
Source: NZTRI (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3TxvHrd5w_Y).

Figure 7.4 Greenwoods Corner: cycling opportunities
Source: NZTRI (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RpE8DwMcnkI).



visit is particularly low in this area. Visitors, residents, businesses and com-
munity groups also felt that more could be made of the rich history of the 
area. Tamaki Drive is of cultural significance to Maori, with the 50-hectare 
Whenua Rangatira o Orakei (‘chiefly land of Ngati Whatua o Orakei’) located 
in Orakei – less than 6 km from Auckland’s city centre.

Local Maori, residents, business associations and community groups are 
providing input into the Tamaki Drive Coastal Walk – a trail designed to lead 
the visitor through key cultural and heritage points of interest of the natural 
and built environment and then on to tourism attractions, cafes and restau-
rants and retail areas.

Planning the trail with a series of ‘walk-arounds’ provides an enjoyable 
networking opportunity for businesses and community and enables locals to 
provide ‘on the ground’ action to decide on signage, route maps, printed and 
digital media, and to tell local stories. The urban trail network is set to 
expand to other parts of Orakei, with locals continuing to build a repository 
of digital stories to be accessed and used by trail users.

In effect the trail building is a form of mobile web raising (Milne et al., 
2008) where a community is encouraged to discuss the design of online 
resources together and to learn more about what they share in common 
while they work. While the final online representation of the trail and its 
content is an important outcome, so is the fact that people have worked 
together and learned from each other while creating an asset of value to 
locals and visitors.

Conclusions

The continued reach of tourism into new urban spaces creates both 
opportunities and potential costs for the neighbourhoods and communities 
affected. Local place making can add to resident quality of life and also lead 
to greater visitor interest and interaction. At the same time it is clear that 
such developments can leave communities feeling that their culture and 
sense of place has been diluted by the priorities of the tourism industry and 
urban planners or that, in some cases, they are being forced into preconceived 
ethnic stereotypes by the same stakeholders.

Real and deep community engagement in the process of place making is 
critical if the process is to generate positive outcomes for both locals and visi-
tors alike. It is clear that social and cultural capital are key prerequisites if 
community engagement in place making is to generate positive outcomes in 
a sustained fashion.

The case of Auckland’s Get Local programme of urban community place 
making shows that ICT and related CI approaches can tap into community 
interests and generate important cultural and heritage information through 
online content collection, podcasting and video development. The three 
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phases of the Get Local programme also offer a series of networking and col-
laborative activities that bring residents and businesses together in work-
shops and community meetings to learn about tourism and the internet, 
thus creating valuable social and cultural capital. In many senses tourism 
also plays an important role as a ‘hook’ to engage local residents in new areas 
of ICT.

While an interest in collaboration exists among businesses and local resi-
dents in many of these urban communities, a common challenge is to know 
how to start working together, and more importantly, who will take the 
initiative and make the first move in order to do so. The Get Local approach 
attempts to address this by bringing together residents and businesses to 
form an advisory group that can guide local tourism development and engage 
in project activities. This approach highlights a role for universities to work 
with tourism stakeholders (RTO and public agencies, private enterprise, 
community) to support the processes of local network formation. A univer-
sity can bring a level of impartiality and objectivity that can add value to the 
way social capital is formed and be a useful element in an enabling environ-
ment for network development.

Another challenge with the approach outlined in this chapter is that of 
sustaining local engagement and content generation. Get Local participants 
are enthusiastic and willing to create digital content to strengthen the local 
content available online, but there can be difficulties in generating ongoing 
engagement. There are several possible reasons for this. While local residents 
and businesses are eager to participate in videos and podcasts, some may be 
reluctant to put themselves in the public domain or to be seen as providing 
a dominant commentary on behalf of their ‘place’ or community. For this 
reason it is important to build a broad base of support for Get Local initia-
tives and to build community capacity beyond a simply a small group of 
‘champions’.

There may also be instances where members of local government or man-
agers of business associations resent participation by resident and community 
groups in an area they perceive to be all about ‘business’. The focus in over-
coming this challenge must be on reinforcing the fact that it makes good 
business sense to sell a destination as more than just a collection of rooms and 
beds. By creating a broader ‘sense of place’ through the Get Local programme 
the overall economic capacity and attractiveness of urban localities can be 
enhanced – in other words tourism really is ‘everyone’s business’.

This chapter sheds new perspectives on processes of community engage-
ment in place making. We argue that collaboration works best when an 
enabling environment is created to encourage activities that originate from 
the grassroots community level. In simple terms, urban community destina-
tions are best thought of in terms of systems of connection – or even local 
social movements acting as agents of social and economic change through 
community-led place making and tourism development (Deuchar, 
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2012; McGehee et al., 2014). The examples presented here show that ICT and 
CI have the potential to enhance collaboration between urban community 
members by tapping into what they – as locals – love about their place and 
encouraging them to discuss and guide how this can best be shared with 
visitors.
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(Dis)engaging the Local: 
Backpackers’ Usage of Social 
Media During Crises

Cody Morris Paris and Kevin Hannam

Introduction

The use of social media during a disaster or crisis event has become a topic 
of interest among scholars from various disciplines, including recent studies 
in tourism and mobilities (see Benediktsson et al., 2011; Birtchnell & Buscher, 
2011). This chapter seeks to contribute to this growing body of research by 
focusing on the use of social media during a crisis event by one particular 
segment of tourists – backpackers – through the examination of two case 
studies. The backpacker tourism market has been particularly resilient com-
pared to other tourism niches in the face of various crises. Indeed, the back-
packing and youth tourism sectors have had continued to grow during the past 
decade in spite of global crises such as 9/11, SARS, the Avian flu and the 
recent economic crisis (WYSE Travel Confederation, 2010). Nevertheless, 
the global distribution and independent travel tendencies of backpackers 
often place them at an amplified risk of being caught up in natural and man-
made crises or other dangerous situations, often of their own volition.

The use of social media and mobile devices has become a ubiquitous part 
of the backpacker experience (Paris, 2012). Recent innovations in ICT have 
provided a perceived ‘safety-net’ for backpackers, as they can maintain contact 
and share their experiences with friends and family (Germann Molz & Paris, 
2015). While instantaneous communication with people anywhere in the 
world can reduce the perception of the risks of independent travel, things do 
go wrong. Social media can provide a means for friends and family to seek out 
news and help when crises do occur. Previously, the ability to get news updates 
and mobilize searches for missing friends and family members was nearly 
impossible. With contact only through occasional letters and postcards, family 
and friends back home could never really know the location of backpackers. 
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Instant, global contact mediated by social media now provides friends and 
family with a better starting point from which to begin local searches when 
the worst occurs.

The purpose of this chapter is to explore how social media has been used 
by backpackers travelling in the midst of crises and how they engage and 
disengage with the local. Two main case studies of backpackers caught in a 
crisis are presented: a natural disaster (the Chilean earthquake in 2010) and 
political violence (the violence surrounding the protests in Bangkok in 2010).

Social Media and Crises

The channels used for communicating information during crises or disas-
ters have often utilized a top-down approach, which means that information 
is gathered by authorities and government officials and is then dispersed to 
the public (Sutton et al., 2011). Thanks to the widespread use of Twitter, 
Facebook and other forms of social media, however, the direction of informa-
tion is shifting. Since the inception of these social media platforms, research-
ers have tried to study their usage during crisis events. Social media and crisis 
have been the topic of several recent tourism studies; however, most focus on 
the management of crises (e.g. Palen et al., 2010; Pennington-Gray et al., 2011; 
Sutton et al., 2011). There have only been a few studies focused on the tourist 
perspective and the use of social media during a crisis event (e.g. Pennington-
Gray et al., 2012), even though some researchers acknowledge that tourists 
may be more vulnerable during disasters (Palen et al., 2010).

While individuals affected by disasters and crises are increasingly using 
these forms of communication, there is a relative lack of scholarly research 
on the topic of tourists and disaster situations (e.g. Hughes & Palen, 2009; 
Hughes et al., 2008; Schroeder et al., 2012). For instance, Hughes and Palen 
(2009) examined the use of Twitter during four events in a narrow time 
frame to compare the behaviour of Twitter users. Their goal was to gather 
this information for comparison with future events in order to demonstrate 
the social effects of Twitter. Hughes et al. (2008) delved deeper into the com-
munications and activities during disasters by examining the different actors 
involved and their behaviours. While both of these studies are early investiga-
tions into social media behaviours during crises and disasters, they do not 
explicitly discuss how tourists are affected, even though tourists are obvi-
ously present during the disasters examined in these studies. For many tour-
ists, social media is the easiest and most accessible form of communication 
(Schroeder et al., 2012), and when they find themselves in the middle of a 
natural or man-made disaster, they often turn to social media to communi-
cate their status to others and notify emergency response personnel of the 
disaster’s severity. They are encouraged to do so by mainstream media chan-
nels such as online news platforms.
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During a crisis or disaster, government authorities have the responsibility 
for disseminating vital information to first responders and the concerned 
public. Due to recent innovations in ‘new media’ technologies (Pennington-
Gray et al., 2012), such as Facebook, Twitter and other crowdsourcing plat-
forms, the public is now able to assist the authorities and public during 
disasters in the form of real-time information and post-crisis support. This 
shift in information delivery has been the focus of several articles that dis-
cuss the legitimacy of public information and the overall management of 
disasters, natural or man-made (e.g. Heinzelman & Waters, 2010; Sutton 
et al., 2011; Vieweg et al., 2008).

Real-time updates from the ground are important for travellers, local 
victims and emergency responders. Emergency response teams often relied 
on internal sources to coordinate rescue and relief efforts in the past. While 
this has been advantageous in most instances, problems have surfaced with 
regard to community needs. During the January 2010 earthquake disaster in 
Haiti, UN authorities halted relief efforts in the community of Logane 
because internal sources revealed that the area was not safe for emergency 
teams (Heinzelman & Waters, 2010). Community leaders were confused by 
the UN’s decision and tried to voice their concern, ‘yet the international 
response system was simply not structured in a way to utilize these inputs, 
creating a communication disconnect between Haitians and emergency 
response organizations’ (Heinzelman & Waters, 2010: 3). For the Haitian 
disaster, standard emergency relief protocols did not allow community lead-
ers to participate in decision-making discussions, which resulted in a lack of 
communication and support for communities in need. Similarly, failures in 
crisis management can be seen in tourism destinations as well. Peters and 
Pikkemaat (2005) discuss the response to an avalanche disaster in Galtuer, 
Austria. One conclusion illustrated the lack of media coverage and coopera-
tion during the avalanche, suggesting that fragmented information and mis-
placed blame led to the disaster (Peters & Pikkemaat, 2005). To facilitate the 
accuracy of information dissemination in future disasters, Peters and 
Pikkemaat (2005) mention that an internet-based system was put in place 
to aid communication. These systems are at the front of the agenda for aca-
demics and practitioners in the crisis and disasters field, and several key con-
ferences have addressed the topic.

Several recent studies have explored the digital social convergence that 
occurs during and after crisis events. The internet and social media, in par-
ticular, have supported the convergence of individuals both at the physical 
site of a crisis and those converging in virtual spaces. Physical social conver-
gence is a term that describes the diversity of people who descend on an area 
or region after a crisis or disaster (Hughes et al., 2008). The social convergence 
of individuals to physical sites of disasters has been examined by sociologists 
dating back to the 1950s (Fritz & Mathewson, 1957). With respect to physi-
cal social convergence after a disaster, tourists are often present. For example, 
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helpers and supporters can be seen as volunteer tourists whom assist in the 
rebuilding of communities after natural disasters such as Hurricane Katrina 
(Rodriguez et al., 2006).

Digital social convergence is the collective activities and interpretations 
of people in response to a disaster. They are channelled through online media 
sources, such as websites, blogs and social media (Hughes et al., 2008). While 
actors at a disaster site often have first-hand observations and information, 
digital social convergence allows for information dissemination from sources 
that may not be as reliable, leading to rumours and misinformation (Mendoza 
et al., 2010). Not all social media information about a disaster is false; how-
ever, the majority is small bits of information often taken out of context 
(Hughes et al., 2008). All of these bits of information can now be gathered 
collectively and corroborated. The result of many of the digital social conver-
gent activities in the midst of a crisis event results in a collective intelligence 
about the event that was not possible before.

Recent tragedies and disasters related to backpackers illustrate the display 
of online social convergence activities. In 2007, a solo female backpacker dis-
appeared while travelling from West Africa to Turkey via the Middle East. A 
blog on LiveJournal mobilized hundreds of individuals to help find her. They 
helped by translating documents between English and Arabic, interviewing 
witnesses on the ground, searching hotels and even tracing IP numbers to 
actual physical addresses, allowing for the location of her last email located 
near the Syria/Lebanon border (Andrews, 2007). The search continues today 
with volunteer detectives piecing together new details and searching social 
media and the internet for the person of interest. Facebook has been used in 
a similar way by a father during his search for his daughter who went miss-
ing during a backpacking trip in Croatia (Dobbin, 2008).

The recent escalation of online social convergence has also led to new 
forms of interaction between the different actors that respond to disasters. 
While government authorities are still considered the most reliable sources 
of information during a crisis, many are increasingly turning to online chat-
ter for up-to-date information on the victims (Palen et al., 2009). For exam-
ple, during the 2007 Virginia Tech shooting crisis, information regarding the 
status of victims was broadcast via social media sites to the concerned public 
(Vieweg et al., 2008). The convergence of small bits of information on a digi-
tal level was shown to contribute to the collective intelligence of the shoot-
ing as it unfolded. This ‘real-time’ information from observers on the campus 
was used by emergency response personnel to assess the crisis and make 
decisions about future actions. Clearly, digital social convergence is helpful 
during times of disaster, even if some information is not accurate. The infor-
mation set as a whole is useful to paint a picture of a disaster situation – pro-
viding problem-solving intelligence for emergency personnel, people involved 
in the crisis or loved ones. For instance, in the aftermath of a 2010 earth-
quake in Chile, Hawaii was hit by a tsunami. Sutton et al. (2011) examined 
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the communication efforts of Hawaii during this time and found that, 
although existing governmental networks worked well to inform the popula-
tion of the impending tsunami, social media was a large contributor to infor-
mation dissemination. In 2010, a devastating earthquake in Haiti forced the 
relocation of many and provoked questions about emergency communica-
tions. Heinzelman and Waters (2010) examined this disaster and found that 
most communication was between emergency teams and the government, 
turning the rest of the population towards social media to gather informa-
tion. According to Starbird et al. (2010), social media and blogging were 
a major avenue of communication during a flood in the Red River Valley 
of the United States and Canada.

Social media has provided tourists with a certain hyperawareness when 
travelling. Hyperawareness is the social awareness that individuals share 
with one another by continually staying in touch across different locations 
(Farnham & Keyani, 2006). Tourists are continuously connected to family, 
friends and news outlets through online media, which can contribute to a 
sense of local environmental security (Hannam, 2012; Pennington-Gray 
et al., 2012). Social media and mobile devices allow individuals to monitor 
events as they occur and can arguably help increase the level of local situa-
tional awareness, particularly important during crisis events. Being able to 
tap into the collective intelligence facilitated by the digital social convergen-
ces during and after a crisis can provide the necessary information for height-
ened levels of hyperawareness of individuals caught in a crisis.

The local efforts of individuals using social media to disseminate infor-
mation during a crisis will become more commonplace in the future (Vieweg 
et al., 2008). The assistance that social convergence and collective intelli-
gences provide to authorities is invaluable, especially with tourists. Social 
media is often the most widely used form of communication, such that 
online collaboration and problem solving has the potential to become a vital 
source for organizing responses to disasters (see Hannam, 2012). The two 
case studies presented in this chapter thus illustrate how the local is always 
caught up and utilized in significant ways through global social media, but 
that this engagement is also somewhat disengaged from the local population 
itself, as those inhibiting the ‘blogosphere’ return to everyday normality 
much quicker than locals.

Methods

For this study, case study methodology was applied to two recent crisis 
events: the 2010 earthquake in Chile and the political protests that turned 
violent in central Bangkok in 2010. These two cases were chosen because 
they occurred in and around two major backpacking destinations. Also, 
one is a natural disaster and the other is a ‘man-made’ crisis. A variety of 
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data sources were compiled for each of the crisis events. For the natural 
disaster, real-time social media accounts were examined and interviews 
were conducted with backpackers caught up in the earthquake. For the 
violence in Bangkok, real-time, geographically situated (around the back-
packer enclave of Khao San Road (KSN)) twitter streams were downloaded 
and examined. Additionally, real-time blog posts and YouTube videos were 
examined.

Chilean earthquake case study

In the early morning hours of 27 February 2010 one of the largest earth-
quakes ever recorded shook the country of Chile. This 8.8 magnitude earth-
quake struck off the coast, causing infrastructure damage from the 
aftershocks and tsunamis. Around 1.5 million people were displaced after 
the earthquake toppled residential buildings and ignited fires across the city 
of Concepcion. The effects of the Chilean earthquake, in the form of tsuna-
mis, were felt as far as Hawaii and warnings were issued in countries as far 
as Australia. More than half of the country was declared a disaster area.

For this case study, a key informant interview was conducted with a 
backpacker in Chile during the crisis. Additionally, that individual’s social 
media profiles were examined, including Facebook and Twitter. Additionally, 
Tweets during the crisis were examined for details regarding backpackers in 
Chile during the crisis. Several hashtags were used to do so, including #Chile 
and #ChileanEarthquake. It was difficult, however, to distinguish the back-
packers from other posts, as the majority of these tweets focused on the 
sharing of news stories about the earthquake. However, one case in particu-
lar focused on the use of Twitter by family members seeking missing loved 
ones backpacking in the area of the earthquake. Additionally, secondary 
sources were also examined, including news stories.

Bangkok protests

Violence and political unrest between two opposing parties has been 
stirring in Bangkok, Thailand since 2006 when a military coup ousted 
former Prime Minister Thaksin Shinawatra and forced him into exile. One 
party, the red-shirted populists, was protesting for equal opportunity for the 
overworked poor with hopes of new elections and the democratic representa-
tion of the country. The nationalist yellow-shirts were fighting to keep the 
current government in place and consisted mostly of the urban middle class. 
From 2007–2010, several protests took place that upset the tourist industry 
directly, such as the sit-in that shut down the airport and stranded travellers. 
In 2010, the red-shirt protest turned violent, leaving many expatriates and 
tourists to fend for themselves on the streets of Bangkok. These violent 
clashes in 2010 included road blocks, small arms fire, several large fires and 
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even the use of grenades. One particular clash between the two groups that 
occurred on 10 April 2010 was the focus of this case study because the clash 
took place in the streets directly adjacent and connected to the historical 
backpacker enclave of Khao San Road.

For this case study, hashtag searches for #KSR and #KhaoSanRoad were 
used to find Tweets posted during and directly after the clashes that focused 
on the geographical area of Khao San Road. In total, 186 tweets were down-
loaded. The first was posted at the outset of the clashes and the last was six 
hours afterwards. Additionally, photos, blog posts, YouTube videos and news 
stories that linked to the Tweets provided additional insights into the use of 
social media during this crisis.

Discussion: (Dis)engagement with the Local

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an exploratory analysis into 
the social media behaviour of backpackers during and after two crisis events 
and their engagements with the ‘local’. The behaviours during these events 
provide illustrations of the different types of actors present, as well as 
insights into the tourists’ engagement and disengagement with local events 
and spaces.

The earthquake in Chile provides a good context of how social media can 
be used in the midst of a crisis to provide a resource for local knowledge. 
Twitter was used extensively in the aftermath of the earthquake. One exam-
ple is that of a missing British couple, who went missing after the quake in 
the surfing destination of Pichilemu. Shortly afterwards, the sister of one of 
the missing started a Twitter account to try to find her missing brother. A 
review of the tweets and re-tweets on her account indicated that she inter-
acted a lot with the Twitter accounts of one of the local surfer resorts and 
Pichilemu.com, as well as individuals from all around the world, providing a 
good example of global digital convergence. A group of geographically dis-
persed individuals digitally converged in the aftermath of the crisis. The 
loved ones, who could not get in contact with the missing backpackers, cre-
ated their Twitter account specifically to locate the couple. The other indi-
viduals, some located in the disaster zone and others located around the 
world, converged to assist the search and add to the collective intelligence as 
the event unfolded. Many of these individuals were global strangers. The 
missing couple was found shortly after the search began, unharmed. Twitter, 
Facebook, Google Person Finder (a platform designed specifically for finding 
missing people during a crisis) and CouchSurfing.org were all used to mobi-
lize the local search for the missing couple. Through each of these platforms 
the group of helpers each added a piece of information to develop an online 
‘space of hope’ regarding the missing couple’s travel itinerary leading up to 
the disaster and their eventual location.
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One particular backpacker, ‘Chris’, was interviewed one week after the 
earthquake. Chris provided a first-hand account of the Chilean earthquake 
and shared a similar experience to that of the missing couple:

Following the Chilean earthquake last week, we found dozens of com-
ments on Facebook and Twitter asking where we were, if we were OK, and 
if we needed help. People were asking the Twitter community if anyone 
had heard from us and by the time I answer emails and logged into Twitter 
to say we were safe, people I had emailed had posted on twitter and 
Facebook that we were safe. It was nearly instantaneous and this wide 
group of virtual friends we’ve never met were rallying around to look for us.

Here Chris exemplifies the use of global social media to create a virtual com-
munity, but interestingly he did not reflect further on the role of the local 
people on the ground.

Similarly, the Bangkok protests illustrate how social media was used by 
backpackers in Bangkok. The speed at which the violence broke out and the 
location next to the popular backpacking enclave caught many tourists off 
guard and forced them to ride out the violence. For these tourists, the use of 
social media in the virtual backpacker community to communicate was 
more accessible and easier than relying on local authorities that were more 
focused on quelling the violence. During this crisis, Twitter provided a sort 
of lifeline for both tourists and expatriates trying to navigate the city, post-
ing comments about which local streets were safe from the violence.

Many of the posts to Twitter during the protests and violence around 
Khao San Road were focused on providing information updates for other 
tourists and backpackers in the area. For example, posts by the backpacker 
with the Twitter name Eloren provided updates on the status of local shops, 
police blockades and safety during a four-hour period.

Eloren  Many shops closed on KSR today, they all have signs mentioning: 
‘Closed from 11–15’. I guess they’re early because of the events about 4 
hours ago
Eloren  Police blocks KSR. Fire started near burger king. Gun shots about 
3 hours ago
Eloren  All bars shops closed on KSR. Police blocking street. Fire & gun-
shots in background about 3 hours ago
Eloren  Tourists and locals around KSR should all be alert and cautious! 
#Thailand about 3 hours ago
Eloren  Police injured at head. Backing down KSR about 2 hours ago
nomadicmatt  @eloren what’s going on up there? is KSR still shut 
down? where are the tourists? about 1 hour ago
Eloren  Tourists back on KSR but everything closed. All the attention 
seems to be on kok wa intersection. Reds still massively there
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In addition to status updates, situational updates were directly sought, such 
as in this exchange:

Inspirability  @Pateel22 Thank you kaa’ she wanna go to Khao San for 
Songkran mhh is it safe in Bkk? about 1 hour ago
Pateel22 RT @inspirability: Thank you kaa’ she wanna go to Khao San for 
Songkran mhh is it safe in Bkk?: No it isn’t. about 1 hour ago

A tweet by another individual also gave thanks to an individual for informa-
tion while showing support for the cause of the protestors. This is an inter-
esting illustration of supportive behaviour:

JuanMedin  @nomadicmatt Thanks for tweeting from KSR. Is it advis-
able to go there? I feel sympathy for the red cause. about 6 hours ago

The overall collective first-person insights provided through Twitter 
during the crisis were used to create and organize an online localized crisis 
map in the wake of 2010 protests in Bangkok that facilitated the mobility of 
tourists through the violence in the streets. This map was populated with 
information from people, including tourists, caught in the violence, as 
opposed to emergency response teams. This collective behaviour illustrated 
the speed at which information was shared through social media and the 
importance of digital social convergence in crisis problem solving and facili-
tating hyperawareness for individuals during the crisis.

One particular back-and-forth conversation highlighted the use of 
Twitter as the crisis ended and ‘returned’ to normal. While this conversation 
took place between two individuals, it did so in public in the Twittersphere. 
The conversation also notes how the excitement of the crisis abated and how 
the normal KSR came back to life. The crisis took place just a day before the 
popular SongKran festival, which includes a large street water fight in which 
locals and tourists are eager participants.

nomadicmatt  looks like my plan to go meet people on KSR is not going 
to happen 41 minutes ago
Eloren  Bars opening slowly in KSR again. 35 minutes ago
nomadicmatt  My Songkran on KSR is most likely ruined now lol. I 
guess I shouldnt have gone up there to reserve my room today lol 31 
minutes ago
Eloren  @nomadicmatt road probably open but seems over on KSR. 
Music is back. Kok wa however still packed 30 minutes ago
Eloren  Ok I guess KSR is back to ‘normal’ again. I’m heading back to my 
room. 29 minutes ago
nomadicmatt  RT @eloran road probably open but seems over on KSR. 
Music is back. <—only in Thailand would a riot the block over not stop 
the party 27 minutes ago
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The conversation between these two individuals is also in stark contrast to 
the earlier tweets during the crisis that vividly described the violence that 
broke out. The speed at which the crisis returned to normal, and the seeming 
ambivalence of some tourists, were also noted in commentary by some 
individuals.

richardbarrow  RT: BobThailand: So, how many backpackers you think 
will be throwing water in the next couple of days on KSR for Songkran? 
(I think 1000’s) 2 minutes ago
Thai_faq  Considering the violence tonight I was amazed to see so many 
tourist. Some were actually posing for pictures as the army was shooting.

Conclusions

In this study two case studies were used to illustrate the global digital 
social convergence behaviours of backpackers and other geographically dis-
persed individuals during and after crisis events in Chile and Thailand. While 
these two case studies only provide an initial glimpse into this behaviour, it 
demonstrates how global social and digital convergences can provide spaces 
of hope for members of the backpacker community in their everyday search 
for local answers. It also adds weight to Adey and Anderson’s (2011) theoreti-
cal observation that, in the midst of disruption and crisis, events are virtually 
rather than locally organized and managed by people though their use of 
social media. Moreover, after the event has subsided the local becomes even 
more immaterial as the virtual takes prominence. Hence this study provides 
a glimpse into the potential of highly distributed problem solving that can 
take place through the use of social media during crises by tourists. While 
crises disrupt global transport technologies, they simultaneously lead to 
mediatized responses which, as our examples show, are engaged with and 
then disengaged from the local.
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Rethinking Host–Guest 
Relationships in the Context 
of Urban Ethnic Tourism

Melanie Smith and Anita Zátori

Introduction

This chapter examines the relationships between so-called ‘hosts’ and 
‘guests’ in the context of urban ethnic tourism. Although the terms have 
been used fairly extensively in the academic literature, there is a growing 
realization that such reductionist binaries are not always suitable for describ-
ing more contemporary forms of tourism where the boundaries between 
tourists and local people are increasingly blurred. This is especially true of 
cosmopolitan cities with their unique and complex blend of indigenous resi-
dents, visitors, immigrants and tourists. This chapter includes a case study 
of Budapest in Hungary, which is not an especially cosmopolitan city, but is 
nevertheless diversifying its tourism product to include alternative and 
ethnic tours, most of which take place in the emergent ‘creative hub’ of the 
city. Drawing on two years of research which focused on experience creation 
in the context of alternative tours, the authors examine the nature of the 
relationships between hosts, guests, residents, visitors, tourists and interme-
diaries in the context of ethnic tourism.

Rethinking Host–Guest Theory

The terms ‘hosts’ and ‘guests’ have been used frequently in tourism stud-
ies, especially since Smith’s (1977, 1989) seminal works on the subject and 
Smith and Brent’s follow-up work (2001). Although the term ‘host’ has often 
been used as a synonym for residents or community members, and ‘guest’ is 
often used as a synonym for tourists, the reality is clearly more nuanced and 
complex, particularly in large, cosmopolitan cities. The term ‘host’ always 
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seemed appropriate in remote destinations where opening the door to and 
welcoming strangers into one’s home was seen as an integral and almost 
compulsory part of hospitality (e.g. as discussed by Picard, 2013; Selwyn, 
2013). However, larger communities or those in destinations which are fur-
ther along the spectrum of Butler’s (1980) much-quoted lifecycle model and 
nearer the top of Doxey’s (1975) Irritation Index are often not quite so keen 
to open their doors to any strangers, especially tourists.

Hosts are technically groups of people or communities that either live in 
or use the space in which tourism takes place. The hosts can be, but are not 
necessarily, residents of the visited place and therefore a distinction needs to 
be made between hosts and residents. The former might be actively and will-
ingly involved in tourism development, whereas residents may have no inter-
est in or engagement with tourists. There may be local residents or 
communities who are going about their everyday lives in destinations which 
are visited by tourists, but who play little or no role in hosting them – at 
least, not consciously. This is especially true of large cities. However, past 
research has shown that numerous local residents and communities have had 
tourism thrust upon them regardless of their interest in or desire for its devel-
opment. They have become hosts by accident or fate. Table 9.1 offers a short 
typology of hosts in tourism to illustrate some of these differences.

As stated earlier, since tourism studies began, the relationship between 
so-called ‘hosts’ and guests’ has been an enduring theme. Sharpley (2013) 
dates the literature back to the late 1960s and suggests that it has been one 
of the most researched subjects in tourism studies. However, in recent years, 
literature searches using these terms have started to yield fewer results. This 
does not mean that academic interest has waned in any way (after all, how 
could such a basic tenet of tourism become unimportant?), but the terminol-
ogy is perceived as increasingly unsatisfactory, with such polarised terms as 
‘self’ and ‘other’ and ‘host’ and ‘guest’ being deemed rigid, simplistic or 
reductionist. For example, Robinson (2013) questions the usefulness of grand 
narratives of tourism and binaries like host–guest, especially given the 
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Table 9.1  A general typology of hosts in tourism

Indigenous ‘monocultural’ hosts in remote locations (e.g. tribes in Brazil, Papua New Guinea)
Indigenous displaced hosts (e.g. Australian Aborigines, Native American Indians)
Diasporic and ethnic hosts (e.g. ethnic minorities or immigrants who have moved to a 
different country)
Uninvolved hosts (e.g. everyday residents with no direct involvement in the tourism 
industry)
Involved hosts (e.g. everyday residents who are directly and willingly involved in the 
tourism industry)
Unwilling hosts (e.g. residents who did not or do not desire tourism but are forced to 
accommodate it)



changing nature of contemporary mobilities where the differentiation 
between local residents and tourists is increasingly complex. Hannam and 
Roy (2013) argue that tourism is now an integral rather than a marginal part 
of everyday social and cultural life and therefore it is becoming harder to 
distinguish between tourism and other mobilities.

The literature was traditionally biased in favour of the ‘the tourist gaze’ 
rather than ‘the host gaze’, although Maoz (2006) emphasized the existence 
of a ‘local gaze’ and, more significantly, ‘a mutual gaze’. Although whole 
books have now been devoted to the subject of the host gaze (e.g. Moufakkir & 
Reisinger, 2012), there is still relatively little literature on resident, commu-
nity or host perspectives. One of the reasons for this is simply that without 
extensive, longitudinal anthropological and ethnographic research, it is often 
impossible to penetrate the much-quoted ‘backstage’ of local resident living 
(Goffman, 1963) in order to undertake the necessary research. It is also dif-
ficult and misrepresentative to generalize about host perceptions, and 
research must be undertaken ideally on a case-by-case basis. On the other 
hand, one criticism of research on host communities is that they are often 
based on case studies and that only a few models exist to allow comparison. 
As quoted in Tosun (2002: 232) ‘it is not easy to derive theory from indi-
vidual tourism impact case studies’. On the other hand, the extensive 
 literature on impacts of tourism demonstrates that many of the impacts of 
tourism on host communities are somewhat generic and only vary according 
to scale and intensity. The continuing popularity of models such as Doxey’s 
Irritation Index (1975) are a testament to this fact. A common assumption is 
that tourism is disruptive to community life leading to inherent conflicts 
between tourists and residents and the social structure of communities 
(Woosnam, 2012: 315). Resident attitudes to tourism have often been studied 
using social exchange theory (Nunkoo & Gursoy, 2012). Gursoy and 
Rutherford (2004: 496) stated that ‘its basic tenet is that locals are likely to 
participate in an exchange if they believe that they are likely to gain benefits 
without incurring unacceptable costs. … They are inclined to be involved in 
the exchange, and, thus endorse future development in their community.’ 
Social exchange theory (logically) suggests that residents are more likely to 
have a positive attitude towards tourists if the perceived benefits gained from 
involvement with tourism exceed the perceived costs (Palmer et al., 2013).

However, it is important to ascertain what is meant by a ‘cost’ and a 
‘benefit’. Nunkoo and Gursoy (2012) point out that it is widely assumed that 
it is the economic impacts of tourism that are valued most by the host com-
munity, such as income and the standard of living. Yet many communities 
do not benefit economically from tourism, or at least not in any direct or 
perceptible way. Economic indicators or measures do not tell the whole story 
anyway. Tourism anthropologists (e.g. Macleod & Carrier, 2010) have pre-
sented a broader and often positive picture of the sociocultural impacts 
of tourism. However, it is also important to note that residents’ main 
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priorities may have very little to do with tourism, as stated by Sharpley 
(2013). Many of the main experts in the field of the impacts of tourism on 
residents’ (and tourists’) quality of life have been brought together in the 
Handbook of Tourism and Quality of Life (Uysal et al., 2012). The researchers 
here focus on a number of important subjects, including poverty alleviation 
through tourism, community participation, as well as several articles about 
the contribution of tourism to many different domains of life, including hap-
piness. Smith (2014) summarizes some of the impacts on communities, both 
positive and negative (Table 9.2).

Nevertheless, a distinction needs to be made between residents’ attitudes 
to tourism as an economic and social phenomenon which may affect their 
lives directly, indirectly or not at all, and their attitudes to the tourists them-
selves (Uysal et al., 2012). Woosnam (2012) and Sharpley (2013) suggest that 
most research is related to the residents’ perception of tourism rather than 
their attitudes towards tourists. It was also suggested a few years ago that 
the majority of research had focused on pro-poor community-based tourism 
in rural areas rather than cities (Mowforth & Munt, 2008). However, it can 
be somewhat difficult to confine debates to the specifically ‘urban’. Tacoli 
(1998) describes how the boundaries of urban settlements are usually more 
blurred than are portrayed by administrative delimitations. Many resident 
groups may live on the fringes of cities in slums or shanty towns, or in outly-
ing suburbs such as ‘ethnoburbs’ (Li, 2009). Communities may be outside the 
jurisdiction of inner city policies or located somewhere between the urban 
and the rural, for example, working in cities but living in rural areas where 
accommodation is cheaper.

It is evident that any discussions of so-called ‘hosts’ and ‘guests’ need to 
take some of these issues into consideration. In order to redress past imbalances 
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Table 9.2 Positive and negative impacts of tourism on host communities

‘Positive’ impacts ‘Negative’ impacts

Spotlight on local communities and 
their culture

Over-exposure of local communities and 
their culture

Strengthening of cultural identity Loss of cultural identity
Preservation of the authenticity of 
traditions

Staged authenticity and the dilution of 
cultural traditions

Cross-cultural exchange and mutual 
education

Cultural con� icts and undesirable 
demonstration effects

Highlighting of cultural uniqueness 
and diversity

Standardisation of culture

Whole communities bene� ting from 
tourism

Generational or gender clashes because of 
tourism

Source: Adapted from Smith (2014).



in academic research, this chapter focuses on urban environments and mainly 
the ‘inner city’ rather than the periphery, and on (emergent) ethnic hosts.

The Guest Experience

The term ‘guest’ is also more complex than it may first appear. There is 
the implication that the visitor is welcome and invited, although as discussed 
earlier, traditional hospitality often demanded that all strangers be wel-
comed. Many local residents may consider an unsolicited invasion of tourists 
which outnumber them by more than 100:1 to be very far from their idea of 
hospitality or guests. To simplify somewhat, ‘guests’ in tourism may be gen-
erally categorised as shown in Table 9.3.

More recent studies have suggested that many tourists are trying to 
engage in forms of tourism which bring them closer to local residents. 
Maitland (2007) and Maitland and Newman (2009) discuss how tourists are 
increasingly searching for experiences in new areas of cities off the beaten 
track, often where the local people go. Richards (2011) suggests that today’s 
cultural tourist is just as likely to be in search of ‘everyday’ or ‘street’ culture 
as they are to visit a heritage site or museum. Russo and Qualieri-Dominguez 
(2013) discuss how some tourists have become almost indistinguishable from 
local populations in destinations like Barcelona. Wolfram and Burnill (2013) 
use the term ‘tactical tourists’ for those who somehow want to become a 
part of the destination and the everyday life of its people, especially those 
activities which take place in ‘backstage’ or fringe areas.

The demand for customized offers and consumption is intensifying. 
Nowadays consumers are seeking authentic and deep experiences while also 
aspiring to strike a balance between the activities defined by the supplier of 
the experience and those defined by themselves. More and more tourists look 
for experience co-creation, rather than supplier-created ones – choosing cre-
ative or volunteer tourism which can result in more meaningful experiences 
(ETC, 2006). The concept of value co-creation (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 
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Table 9.3 A general typology of guests in tourism

Invited guests (e.g. visiting friends and relatives)
Welcome guests (e.g. in a destination where the local residents positively welcome 
tourism development and tourists)
Unwelcome guests (e.g. where local residents have had tourism development forced 
upon them against their will or where tourism has outgrown the area’s capacity)
First-time guests (e.g. the experience is new for the guests and occasionally for the 
hosts too)
Repeat guests (e.g. visitors are drawn back to a location after a positive experience, 
often for the local residents too)



2004) enables companies to engage consumers as co-creators and to custom-
ize their offers.

The concept of creativity is used by several authors to explain why con-
sumption is increasingly driven by the need for self-development (see Florida, 
2002; Richards & Wilson, 2006). It is argued that the solution for creativity, 
innovation and involvement can be found in the concept of co-creation, and 
experience co-creation leads to increased value both for tourists and the tour-
ism sector (Binkhorst & Den Dekker, 2009). The research of Prebensen and 
Foss (2011) shows that interaction, participation and involvement in various 
activities all create more positive customer feelings in various settings and 
situations (host–guest, guest–guest and guest–family), and thus enhance the 
value for the participants. Involvement in host community activities leads to 
a memorable tourist experience (Kim et al., 2010).

It is interesting to consider the implications of these changes and devel-
opments for host–guest relations. Of course, it has been recognized in numer-
ous case studies that the relationships between hosts and guests vary 
considerably depending on the types of hosts and guests in question, not to 
mention the context. As emphasized by Doxey (1975) and others, willing 
hosts are much more excited about their first groups of visitors than they are 
when tourism becomes more developed, and visitors inevitably have a better 
experience when they are a welcome novelty for the hosts.

Robinson (2013) observes that, although some tourists may experience 
angst if they are forced to go beyond the ‘script’, it can be extremely liberat-
ing for others, especially in terms of cross-cultural encounters and spontane-
ous intercultural dialogue. However, it is still the case that most tourist 
experiences are heavily mediated. Smith and Richards (2013) suggest that 
tourists have always been over-directed in their experience of cultural tour-
ism. On the other hand, alternative tour companies and guides, as discussed 
later in this chapter, accord the tourists more freedom and encourage spon-
taneity and co-creation.

One area of tourism that is perhaps less over-directed and which is 
sought by more adventurous, ‘tactical tourists’ who want to experience the 
lives of everyday residents, is ethnic tourism in cities. Whereas considerable 
attention has been given to indigenous ‘hosts’ in rural and remote locations 
(Butler & Hinch, 1996, 2007; Smith et al., 1977, 1989; Zeppel, 2006), far less 
has been given to ethnic communities in cities. The following sections con-
textualise some of the previous host–guest theory using examples of ethnic 
tourism in cities.

Hosts and Guests in Ethnic Tourism

In recent years, the populations of many cities have become much more 
ethnically diverse as a result of immigration and facilitated mobility. Many 
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subcultures have grown, especially in cosmopolitan cities. The percentage of 
ethnic minorities in the population of today’s cities can be as much as 40% 
or 50%. There has been considerable research in recent years on so-called 
‘ethnoscapes’ or ethnic quarters of cities and their transformation into tour-
ist attractions (e.g. Aytar & Rath, 2012; Chang, 2000; Collins, 2006; 
Conforti, 1996; Diekmann, 2013; Diekmann & Smith, 2015; Freire-Medeiros, 
2013; Frenzel et al., 2012; Hoffman, 2003; Lin, 2010; Shaw, 2007, 2010; Xie, 
2010). Quarters that were traditionally socio-economically disadvantaged 
and run down have frequently become gentrified, chic and ‘cool’ thanks to 
the interest of creative citizens and tourists alike in the milieu of such areas. 
Excluding slums, favelas and townships, this section focuses on those areas 
of cities that have followed this seemingly upward trajectory using the com-
plex intermingling of immigrants, local residents and diasporic or other 
tourists.

Ashworth and Page (2011: 7) draw attention to the fact that there is 
little research on how visitors actually use cities, such as whether tourists 
visit ‘off the beaten track’ attractions on their first trip or only when they 
are already familiar with the destination and wish to deepen their experi-
ence through an ‘adventure’ into urban ethnic areas. Diekmann and Smith 
(2015) suggest that some visitors are motivated by curiosity alone, but for 
others it may be something of an education. Some may also want to feel 
that they are making a contribution to the local economies or lives of the 
inhabitants. Visitors often express surprise that communities can live in 
conditions of great poverty yet still demonstrate happiness and even joy. 
However, in some ethnic quarters visitors may be simply there for enter-
tainment purposes, to visit restaurants and bars and the occasional cultural 
event or festival.

It is important to distinguish between types of guests or visitors in the 
context of urban ethnic tourism as there is a significant difference between 
local residents (e.g. from another part of the city), local community (i.e. who 
visit regularly to consume goods and services but do not live in the area), 
domestic tourists who may or may not be familiar with the culture of differ-
ent immigrant groups, international tourists for whom certain ethnic experi-
ences will be new, and diasporic tourists who know the culture but not the 
context. The latter may enjoy the chance to meet friends and relatives and 
to consume ethnic products and services, whereas those unfamiliar with the 
culture may be looking for education or simply exotic entertainment in the 
form of food, shopping or festivals. Such visitors can coexist in relative har-
mony, but tour operators or city agencies need to think about multiple and 
often simultaneous interpretation(s).

While the visitors seek an authentic experience when visiting slums or 
ethnic quarters, they mostly encounter only a sanitised version or front-stage 
experience of the community. In ethnic tourism, going beyond the script can 
be challenging. First, there may be no access to certain ethnic communities 
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without a tour or guide (in slums and townships it is certainly recommended 
and most guidebooks advise against wandering into ‘ghettoes’). Safety and 
security play a major role (even if it is more perceived than real). It is also true 
that tourists are selective in their choices, often as a result of media represen-
tations, advice from guidebooks or tour guides, and TripAdvisor and other 
social media reviews. For example, Ruethers (2013) notes that tourists in 
France and Spain enjoy Gypsy performances but would never visit a Roma 
neighbourhood. The cultural or artistic is clearly privileged over the social. 
Often the areas of poor housing and unsanitary conditions are not the areas 
that many tourists choose to visit, with the exception of slums where the 
poverty is the main ‘attraction’.

In addition, ethnic or minority communities do not necessarily live in 
the spaces which are visited by tourists. This is particularly true of Chinese 
residents in ethnoburbs as described by Li (2009). Budapest in Hungary hosts 
one of the largest Chinese communities in Central and Eastern Europe, but 
they tend to live and establish businesses in districts that are not tourism 
hotspots (Irimiás, 2012). In other cases, the communities or their cultures 
may even be absent. In Eastern European so-called Jewish Quarters, for 
example, many Jewish communities perished during WWII. In the case of 
Roma or Gypsies, the culture may be largely intangible and somewhat elu-
sive, especially if the communities are still nomadic.

Some of this culture may also be appropriated by the majority com-
munities, often sanitizing them to make them feel ‘safer’ or more attractive 
for middle-class consumption (especially in the case of ghetto or slum cul-
ture). Shaw (2010) observes that ethnic minority entrepreneurs often adapt 
their products to the tastes of mainstream and international markets. The 
experiences may be sanitized in some way or aestheticized. Communities 
themselves may even choose to perform their culture in a certain way, 
embellishing or ‘improving’ it. Macleod (2013) discusses the concept of ‘cul-
tural configuration’, which involves the intentional manipulation of culture 
to present only certain aspects. Hitchcock (2013) also suggests that authen-
ticity can be a matter of choice for many communities, who can decide quite 
how far they adapt or even exaggerate their culture for tourists. Graburn 
(2015) suggests that this is commonplace among local communities in 
China, for example; Ruethers (2013) discusses how the Gypsies distinguish 
between domestic cultural practices and outward display in their musical 
performances.

For many ethnic communities in cities, especially second and third gen-
erations, the old binaries of ‘self’ and ‘other’ or ‘host’ and ‘guest’ are no longer 
appropriate. As stated by Hollinshead (2004: 34) there is a need to overcome 
Said’s (1978) Manichean opposition of a static/essential ‘West’ and an equally 
static/essential ‘Other’. Instead, such communities inhabit what Bhabha 
referred to as the ‘Thirdspace’ where transnational and transitional encoun-
ters take place and where minority groups can engage in processes of 
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negotiation over differential meaning and value in hegemonic contexts 
(Hollinshead, 2004). Amoamo and Thompson (2010: 38) explain that:

For Bhabha, the ‘third space’ renders ambivalent established structures of 
meaning and accepted points of cultural reference, disrupting the dominant 
sense of history, identity and culture. (…) Identities can no longer be stable 
and Self/Other relationships are a matter of power and discourse, rather 
than cultural ‘essence’. Culture becomes newly syncretised as part of an 
inevitable ongoing process of global inter-connectedness’.

Amoamo and Thompson (2010) describe how, in the third space, communi-
cation transposes the binaries them/us into you/me, enabling a hybridization 
of the self. Examining the process by which tourism can participate in cos-
mopolitan formations, Salazar (2010: 178) notes that:

It is not the mere act of travelling or the geographical places visited that 
help people figure out whom they are and the Other is. Rather, it is what 
happens psychologically within the traveller and tourism worker and 
interactionally between them that deconstructs or reifies the neat bina-
ries modernity presents us with.

Lefèbvre’s (1974) concept of lived space and Soja’s (1996) concept of 
Thirdspace imply that the focus of urban development should be the every-
day lives of local residents and their role in helping to shape space and create 
place. However, in Habermas’s ‘lifeworlds’ (1989), peoples’ cognitive hori-
zons and values are shaped by institutions and regulations as well as customs 
and traditions, and De Certeau (2002) describes how everyday life in the city 
is tactically manoeuvred by governments, corporations and other institu-
tional bodies. Nevertheless, De Certeau also asserts that citizens can create 
their own spaces. In Lefèbvre’s lived space and Soja’s Thirdspace, citizens can 
transcend restrictions and manipulations through culture in the form of the 
arts, literature and festivals (Lefèbvre) or cultural politics (Soja).

Within the context of cosmopolitan or world cities, the lived space or 
Thirdspace consists of a multitude of cultures and communities, many of 
which are diasporic or have become hybridized over generations. There are 
myriad identities and ethnicities. Even within ethnic groups, there may be 
diversity (e.g. different Roma cultures, or Orthodox and Reform Jews in 
Budapest) and sub-groups may create their own spaces within the city (e.g. 
so-called ‘ethnoscapes). On the other hand, ethnic cultural and tourism 
opportunities often bring diverse groups together in the context of festivals 
or events, for example. Ethnic tourism may play a role in helping to overcome 
prejudiced and stereotyped discourse through cultural forms which are 
accessible and attractive to both residents and the tourists who also form 
part of the Thirdspace and temporarily traverse the lived space. The residents 
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or hosts and the visitors or guests can co-create new ethnic experiences 
within a Thirdspace of hybridity (Bhabha, 1994).

Host–Guest Interaction in the Context of Ethnic 
Tourism in Budapest

Budapest is a medium-sized Central European city of about 1.7 million 
residents. Tourism development since 1999 has been relatively slow and 
steady compared to other Eastern European cities such as Prague and Krakow. 
Budapest has therefore not reached stagnation or even consolidation point 
on Butler’s (1980) lifecycle model and is somewhere between euphoria and 
apathy on Doxey’s (1975) Irridex. Like most cities, Budapest contains a com-
bination of uninvolved and involved hosts, but relatively few unwilling ones, 
although salaries are low and therefore motivation and engagement levels are 
variable. Host–guest relations are rarely hostile but service levels sometimes 
give the impression that local hosts are less friendly or accommodating than 
they could be. Budapest is not especially cosmopolitan compared to other 
large European cities, but here is also a small minority of ethnic residents 
who have become or are in the process of becoming hosts. These are mainly 
Jewish or Roma (the more socially acceptable term for ‘Gypsy’). These two 
groups represent what might be termed ‘emergent ethnic hosts’ in Budapest. 
Despite suffering from past and present persecution and prejudice, it has 
been argued that tourism can help to create a positive representation of these 
residents, raise awareness of their current political status, increase tolerance, 
create economic benefits and business opportunities, and enhance cultural 
pride (Smith & Zátori, 2015a). As suggested by Lefebvre (1974) and Soja 
(1996), in cases where politics and policy have largely failed local residents, 
arts and cultural politics can help to transcend oppression and create new 
(third) spaces.

In Budapest, despite the somewhat restrictive and less than liberal politi-
cal situation, citizen-based grassroots initiatives are emerging which encour-
age creativity, conservation of heritage and support of ethnic minorities. 
This has been especially necessary in the past five years when far right 
extremists have started to dominate Hungarian politics again, openly 
expressing anti-Semitic and anti-Roma sentiments. It is also important to 
note that urban policy and planning in Budapest have been weak, frag-
mented, chaotic or even non-existent in the past decade or more (Kauko, 
2012). Keresztély and Scott (2012) suggest that the social dimension of urban 
renewal has also been very slow to arrive in post-socialist cities like Budapest 
due to a general political insensitivity to local issues and sensibilities. There 
has been very little bottom-up governance in recent years and civil society 
and neighbourhood organizations play a limited role in urban regeneration 
policies. Bontje et al. (2011) state that negative aspects of city development 
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include the highly decentralized and bureaucratic local government system, 
widespread deprivation in inner-city neighbourhoods, the exclusion of lower 
skilled social groups (especially the Roma), declining security and, like most 
other countries in this part of Europe, negative attitudes towards foreigners 
and lack of tolerance for other cultures. Keresztély (2007: 115) concluded that 
‘socially sensitive cultural rehabilitation does not exist in Budapest’ and little 
has changed since 2007; in fact, the situation has arguably worsened consid-
erably. There have been numerous protests against the government’s increas-
ing centralization of power and the abolition or takeover of formerly 
independent institutions (Akçal õ & Korkut, 2015). On the positive side, the 
kind of widespread gentrification and displacement that has affected much 
of Western Europe has been limited in post-socialist cities like Budapest 
(Wiest, 2012).

Since 1990 and for the first 15–20 years of post-transition tourism, 
Budapest mainly attracted heritage tourists who wanted to enjoy the post-
socialist environment in addition to the pre-socialist ‘grandeur’ (Puczkó 
et al., 2007; Smith & Puczkó, 2012). However, in recent years there has been 
a growing interest in the alternative and ethnic areas of the cities, especially 
those located in or close to the city’s so-called Jewish quarter. The Jewish 
quarter is one of the oldest neighbourhoods in Budapest. In 1859, the biggest 
synagogue in Europe and currently the second largest non-Orthodox syna-
gogue in the world was built on Dohány Street. The building stock was 
mainly erected in the second half of the 19th century. Many Jews settled 
here and this quarter became the residence of one of the biggest Jewish com-
munities in Europe until WWII when a Jewish Ghetto was created in the 
vicinity of the synagogue. Large numbers of Jews died within the ghetto and 
many more were deported. It is a central area of the city located partly in 
Districts VI and VII and since 2002 it has been within the buffer zone of 
Budapest’s World Heritage Site. Although many Jewish residents live else-
where in the city, three of the city’s working synagogues are located here as 
well as the Jewish Museum and several kosher restaurants and cafés. This 
area has also become the ‘creative hub’ or ‘creative heart’ of the city with a 
plethora of architectural monuments, restaurants, bars, ‘ruin pubs’ (see 
Lugosi et al., 2010), design shops, galleries and festivals (Tóth et al., 2014; 
Zátori & Smith, 2014).

There has been little research about whether visitors to this area are first-
time or repeat guests, but many of them are young backpackers wanting to 
experience the nightlife that is enjoyed by young residents in Budapest. In 
addition to the traditional Jewish tours that exist within this area, there are 
also several alternative tour companies and guides offering opportunities to 
experience everyday life. Although entertainment may be the main motiva-
tion for many backpackers, many tourists who come on the tours may be 
Jewish and looking for their roots, or non-Jewish and wanting to be educated 
about Jewish history and culture.
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Engagement with Roma or Gypsy culture is rarer, with the exception of 
one or two alternative ‘sociocultural tours’ (e.g. Budapest Beyond), but it has 
been argued that there is potential for more cultural, arts and events tourism 
based on Roma traditions like music and dance (Smith & Zátori, 2015a; 
Zátori & Smith, 2015). The social and political context in Hungary is com-
plex with regard to Roma issues, making it difficult to project positive 
images of Roma culture without reference to the socio-economic challenges. 
Those areas of Budapest which are inhabited by large concentrations of 
Roma communities tend to be socially and economically deprived and tour-
ists are discouraged from visiting those areas (e.g. by hotels, tourist informa-
tion agencies or guides) or they are simply not promoted. There are few 
agencies engaging with Roma cultural tourism beyond alternative tour oper-
ators, although there have been attempts at regeneration and social integra-
tion at municipality level. Foreign tourists may be unaware that Budapest 
even has a Roma population and they are unlikely to be familiar with the 
diversity of culture within the different Roma groups (there are three main 
ones). On the other hand, the Jewish quarter, synagogues, Jewish museums, 
tours and restaurants are featured prominently in mainstream city tourism 
promotion and there are numerous (positive) reviews on TripAdvisor (Smith & 
Zátori, 2015b).

Many of the Jewish hosts do not live in the Jewish quarter, but they 
work as tour guides, museum curators or small business owners there (e.g. 
restaurants, cafés). They may also frequent one of the synagogues there. One 
or two of the Roma tours actually visit a family in their own home, so there 
is some direct host–guest interaction, but the family is carefully chosen (i.e. 
not the poorest and certainly a willing host). Both Jewish and Roma festivals 
are usually held in cultural venues so few participants are resident in the local 
area. The guests are mainly non-ethnic with the exception of international 
Jewish tourists, many of whom who are tracing their ancestors’ roots or 
visiting Holocaust memorials.

Case Study of Alternative and Ethnic Tours 
in Budapest

This case study is based on data collected during a two-year extensive 
research period (2011–2013) which included interviews, observations and 
questionnaires among five alternative tour providers (Beyond Budapest, 
BUPAP, Chainless Budapest (Hosszúlépés), Imagine Budapest and Unique 
Budapest), which meant an almost full coverage of the alternative tour 
market.

The appearance of alternative tour providers in Budapest has been sup-
ported both by demand and supply trends. There is a growing tendency 
among tourists, especially second- and third-time visitors, to participate in 
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special themed tours, including ethnic ones. Increasing numbers of tourists 
in Budapest are choosing to visit or experience secondary or alternative 
attractions. Such tourists are looking for uniqueness during their visit and to 
experience the local lifestyle and atmosphere of the destination, rather than 
visiting the major tourist attractions. Such tourists do not wish to be labelled 
as tourists, so they avoid the areas with large concentrations of other more 
‘conventional’ tourists (Zátori, 2015).

It was in 2009 that the first alternative tour providers appeared and it 
was innovative to offer this type of tour in Budapest. Some alternative tour 
providers (e.g. Unique Budapest, Imagine Budapest) focused on built heritage 
by repackaging existing, mainly secondary attractions into something new 
or different using creative and exciting interpretations. Other alternative tour 
providers (Beyond Budapest, BUPAP, Chainless Budapest) concentrated on 
the ethnic and social issues and the role of tangible and intangible culture in 
today’s Budapest. They not only created a new type of tourism product, but 
their initiatives brought a new creative power to the tourism sector of 
Budapest, and influenced the work of other service providers – e.g. after the 
concept became a success, more suppliers entered the market offering similar 
tours, especially incentive tour providers who learned a lot from them about 
product development, work methods and experience management. They cre-
ated a product which satisfied existing consumer needs, not only of tourists 
but of local residents too, as many residents were also keen to learn some-
thing about their city and its communities.

There are many tours in Budapest (not only alternative ones) which 
include and interpret Jewish heritage. The Dohany Street Synagogue is the 
largest synagogue in Europe, and it counts as one of the major tourist attrac-
tions in Budapest. It is usually included in general sightseeing tours of the 
city. Based on consumer reviews on TripAdvisor, other Jewish-related monu-
ments and museums seem to be popular attractions having high recommen-
dation and satisfaction scores (Smith & Zátori, 2015b). Jewish heritage 
tourism is an important travel motivation factor for some visitors to the city – 
Jewish tourists, tourists with Jewish ancestors and tourists from Israel. 
These consumer groups represent a strong demand for Jewish-themed tours. 
Many of the tours focus on the Holocaust and tangible cultural heritage, but 
only the tours from alternative tour providers promise an insight into the 
everyday life, habits and celebrations of the Jewish community. They aim to 
provide a real or authentic encounter between guest and host using tools and 
methods to support the participants’ involvement in the experience. This 
might include participation in Jewish celebrations or ceremonies in the 
Synagogue (e.g. Passover), talking to the Rabbi or having a coffee and cake in 
a typical Jewish café while talking to the owners. One of the Jewish-themed 
tours includes a visit to a Jewish community of young adults. The guests are 
hosted in the living room of the community house and have a free group 
discussion with the community members about their everyday life and 
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habits. During this interaction the guide stays in the background and does 
not organize or help with the interpretation.

Such tours are considered to be alternative, as the interpretation focuses 
on different aspects of local life and culture and several attractions are 
included in the tours which were not considered previously to be tourist 
attractions. In many cases, the story, the context and interpretation is what 
create a highly attractive tour. Sometimes an everyday attraction is inter-
preted from an interesting perspective for the consumers. In other cases, the 
tour enables the guests to discover hidden buildings which cannot be seen 
from the streets, and their existence is not well known, or they cannot be 
visited individually. Some inner courtyard synagogues in Budapest are such 
examples.

Alternative tour providers form and co-create new, different, under-
ground, non-mainstream attractions with the involvement of representatives 
of the local community (e.g. Jewish guides, a Roma family, certain Jewish 
community groups). They do not try to mediate the tourist experience 
entirely, but to facilitate a ‘third space’ where co-creation of intercultural 
host–guest experiences happen. These kinds of tours are increasingly in 
demand among local residents as well as domestic and inbound tourists. In 
addition to the Jewish tours, a small number of ethnic-themed tours exist 
which are based on Roma and Chinese cultures in Budapest, but are offered 
solely by alternative tour providers and are not as popular as the Jewish ones. 
One of the Roma tours visits a typical Roma family in their own home 
where visitors are given the chance to interact with members of the family 
and ask them questions about their life and culture. During the Chinese 
ethnic and gastro tour the guests receive an insight into the everyday life of 
the community – a restaurant and a local grocery shop which serves the 
needs of the local community of Chinese customers (with no Hungarian 
words). This provides an authentic experience environment, where the real 
community lifestyle can be observed.

A special type of consumer community has formed around the alterna-
tive tour product – some of whom are local residents and domestic tourists, 
and others are members of the growing segment of ‘newest tourists’. The 
guests of alternative tours can be divided into two demographic groups – an 
older age group between 50 and 65, and young intellectuals around 30. Their 
main motivation is to learn about the everyday life and culture of the ethnic 
group, and facts and stories that cannot be learned from elsewhere. By join-
ing the tour they gain an insight into the everyday life and habits of the 
ethnic community. Based on observations gained during the tours, many of 
the invitations to join the local community are not organized, but happen in 
a spontaneous way, such as meeting with local residents of the visited build-
ing and spontaneous conversation taking place. During one of the tours 
observed by the researchers, a group of amateur actors invited the group from 
the street to form an audience for their short performance inside the 
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building. The approach of the guide was so flexible that he let the group of 
guests decide if they wanted to participate (and they did). It is argued that 
spontaneity largely supports co-creation, and it might contribute to the con-
structive and existential authenticity and memorability of the experience. 
Spontaneity should be distinguished from staged spontaneity, which is seen, 
in this context, as events and interactions which were not previously indi-
cated in the programme of the tour. Staged spontaneity might not support 
co-creation; however, it is considered as a surprise factor, and thus it is an 
enhancer of tour memorability.

Alternative tour providers find unique and memorable experiences 
important. Memorability is viewed as a prime indicator of the quality of the 
tour: ‘When the guest comes home, he can talk about them [the tour], he will 
remember it … mainly moments’ (interview with Imagine Budapest, 2013). 
Based on the interviews and observations, the following applied methods 
and tools were considered the best to make the alternative tours memorable:

• surprise factor;
• more sensorial stimulus (e.g. using pictures, visualization);
• reading quotes.

This confirms some theories and previous empirical findings, according to 
which the surprise factor (as an indicator of novelty) leads to memorability 
(Kim et al., 2010), and that memories are enhanced by the presence of senso-
rial experiences (Dolcos & Cabeza, 2002). Reading quotes also has the poten-
tial to make the tour more memorable through experience staging (not 
co-creation); moreover, it enhances the perceived authenticity.

Some might argue that tour guiding is about performing the story repeat-
edly with only minor modifications for each tour group, which is the case if 
the tour provider applies the concept of staged experience (see Pine & 
Gilmore, 1999). However, the ‘new concept’ ethnic tours, which try to estab-
lish a direct connection between hosts and guests, do not favour staging, but 
instead provide the circumstances and the right experience environment for 
co-creation. Some elements of the experience environment need to be 
planned, meanwhile in other cases the distinction may be blurred between 
planning and staging. The tours not only aim to be unforgettable but also to 
focus on enhancing personal development. As stated earlier, the context of 
ethnic tourism in particular can be a space where new ways of encountering 
self and other can be initiated (Amoamo & Thompson, 2010; Salazar, 2010).

Data collection in the form of a survey (N = 386) was also undertaken in 
summer 2013. Tour participants were asked to fill in questionnaires right at 
the end of their tour. The research showed that guests who are local residents 
of Budapest have a very similar tour experience to the guests who are tour-
ists. The level of tour experience involvement of locals (5.51 on a 7-point 
scale) proved to be similar to that of tourists (5.83 on a 7-point scale). Local 
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sightseeing tours provide novelty for the local residents as guests for two 
reasons: they are guided in less-known parts of the city; and they uncover 
rare information and hidden stories. The tours fill locations with (new) 
meanings and create places from spaces which were insignificant to the indi-
vidual previously; the ethnic tours also create personal connections between 
the guests and the host communities. The perceived, existential authenticity 
proved to be higher in the case of local guests during the tour (5.71 on a 
7-point scale) than in the case of guests/tourists (5.25 on a 7-point scale). 
Existential authenticity was operationalized and measured through indica-
tors such as: something which one could relate to; to learn about one’s self 
during the tour; to feel a spontaneous instance of self-discovery; and to per-
ceive a contribution to personal development (Zátori, 2015).

The alternative tour providers believe that escapism is the most important 
type of tourist experience, because ‘the tour allows non-locals to become a 
local during the tour’ (interview with Unique Budapest, 2013). It proves that 
the aim of the alternative tour organizers is not to mediate a tourist gaze, but 
to support the formation of a local perspective. Alternative tours claim to 
provide a learning experience, but emotional and community experience also 
play an important role. In the tour providers’ opinion ‘the tours bring a more 
memorable experience for residents of Budapest, because what is shown, is a 
totally new or different perspective, so the experience factor of the tour is 
higher because of the surprise and amusement’ (interview with BUPAP, 2013).

The personalized atmosphere of the tour can be assured by the small 
group size, where numbers are limited and local hosts are also not over-
whelmed by their visitors. The tour providers use involvement-stimulating 
tools to co-create guest experiences and to maximize interaction with host 
communities. This includes stimulating dialogues, brainstorming tasks, col-
lective knowledge creation, games, use of social media, strengthening the 
visualization with contemporary and historical pictures, maps and videos. 
The tour guides put their own personality into the tour and their personal 
backgrounds are also important; for example, tour guides with a social 
worker educational background focus their tours more on ethnic and poverty 
problems, while Jewish guides are more engaged with Jewish ethnic and 
cultural issues. Some interviewees believe that it enhances the guest experi-
ence if the guide of a Jewish tour is also Jewish, for example. During indi-
vidual or small-group tours, tourists determine what they want to hear, so 
the guide’s reflection on the audience’s requirements is necessary; they may 
offer alternative experiences and the guests can choose which one(s) they 
prefer. In one Jewish tour observed by the researchers, the guests (who were 
mainly international Jewish tourists) asked the guide not to go back too far 
into Jewish history (i.e. to Roman times), as they mainly wanted to hear 
about the WWII period.

Alternative tour providers believe that experience co-creation is what 
really brings value to the participants, including both guests and hosts. 
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Co-creation happens only when all participants of the value creation process – 
the guest, the host, and the intermediary – are open to interaction and expe-
rience involvement. During alternative tours, participants are usually 
encouraged to enhance the value of the tour by giving feedback and adding 
extra information – such as if they have related personal stories, childhood 
memories, etc., about the discussed topic.

Conclusions

This chapter has shown that traditional understandings of host–guest 
relationships may be somewhat limiting in the context of urban environ-
ments, and more particularly in alternative experience creation and ethnic 
tourism. It can be seen that residents, hosts, visitors, guests, domestic and 
international tourists and also intermediaries intermingle somewhat seam-
lessly in a process of co-creation and multi-level interpretation. Budapest is 
not far enough along the tourism lifecycle or Irridex (or similar) models for a 
high degree of apathy or irritation to have pervaded the resident or tourist 
experience. Although one could argue that this is always true of alternative 
tourist experiences, it should be remembered that the now too-frequent hill-
tribe treks in Thailand were once alternative tours too. Numbers on tours are 
limited to ensure that local communities are not overwhelmed and visitor 
satisfaction is maximized. The background and attitude of most of the tour 
guides mean that close and amicable relations are maintained with local 
hosts, who as a result remain willing. Ethnic hosts may also be (somewhat 
painfully) aware that more appreciation and support for their culture and 
traditions will currently come from foreign visitors than from local residents 
or government. Ethnic and other local community experiences in Budapest 
seem to have retained a high degree of authenticity and spontaneity. There is 
little evidence of front-staging of culture or even cultural configuration, espe-
cially in the context of Jewish tourism. On the other hand, there is a con-
certed effort to present the more ‘positive’ and contemporary sides of Jewish 
culture and not only Holocaust memorials (although these are still extremely 
important for foreign and especially Jewish visitors). Although it is not true 
of the whole city, in the ‘creative hub’ of Budapest it could be argued that a 
‘Thirdspace of hybridity’ has been created where cultural tourism may help 
to transcend some of the difficulties of everyday life or at least go some way 
towards creating a more positive image of the city’s ethnic hosts.
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10 Place Making or Place 
Faking? The Paradoxical 
Effects of Transnational 
Circulation of Architectural 
and Urban Development 
Projects

Davide Ponzini, Stefan Fotev and 
Francesca Mavaracchio1

Introduction

Today one can see the steady increase in the transnational circulation of 
similar ideas, design schemes and solutions for generating tourism-related 
urban environments. Contemporary design technologies as well as building 
technologies contribute to the worldwide spread of this trend which, has 
been quite common in modern times for standardized hotels, shopping malls 
and other generic places (and eventually for non-places, such as airports, 
theme parks or other leisure attractions functional to the global tourism 
system) for middle-income tourists and consumers (Judd & Fainstein, 1999; 
Smith, 2009). The mushrooming of these potential place-homogenizing 
technologies seems to involve high-end types of environments and tourist 
compounds (e.g. resorts, golf courses, fashion-branded luxury hotels, marinas 
and the like; Klingman, 2007). The growing number and the changing nature 
of such environments raise new questions regarding the agents of the above-
mentioned circulation, such as investors, local governments and design ser-
vice providers.



This chapter focuses on and discusses the role played by architectural/
urban design, specifically in creating and recreating such global tourist land-
scapes. The study of the circulation of one megastructure (namely, the project 
for the Marina Bay Sands compound designed by Moshe Safdie, and currently 
being transferred in the Raffles City project in Chongqing, China) and of one 
master plan (namely, the plan for False Creek, designed in the former site of 
the Vancouver’s 1986 Expo and transferred for the Dubai Marina project) will 
provide clear evidence in this respect. These case studies will consist of an 
analysis of both the local policies and planning activities involved in the cir-
culation of the master plan, and of the effects displayed at urban level.

Besides analyzing the relevant contextual political, urban-morphological 
and economic issues in the planning of such urban transformations, this 
chapter illustrates an evident but rarely considered urban paradox: these proj-
ects are intended to distinguish tourist destinations as unique, but on the 
contrary they tend to dramatically homogenize the urban landscapes of 
cities worldwide. In particular those cities wishing to distinguish themselves 
are becoming more and more similar.

Global Urban Tourism and the Transnational 
Circulation of (Mega)projects

In 2008, while travelling to various cities and collecting information for 
a research project on spectacular architecture, one of the authors was sur-
prised to see how much this topic involved popular culture. The brochure of 
an airline company, entitled Going Places (see Figure 10.1), had on its cover 
page the rendering of the project for the Guggenheim Museum Abu Dhabi 
designed by starchitect Frank Gehry, part of the Saadyiat Island master plan 
(literally the ‘Island of Happiness’; for a detailed analysis see: Ponzini, 2011a, 
2013). At that time the construction site for the museum had not even been 
started! The aim of the brochure was evidently to promote new destinations, 
but one might expect it to advertise already-existing places, not projects that 
would eventually be completed some years later (see Figure 10.2).

In a previous publication (Ponzini, 2012), the following quotation from 
John Urry describing the recent trends in spectacularizing the urban environ-
ment was commented on:

[…] It seems that ‘spectacle-ization’ is necessary in order for places […] 
to somehow be ‘recognized’ as places to enter the ‘global stage’. Such 
cities can only be taken seriously in the new world dis/order if they are 
partly at least places of distinct spectacle, through events, museums, 
ancient remains, festivals, galleries, meetings, sport events and iconic […] 
shops, universities, and especially new and refurbished iconic buildings. 
(Urry, 2007a: 134)
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This may in fact explain the above-mentioned brochure. For further under-
standing one can consider more generally the economic arrangements, plan-
ning and architectural issues, political and sociocultural shifts that are 
involved by spectacularization. Today cities compete internationally to 
attract footloose investors, corporations and talented people, or to organize 
sport and mega-events such as the Olympics. The entrepreneurial inclination 
of cities often involves the transformation of the urban environment (Harvey, 
1989) and often its spectacularization. Today the effort to attract interna-
tional attention increasingly focuses on immaterial factors such as city 
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branding, communication campaigns and the like. The increase in mobility 
and the rise of mass tourism, despite the ongoing crisis, are among the rea-
sons why having a spectacular icon or urban environment has become a 
common goal for global and second-tier cities as well (Knox & Pain, 2010). 
Emerging Asian cities are increasingly searching for these sorts of ‘postcard’ 
(and homepage) attractions (Saunders, 2005, 2007).

In this framework, one can find different forms and explanations of cir-
culation or mobilities (Guggenheim & Södeström, 2009; McCann, 2011; 
Urry, 2000, 2007b). One must acknowledge a higher degree of individual 
mobility both for leisure and work reasons and of course this influences the 
urban environments willing to match the cultural expectations of tourists 
(Klingman, 2007; Smith, 2009). What seems more relevant in our reasoning 
is that design and architectural experts, technologies and media tend to 
travel more extensively and this directly affects the conception and imple-
mentation of landmark buildings and tourism environments around the 
world (Knox & Taylor, 2005). King (1984, 2003, 2004) showed how the cir-
culation of one building type, namely the bungalow, involved the generation 
of a specific history, regarding the creation and evolution of the type, its 
adaptation in different contexts, its diffusion and impact in diverse societies 
and cultures. Knox and Pain (2010) argued that this is part of a homogeniza-
tion push of globalization, i.e. due to increasing financialization and de-
materialization of the real estate market, to the competing and neoliberalizing 
attitudes of cities, and to the hypermobility of design professionals. Similarly 
we now know that financial and technical packages for developing buildings 
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Figure 10.2 Abu Dhabi, 2010: Saadiyat Cultural District (photograph by Michele Nastasi)



as well as whole parts of cities are both circulating (among others, 
Guggenheim & Södeström, 2009; Moulaert et al., 2002). The formula of 
urban megaprojects has spread quickly in recent decades and has been 
adopted not only for large infrastructural interventions, but also for more 
complex plans for the regeneration of large areas and for creating new and 
spectacular cultural, retail and corporate facilities. Schemes for similar mega-
projects circulate internationally according to different rationales 
(Siemiatycki, 2013). These points can be explored more deeply by following 
and comparing, through a case study method, the master plans, megastruc-
tures and buildings that circulate internationally. Besides a more profound 
understanding of such problematic issues, this will provide an insight in the 
urban effects they can induce.

Despite the reasonable doubts, political limitations and evidence of fail-
ures, urban megaprojects are still considered central elements in urban and 
metropolitan development strategies and planning schemes (Del Cerro 
Santamaria, 2013; Flyvbjerg et al., 2003). Complex partnership and financial 
arrangements as well as articulated mixed-use balances are generally difficult 
to manage and, even when a master plan is well conceived and develops 
according to inclusive democratic procedures, the implementation process 
often proves to be quite complex. Sometimes projects change their contents 
or form over the years, sometimes they are only implemented in part, and 
more rarely are they delivered on time and on budget as was promised in the 
beginning (Flyvbjerg, 2005). Developers and investors are, in this sense, in 
search of ways to reduce such risks.

The images of similar buildings and urban spectacles now travel at an 
unprecedented pace; one may see that similar buildings and planning 
arrangements travel across some cities around the world, somehow standard-
izing their functioning and perception. In this sense one can see how urban 
spectacles are concrete ways of representing, strengthening and even estab-
lishing social and power relationships. Most ostensibly we know that indi-
vidual pieces of architecture have been circulating internationally long before 
postmodernist drifts, but the case of landmark (super)tall buildings appears 
to be increasingly frequent. Just to mention a few, the Jin Mao Tower, 
designed by SOM, is one of the tallest buildings in Shanghai and it resembles 
the Petronas Towers designed by Cesar Pelli, the symbol of Kuala Lumpur; a 
few metres from the above-mentioned site in Shanghai, the bottle-opener 
aesthetics of the World Financial Center, designed by KPF, is similar to the 
Kingdom Center in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, designed by Ellerbe Becket.

According to this problematic frame of reference in urban planning and 
policy making, the tendency of spectacularizing and de-contextualizing large-
scale projects is coupled with the increasing attention paid to the persona of 
designers. In many cases the urban policy expectations (or at least the public 
rhetoric) have suggested star architects can find the right solution and grant 
the needed visibility for the project and the city hosting it. In fact, the name 
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of the star architect has become a key factor not only in the design of projects 
for developing and regenerating urban areas, but also in defining a positive and 
communicative image, since the visibility of interventions has been considered 
to be an immaterial competitive factor (Ponzini & Nastasi, 2011).

The somehow instrumental interpretation and use of the urban environ-
ment and of its landmarks for tourism attraction and distinction is not a 
novelty, but some trends of spectacularization have become increasingly evi-
dent over the last two decades or so (Sorkin, 1992; Zukin, 1991). In addition, 
the symbolic meanings attached to those projects have been increasingly nar-
rowly focusing on consumption and entertainment. Important scholarly 
works maintain that the spectacular buildings basically refer to consumerism, 
confirming the appearance and not the substance of social relationships. 
Personally, we do not see the teleological implication of this tendency, but 
several post-Marxist geographers and urban scholars claim that these ways of 
producing space and envisioning the social and economic uses of such space 
is purposively promoted and implemented by a narrow international élite, 
aiming to reproduce a given order and hegemony (most prominently, Sklair 
2005, 2010; Sklair & Gherardi, 2012). Nor do we agree on understanding 
architectural and urban spectacles as a way of distracting society from the 
structural processes of brute accumulation of capital into urban artefacts and 
the real estate market (Harvey, 1985). Nonetheless, we see several urban spec-
tacles as instruments or simple shortcuts for overcoming the contradictions 
of specific processes of urban planning and policy making, especially in condi-
tions of low political interaction and legitimization. The benefits of this kind 
of growth machine in term of potential wealth redistribution to actors that 
are not involved in real estate and especially lower income groups have been 
doubted for some time (Logan & Molotch, 1987; Molotch, 1976). Besides the 
uneven social effects, this strategy tends to locate cultural amenities and 
attractors in homogeneous and inefficient ways and to create niches (Clark, 
2004; Lloyd & Clark, 2002), potentially inducing irrational intra-urban com-
petition for development and appreciation among different areas, especially 
in contexts that are weakly planned and have limited public debate.

Despite the fact that these transnational dynamics are more evident in 
situations such as the above-mentioned megaproject in Abu Dhabi, spectacu-
larization is present in global and second-tier cities as well as in several 
Western countries. There are countless examples of development projects 
that are conceived with limited care for their functional relevance or impact 
in the built environment, and that are shaped to be a better real estate prod-
uct in virtual or paper media rather than as a real part of the city. In this 
sense it is interesting to have a close look at cases of the transnational mobil-
ity of similar projects, in order to understand their particular features, but 
also to see the relevance of the ‘local’ in the circulation and adaptation of 
such projects, and to see to what extent global mobility influences urban 
transformation and place making.
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Waterfront Place Making or Place Faking? 
Two Cases of the Transnational Transfer 
of Megastructures and Master Plans

The current conditions of global mobility are far from being solely con-
ceptual. In this section we consider the transfer of two large-scale projects 
for developing significant parts of cities, creating environments that also 
serve as tourist attractions and accommodation. In particular, a very similar 
version of the innovative megastructure of the Marina Bay Sands in Singapore 
is being developed in Chongqing, China; they were both designed by the 
same international architectural (Moshe Safdie) and structural engineering 
(Arup) firms. The structures are both mixed use and they include hotel func-
tions; they are meant to become landmark buildings and to distinguish the 
image of the city. Similarly, we will consider the master plan for the False 
Creek area in Vancouver and the transfer of several elements of this master 
plan to the Dubai Marina. For each project we will consider a brief descrip-
tion of the planning process, highlighting the main actors involved, the char-
acteristics of the urban environment planned and designed in this way, and 
their urban effects.

From Singapore to Chongqing: The � ight of Moshe Safdie’s 
megastructures

Marina Bay is a large-scale development (about 360 hectares) aiming to 
expand downtown activities in the southern tip of Singapore, a large city 
state and global capital of over 5 million people. The advanced skills of devel-
opment control of the local government and at the same time the relatively 
free opportunity for development in this new area have allowed significant 
innovation both in terms of land use and urban design. The concept devel-
oped here is to provide both private and public spaces for local and global 
users, in a three-dimensional form. In particular, the waterfront piece, the 
Marina Bay Sands complex, hosts a large luxury hotel (2560 rooms), a large 
casino (15,000 square metres), a mall and convention centre, the Museum of 
Art and Science, theatres and performing space and a sky-deck for semi-
public activities (an observatory, jogging paths, gardens, restaurants, lounges 
and a spectacular open air pool; see Figure 10.3). This is the end result of a 
long-term process of development of urban infrastructure (e.g. a new and 
spectacular bridge, public transportation), public spaces and facilities, which 
started in the early 2000s and has induced substantial changes in the sur-
roundings (Yap, 2013).

The project for the Marina Bay Sands building was assigned through a 
competition to Las Vegas Sands Corporation, with a project designed by 
Moshe Safdie Architects and engineered by Arup and Parsons Brinkerhoff. 
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Despite its globalized aesthetics, the megastructure has rapidly become a 
landmark and even a symbol for the city. The work of Moshe Safdie is inter-
nationally known for his human approach to design. In particular he has 
been promoting the design of site-specific and place-sensitive intervention, 
envisioning processes of civic engagement and care for the public realm. Arup 
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Figure 10.4  Singapore, 2013: Marina Bay Sands (photograph by Michele Nastasi)

Figure 10.3 Singapore, 2013: View over the city from the sky-deck of Marina Bay Sands 
(photograph by Michele Nastasi)



is a global engineering firm with more than 10,000 employees and dozens of 
branches around the world (to date, 90 offices in 38 countries). Since its 
famous breakthroughs in structural engineering supporting innovative archi-
tecture (e.g. Sydney Opera House, Centre Pompidou in Paris), the group pro-
vides most advanced structural expertise for innovative buildings, complexes 
and infrastructures.

The local government has a strong and centralized system for envision-
ing extremely long-term development (50 years) and planning medium-term 
schemes, to be updated every five years. The competence and effectiveness 
in planning urban development is advanced and can count on strong power 
in the hands of the public administration of this city-state. In particular, the 
development process of the overall master plan was locally managed by a 
separate department, the Marina Bay Development Agency (MBDA), which 
was supported by an international expert panel and promoted public–private 
partnership to gather both international capital and expertise (Singapore 
Urban Redevelopment Authority, http://www.ura.gov.sg). This enabled the 
government to impose high standards for the public space and functional 
mix in the competition and during the development, which targeted the 
objective of establishing tourism as a new economic driver for the city.

The effects at the urban level are interesting and, despite the strongly 
innovative nature of the development, it soon became a reference point for 
Singaporean people and a tourist landmark (see Figure 10.4). Of course the 
public and semi-public spaces generated (part of which is in the 200 metre 
high sky-deck) only partially counterbalance the strong private and consum-
erism component of this place, which is used mainly by tourists. One can see 
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Figure 10.5 Rendering of the Raf� es City project being built in Chongqing, China
Source: http://rlb.com/projects/raf� es-city-china



that the final outcome derived most from the ability of the local planning 
authority to drive a complex process and to steer the extremely innovative 
expertise in architecture, urban design and engineering.

Despite being at the centre of one of the most rapidly growing regions 
of China (reaching 30 million inhabitants) and having attracted massive 
investment and many businesses, the city of Chongqing has attracted little 
attention in the international architectural or tourism scene. In 2011, how-
ever, the city gave its full support to the ambitious Raffles City Chongqing 
project, designed to be a distinctive and unique redevelopment for the most 
visible part of its waterfront, located at the junction of the Yangtze and 
Jialing rivers (the Chao Tian Men area). The developer is CapitaLand, 
which is based in Singapore and is one of the largest operators in Asia, 
mostly working in Singapore, mainland China and Malaysia. In a gigantic 
overall development of more than one million square metres, a large shop-
ping mall, six high-rise towers for luxury housing and office space and a 
hotel will be located. The complex will be connected to multiple modes of 
public transportation (subway, bus, ferry) and will link the two CBDs of 
the city.

In this situation the spectacular design by Moshe Safdie of the towers 
surmounted by a sky-deck with a garden and semi-public spaces (providing 
an uninterrupted view of both rivers and of downtown) dramatically 
resembles the Singapore project (see Figure 10.5). As mentioned, the excep-
tional engineering work was developed by Arup, the same firm as Marina 
Bay Sands.
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Figure 10.6 The waterfront of False Creek, Vancouver, Canada
Source: http://www.panoramio.com/photo/53029672



The overall development project has been driven by the real estate com-
pany CapitaLand, at an overall cost of more than US$5.7bn. The develop-
ment process was apparently carried out in this master plan with a high level 
of autonomy from local planning regulations and authority, since Chongqing 
is one of the five Chinese municipalities directly reporting to the central 
government and because this central area was meant to be internationally 
visible and quickly transformed.

At the time of writing the project is not completed (inauguration 
expected for 2018), nor is an overall evaluation of the ongoing development 
publicly available. Nonetheless one can derive several considerations from the 
plans and schemes. Here the monumental and iconic role of the building 
seems to prevail over the aim of generating a new public realm for both citi-
zens and tourists. The public space is mostly dedicated to consumption or 
private enjoyment. The services provided to the city are limited (if compared 
to cultural, social and recreational activities of the Marina Bay project). 
A  different balance in functions, which include office spaces and residential 
towers, can be noted in the Chongqing development. In Singapore higher 
attention was paid to the generation of a public realm that is attractive for 
global tourists and local consumption, as well as to the diverse population, 
thanks to the presence of and connection to public spaces. Particular care and 
attention has been paid to improving infrastructure and accessibility in both 
cases, although the limited information about green areas at the Chinese site 
make it difficult to grasp whether they will match Marina Bay’s high stan-
dards or not.
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Figure 10.7 Dubai, 2012: The waterfront of Dubai Marina (photograph by Michele Nastasi)



In this case, the image of the project crafted by designers is central in the 
transfer. Singapore’s towers and sky-deck forms are a highly recognizable 
icon for the development of the waterfront and were in fact mobilized in the 
Chongqing megastructure too.

From Vancouver to Dubai: Migrating master plans?

Both the north and south shores of False Creek were once industrial sites, 
known as among the most derelict areas in Vancouver. Since the late 1970s 
the city government has led a process of redesign of the south shore. The 
British Columbia government levered Expo 86 in order to locate regional 
public facilities and medium-to-high density residences, retail and public 
spaces. The redevelopment is today considered to be a great success both in 
economic terms and in terms of a high-standard urban environment that 
delivered a new postcard image for Vancouver. In the early 1980s the com-
pany Concord Pacific was able to convert this highly polluted area (over 
600,000 square metres) into a US$30 billion mixed-use project, thanks to the 
leadership of the designer Stanley Kwok and the strong influx of Asian 
 capital (the designer had worked and lived in Hong Kong in the past). The 
area today hosts housing and office towers (between five and 30 floors), 
marinas, retail space and public spaces. The urban realm was heavily modi-
fied before and after the Expo thanks to a consistent set of public and private 
interventions and master plans at different scales (from regional transporta-
tion to pedestrian paths) and different urban dimensions, including not only 
traffic and functions, but also morphological, density and green area design 
(e.g. pocket parks, high-quality public spaces), building management and 
environmental sustainability matters (e.g. about 40% of the area is dedicated 
to open and green spaces).

Several analyses discussed how this operation was heavily supported by 
public spending and in fact generated a great opportunity for private capital 
accumulation (Kear, 2007), which contributed – together with other mega-
projects and public infrastructures – to enhancing real estate prices and 
inducing social exclusion trajectories across the city. Part of the policy repre-
sentation (sustainability and livability have been praised and promoted in 
many ways) and urban design arrangements legitimized the project, despite 
its shortcomings in terms of more general public benefits for the city and 
metropolitan region (Hutton, 2011; Punter, 2010). Despite such criticisms, 
today this mostly residential neighbourhood hosts more than 10,000 resi-
dents and is still an inspirational image for the city (see Figure 10.6). The 
public amenities such as stadiums, cultural destinations and museums attract 
diverse users to the area.

In 1997, Mohamed Ali Alabbar, the Chairman of Emaar Properties 
(a large real estate development company based in Dubai), visited Vancouver 
during an inspirational trip and observed the False Creek development. 
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Evidently his interest in the project was not related to the effects on the 
lower strata of the local population. Emaar Properties is a large real estate 
developer based in Dubai, specializing in large-scale projects in the Emirates 
and currently extending its scope into many Asian and Western countries. 
According to Trevor Boddy (2006) and Stanley Kwok (Boddy & Kwok, 2012), 
the False Creek model was systematically transferred and adapted to gener-
ate the Dubai Marina project2 (Hurley, 2012a, 2012b). The master plan for 
Dubai was designed by the international firm HOK, having the reference 
model of False Creek for this almost literal translation, including the repro-
duction of an artificial basin (about 3 km of waterfront), of the infrastruc-
tural grid (including streets, bridges, walkways, docks, etc.), and of a number 
of architectural details (see Figure 10.7). HOK (an acronym of Hellmuth, 
Obata, Kassabaum) is a design firm which works globally with a reputation 
for managing complex projects, integrating urban and architectural design, 
planning, system engineering etc. It is now a multinational firm, having 
hundreds of employees in more than 20 branches. The architect Stanley 
Kwok acted as a consultant and helped the developer and HOK adapt the 
master plan to Dubai and to different goals there (Boddy & Kwok, 2012). 
A quite different mix of functions (restoration and retail, luxury apartments 
and hotels) including towers that are twice as tall as those in Vancouver or 
taller (between 15 and 80 floors) was implemented since the mid-2000s in 
an extremely compressed time frame (Moore, 2010). Only 15% of the area is 
dedicated to green space. Public amenities are quite limited and concentrate 
on consumption activities. The location is along the coast, not far from the 
Palm-Jumeirah development and connected on one side by the motorway 
and public transportation. The beach and the Dubai Marina Mall are in fact 
public spaces, while other attractions of course target affluent people only 
(e.g. members of the yacht club).

Even if the background of transnational investments that made possible 
the two projects might be similar, the transfer of the master plan from 
Canada to the Emirates involves not only two radically different institu-
tional, political and planning systems, but also two quite different cities in 
terms of size (600,000 versus 2,000,000), position, development strategy, 
rhetoric and rationale in the global economy – one systematically targeting 
livability and sustainability and the other international visibility (Acuto, 
2014; Bagaeen, 2007; Henderson, 2014). Despite identical details in aesthetics 
and ‘ambiance’ (e.g. walks by the water, similar urban furniture), only the 
development scheme was apparently duplicated, since in Dubai building den-
sity is higher and the number of uses is expected to be 10-fold with reference 
to False Creek. Despite a similar settlement scheme, in Vancouver one can 
see higher regional accessibility and better nesting with the existing trans-
portation system, while some sections of Dubai’s artificial basin generate 
sorts of enclaves for luxury living. One cannot consider these as effects 
derived from merely technical, planning and architectural solutions, since 
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the political arrangements (democracy versus sheikdom) and decision- 
making process influenced the outcome (proactive public governance which 
is open to participation and partnership in Vancouver, top-down and mono-
cratic model in Dubai). In general terms, one can see in this case, too, that 
one important aspect of master plan circulation for promoters is the image, 
although the reference to the antecedent is not explicitly enacted for plan-
ning and marketing purposes.

Conclusions: The Paradoxical Urban Effects of the 
Transnational Circulation of Architectural and 
Urban Development Projects

Even if authenticity is what is expected from the urban experience (Zukin, 
2010) by most tourists, in this chapter we do not intend to pose the question 
of architectural originality or its influence in place making. It is, however, 
clear that the meaningful transformation of non-artificial places takes time 
and is the outcome of collective action, rather than a single mastermind and 
the implementation of one single design (Palermo & Ponzini, 2015). In order 
to evaluate the homogenizing impact of this transnational circulation on the 
urban environment, we have analyzed similar international players promot-
ing almost identical megastructures or development schemes and eventually 
quite similar architectural icons, and we have shown the relevance of differ-
ent local arrangements: planning system, planning authority and develop-
ment process management. At the same time, one might question the 
magnitude of this phenomenon. At this stage, we have investigated and com-
pared exemplary case studies, but we do not know how many worldwide 
examples one may find. More systematic research is required and this could 
touch upon different aspects of transfer; for example, the hotel business has 
recently witnessed a new wave of buildings, resorts and facilities designed by 
star architects as well as branded by leading fashion houses such as Armani, 
Luis Vuitton, Missoni and others. Multinational hotel chains now have the 
financial means and the mobility that allows them to promote similar high-
end projects in different countries, and this requires further attention in terms 
of transnational transfer and urban effects.

According to the limited evidence available and to an ongoing interna-
tional debate (among others, Guggenheim & Södeström, 2009; Lowry & 
McCann, 2011), such transfers are not generically colonizing most cities in 
the world. On the contrary, they draw a specific urban and international 
geography, affecting specific cities in specific countries. Similarly, we should 
avoid thinking that these transfers occur solely from the Western countries 
towards the East, or from the Global North to the South. The example of 
Singapore as a rising model for Asian countries is quite interesting (Bunnell, 
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2013) and it could be further investigated in this regard. The case studies 
proposed in this chapter also hint at the different relevance of public goals 
on the two sides of the transfer. In Singapore and Vancouver, for example, 
the impact for inhabitants and users was envisioned and balanced with refer-
ence to economic feasibility and attractiveness for international investments 
in the real estate market (which was nonetheless the main long-term driver). 
Dubai is a quite explicit experiment that mostly targeted real estate profit-
ability and, according to local standards, did not worry about the exclusion-
ary effects that the new luxury residential and commercial compound have 
generated. It is too early to have a thorough appraisal for the case of 
Chongqing. Nonetheless it is evident that the transfer of projects and mas-
terplans generally does not consider the effects at an urban or metropolitan 
scale or the potential negative social and economic side-effects.

In the cases analyzed, the architects and engineers are relevant transfer 
agents, together with real estate developers (McCann, 2011). The designer’s 
rationale behind selling similar urban design or tourism facilities to different 
clients is quite simple and highly economically efficient. For the client, this 
transfer is apparently less risky, since these projects have proved to be suc-
cessful elsewhere (even though the antecedent project had different goals, 
planning and political arrangements, etc.). But this rationale leads to para-
doxes that are evident both at the local and international levels. Cities and 
investors that have expected to distinguish a specific place in the world pan-
orama by hiring a star architect or a highly reliable studio and creating a 
spectacular and unique venue (for tourism or for other purposes) receive in 
turn aesthetically striking artefacts which are similar to others. The risk of 
landscape homogenization (the same buildings, the same franchise muse-
ums, the same retail and shopping experience, the same urban experience, 
etc.) and banalization (Muñoz, 2008) does not finally derive from a generic 
trend of globalization, but from the work of a limited group of starchitects, 
engineers and design experts and from the limited ability of cities to plan 
their urban environment and steer real estate investments, even on special 
occasions and with reference to landmarks and iconic buildings (Ponzini & 
Nastasi, 2011). In this sense more attention should be dedicated to urban 
design issues, even when architectural projects and development master 
plans are in the hands of highly reliable and internationally reputed firms. 
At the international scale – even if one believes that tourism flows depend 
on the localization of one spectacular cultural facility – it is crucial to stress 
the fact that the creation of more or less homologous pieces of design in dif-
ferent cities will reduce tourist flows in any given place (Plaza, 2000; Ponzini, 
2011a), and in this sense it is a counterproductive strategy for cities to under-
take (Leiper & Park, 2010).

Understanding and critically debating the distance between the plan-
ning/design rhetoric of the spectacle and the actual urban effects of such 
kinds of projects and megaprojects is of crucial importance. In this sense the 
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research and practice that are much needed in order to have better results 
today stand at the crossroads between, on the one hand, architectural and 
urban design, and on the other, urban planning and policy making (for a 
more detailed discussion of this point, see Palermo & Ponzini, 2015). More 
generally, planners and policy makers should critically consider each project 
rather than assume one or another architectural firm is able to positively 
transform one city and its international image. For this reason, a place-based 
and project-oriented approach and a richer interpretation of the transforma-
tion of the urban landscape (Ponzini & Nastasi, 2011) could be a reference for 
further theory, debate and practice in urban and tourism studies. At the same 
time a systematic study of the magnitude, geographies and histories of these 
project transfers and circulations should be grounded in further research.

Notes
(1) This chapter derives from long-term research and is based on previous publications of 

one of the authors (Ponzini, 2011a, 2011b, 2012, 2013; Ponzini & Nastasi, 2011). In 
particular, the work of Francesca Mavaracchio and Stefan Fotev was concentrated on 
the case studies in Section 3 (Fotev, 2015; Mavaracchio, 2014), while the rest of the 
essay was developed by Davide Ponzini.

(2) This transfer attracted public and scholarly attention and was in fact the subject of a 
number of publications, debates and expositions (e.g. Lowry & McCann, 2011; the public 
programme for the Maraya Project – marayaprojects.com, Museum of Vancouver; the 
initiative Vancouverism: Architecture Builds the City curated by Trevor Boddy, and others).
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Hostels and the Making of 
New Urban Spaces

Greg Richards

Introduction

The production of new spaces for tourism has been particularly dynamic 
in the centre of major cities around the world. One of the driving forces that 
has been particularly potent in this process is the growth of youth tourism. 
Rising income levels and education levels have fuelled a seemingly insatiable 
demand for experiencing new places on the part of young people. When asked 
what benefits they gain from travel, over 90% of young travellers indicate that 
they gain a ‘thirst for more travel’ (WYSE Travel Confederation, 2013).

The seemingly endless stream of travel products feeding the desire of 
young people for yet more experiences arguably lies behind the success of the 
budget airline industry and the budget accommodation business. In addition 
to a desire for more experience, young people also want to travel on a budget. 
When asked about the most important factors in buying travel products, over 
90% indicate that price is the number one factor. It is perhaps not surprising, 
therefore, that recent years have seen a veritable explosion in budget accom-
modation options aimed at young people. These include Airbnb, CouchSurfing, 
budget hotels, apartments and, above all, youth hostels. Youth hostels used to 
be associated with cheap, basic accommodation, often provided more on ideo-
logical grounds than as a commercial proposition. However, the expansion of 
hostelling into new areas of the world, and the growing demand for cheap 
accommodation options has changed the traditional face of hostelling.

Today, hostels are a key component of the youth travel accommodation 
mix. They compete directly with budget hotels, apartments, Airbnb and all 
the other accommodation options in major cities. They base their unique 
selling proposition on the fact that they offer a social experience as well as 
cheap accommodation – something that more individualized forms of youth 
accommodation find hard to match.

The realization that hostelling is about more than the simple provision 
of a cheap bed has begun to transform the hostel ‘industry’. From being a 
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disparate collection of small-scale accommodation units largely located in 
rural areas and the suburbs, hostels have begun to invade the centres of major 
cities, and commercial offerings have sprung up alongside the not-for-profit 
models that used to dominate the hostel scene.

This chapter examines how the hostel industry has been transformed 
in recent years, and how in turn it is beginning to change the tourism space 
of cities.

The Growth of Hostels

Youth hostels emerged in the early 20th century as cheap accommoda-
tion options for young people who wanted to explore the world around 
them. The concept emerged in Germany and rapidly spread to other coun-
tries. As the Hostelling International USA (2014) website notes:

The youth hostel idea was conceived in 1909 by Richard Schirrmann, an 
elementary school teacher living in the industrial centre of Germany. He 
became alarmed at the impact of the industrial revolution on his stu-
dents’ health and welfare. He created a ‘wandering school’ on weekends 
by taking students on field trips into the countryside for fresh air and 
exposure to nature. Students unrolled their bedding each night in school 
buildings. The concept of student ‘youth hostels’ was born.

There was an initial period of growth in the 1920s and 1930s in Europe, 
which led to the founding of the International Youth Hostel Federation 
(IYHF) in 1932. However, the concept really began to take off after WWII, 
when youth travel was actively encouraged by countries ravaged by war as a 
way of increasing understanding of other cultures. It was around this time 
that the youth travel industry began to emerge, with the creation of organi-
zations such as the Federation of International Youth Travel Organizations 
(FIYTO) and the International Student Travel Confederation (ISTC). These 
two organizations later merged to form the World Youth Student and 
Educational Travel Confederation (WYSETC), which now forms the 
umbrella body for the global youth travel industry.

The basic concept of the original youth hostel was basic, cheap accom-
modation with collective sleeping, eating and sanitary facilities. Common 
spaces allowed guests to mingle and interact, creating a bond within 
the hostel community. This was strengthened by the development of mem-
bership schemes which gave discounted accommodation rates. As the UK 
Youth Hostel Association describes:

By the 80s, the needs of the modern-day traveller were changing. Young 
people were starting to travel widely. They wanted smaller rooms, better 
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toilets and showers – the comforts and convenience of the modern world. 
Increasingly they began to book on the internet. Considerable change 
took place within YHA around this time with the establishment 
of a national framework and a professional management structure. 
(YHA UK, 2014)

The professionalization of the youth hostel sector began to change the 
nature of hostels and the way in which they were managed and marketed. 
This also coincided with growing a demand for youth travel and budget 
accommodation. In Scotland, for example, Nash et al. (2006) noted a huge 
increase in youth hostel supply, with a growth from 29 independent hostels 
in 1991 to 151 in 1999. They also noted a high level of satisfaction with 
hostel facilities, which was contrary to the initial expectations raised by this 
‘budget’ sector. By 2006 research indicated a total of 1.6 million beds in 
youth accommodation establishments worldwide in 2005, accounting for 
about 5% of total global accommodation supply (Richards, 2006). Subsequent 
reports indicated total youth accommodation demand at 293 million bed-
nights in 2005 (Richards, 2007).

Trends revealed by the WYSETC surveys indicated a clear growth of 
hostel chains, which accounted for 78% of all establishments in 2007 (Welk & 
Richards, 2008). This was accompanied by a downsizing of hostel rooms, 
moving away from dormitories towards private rooms, and more en suite 
provision. Dynamic change in the youth accommodation industry was also 
fuelled by the rapid establishment of new operations, with the majority of 
businesses having opened in the previous 10 years. The same report forecast 
strong future growth in the youth tourism accommodation sector, with bed-
nights forecast to grow from 293 million in 2005 to almost 500 million by 
2020. Mintel (2009) noted:

The long-term growth rates forecast by the UNWTO and WYSETC 
reflect continued development of the budget hostel and hotel sector, as 
the accommodation product is tailored more closely to the needs of a 
diverse and fragmented audience. Competitiveness will intensify, par-
ticularly as the lines between hostel and hotel draw closer in the bou-
tique/luxury budget end. There will be continued pressure to raise 
quality standards as the level of competition heats up.

The New Hostel Providers

One of the major changes to take place in recent years in the major hostel 
markets is the entry of large commercial companies. These provide a differ-
ent concept of hostel accommodation, based not on the lowest price or the 
most basic facilities, but on providing a quality experience at a reasonable 
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price. In 2009 Mintel reported that a number of new ‘boutique hostels’ were 
being opened, changing the previously downmarket image of the sector. At 
the same time hotels were developing budget options to capture a share of 
this lucrative market. The rapid growth in supply over the past decade has 
transformed the youth accommodation scene, particularly in the centres of 
major cities.

For example, the A&O hostel chain had 22 establishments in 2013, offer-
ing a total of 14,000 beds, the majority of which are in major cities such as 
Amsterdam, Berlin, Munich, Prague and Vienna. Meininger Hotels had 17 
properties with 7000 beds in 2013 (Douglass, 2013). Generator Hostels was 
reported as having 5000 beds spread across 11 properties in 2013, but they 
plan to reach 12,500 beds spread across 15 properties by 2018:

we are also pioneers of affordable luxury and masters of social experience. 
With bespoke beds for sleepy heads designed for the best night’s sleep, 
en-suite bathrooms with showers with super powers, fast and free Wi-Fi 
throughout so your always connected, an events programme that will 
keep you more than entertained, combined with interior designs that 
rival boutique hotels and you’ll see Generator is more than a hostel, it’s 
an experience. (Generator Hostels, 2015a)

As Drewnicki (2014) notes:

This ‘budget luxury’ chain has succeeded in commanding guests’ atten-
tion with a seemingly whimsical approach that emphasizes social media, 
culture and design. Each Generator location is tailored to address the 
needs and desires of 18–35 year olds: local experiences, free wi-fi, sociable 
communal areas and above all, originality.

Companies like Generator and A&O can have a significant impact on the 
places in which they locate. Because their operations are often designed to be 
large-scale ‘bed factories’ with up to 1000 beds, they concentrate a lot of 
(predominantly) young people in one place. With the tendency for hostel 
operations to cluster in areas which have interesting facilities for this market 
and areas with relatively cheap rents or purchase prices, they often start to 
form considerable clusters. Therefore the development of youth accommoda-
tion enclaves, often associated with the backpacker market in cities such as 
Sydney or Bangkok, is being replicated in a number of other cities as well.

These developments are not only restricted to the classic hostel accom-
modation form, but are also beginning to encompass the provision of accom-
modation for other young people, particularly students. In many cities the 
development of student accommodation has now become a major business, 
with some development companies specializing in this type of accommoda-
tion. The scale of student accommodation can be even bigger, as plans for an 
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‘Ultra Mega Hostel’ for students at the National Institute of Technology, 
Warangal, India show, with facilities planned for 1800 students. Students 
have now become major shapers of the city, as Russo and Capel Tatjer (2007) 
show in the case of Barcelona, and Russo and Arias Sans (2007) illustrate in 
the case of Venice.

Spatial Impacts of Youth Accommodation

The arrival of mega hostels in the centre of cities, and to a lesser extent 
the smaller service providers that follow them, have begun to have an influ-
ence on the urban fabric and on the production of tourist space in particular.

New interactive spaces between tourists and residents

The production of backpacker and youth travel ‘enclaves’ has been a cata-
lyst for the development of new tourist spaces in many cities. These include 
the Khao San Road in Bangkok, which not only has become the ‘must stay’ 
destination in Bangkok for backpackers, but has also become a place for 
locals to visually consume the backpackers (Richards & Wilson, 2004).

One of the major motivations for young people to travel is to have con-
tact with local people. This is often more an aspiration than a reality, as 
many young travellers remain suspended in a ‘tourist bubble’ (Wilson & 
Richards, 2008) of the enclave. But social interaction, whether with locals or 
other travellers, is an important motivation for young travellers.

For example, in the WYSE Travel Confederation (2013) New Horizons 
Survey of 34,000 youth travellers, the top motivations for travel were explor-
ing other cultures (91% indicating this was important in the decision to 
travel) and increasing my knowledge (88%), closely followed by interacting 
with local people and experiencing everyday life (both 85%). This underlines 
the importance of social interaction with locals for young people. However, 
meeting other travellers was also seen as important by 63% of respondents.

Although social interaction is central in youth travel in general, it tends 
to be even more important in particular contexts. For example, respondents 
staying in youth hostels were more likely than those using hotels to see 
contacts with locals and experiencing everyday life as very important. For 
those using hospitality exchange schemes such as CouchSurfing, the differ-
ences were even more marked. Over 63% of CouchSurfers indicated that 
interacting with local people was ‘very important’ to them, compared with 
49% of hostel users and 41% of hotel guests.

It is not surprising, therefore, that hostels tend to emphasize the provi-
sion of communal spaces and opportunities to socialize as one of their 
major distinguishing features. The hostel movement has always tried to 
promote social interaction as a basic value, but now it is also becoming one 
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of the selling points of commercial hostel providers. Many hostels market 
themselves as places to socialize, even when the communal spaces may be 
limited, as in the case of the Loki Hostel in Lima Peru which claims to be 
a ‘great place to socialize with fellow backpackers and staff and enjoy a 
cold beer’:

Whilst Loki Lima might be smaller than our other locations, this makes 
it cosier and easier to meet like minded travellers! All the rooms in the 
hostel have modern ensuite bathrooms, a definite plus! We have also 
 created indoor and outdoor common spaces, decorated with a modern 
Loki twist to accommodate all your needs, giving you the option to relax 
or party your time away with us in complete comfort. (http://www.
lokihostel.com/lima)

These communal spaces are not just used by people staying in the hostel 
itself, but also by other groups of young people living in or passing through 
the city. For example, in many cities there are regular gatherings of 
CouchSurfers, which often take place in youth hostels. One reason for this 
is that there is a high degree of crossover between the use of CouchSurfing 
and hostel accommodation (WYSE Travel Confederation, 2013). But it is also 
due the relative isolation of CouchSurfers, who are usually staying individu-
ally with their hosts. So the hostel begins to play a role as a social centre for 
the wider traveller community.

Some hostels also make an attempt to reach out to local residents. For 
example, the Hostelling International hostel in San Diego, USA runs a vol-
unteer programme, which is also targeted at local residents who can help 
‘open doors for international travellers into the local community’ (Hostelling 
International San Diego, 2012).

In Hong Kong, the Mei Ho House Youth Hostel is part of a project to 
preserve the early public housing in the former colony:

Mei Ho House of Livelihood serves to conserve and perpetual culture, 
giving the public an opportunity to experience life in public housing 
between the 1950s and 1980s. Through various special exhibitions and 
reconstructed old public housing units, the livelihood museum preserves 
the unique humanistic scenes of Sham Shui Po while allowing interna-
tional visitors to learn about Hong Kong’s humanistic culture. (YHA 
Hong Kong, 2014)

The museum is open to tourists and residents, and the association has set up 
the ‘Mei Ho House Alumni Network’, where the ‘former residents can share 
their memories, as well as to show the new generation their history and 
living attitude during hard time. This is the unique way of the revitalization 
project for a historical building to breathe in new energy.’
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In Italy there is the Osthello Musica project, a joint venture between 
Italian Youth Hostels (AIG Hostels) and the Italian Department of Youth 
(Dipartimento della Gioventu). This partnership aims to encourage young 
people to take more interest in music and help develop their skills and cre-
ativity in a practical way.

Hostels are a perfect location for the Osthello project as they naturally 
attract young people, encourage a lively community spirit and also pro-
vide an ideal meeting place for the internationally reputable tutors who 
are invited to share their music and instrument knowledge with the 
students.

This project has been extended to include other activities at additional 
Hostelling International hostels, including a cinema at the Florence and 
Cagliari hostels, a theatre at Genoa and Naples hostels, visual arts in Matera 
and journalism in the Trieste hostel.

There are many other examples to be found in other European cities. 
As the Alternative Creative Youth Hostel in Barcelona says:

If you are a musician, bring your instrument, there are some fine jam 
sessions going on in some hidden away bars in Barcelona! We have gui-
tars at the hostel too, should you miss plucking strings during your jour-
ney. And if you are interested in arts, we can tell you where to find 
excellent exhibitions. (ACYH, 2015)

Also in Barcelona, the Bon Moustache Hostel markets itself to young cre-
atives by proclaiming:

Barcelona, the fourth most creative city in the world. Only San Francisco, 
London and New York come above Barcelona, according to a survey of a 
hundred top international professionals carried out by the Barcelona 
Design Centre. The survey’s participants also affirmed that creativity is 
one of the big attractions of establishing a business in the city. (Bon 
Moustache Hostel, 2015a)

The hostel provides ‘a communal room with a TV, perfect for hanging out 
with your hombres’, and establishes its credibility with reference to its found-
ing by ‘two young travellers, Javier and Isabel, who are eager to meet other 
young travellers and invite them to discover Barcelona’. The emphasis is on 
discovering the surroundings and socializing with other guests:

The hostel is in the city centre, between El Gotic and El Borne quarters, 
four blocks away from the central Plaza Catalunya and the mythical 
Ramblas, and two metro stations away from the beach of la Barceloneta. 
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We have a common room where you can cook and share good moments 
with the rest of guests; a sofa to watch movies or relax after an intense 
day in Barcelona and an area with computers and internet connection. 
We will help to make your visit to Barcelona authentic. We will recom-
mend you the best concerts, events and exhibitions and will share with 
you the most secret spots of the city: a guide that we have developed 
with much affection containing a selection of the best restaurants, bars, 
clubs and cafes in the coolest neighbourhoods.

As Arias Sans & Quaglieri Domínguez note in Chapter 13 in respect of 
Airbnb, hostel accommodation has also tended to become concentrated in 
established tourist areas in Cuitat Vella. However, more recently there has 
been a substantial growth in hostel supply in Gràcia, which is a less touristy 
and more trendy area where Airbnb has also been strong. The idea is that in 
this neighbourhood one can ‘live like a local’. The interaction between guests 
and the city also spills over into a form of ‘creative tourism’ in the ‘teachme-
whatever’ project, run by Kay:

Hi, I’m a 21 year old Belgian girl that loves to travel, learn new things and 
of course meet lots of people. When I graduated in Online Marketing, I 
wanted to do something special. The idea: to travel through Europe, 
asking random people to teach me whatever. This way I had an excuse 
to walk up to people and get to know them. Why? Because meeting new 
people makes me feel alive. To turn complete strangers into friends. To 
share a unique moment. And … to have a lot of fun!

So what exactly did you learn in Barcelona? In Bon Moustache hostel 
I’ve met some pretty awesome people. Among them was an Australian 
couple (Thomas and Brooke) and they taught me how to speak ‘aussie 
slang’, it was freaking hilarious. In the famous market ‘La Boqueria’ I 
learned how to slice serrano ham very thinly. I also met an incredibly 
talented singer-songwriter named Sara Dee who was traveling around 
Europe and performing in different cities. She showed me how to play 
her ukulele. We had a great time. She left her CD at the hostel, make sure 
you listen to it! On my last day in Barcelona the smell of chocolate led 
me into Chök Barcelona where I asked them to teach me something. 
Michele (who works there) was so kind to show me how to make a 
chocolate truffle with passion fruit. And finally … what’s the very last 
thing you would expect me to learn in a Spanish city? Exactly, a Bulgarian 
circle dance in the middle of a creperie. That was the most random thing 
I’ve done so far! Hahaha. (Bon Moustache Hostel, 2015b)

These stories underline the interaction of hostel guests with one another 
and with spaces and businesses around the city to create a globalized, cos-
mopolitan relational space. Very often the content of such relational 
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experiences has a link to creativity and different sectors of the creative indus-
tries. As well as appealing to the travellers themselves, this is often driven by 
the background of those opening independent hostels, who tend to come 
from the creative sector rather than the tourism industry.

In Buenos Aires, for example, there is the Art Factory Hostel, which asks:

Are you an independently minded traveller who wants to discover Buenos 
Aires through a one-of-a-kind Art Hostel? Art Factory is a new avant-
garde hostel that focuses on quality, comfort and personal service while 
offering the unique ambiance of a space created and decorated by world-
wide artists and designers. Our hostel is conveniently located in the very 
heart of San Telmo, an eclectic mix of colonial and urban renewal archi-
tecture situated only a five minute walk from downtown Buenos Aires.

The Art Factory (2015) philosophy is to be

the kind of place we always wanted to find when we arrived in a new 
city: Friendly staff, a funky mellow vibe with a real laid-back ‘on the 
road’ attitude! We wanted warm, personalized service, a clean and safe 
environment and a unique stylish ‘look and feel’.

In a similar vein, the Art Hostel in Sofia, Bulgaria, offers a range of events and 
multimedia experiences. It is run by Destination Bulgaria Foundation, which is

connecting art and culture with business, aiming at continued support 
for artists and projects in the field of the contemporary arts. Stimulating 
the smooth exchange of creative ideas and information through organiz-
ing artistic residences, seminars, public debates, performances, exhibi-
tions. Being both a hostel and a gallery with ongoing selected art events, 
the Art Hostel develops innovative methods and open forms for cultural 
communication and explores a different concept for the independent 
travel. (Art Hostel, 2015)

The fact that young people often want to interact with the local environ-
ment also means that hostels can have a significant economic impact, par-
ticularly in areas with concentrations of youth accommodation. For example, 
research by Generator Hostels into their King’s Cross hostel in London

revealed that Generator guests and staff spend £4.8 million a year with 
local businesses, this level of spending supports around 100 local jobs, 96 
per cent of responding businesses said Generator had a positive impact 
locally, and their estimated spend per customer from Generator varied 
from £2 to £20 per visit to shop/business (where businesses could iden-
tify Generator guests). (Michel, 2013)
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The significant impacts of youth tourism are also being recognized in New 
York, where a 2010 law banned the letting of residential apartments for stays 
of less than 30 days. This also unintentionally decimated the city’s nascent 
hostel sector, at an estimated cost of US$150m a year to the local economy. 
This seemed to signal a policy reversal on the part of the city’s Mayor 
Bloomburg, who said in 2013 that: ‘Our goal is to attract 175,000 more young 
tourists to our city each year which will create more than 1000 new jobs for 
New Yorkers.’

Social and cultural impacts

Even though young travellers may be driven by a desire to experience the 
‘local’, some locals are not so keen on having youth travellers on their door-
step. Problems are often caused by the development of hostels in predomi-
nantly residential areas, creating conflicts between residents wanting to 
sleep and visitors wanting to party.

A study of hostel development in Sydney, Australia by Wilson et al. 
(2008) indicated that the growth of the hostel industry had caused differen-
tiated effects on the city. For example:

Residents and (service) providers from Bondi Beach/Bondi junction were 
significantly more likely to agree that ‘backpackers are a nuisance’ – 
a finding which is understandable, given that there appear to be more 
illegal hostels in operation in this area than in either the City Centre 
or King’s Cross/Darlinghurst.

Many of the social problems related to hostels were found to be linked to 
the growth of illegal hostel operations in residential areas such as Bondi 
Beach, whereas regulated hostels in the city centre, even though they were 
much larger operations, caused relatively few problems. A report by Allon 
et al. (2008) points out that both positive and negative impacts of hostels 
were noted by residents of Sydney. Although ‘environmental quality’ and 
‘amenities & services’ were perceived to have decreased over time, notable 
increases were seen in ‘community diversity’, ‘cosmopolitan lifestyle’ and 
‘development’. The main problem was the growth of ‘unauthorized/illegal 
shared accommodation’, which 75% of respondents indicated was a ‘bad’ 
thing. However, local employers appreciated

the ‘international flavor’ that backpackers bring to their businesses, espe-
cially in the service sector: ‘People like that sort of thing when they come 
into a café. They love somebody who speaks a foreign language, who 
uses the French term for the coffee … it’s part of the international flavor 
that backpackers bring to a place.’ (Allon et al., 2008: 43)
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The Sydney report also underlines the fact that that there is an increasingly 
thin line between ‘visitors’ and residents’, which

necessarily demands a reconceptualization of ‘local community’ and a 
rethinking of the distinction between the local and the non-local, or the 
resident and the visitor: ‘People [are] coming from all over the place to 
work, to live … I think that because of that, yes, perhaps that distinction 
is slowly falling away. What is a tourist these days? It’s impossible to 
say!’ (Allon et al., 2008: 50)

This is also underlined by the study of hostels by Wilson et al., who found 
that 18% of hostel guests were friends or relatives of residents.

Simplistic ideas about hostels causing problems for local residents are also 
being challenged by the way in which new-style hostel operations are run. 
Douglass (2013) notes: ‘Anxious to avoid underage drinking and other anti-
social behaviour that was prevalent in some small businesses in the past, the 
larger commercial operators take great care in creating a clean and safe envi-
ronment that engages guests and appeals to every demographic.’

This is not merely a case of good citizenship; providing facilities on site also 
makes an important contribution to revenue. These large hostels all provide 
restaurants and bars, and usually have an extensive range of activities to occupy 
their predominately young guests. To this end, Generator employs designers to 
make their premises more attractive to a young audience. Rebecca Mason, one 
of The Design Agency’s designers for Generator Barcelona said: ‘We want to 
encourage people to spend time in the hotel. The goal is to keep people out of 
their rooms and in public spaces where they can have a drink and meet others.’ 
Not only is this a savvy marketing move – luring guests into communal areas 
also encourages them to spend more money on site – it also inspires a sense of 
community among guests. ‘When you walk into a hotel lobby where you can 
see people hanging out and enjoying themselves, it makes you feel as if you’ve 
arrived to a destination rather than just another place of accommodation.’

The idea of reflecting the destination in the design of the hostel is 
expressed in the philosophy of the Generator company itself, which states:

Our inspiration has always come from our surroundings. We wanted the 
design of each hostel to reflect the city itself. The canals running through 
Venice, the artwork of Berlin and Barcelona’s architecture – some of the 
best and most ambitious in the world. These cities are unique, they are 
beautiful and one thing they have in common? Wonderful Design. 
(Generator Hostels, 2015b)

As an example of the ‘local’ approach to design, the Copenhagen 
Generator Hostel has a pop-up art shop/gallery featuring the work of local 
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artists and furniture made by local companies. The design upgrading stim-
ulated by the new breed of designer hostels makes commercial sense. 
Josh Wyatt, investment director at Patron Capital which owns Generator 
Hostels said:

Designer hostels represent the single most interesting and innovative 
concept to hit the hospitality market in the past few years. Given the 
economic challenges in Europe, the hostel model allows investors and 
operators to drive above average yields by taking advantage of distressed 
real estate, then layering in boutique hotel design concepts for the youth 
market.

Youth Travel as a Catalyst for Urban Change

The development of youth tourism, particularly in the centres of large 
cities across the world, has arguably helped to transform tourism space and 
create new localities for tourism production and consumption.

Hostels can become catalysts for the development of new tourism 
hotspots which can eventually lead to the development of more homoge-
neous enclaves (Wilson & Richards, 2008). This is important, as youth tour-
ists have often spearheaded the colonization of new spaces by tourists, 
because they tend to seek out more marginal urban locations that offer 
cheaper accommodation options. This has led to the development of back-
packer enclaves in locations such as Kings Cross in Sydney or Khao San Road 
in Bangkok. However, the changing nature of the youth travel demand and 
supply is now arguably leading to changes in this ‘classic’ pattern.

In particular, the rise of ‘megahostels’ with up to 1000 beds means that 
young people can now find relatively affordable accommodation in the centre 
of major cities. The focus of youth tourism may therefore be moving to more 
central locations, and the tendency of other accommodation providers and 
services to cluster around the larger hostels may lead to the growth of new 
youth enclaves. At the same time, the sheer size of the new hostels creates 
(potential) tensions that may cause developers to adopt different locational 
strategies. For example, in Amsterdam the original plans of the Clink Hostels 
group to open a 1000-bed operation in a relatively residential area of the city 
was met by resistance from local residents. This may have been one factor 
causing the relocation of the hostel to a relatively isolated former office block 
on the north bank of the River Ij.

Hostels may therefore become a driving factor in the redevelopment of 
degraded areas in the city centre, as owners look to exploit the surplus market 
value of ‘distressed real estate’ by introducing new forms of use value into 
these areas. In doing so they may well follow the creative class, artists and 
other harbingers of gentrification processes in seeking out new areas of the 
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inner city to colonize. This appears to be the case with the new ‘mega hostel’ 
opened by Generator in Paris which, as General Manager Neil Smith 
explained, is strategically located in the tenth arrondissement. ‘This is an 
up-and-coming neighbourhood, it’s multicultural, and it’s quite central.’

But there remains the question of how far the hostel guests actually go 
in their integration with the local community. One of the key features of 
the new hostels is the opportunities provided for socializing on the prem-
ises, with

Extensive and animated public areas providing a relaxed and hip ambi-
ence allowing guests – both individuals and groups – to mingle and 
meet. Frequent events, appealing bars and lounges and emphasis on use 
of social media technology creates new ways of social interaction. 
(Bourget, 2012)

This echoes the experience of older enclaves, where backpackers came into 
contact in a relatively controlled way (Wilson & Richards, 2008). Unlike the 
older enclaves, however, the hostels tend to be relatively impermeable for 
local residents. This may eventually lead to less mixing between locals and 
visitors, and may strengthen the trend towards using Airbnb, CouchSurfing 
and other portals that seemingly offer a more ‘local’ accommodation experi-
ence (see other chapters in this volume).
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Between Translation and 
Reinterpretation: What is 
Local in Barcelona’s 
Foodsphere?

Elsa Soro

Introduction

In recent decades Barcelona has established itself as a credible and influ-
ential model of place construction on the international scene. The 1992 
Olympic Games marked Barcelona’s ascent to becoming one of Europe’s 
major tourist destinations, by accelerating the waterfront development and 
other architectural, urban and cultural regeneration programmes that radi-
cally transformed the face and image of the city with continuous rebranding 
operations. Despite all the problematic consequences of this development 
identified by many authors (Borja, 2003; Capel, 2005; Delgado, 2003, 2005), 
such as a progressive yielding to speculative forces and the neglect of the 
social needs of the community, the ‘Barcelona Model’ is widely recognized 
as a prime example of ‘best practice’ in urban regeneration. In the last few 
years, Barcelona has regularly ranked high on the Smart City index, is the 
host of the largest annual smart cities event (the Smart City Expo), competes 
to be the Mobile World Capital, and was recently awarded the title of 
Europe’s Innovation Capital.

Many researchers in the field of tourism management (Evans, 2001; 
Evans et al., 2002; Richards, 2006; Richards & Wilson, 2007) have analyzed 
the impact of the transformation of the city into both a mass tourist destina-
tion and a creative and innovation hub within the contemporary post-indus-
trial knowledge-based economy. The latter is tied to the presence in the city 
of a significant contingent of members of the so-called ‘creative class’, includ-
ing permanent and temporary citizens, thus confirming Florida’s (2002) 
 contention that this image is strongly correlated with a multicultural and 
diverse environment.

12



The social heterogeneity of Barcelona has been historically produced by 
consecutive waves of immigration, mainly from the EU, Latin America and 
North Africa. In addition, large numbers of immigrants from other areas of 
Spain arrived in the early decades of the 20th century and started living on 
the outskirts of the city as a consequence of the saturation process in central 
areas where they had settled before.

Nowadays Barcelona is not merely a mass tourist destination, but also a 
creative hub, a dynamic business node and the official site of international 
institutions, such as the Union for the Mediterranean. The interrelationship 
of all these factors, together with the upsurge of the Catalan independence 
movement, have converted Barcelona into a global laboratory for the renego-
tiation of local identity. Considering Barcelona’s cosmopolitan and diverse 
environment, this chapter aims to analyze how this heterogeneity is reflected 
in different hybrid ‘foodspheres’ and how these, in turn, enact glocalized 
landscapes.

Recent studies in anthropology, cultural studies, geography, tourism and 
sociology have contributed to establishing the new mobilities paradigm, 
which considers the large-scale movement of people, objects, capital and 
information across the world as the main driver of place formation and trans-
formation processes. In particular, social theorists (Cresswell, 2006; Sheller & 
Urry, 2006; Urry, 2000) have recently improved the mobility model as a basis 
for understanding social processes in an increasingly mobile world, focusing 
on the consequences of connectivity from the local to the global scale 
(Baerenholdt & Granas, 2008).

Taking into account this theoretical framework, this chapter adopts a 
semiotics approach to addressing the issue of the relationship between urban 
space and hybrid culinary experiences. This approach aims to understand the 
processes of spatial value creation operating when different forms of mobili-
ties intersect through the analysis of discourses, practices and texts encrusted 
within diverse foodscapes.

The next section of the chapter will bridge the semiotics of urban space 
and the semiotics of food, providing analytical tools to analyze food hybrid-
izations and intersections operating in a contemporary glocalized urban 
landscape. We use the foodsphere concept to understand food as a cultural 
operator that catalyzes encounters, intersections and contaminations among 
different identities and cultures in the multi-ethnic and tourist scenario of 
Barcelona.

The following section focuses on the case studies. By describing different 
food experiences and culinary projects in four restaurants located in specific 
neighbourhoods of the city, intersected by tourist flows and the mobilities of 
immigrant communities and temporary residents, the case illustrates differ-
ent types of hybridized place identity construction.

The first restaurant, Masón David, is an old-style tavern serving typical 
Galician food, located in the multicultural neighbourhood of El Raval, which 
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has been gradually transforming into a point of attraction for mass tourists 
proceeding from the Ramblas. The second, La Federal, situated in the neigh-
bourhood of Sant Antoni, was founded by an Australian couple and offers 
eco-friendly cosmopolitan cuisine mixed with locally sourced ingredients. 
The third example, Le Cucine Mandarosso, is located in La Ribera neighbour-
hood, next to the tourist spot of Palau de la Música Catalana, and is run by 
a young Italian of the new generation of temporary residents who try and 
avoid the Italian food cliché. Lastly, Chen Ji, situated in the Fort Pienc neigh-
bourhood in the Eixample district, where the Chinese community has its 
commercial headquarters, is known for its authentic Chinese food offer.

For every case study, the analysis focuses on: a description of the cluster 
and the mobilities each area of the city attracts; the culinary concept behind 
each site and the food experience; the mise en scène of the dining experience; 
and finally the interaction situations with the audience. In the conclusion we 
reflect on the recreation of a hybrid local space associated with the concept 
of authenticity in the context of a contemporary global metropolis.

The Foodsphere: Methodological Points of Entry

The signi� cance of urban space

Over the last few years several studies have approached the issue of space 
from a socio-semiotic perspective. Greimas’s seminal work (1976) laid the 
basis for the construction of topological semiotics based on the opposition 
between the extension, a continuous and undifferentiated dimension of real-
ity, versus the space, a sociocultural phenomenon, a product of human activ-
ity. From a structuralist approach Roland Barthes (1964) and Umberto Eco 
(1970) focused their research on the parallels between architecture and mass 
communication. In particular, Eco, distinguishing between the primary 
function – architecture as functional object – and the secondary function – 
architecture as symbolic object – argued that architects must design struc-
tures for different primary functions and open secondary functions.

Subsequently, the semiotics approach has broadened from architecture to 
the city as a whole, and in recent works (Hammad, 2003; Marrone, 2013; 
Marrone & Pezzini, 2008) scholars analyze the city as text in a vivid dia-
logue with sociological and urban planning perspectives (Amin & Thrift, 
2002; Bonomi & Abruzzese, 2004; Davis, 2006). As a text, the city is meant 
to be subject to continuous transformations and to several different ‘read-
ings’ by its users – ‘interpreters of the urban space’ (Greimas, 1976: 138) – so 
defining the city as the ‘whole of interrelations and interactions between 
subjects and objects’ (Greimas, 1976: 132). Therefore, many authors in the semi-
otics field (Cervelli, 2009; Leone, 2011; Marrone & Pezzini, 2008) have dealt 
with how the users are constantly reshaping the meaning of the city – that is, 
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something not given a priori – and with how different public or private 
spaces define specific narrative programmes, permitting some practices and 
obstructing others.

All kinds of displacements that have been taking place around global 
cities, such as tourism, migrations and diasporas, are modalities of reshaping 
space that need to be constantly renegotiated. If we think about the process 
of touristification of place, we have to seize the identity of the destination as 
a form of representation that is socially and culturally constructed. For 
instance, the boundary of a tourist destination is neither given nor defined 
in an aprioristic way, but it is continuously redefined by the gaze of the visi-
tor and the institutional or economic discourses about such places.

The city is therefore seen as a palimpsest composed by the sum of various 
discourses, such as the political, the institutional and the touristic. In this 
sense an explicit semiotics of tourism developed in recent studies (Bruccoleri, 
2009; Giannitrapani, 2010) is concerned with how the merging of different 
discourses builds up place identity. It also takes into account the role of new 
technologies and interactive augmented reality in building up a new partici-
pative storytelling of urban areas.

Towards a semiotic of food

Discourses around food and culinary practices are another crucial aspect 
in the construction of the identity of a place, as well as being an important 
attraction factor for tourists. In fact, food experiences come with rituals and 
imageries that can be understood as part of the symbolic capital of a city, as 
well as inevitably re-visioned within a consumption scenario, with a special 
relationship with tourist flows.

In recent years an increasing importance of food as a place marketing 
tool, as an integral factor in the tourist experience and as part of the heri-
tage of a given regional culture has been noted. This evidence has led tour-
ism studies (Hall & Mitchell, 2000; Hjalager & Richards, 2002) to analyze 
the relationship between food and tourism, for example defining food tour-
ism as a

Visitation to primary and secondary food producers, food festivals, res-
taurants and specific locations for which food, tasting and/or experienc-
ing the attributes of specialist food production are the primary motivating 
factors for travel. (Hall & Sharples, 2003: 10)

More than focusing on the impact of separated foodscapes on the tourist 
industry, we aim to analyze the diversity of culinary geographies within a 
contemporary global city. The complex scenario of the mixture of food envi-
ronments tells us something about the current transformations within the 
urban landscape, the actors involved, and also about the different values 
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encrusted in a specific place: for instance, one might argue that while north-
ern European cities are more likely to align with food strategies based on 
natural and sustainability values, southern European cities would go with 
the quality and the variety of the products.

According to Greimas (1976) and other authors in the field of structural 
semiotics, space is regarded as language, constructed and transformed by 
human subjects; this is also true for food, since it can be understood as a 
system of communication, able to express social structures and cultural sys-
tems. The semiotic of food relies on the anthropological assumption that 
nutrition, far from simply abiding to material needs or physiological and 
perceptive processes, concerns the various cultural activities that are associ-
ated with it (Pezzini, 2006). Such approaches emphasize that food, as lan-
guage, is able to talk about ‘other than itself’, which means it can report on 
those specific cultures and societies that produce it. If the city is a text to be 
interpreted by its speakers, so culinary styles and traditions can be under-
stood as textual forms, incessantly modified by the practitioners who re-
semantize the eating experience.

In the context of a global city, the encounters among different food 
cultures are framed by the ever more complex interactions between different 
population groups. In this respect, according to the medieval historian 
Massimo Montanari, food works as a mediator among different cultures, by 
opening the culinary systems to all sorts of inventions, intersections and 
contaminations. In his book Il cibo come cultura [Food is Culture] Montanari 
(2004) advanced the thesis that every facet of food, from production to 
consumption, is a cultural act. The concept of culture adopted by Montanari 
is fluid and allows the integration of a convergence of the local and the 
global. Speaking about gastronomy, the process of convergence is due to the 
fact that the preparation and the final product of global foods such as coffee, 
chocolate and bread are different according to native tastes. In Montanari’s 
concept we can thus talk in terms of a ‘grammar of cuisine’, dealing with 
the different purposes and adaptations that different societies assign to the 
comestible, so defining food as ‘an aggregate of conventions’ (Montanari, 
2004: 99).

Such dynamic contexts highlight the ‘interpretation’ processes that take 
place within contemporary city landscapes characterized by several forms of 
mobility, such as tourism, migrations, economical transactions and digital 
connections, which expose food to processes of contamination, transforma-
tion and ‘translation’ between different culinary identities.

The introduction of the concept of ‘foodsphere’ helps us to understand 
the hybrid core of such contexts. According to Appadurai’s (1993) thesis that 
global cultural flows occur at different speeds and often (though not always) 
through different channels, he has elaborated five dimensions – ‘ethnoscapes’, 
‘technoscapes’, ‘finanscapes’, ‘mediascapes’ and ‘ideoscapes’ – that contribute 
to the global exchange of ideas and are different depending on the angle from 
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which they are viewed and by whom they are viewed within the global 
cultural flows. In that regard he defines the ethnoscape as:

the landscape of persons who constitute the shifting world in which we 
live: tourists, immigrants, refugees, exiles, guest workers, and other 
mobile groups and persons [who] constitute an essential feature of the 
world, and appear to affect the politics of and between nations to a hith-
erto unprecedented degree. (Appadurai, 1993: 222)

More than speaking in terms of separated scapes, we propose the heuris-
tic concept of semiosphere elaborated by Jurij Lotman in the theoretical 
framework of the cultural semiotics in order to situate global flows in a 
holistic system where boundary processes work and thus define cultural 
meaning. According to Lotman’s (1984) definition, the semiosphere corre-
sponds ‘to the same semiotic space, outside of which semiosis itself cannot 
exist’ (Lotman, 1984: 208).

The structural articulation of the semiosphere allows us to deal with the 
issue of boundaries, as the border is a bilingual mechanism, translating exter-
nal communications into the internal language of the semiosphere and vice 
versa. Thus, only with the help of the boundary is the semiosphere able to 
establish contact with non-semiotic and extra-semiotic spaces. Hence 
Lotman compares the border points of the semiosphere with sensory recep-
tors ‘which transfer external stimuli into the language of our nervous system, 
or a unit of translation, which adapts the external actor to a given semiotic 
sphere’ (Lotman, 1984).

As the boundary corresponds to the peripheral area, we also have to con-
sider the relationships between the centre and the periphery of the semiotic 
space. In Lotman’s description we can see the semiosphere as composed by 
the core areas where the dominant semiotic systems are located, and periph-
eral spaces where new elements are accepted in the current signifying 
dynamics. The relationship between the core and the periphery of the semio-
sphere is continuously negotiated, according to rules that change over time; 
the peripheral elements move towards the centre and interact with the main 
semiotic systems.

The concept of semiosphere, with its articulation of the relationships 
between the core and the periphery, allows an understanding the signifi-
cance of food practices in a global city affected by several mobility processes. 
We could state that the introduction of new ingredients in a given culinary 
style, promoted by the influence of different gastronomic traditions proceed-
ing from different communities, affects the dominant culinary system, just 
as a given semiosphere changes when something that was not part of it is 
gradually included.

As Fabio Parasecoli observed, in his analysis of the interaction among 
different culinary spheres:
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immigrants as food producers have to adjust to a puzzling new semio-
sphere constituted of seasonal cycles, foreign calendars and when they 
want to prepare their traditional recipes, they often do not find the exact 
products they were used to. (Parasecoli, 2011: 656)

This process hints at the need for interactions with other collectives, 
which cause a gradual change of habits in other spheres of the cultural and 
social system. Speaking in terms of translation (Stano, 2015) allows us to 
take into account the creative adaptation of new flavours from a specific 
gastronomic tradition or style. In that regard, the exposition of local food 
identities to food alterities, continuously reshaping and redefining such iden-
tities and alterities, may be read as a process of shifting from one foodsphere 
to another. A good example of this process, following Stano’s analysis, is 
when ethnic food in Western stores ceases to be displayed in specific sections 
dedicated to foreign food.

What Cohen (2007) calls creolization, or the formation of new identities 
different from the inherited culture, is another consequence of the encoun-
ters between different collectives and communities that take place at a global 
level, the repercussions of which go beyond the food setting and have influ-
ences in the social and cultural scenario of the city as a whole.

In this regard we have to consider that food is just one of the semio-
spheres that constitute the culture of the city, and it is thus entangled in a 
network of relations with other signifying spheres, such as religious, politics 
and social practices and cultural traditions. Lotman observes that any cul-
tural system lives not only according to the laws of its own self-development, 
but also incorporates a variety of collisions with other cultural structures 
which influence it from the outside. Speaking in terms of food, the change 
in local culinary practices and dining experiences produced by this merging 
is thus determined by multiple factors originating from the interactions with 
other systems, such as the social and cultural sphere.

Through the semiosphere model it is thus possible to address the relation-
ship between food as a cultural operator and the surrounding elements that 
can be considered as ‘paratextual’ factors. In this sense our attempt is to 
embrace not only food but all the rituals related to the dining experience that 
may contribute to the recreation of a social stage. For instance, the fact that 
a restaurant may be close to a tourist spot matters, because it could influence 
the tourist flows towards it. On the one hand, a restaurant works as mobility 
catalyst, as it attracts specific audiences, in this way creating an environ-
ment, and by doing so it influences the flows in a particular neighbourhood. 
On the other hand, it is the environment itself that contributes to determin-
ing the audience who is going to interact with the other cultural and social 
factors acting in that area. In this sense, a restaurant works as a gateway that 
needs to adjust itself to the constantly changing surrounding environment, 
and to reshape the food experience accordingly.
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In conclusion, in the ‘polyglot’ urban space where different discourses 
and relations weave together, in a constant tension between cultural homog-
enization and differentiation, the foodsphere plays a crucial role as a translat-
ing operator between local and global levels.

Barcelona’s Foodsphere: Four Cases

Within the ample and varied configuration of Barcelona foodspheres, we 
selected the case studies in line with the main objective of the chapter, which 
is to analyze the relationship between different mobilities and the place for-
mation processes.

With respect to a spatial dimension, we selected four restaurants located 
close to Barcelona’s main tourist trajectories (see Figure 12.1); we also focused 
on those areas affected both by gentrification processes and by the settle-
ment of ethnic communities. The spatial dimension is also relevant in rela-
tion to the gastronomic style proposed by each restaurant. As a selection 
factor we also consider the process of contamination of a specific culinary 
tradition by the tourist scene so as to grasp both the adaptation to the global 
and the reliance on the local.

By comparing examples of genuinely ethnic or regional restaurants 
with those run by other temporary residents in a global tourist city, we aim 
to illustrate a variety of such ‘translation’ processes, whereby the concept 
of authentic is in play in different ways. Through both desk analysis and 
fieldwork, based on participant observation and some informal interviews 
with both restaurant users and the owners, what we wanted to stress is 
not the relevance of one place in itself but why such a place is significant 
in a specific neighbourhood, when it acts as a catalyst of exchange pro-
cesses between the mobility collectives meeting there. According to the 
predisposition of semiotics not to question the object in itself, but to ana-
lyze its function within an immanent structure, the final result of the 
analysis aims to develop a typology in which every case occupies a specific 
position and which provides a significant illustration of more general urban 
phenomena.

For each case, we have considered first the spatial dimension, under-
stood both at the macro-level of the external context (location of the site 
in the context of the city) and at the micro-level of the dining space as a 
mise en scène (the features of the restaurants and the arrangement of the 
different components, including the proxemic patterns between the actors 
involved).

Then we focus on the food, including a description of the most signifi-
cant ingredients and dishes. Finally we have considered a temporal dimen-
sion, in terms of the restaurant’s history and the different audiences attracted 
over time and in connection with the evolution of the neighbourhood.
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Mesón David: Homologating the local

Mesón David is a Galician tavern (Figure 12.2), founded in 1920, and 
located in the southwestern area of the Raval neighbourhood, bordering the 
Rambla del Raval and Avenida Paral�lel.

The Raval is one of the four neighbourhoods of the Ciutat Vella (Old 
City) district of Barcelona, where most tourist attractions are concentrated. 
Due to its historical origins, the proximity to the old port and its modern 
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Source: Own data.



evolution as a haven for immigration, this area grew as a ‘marginal’ neigh-
bourhood, plagued by social deprivation and crime (Fernández, 2014), but it 
is also one of the most genuinely ‘liberal’ areas for tourism due to its libertine 
allure and its pulsating street life (Degen, 2003; Villar, 1996). It started to 
undergo a process of social regeneration in the early 1980s, with a major 
urban plan foreseeing the rehabilitation of degraded buildings and the 
enhancement of public space and cultural and civic facilities; this eventually 
started to trigger a process of gentrification, especially around the main cul-
tural landmarks such as the CCCB/MACBA museum complex facing Plaça 
dels Angels, within the context of an ‘open’, tolerant and utterly diverse 
neighbourhood.

The other large avenue bordering this area, Paral�lel, was one of the his-
torical leisure clusters of Barcelona. It declined in the 1980s, and is the cur-
rent object of various regeneration programmes which also involve the 
‘trendiest’ area of Barcelona nowadays, Poble Sec, just across Paral�lel from 
the Raval.

Carrer Carretes, where the restaurant is located, cannot be strictly con-
sidered part of this gentrified area. Nevertheless, the opening of the Rambla 
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del Raval avenue in 2000, as a scenario of social interaction and later the site 
of other iconic infrastructure like the luxury hotel Barceló and the Catalan 
Filmhouse, have started to convert this area, mostly populated by halal 
butchers, Pakistanis hairdressers and Filipino grocers, into an appendix of the 
leisure and nightlife cluster of Ciutat Vella. Lupita y Las Fernández restaurant 
and the gay-friendly La Casa de la Pradera are some of the bars along Carretes, 
which also hosts a student residence and a squatted civic centre in its prox-
imity; these venues attract a diverse public, which mingles with those flock-
ing to the theatres and entertainment venues of Paral�lel.

In this context, since the late 1980s Mesón David started to welcome an 
audience mostly composed of students and other low-budget collectives look-
ing for a cheap dinner. At that time the restaurant was still run by its original 
Galician family, with brothers and sisters screaming at each other across the 
long wooden tables, adding a note of authenticity.

Nowadays the management has changed. Mesón David attracts mostly 
those tourists proceeding from the main mainstream circuits of the touristy 
Barcelona, along the Ramblas, frequently following the recommendations of 
the most popular guidebooks, in which Mesón David is mentioned as a ver-
nacular memoir of the old ‘bohemian’ Barcelona. The very location of the 
restaurant, hidden in the street maze of El Raval, makes the experience of 
getting to it a ‘journey within a journey’, contributing to anticipating the 
promised ‘authentic’ experience.

Upon arrival, a tourist first approaches Mesón David along a hall totally 
visible from the exterior. A multilingual menu is hung outside (Figure 12.3) 
and the waiters, mostly foreigners, address tourists in English, French, 
German or Italian, depending on their looks. A new banner in the entrance 
has replaced ‘Mesón David Antigua Casa Juan’ with ‘Mesón David tapas and 
cooking’.

Inside, behind a traditional wooden bar, the staff receive the orders and 
pass them to the kitchen. Typical Spanish rituals, such as the ringing of a bell 
when tips are given, are preserved and contribute to the recreation of an 
authentic rowdy atmosphere, where the noise of groups having dinner is not 
only tolerated but also encouraged.

The setting also seeks to confer a genuine local touch to the place, 
although it also inevitably reflects the mass-tourist context that it addresses. 
While it boasts wooden ceiling beams and big oak barrels behind the bar, the 
interior was recently repainted green, white and black and washed by fluo-
rescent lights.

The cuisine of Mesón David claims to be traditional Galician. Galicia is 
one of most important out-migration regions in Spain, and has one of the 
most popular regional cuisine styles, frequently mistaken for the general 
Spanish cuisine as a whole. Despite this explicit Galician origin, the menu 
actually mixes up traditional Galician dishes such as pulpo a feira (Galician 
octopus) and codillo (pork knuckle), with more generalist Spanish dishes such 
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as paella, or proceeding from cosmopolitan cuisine such as Macaroni, or 
among the desserts whisky or lemon cake in addition to the more traditional 
tarta de Santiago.

Such encounters between Galician and generic Spanish cuisine are no 
exception for those Galician restaurants in the main tourist areas, including 
the Raval. For instance, Hermanos O’txocho, an old-style tavern in Carme 
street, highlights its Galician origin in the name, but the menu offers a selec-
tion of Spanish tapas and a big paella is exhibited in the window, clearly 
visible from the street. Another type of Galician restaurant pops up in the 
more generalist tourist areas of the waterfront, such as Port Olímpic, where 
pricey seafood is generally offered.

With its typical Galician dishes hybridized with other regional traditions 
(from Spain and also from Italy), the experience of Mesón David, like those 
offered by other Galician restaurants in the tourist areas, displays a sort of 
flattening of the ‘local’ into what is universally recognized by tourists as 
local. In this regard, it must be noted that what has been globally agreed as 
local, in Spain and in particular in Barcelona, has been changing. As an echo 
of the gastronomic revolution heralded by Catalan star chefs like Ferran 
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Adrià, local cuisine is widely identified with the gourmet style and creative 
tapas (Anderson, 2013). In this sense the gastronomic offer of Mesón David 
has been shifting from a central position within the local foodsphere to a 
peripheral one, representing what mass tourism, which is only one – and the 
least food aware – of the mobility collectives circulating in Barcelona, is look-
ing for.

In spite of the fact that Mesón David addresses the same targets as the 
establishments along the main tourist routes, using similar discursive strate-
gies, it enacts different situations due to its situation in a narrow and multi-
cultural street in El Raval. It thus creates an exchange zone between various 
mobile collectives: the temporary residents working at Mesón David interact-
ing with tourists; the tourists following the most common recommenda-
tions of guidebooks or web communities such as TripAdvisor, in which 
Mesón David maintains its popularity; and local residents of ethnic origin 
such as Pakistani or Latin American shop owners in the area.

Looking at the temporal dimension, whereas during the day Carretes 
street is crowded with children attending the multicultural Escola Collaso i 
Gil and their parents, in the evening or during the night younger collectives 
transit through Carretes on their way to the popular leisure spots on Paral�lel 
or Rambla del Raval.

The opportunity to rediscover the local, a discourse also appearing on 
Mesón David’s website,1 makes sense if one understands the local as some-
thing residual within a cosmopolitan environment. In this sense, there is no 
doubt that the experience engendered by Mesón David represents a bound-
ary. Through its rituals and because of the environment surrounding it, it 
acts as a catalyst for different encounters of identities which, together, foster 
and enrich the complex significance of place.

La Federal: Infecting the local

La Federal is an Australian bistro (Figure 12.4), located in Parlament 
street in the heart of the Sant Antoni neighbourhood, at the intersection of 
the middle-class Eixample district bordered by Esquerra de l’Eixample (on the 
other side of Gran Via de les Corts Catalanes), the Raval (on the other side of 
Ronda de Sant Antoni) and Poble Sec (on the other side of Avinguda del 
Paral�lel).

In recent years the area has undergone important changes, which turned 
a mainly residential area into a so-called new ‘hipster’ spot of Barcelona, very 
popular among young highly skilled locals, tourists of the creative type, and 
other hypermobile collectives who also hang out in the contiguous Raval and 
Poble Sec neighbourhoods.

La Federal has arguably contributed to driving this change, since it was 
one of the first cosmopolitan cafés opened in this area, in 2010. After La 
Federal, similar cosmopolitan outlets such as the Calders and Cometa ‘design 
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bars’, the German bakery Zuckerhaus, the vintage furniture shops Valnort, 
the Balearic bistro and shop Idò Balear, and new concept wine cellars such 
Els Sortidors del Parlament, popped up in the same street and they progres-
sively spread out into the surroundings. Despite their heterogeneity, these 
places share the same fashionable style and contribute to a melting pot of 
traditional and contemporary lifestyles. Through this new environment the 
residential nature of the neighbourhood encounters a contemporary and cos-
mopolitan audience. In this respect the new setting also influences the tem-
porality dimension, so that a daytime residential area such as Sant Antoni 
has turned into a crowded dining and nightlife spot.

Founded by a couple of Australians – owners of the candy empire 
Papabubble – and taking its name from a small town in the Binna Burra 
region, La Federal is a two-floor bistro with a terrace designed by the architect 
Barbara Appolloni. The retractable steel window on the ground floor allows 
a continuous visual connection with the street and the open-space ground 
floor is provided with large wooden tables where customers can sit together. 
The room is decorated with minimalist furnishing and sculptured flowers, 
and the kitchen where coffee and cakes are served is also an open space.
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Figure 12.4  La Federal
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The outlet functions as a multi-task bistro. It opens at 8am offering a 
varied breakfast including croissants, cereals, chutneys, mueslis, toast, 
English bacon and melted cheese sandwiches. At weekends in particular, 
it specializes in brunch, consisting of a huge variety of egg-based dishes 
and the so-called ‘morning burger’. The kitchen provides dishes mostly 
based on Australian and Anglo-Saxon international cuisine, introducing 
fresh Mediterranean and Catalan products such as pistachios or anchovies. 
A brunch, for example, may include eggs benedict and fried green toma-
toes with feta, alongside salmon gravadlax and coconut pancakes with 
caramelized pears and crème fraiche. It also boasts a large assortment of 
handmade cupcakes and muffins for tea time, smoothies, and a cocktail 
and wine list.

Since the culinary offer, adapting cosmopolitan recipes to local taste and 
ingredients, can be defined as ‘fusion’, the same eclectic processes have trans-
ferred to the social and cultural practices of the environment.

The café is designed as a place to hang out. The ample tables are crowded 
with locals and foreign hipsters working on laptops (free wifi is available) or 
reading international magazines made available in the room. The most fre-
quent adjectives to describe La Federal in many online reviews are ‘cosy’, 
‘hip’, ‘informal’, eclectic or ‘eco-friendly’, while La Federal’s website suggests 
that in there ‘sometimes you can be in two places at the same time’.

The translation of a mostly Anglo-Saxon cuisine concept to a Medi-
terranean market, audience and environment instigates new practices, not 
only in alimentary terms, such as the brunch ritual, but also socially and 
culturally. Staying in a café alone for a long time, simply reading or chatting 
online, is a new fashion in Barcelona, both for tourists and residents.

Having started with pubs populated by generalist tourists watching live 
sport events, the Australian eating concept has gradually shifted from the 
periphery of Barcelona’s semiosphere to its centre, becoming a recognized 
brand not only for food but also for a leisure experience. Other successful 
Australian places are Pic Nic in the Born district and The Caravel in El Raval. 
Both showcase a bright and minimalist style and specialize in cosmopolitan 
breakfasts and Sunday brunches served to a cosmopolitan audience.

One can describe the relationship between La Federal and its direct envi-
ronment in terms of ‘contagion’, using the category evoked by the semiolo-
gists Erik Landowski and Gianfranco Marrone (2002), when they talk in 
terms of empathic effect generated by one subject on another. We have 
already mentioned that the outlet has accelerated the pop-up of similar 
design cafés in the area, such as Café Comeda and Café Taranna, which 
share the same atmosphere. Nevertheless it seems more interesting to observe 
that whenever the local sphere is affected by the contagious action inflicted 
by the global, it also enacts forms of resistance that have effects on the global 
practices. What seem mere infrastructural details such as the rooftop terrace, 
the open windows and storefront, allow outlets such as La Federal to create 
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hybrid localized experiences that may feed back into the same cosmopolitan 
customs that have been imported themselves.

Cucine Mandarosso: Importing the local

The Cucine Mandarosso is an Italian restaurant located in the Ribera 
(Figure 12.5), another neighbourhood of the Ciutat Vella District. Opened in 
2003 by an art history graduate keen on cooking, on the previous site of a 
tapas bar, it is situated on Verdaguer i Callís, a narrow street connecting the 
commercial axis of Sant Pere Més Baix with Sant Pere Més Alt, where the 
main tourist site of Palau de la Música Catalana is located.

The Ribera includes in its lower part the more touristy Born area, and 
borders to the northwest with Plaza Urquinaona, which separates the dis-
trict from the middle-class residential and shopping area of the Eixample. 
Traditionally inhabited by a larger number of migrants and resident workers, 
the area of La Ribera that hosts Cucine Mandarosso (the Sant Pere area) has 
recently been caught up in a process of gentrification.2 In a sort of contagious 
effect due to its proximity to the fashionable Born area, many artists and 
designers have set up their studios and their stylish shops in the Sant Pere 
district, centrally located between other major tourist hotspots. Despite its 
off-the-beaten-track location, Cucine Mandarosso indeed takes advantage of 
a privileged situation along the shortest route from the Born and Santa 
Caterina market to Palau de la Música Catalana and it is close to the Antic 
Teatre, a reference point for independent, contemporary arts performances.
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The restaurant is run by a new generation of Italian temporary residents 
in Barcelona, committed to gastronomy ‘for passion’ and ‘by chance’, as the 
owner stressed in an informal interview with the author. Furthermore, the 
management is based on family and friendship ties, adding to the informal, 
non-professional atmosphere.

Italian cuisine in Barcelona has a long tradition, which started when the 
first restaurants and pizzerias settled in Barcelona, managed mostly by 
Neapolitan families, such as La Bella Napoli. Since then, food franchises such 
as La Tagliatella started to appear and adapt Italian cuisine to Spanish and 
international taste. They target both tourists (where located along the main 
tourist routes) and locals, especially in mostly residential areas in Barcelona 
and all over Catalonia.

Both the first Italian pizzerias and the franchises aim to offer the typical 
and best known dishes in an Italian setting. For example, in Bella Napoli the 
staff speak mostly Italian; Italian flags, Neapolitan souvenirs and miniatures 
of the main touristic Italian monuments are showcased as signs of Italianness.

Challenging such stereotyped imagery as part of the Italian food experi-
ence, a new concept of Italian dining places has appeared in Barcelona in recent 
years, influenced by the Italian Slow Food movement.3 Cucine Mandarosso, 
even if does not follow Slow Food principles strictly since it offers mostly 
imported Italian produce that cannot achieve ‘km 0’ status, hints at a gourmet 
and creative cuisine concept, however, valuing quality and biodiversity.4

The interior of the restaurant is designed as an old-style food emporium 
(Figure 12.6), with Italian specialities stored on a huge wooden rack and all 
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over the restaurant in an apparent jumble. The selection, including trade-
mark Italian brands such as Cinzano, Cedrata Tassoni and Chinotto San 
Pellegrino, matches the now fashionable ‘retro’ image style. The whole set-
ting of the place, with a small number of marble tables and lamps on the 
shelves, enhances such a warm and ‘vintage’ atmosphere.

Cucine Mandarosso not only serves proper lunch and dinner, but also 
emulates other occasions of Italian food conviviality, such as breakfast and 
aperitif. The place thus opens in the morning, serving the famous Italian 
espresso Illy with a selection of homemade cakes. The extensive cocktail list 
includes not only the classic Spritz, but also the less habitual Negroni, 
Americano and Sbagliato, thus reproducing a broad spectrum of opportuni-
ties for sampling the Italian way of life.

For dinner and lunch the menu changes daily. It is presented to the cus-
tomer on a blackboard and further detailed by the waiter. Recommendations 
are designed to allow the customers to fully understand and appreciate the 
variety and the diversity of the dishes. Innovation within the tradition is 
what the restaurant is looking for, as well as distinctiveness from what is 
normally expected and recognized as an Italian dining experience abroad. 
The policy of Cucine Mandarosso is completely different from Mesón 
David’s concept that essentially provides what customers might expect as 
typically Spanish. Here Italianness stands for creativity and originality in 
the choice of Italian produce and combinations.

Cucine Mandarosso cuisine is inspired by the southern Italian tradition 
but it does not properly belong to a precise regional style. Rather, it assembles 
selected products from south and central Italy, such as a large assortment of 
pasta and hard-to-find cheese specialities such as burrata or stracciatella. The 
‘dish of the day’ also relates to the origin of the cooking staff, or ‘who is 
going to cook today’ – as the owner stated – showing a touch of improvisa-
tion consistent with what Gianfranco Marrone (2014) has defined as ‘gastro-
mania’, referring to the increasing general passion for food manifested in 
different ways.

The restaurant aspires to innovate an Italian cuisine experience that can 
be tasted outside Italy, showcasing those culinary tendencies currently in 
vogue in Italy. To realize such ‘diverse’ experiences of the innovative-local, it 
explicitly uses what is well recognized as trendy and popular in the current 
Italian culinary and leisure trends, but not (yet) absorbed by the cosmopoli-
tan environment of Barcelona. The most emblematic example is the Spritz 
drink, originally from Venice and recently embraced by Barcelona’s food-
sphere, served not only in Italian establishments, which has become a staple 
of the ‘after-work’ early evening aperitif.

Cucine Mandarosso seeks to offer a note of novelty to the Italian cuisine 
fully introduced in the Spanish foodsphere. For example, they do not serve a 
typical Italian aperitif with the open buffet, but some tapas accompanying 
a recommended drink, which is an unconventional Aperol Spritz with a note 
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of Cedrata Tassoni, totally unknown outside Italy and recently rediscovered 
as an Italian gourmet food concept.

Due to this quest for a distinctive Italian food experience, Cucine 
Mandarosso works as a cultural intermediary between tourists on their way 
to Palau de la Música and members of the large Italian community usually 
looking for those Italian products they could not otherwise find in Barcelona. 
It is situated within in a highly hybridized environment crossed by all sort 
of mobilities, in between gentrification processes and resilient dynamics 
driven by local residents.

Chen Li: The authentic as unintentional

Chen Ji has been known as the ‘Chinese-Chinese’ restaurant of Barcelona 
and is located in the area of Eixample where the Chinese community has 
established its commercial and residential centre.

The whole area, including Trafalgar Street with its textile outlets, the 
Passeig de Sant Joan with its Chinese beauty salons and the Fort Pienc neigh-
bourhood (the main Chinese community residential area), has its centre in 
Ali Bei Street, where one can find a large concentration of Chinese supermar-
kets, travel agencies, photo services and furniture shops, all with signs in two 
languages – and the Chen Ji restaurant.

Tourist trajectories eventually cross this area due to the presence of the 
Northern railway station, the main gateway for Ryanair passengers, and the 
popular tourist areas of Ciutadella Parc and the Arc de Triomf.

Chen Ji opened in 2007, replacing a Spanish self-service restaurant. The 
restaurant furnishing is remarkably anonymous, without the usual Chinese 
ornaments such as red lanterns and dragons. The tables do not have any kind 
of tablecloths, no napkins but large bottles of soy sauce (Figure 12.7).

Chen Ji has long opening times, from 9am to past midnight; despite the 
huge food selection with around 162 dishes, it does not include what is 
generally expected in a Chinese restaurant, such as spring rolls or rice with 
vegetables. All the dishes are served in large portions.5 The service, led by 
Chinese staff, is very fast and does not provide any kind of interaction with 
the audience. It has a very noisy and crowded ambience. Among the cus-
tomers one should point out the convergence of Chinese workers and fami-
lies with Western youngsters and workers looking for a fast, cheap dining 
experience.

What Chen Ji achieves, with is completely untreated and non-ethnic set-
ting, is a sort of unintentional and surprising effect of authenticity. As with 
a text to be interpreted, clients attribute the label of authentic to a place that 
does not pretend to look like that, not only thanks to the flavours of the food 
but also to the presence of Chinese clientele as a guarantee of genuineness. 
The recreation of the ‘otherness’ dimension is thus delegated to something 
different from what the generalist ‘global’ public is accustomed to consider 
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as ethnic, something that has usually been identified with signs of ethnic 
identity. Deprived of the other identity traces and signs, Chen Ji acts as a 
translation operator from what is generally recognized as the centre of a 
given ethnic foodsphere, to its boundaries. Paradoxically, in such a position, 
it is exactly that anonymous and normal experience provided by the restau-
rant that instils the sense of authentic in the audience.

Furthermore the space fosters the aggregation of different collectives that 
otherwise would not share a convivial space and, in so doing, it contributes 
to changing the geography of a neighbourhood generally used as place of 
transit in between Chinese wholesale outlets that mostly attract business-
people. In opposition to this scenario and its surroundings, Chen Ji – also 
thanks to the good online reviews – is currently considered as a place to visit 
at any time of day. In this way, it attracts flows approaching the area from 
nearby tourist spots such as the Born and Arc de Triomf. Even the fact that 
the place does not seem to generate any contagious effect on other less popu-
lar Chinese restaurants in the vicinity seems to increase its attractiveness 
through exclusivity.
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Conclusions

Despite the diversity of the case studies illustrated in this chapter, food 
experiences, involving different collectives of people in movement, have 
played a paramount role in transforming the significance of the place in each 
of them, bringing forward new conviviality rituals and models of consump-
tion. The case study selection is based on both direct knowledge and experi-
ence of the restaurants examined, and their capacity to represent a specific 
foodsphere working in Barcelona. On the one hand, the role of each example 
as different a strategy of localization can be gained from comparing the 
cases, emphasizing their singularity. On the other hand, the case studies seen 
as a whole seem to present a certain degree of isomorphism in respect of the 
processes operating across the whole Barcelona foodsphere. In this kind of 
‘wannabe city’ (Monclús, 2000), divided between majority globalization ten-
dencies and opposite processes of localization,6 these foodspheres display the 
continual negotiations between tradition and innovation, the risk of stereo-
typing, the return of the slow and genuine, and the influences of otherness. 
In doing so, each restaurant can be understood as a boundary mechanism 
able to enact different kinds of translation processes.

• Mesón David, with its stereotyped gastronomic proposal, tends gradually 
towards the periphery of the current local foodsphere and, in doing so, tar-
gets mass tourists looking for a kind of generic ‘local’ experience. However, 
its special location can drive and facilitate encounters between different 
identities, so helping to foster the diversity of the environment.

• La Federal, offering and disseminating a contagious cosmopolitan experi-
ence in its neighbourhood, represents Barcelona’s aspiration towards a 
global style. In that regard the Australian ‘brand’ has been moving from 
the periphery to the centre of Barcelona food-and-leisure sphere. The 
hybrid dynamics of La Federal show that the global is inevitably reshap-
ing and readapting itself to deal with local conditions.

• Cucine Mandarosso aspires to be different from the serial importation in 
Barcelona of an already famous model: the Italian foodsphere and way of 
life. It imports another ‘local’ – genuine, fresh and creative for a hetero-
geneous audience that embraces the local gourmet trend.

• Lastly, Chen Ji discloses the authentic where it was not expected and, in 
doing so, it fosters the aggregation of different collectives in those transit 
areas of the city that otherwise would not be experienced by visitors.

In all these cases it is the meaning of place that changes with every 
culinary gesture of fusion, trivialization or innovation in ingredients and 
recipes seen in every restaurant, as well in the spatial relationships with the 
audience and between audience members, inside and outside each restau-
rant. Furthermore, all these places are able to enact special interpretative 
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actions through their users, who are called upon to ‘label’ the experience in 
which they are involved as ‘local’, ‘cosmopolitan’, ‘international’, ‘genuine’, 
etc. Each place, with its entire setting (including the menu, the furnishings 
and the interactions that take place there) give, like a text, a set of instruc-
tions to their model-lector,7 according to Eco’s (1970) theory of interpreta-
tion: the model-lector as well the target user use their social baggage, their 
encyclopaedia and cultural conventions to attribute significance.

All these restaurants work as regulators of flows of people in the contem-
porary urban landscape, by creating, detouring and remaking the touristic or 
consumerist connotation of those areas. If one may agree that they all pro-
vide visitors with an unmediated, ‘like-a-local’ contact with local cultures, 
the open question is therefore which local and which kind of localization 
process we are talking about.

In conclusion, whether imported, trivialized, celebrated or rediscovered, 
the local emerges as a singularity and is continually recreated by the encoun-
ters and contaminations that surround the food experience, with concomi-
tant social and cultural effects on urban geographies.

Notes
(1) See http://www.mesondavid.com
(2) An example of struggle against evictions and demolitions in the Ribera district is the 

‘Forat de la Vergonya’, or Hole of Shame issue.
(3) The Slow Food movement was founded by Carlo Petrini in the 1970s, owing its dis-

tinctive character to the town of Bra and the Langhe. It went international in 1989, 
with the inaugural meeting of the International Slow Food movement held in Paris. 
See also Schneider (2008).

(4) On Slow Food rhetoric, see Schneider (2008).
(5) In many online reviews such as TripAdvisor, users speak in terms of ‘American size’.
(6) On the relationship between globalization, localization and cultural tourism in 

Barcelona, see Richards (2007).
(7) In Eco’s theory, the author of a text must foresee the model of a possible reader, who 

can be activated by the textual strategy of establishing semantic correlations.
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Unravelling Airbnb: Urban 
Perspectives from Barcelona

Albert Arias Sans and Alan Quaglieri 
Domínguez

Introduction

Founded in 2008 in San Francisco, Airbnb has become a global phenom-
enon the growing popularity of which has been reported and boosted by the 
global media. The business press and economic columnists in particular have 
celebrated it as ‘the most prominent example of a huge new “sharing econ-
omy”’ (The Economist, 2013). Airbnb has been widely acknowledged for its 
contribution to this rising new economic paradigm and, more concretely, its 
capacity for quietly turning millions of people into part-time entrepreneurs 
(Geron, 2013). As its relevance and impacts at the local level grow, the debate 
also starts embracing the legal and social issues related to the application of 
the Airbnb model in the tourist field.

Despite its popularity in the media and its significance in many destina-
tions around the world, Airbnb is still a phenomenon barely considered in the 
tourism studies debate. This chapter thus aims to shed light on a phenome-
non whose analysis, we argue, is necessary to understand relevant trends in 
contemporary urban tourism given its growing significance in urban econo-
mies. In particular, our attention focuses on Airbnb in Barcelona, one of the 
most popular destinations in the global Airbnb network.

This chapter is organized as follows. After the introductory section, we 
provide some insights on Airbnb as a tourist global phenomenon linked to the 
rise of collaborative consumption, also dealing with the controversial issues 
related to its development in cities. In the third section, we focus on the 
impact of Airbnb in Barcelona using empirical data to assess the assertion of 
Airbnb that it enhances the ‘the sustainable, collaborative and community-
based model’ of hospitality. In particular, we analyze its contribution to the 
revitalization of neighbourhoods, increasing and diversifying tourism and 
providing economic support to families. In the fourth section, we analyze 
the situation of Airbnb activity in Barcelona related to the urban planning 
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regulatory framework in order to evaluate the urban impacts of such a ‘col-
laborative’ way of hosting visitors in the city.

Airbnb: A Global Urban Phenomenon

Two years after its foundation, Airbnb represented a success story in the 
rising paradigm celebrated in Botsman and Rogers’ (2010) manifesto of the 
sharing economy, What’s Mine is Yours. How Collaborative Consumption is Changing 
the Way we Live, which opens with the behind-the-scenes story of the birth 
and development of the company. In the following years its popularity con-
tinued to grow, so that in 2014 Airbnb could boast a network of more than 
one million listings in 190 countries and more than 34,000 cities around the 
world (Airbnb, 2014a) and a market valuation of US$13bn in 2014. By com-
parison, the InterContinental Hotels Group, the world largest hotel chain, 
operates in ‘nearly 100 countries’ with 4697 hotels and about 690,000 rooms 
(IHG, 2014) and its value is less than US$9bn.

However, Airbnb does not own the rooms or the property listed on its 
webpage. It operates as a peer-to-peer platform for vacation rentals, enabling 
secure transactions between hosts and guests. It thus allows people to make 
money from renting out a spare room. In other words, the company proposes 
itself as a necessary intermediary between strangers for building up trust 
between them, a critical principle of collaborative consumption (or a sharing 
economy). Airbnb perfectly exemplifies what Germann Molz (2011) defines 
as ‘network hospitality’ – the way a new generation of travellers turns to 
online network systems to connect with other members offering accommo-
dation ‘as well as to the kinds of relationships they perform when they meet 
each other offline and face to face’. Staying in a private dwelling with the 
co-presence of non-professional hosts would be seen as an opportunity for 
the tourist to create new ties with locals, ‘engaging in very close, oftentimes 
intimate face-to-face relationships’ (Bialski, 2012: 125).

The centrality given to the interpersonal encounter with local hosts and 
the informality of the accommodation represents a reaction to the ‘homog-
enizing effect of globalization’ (Germann Molz, 2011: 221) and its ‘concomi-
tant standardization’ (Steylaerts & O’Dubhgall, 2011: 264) of the formal 
tourism industry. In other words, it responds to the tourist quest for an 
individualized and ‘allegedly more authentic form of travel’ (Steylaerts & 
O’Dubhgall, 2011: 261). The key role played here by the host explains the 
relevance of member profiles for directing tourists towards suitable accom-
modation offers. Regarding this, several scholars (Bialski, 2012; Farbrother, 
2010; Germann Molz, 2011; Steylaerts & O’ Dubhghaill, 2011) observe the 
inclination of members to have intercultural relationships with like-minded 
people. In other words, travellers would tend to choose their hosts on the 
basis of compatibility (Germann Molz, 2011) or ‘homophily’ (Bialski, 2012).
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In this context, Brian Chesky, Airbnb’s Chief Executive Officer, does not 
consider travel through Airbnb as something new. For him ‘Airbnb is an old 
idea’ relating to times when staying with friends was a common way to 
travel, which is now ‘replicated and made relevant again through peer-to-
peer networks and new technologies’ (Botsman & Rogers, 2010: 15–16). 
Nonetheless, we argue that the idea of describing Airbnb as a simple evolu-
tion of genuinely friendly forms of hospitality leaves out a basic point: the 
monetary nature of the exchange. Whereas there are other accommodation 
exchange schemes based on exchange with no economic transaction, such as 
home-exchange (Russo & Quaglieri Dominguez, 2014) and others based on 
reciprocity such as CouchSurfing (Germann Molz, 2011; Steylaerts & 
O’Dubhgall, 2011), the wide range of offers available on the Airbnb network 
goes far beyond solidarity and exchange: it is also a business.1 Access to this 
virtual marketplace is free; however, the economic aspects of Airbnb are defi-
nitely relevant to the suppliers of accommodation, who have an opportunity 
to make money from renting under-used space. The ease of getting into the 
accommodation business via Airbnb also explains the proliferation of host 
communities around the world. All kinds of accommodation can be offered, 
from a room in a flat to a castle or an igloo. The property, moreover, can be 
rented out entirely or partially. However, it is mainly around the issue of 
partial lettings that the ‘sharing’ rhetoric has been developed, and this also 
highlights the difference between using Airbnb and relying on conventional 
commercial accommodation. In the case of entire property rentals instead, 
the centrality of human-to-human interaction and the opportunity for 
encounters with locals disappears, leaving Airbnb as a popular channel for 
promoting the more conventional offer of tourist apartment rentals, particu-
larly in urban areas.

The emergence of this new form of hospitality was unexpected and the 
regulatory framework in many cases was not adapted to the new situation. 
This is the reason why public administrations around the world have been 
called on to take a stand on this issue. The spectacular growth of Airbnb 
worldwide generated controversy about its socio-economic impacts and the 
legal consequences. In particular, local authorities are questioning the right 
of tenants to use their properties for short-term rentals, and they are begin-
ning to regulate the phenomenon. In cities like Amsterdam, the issue has 
been resolved through a regulatory approach. The city council of the Dutch 
capital approved new private rental laws allowing residents to occasionally 
rent out their homes for up to two months per year under certain condi-
tions, such as the payment of related taxes (including tourism taxes), as long 
as there were no complaints from neighbours (Coldwell, 2014). In San 
Francisco a specific ‘Airbnb law’ was recently approved to regulate short-
term rentals, following a huge public and political debate. The final approved 
version seriously limits the activity of hosts, who must be permanent resi-
dents of San Francisco with a business register certification, the entire house 
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cannot be rented in excess of 90 days a year, a tax on rentals has to be paid 
by the host, and insurance taken out against possible liabilities.2 However, 
New York has arguably been the most notable case. The Attorney General 
is reviewing a large legal dispute to determine if Airbnb users are violating 
state laws. The subpoena obliged the company to reveal anonymized data 
about 16,000 hosts and, after the review from the Attorney General’s Office, 
to give ‘information about individual hosts who may be subject to further 
investigation’ (Airbnb, 2014c). After the subpoena, the company started a 
campaign to clean up its public image through promotional events such as 
the 2014 NY Marathon and a campaign for ‘clear rules for home sharing’ 
(Airbnb, 2015b).

The debate obviously goes beyond purely legal issues to embrace the 
socio-economic and, in a broad sense, cultural dimensions of the phenom-
enon. In order to demonstrate its support for local communities, Airbnb 
commissioned the first report about its economic impacts on its home city, 
San Francisco, in 2012. After this, other studies in major urban destina-
tions around the world were conducted, such as in New York, Sydney and 
Barcelona among others, and the main findings were published by the local 
media. Other than highlighting the presumed economic benefits for the local 
community, mainly in terms of a better redistribution of income, these 
reports argue that the Airbnb model promotes a more suitable form of tour-
ism, more respectful and compatible with citizens’ concerns and needs. We 
are arguably facing a global communication strategy aimed at positively 
influencing public opinion and the policy makers. Meanwhile, cities like San 
Francisco or Barcelona have witnessed the mobilization of the host commu-
nity through online petitions or demonstrations in front of town halls, 
asking local authorities to regulate, and hence legitimate, their activities.

Nevertheless, the consolidation of Airbnb as one of the main tourist 
actors in cities has not escaped criticism. First, critics have argued that Airbnb 
is not based on a sharing model, but an innovative rental practice that should 
be regulated and taxed, as proposed by Giorgos Kallis (2014). There are also 
claims that Airbnb erodes workers’ rights and perpetuates class and property 
tenancy differences. Eugeny Morosov (2014) wrote that it can ‘make the 
consequences of the current financial crisis more bearable, […] but it does 
nothing to address the causes’. There are also specific urban-based critiques, 
including the impact of short-term rental profits in raising the return of the 
regular housing rental market, as Airbnb provides a much more profitable 
rent extraction which is feeding speculative real estate investments (Ball 
et al., 2014). On the other hand, there is a critique of the commodification of 
everyday ‘local life’ that is sold directly as an added value of the renting busi-
ness, which at the same time is emptying local neighbourhoods by triggering 
evictions through gentrification-related processes (Anti-eviction Mapping 
Project, 2014). Precisely through this urban perspective, the following sec-
tions aim to critically review the statements announcing the virtues of the 
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Airbnb practice, focusing on the case of Barcelona, one of the most successful 
Airbnb destinations in Europe.

Airbnb in Barcelona

Since the Olympic Games in 1992, Barcelona has become one of the 
most popular urban destinations worldwide. With more than 27 million 
visitors and 7.5 million hotel overnights in 2013 (Turisme de Barcelona, 
2014), tourism is today one of the core sectors for the urban economy. With 
such popularity, in 2014 Barcelona reached the fourth position after New 
York, London and Paris in terms of numbers of guests in the Airbnb net-
work. According to the company, there were 170,290 guests and 3967 hosts 
between August 2012 and July 2013.3 Although there are no official figures, 
our own enquiry estimates the total number of beds offered through Airbnb 
is around 30,000, which is equal to almost half of the hotel sector in the city 
(67,567). Thus, Airbnb has become a significant actor in the tourism arena 
and has become involved in controversies related to tourist accommodation 
policies in the city, as we will see later in the chapter. Yet, in order to gener-
ate favourable opinions among the public and the policy makers, the com-
pany commissioned a report and a related poll (Airbnb, 2014b) to highlight 
the presumed positive effects produced by the development of the short-
term rentals market and ‘collaborative consumption’. The report is struc-
tured around three statements reflecting the results of the poll as well as the 
figures facilitated by the company in order to illustrate the sustainable, col-
laborative and community-based model of hospitality, which we will 
scrutinize:

• Revitalization of neighbourhoods. The vast majority of Airbnb accommoda-
tion is located outside the areas with major concentrations of hotels.

• Increase the diversification of quality tourism. Airbnb focuses on a new type of 
traveller seeking the authentic to immerse themselves in other cultures.

• Supporting families. Proceeds from Airbnb allow hosts to cover their basic 
expenses and reach the end of the month.

This section aims to review these three statements, which are reproduced in 
many press releases trumpeting the values of the so-called ‘collaborative con-
sumption’ of Airbnb in Barcelona. Far from questioning the figures quoted 
by Airbnb, a different socio-spatial analysis is carried out to contrast the 
Airbnb rhetoric with empirical measures. To do so, three blocks of data col-
lected from Airbnb listings have been constructed.

First, we extracted all Barcelona’s listings in May 2014 for every neigh-
bourhood (73) in the city. The result: 12,170 listings, of which 6951 (57.1%) 
are entire flats, 4934 (40.5%) entire rooms and 285 (2.4%) shared rooms.4 

Unravel l ing Airbnb 213



This database allows us to calculate correlations between different variables 
extracted from public sources at the neighbourhood level. Moreover, in order 
to go deeper into the characteristics of the supply, an analysis was carried out 
of the details of both ‘entire flats’ and ‘entire rooms’ listings. On the one 
hand, the sample of 300 ‘entire flats’ allows us to analyze the legal situation 
and the number of listings held by every host. On the other hand, a sample 
of 200 ‘entire rooms’ allows us to analyze information on host profiles and 
listing details such as the language spoken, the household typology, the 
mobility biography and other variables.

The detailed analysis of these last two datasets focuses on two specific 
neighbourhoods in Barcelona. El Raval is situated in Cuitat Vella (the Old 
City) and boasts a ‘mix of art, attitude, and street life’; it also has the highest 
number of Airbnb listings. La Vila de Gràcia is ‘a charm place [with] hip 
professionals and stylish bohemians’ (Airbnb, 2015a); it has the most Airbnb 
listings outside the historical core. This distinction allows us to grasp two 
different socio-spatial contexts of tourism, and it also makes the analysis of 
Barcelona richer and more complex, dismantling at the same time the unify-
ing character of Airbnb’s supply.

The results of the three data analysis blocks are presented in three differ-
ent sections related to Airbnb’s statements. Such arguments cannot be read 
in isolation but as parts of a complex and intermeshed critique, since the 
spatial distribution of the supply is co-constitutive of the social composition 
of the network and, at the same time, co-related with the impacts and the 
effects of its presence in the neighbourhoods.

Statement 1: Revitalization of neighbourhoods

The vast majority of the respondents (80%) to the poll promoted by 
Airbnb and included in their report on Barcelona state their interest in 
exploring a specific neighbourhood. Related to that, it is argued that the vast 
majority of the accommodation offer in Barcelona is located outside the 
neighbourhoods where the bulk of the hotel supply is concentrated (Figure 
13.1). In other words, this implies positive economic impacts in peripheral 
areas away from the traditional tourist areas, allowing the local population 
to participate in the revenues from such new accommodation business.

In order to examine this statement, the supply of Airbnb has been 
mapped at a neighbourhood level to reveal its spatial distribution. Figure 13.2 
shows the distribution of entire flats offered on Airbnb per neighbourhood 
(shaded polygons); overlapped with this, we map a layer of hotel locations. 
The map illustrates how Airbnb supply has a very centralized distribution, 
coinciding spatially with the traditional tourist accommodation supply. The 
neighbourhoods with the highest levels of Airbnb accommodation are all in 
the Ciutat Vella District, which are also subject to the highest pressure from 
tourism activity, followed by the core of the Eixample district, the 
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Figure 13.1 ‘We decentralize tourism’
Source: carlosgarciaweb.com.

Figure 13.2 The spatial distribution of the Airbnb supply and the location of the hotels 
in the city of Barcelona
Source: Authors’ own analysis of listings on airbnb.com and data from Generalitat de Catalunya (2015).



commercial heart of the city. Other areas with a high level of Airbnb supply 
are the neighbourhoods of La Vila de Gràcia and Barceloneta, two of the 
emerging tourist areas, where the most raucous protests related to tourism 
impacts, particularly in terms of livability and housing affordability, are cur-
rently taking place.

In order to validate the assumption of spatial coincidence between Airbnb 
and traditional hospitality emerging from the visual analysis, a quantitative 
statistical exercise was developed. So as to obtain the bi-variable correlation 
between Airbnb listings (for the entire flat and entire rooms) and hotel 
supply (number of hotels and hotel rooms) in the 73 neighbourhoods, a Rho-
Spearman matrix is presented in Table 13.1.

It can be seen that there is a strong correlation between Airbnb listings 
and the hotels (R2 > 0.7). The results of the correlation allow us to reject the 
first assertion of Airbnb. In Barcelona, Airbnb supply is located to a large 
extent in the same neighbourhoods as hotels are present, i.e. Ciutat Vella and 
adjoining neighbourhoods. The presence of Airbnb supply in peripheral areas 
is minimal, and does not have any relationship with variables such as income 
levels, accessibility or transport connection, except for centrality and prox-
imity to the main tourist attraction areas. So, the statement that ‘the vast 
majority of Airbnb accommodations are outside of the neighbourhoods with 
the major hotels’ is at best debatable, and in the Barcelona case it seems not 
to be true. Half the number of entire apartments listed in Barcelona (6951) is 
concentrated in five neighbourhoods and 96% of the whole Airbnb supply is 
concentrated in half of the neighbourhoods (36 from 73).

One other aspect to be analyzed in order to examine how Airbnb helps to 
‘revitalize the neighbourhoods’ is the migration rate. Figure 13.3 illustrates the 
correlation (R2 = 0.55) between the neighbourhoods with more than 25 list-
ings (34) and the decrease in the number of residents between 2011 and 2013 
according to the municipal official registers. We are not arguing through this 
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Table 13.1  Spatial correlation between Airbnb listings and hotel supply

N = 73 Airbnb entire � at Airbnb entire room

Airbnb entire � at Correlation 1000 954
Signi� cance (two-tailed) *** 000

Airbnb entire room Correlation 950 1000
Signi� cance (two-tailed) 000 ***

Hotel Correlation 734 767
Signi� cance (two-tailed) 000 000

Hotel room Correlation 782 747
Signi� cance (two-tailed) 000 000

Source: Authors’ own analysis of data of listings on airbnb.com.



analysis that Airbnb is forcing people out of their homes, but the relation-
ship is strong enough to make it evident that the neighbourhoods with the 
highest presence of Airbnb are the ones losing population to a larger degree.

Finally, in order to go in depth into the centrality issue, we looked at the 
content of the listings extracted from the website – 200 cases in el Raval and 
la Vila de Gràcia. The Airbnb report states that 96% of guests would like to 
have a ‘genuine experience’ of the city; a vast majority of them (80%) say 
they are using Airbnb to ‘discover a specific neighbourhood’. Nevertheless, 
this assertion does not seem to fit with the description of the accommoda-
tion offer. In this sense, the titles of the listings and the expanded informa-
tion for ads in the two selected neighbourhoods provide interesting insights 
into the prominence of certain spatial features in the promotion of the 
accommodation. Whereas in la Vila de Gràcia 65% of listings explicitly quote 
‘Gràcia’ in the title and 60% list peculiarities of the neighbourhood inside 
their ads, in el Raval the situation is very different. Despite the growing and 
significant popularity of the area, references to the neighbourhood are very 
few (7% of the sample) while a large majority (65%) highlight its centrality 
and/or the proximity to the main tourist hotspots, especially the Ramblas, 
which border the neighbourhood. The latter, in fact, is frequently mentioned 
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Figure 13.3 Spatial correlation between Airbnb entire � ats supply and migration rate
Source: Authors’ own analysis of data of listings from airbnb.com.



(27%) in the listing title, rather than just being included in the description of 
the flat or in the guest comments, despite the fact that just a few sampled 
accommodations (5%) are actually located along this popular avenue. 
Detailed presentations of el Raval inside the listing’s text are only found in 
50% of the sample.

It seems that the Airbnb statement about the spatial redistribution of 
tourist-related profits has to be treated cautiously. We have seen how, in the 
case of Barcelona, there is a strong concentration of Airbnb supply in very 
few neighbourhoods, with a very strong correlation with other types of tour-
ist accommodation. The so-called ‘off the beaten track’ aspect is negligible 
in this case. Moreover, the ‘genuine experience’ based on the neighbourhood 
identity could be contested when analyzing the narratives emerging from the 
listings in central neighbourhoods, as in the case of el Raval. Traditional tour-
ist attractions are still key factors in promoting the listings in the Airbnb 
marketplace.

Statement 2: Increase and diversi� cation of quality tourism

The second Airbnb statement refers to the fact that, according to their 
poll, 96% of Airbnb guests want to live ‘like a local’ during their stay, an 
expression that became quite popular in tourism communication and among 
travellers. In the academic tourism literature, this idea was originally related 
to the backpacker ‘tourist philosophy’, particularly their desire to be ‘at one 
with locals’ and their tendency to avoid services and places provided by the 
conventional tourism industry (Muzaini, 2006: 145) in order to experience 
the diversity of the autochthonous culture. In the Airbnb report, this aspect 
is related to a focus on a new kind of traveller who seeks ‘authentic experience 
for immersing oneself in the local culture’. Moreover, it could be argued that 
the ‘sharing’ rhetoric around Airbnb’s proposal actually stresses the opportu-
nity for travellers to temporarily live ‘with a local’ in their own home.

The question arising at this point is: ‘Which locals?’ Cities such as 
Barcelona are characterized by intense sociocultural mixing that can be 
translated into countless ways in which residents actually experience the city 
and relate to the local culture. Hosts’ profiles thus play a key role in orienting 
travellers towards suitable experiences of the local. Several members indicate 
their countries of origin in their profiles and virtually all the users indicate 
the languages they speak when registering on Airbnb, so these data provide 
some insights about the heterogeneity of the host population and the weight 
of certain foreign communities. Unsurprisingly, the most common foreign 
languages in the two Airbnb communities are English and French. The wide-
spread nature of these two languages among non-native speakers makes any 
inference about members’ roots difficult. According to the data of the 
Catalan statistical institute, 5 in fact, the majority of English and French 
speakers in Barcelona are Spaniards. However, other languages may be more 
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suitable for making inferences about host backgrounds. The total number of 
listings by members speaking languages other than Spanish, English or 
French represents a significant part of the offer in both neighbourhoods: 
almost half (48.1%) of el Raval supply and more than a third in la Vila de 
Gràcia (35.6%). In the case of the former, where the majority (50.7%) of the 
population is foreign (Vila de Gràcia, 19.3%), this figure would not be a sur-
prise. Nevertheless, if we look at the weight of each language, the composi-
tion of the Airbnb host community seems significantly different from the 
sociocultural profile of the area as a whole.

The frequency of Italian speakers, for instance, suggests an overrepresen-
tation of this community in the Airbnb network. In fact, only 5.1% of the 
Barcelona population speak Italian and the proportion of Italian citizens is 
only 2.7% in el Raval and 3.1% in la Vila de Gràcia.6 The proportion of the 
total supply linked with Italian-speaking hosts, however, exceeds one-fifth 
in both el Raval (21.2%) and la Vila de Gràcia (21.5%).

An analogous situation holds for Portuguese and German speakers, who 
represent respectively 2.0 and 2.2% of the city’s inhabitants, while their fre-
quency in the Airbnb community is significantly higher. The listings linked 
with Portuguese speakers are 11.2% in el Raval and 10.1% in la Vila de Gràcia, 
while 7.5% of el Raval listings and 9.4% of la Vila de Gràcia listings are linked 
with German speakers. There is also a clear overrepresentation of the smaller 
communities of Dutch and Scandinavian language speakers. Official data 
about the speakers of these languages in Barcelona are not available but, 
nevertheless, we can look at the size of these national communities. In la 
Vila de Gràcia, citizens from the Netherlands represent only 0.2% of the resi-
dent population (122 persons) while 48 listings (4.1% of the total) are related 
to a host speaking Dutch. Even more meaningful is the case of the weight of 
Russian speakers (125 listings) in el Raval’s host community, while the sum 
of residents with Russian and Ukrainian passports in the neighbourhood is 
only 245.

On the contrary, some important migrant communities seem signifi-
cantly underrepresented or even absent in the Airbnb local networks. In the 
case of el Raval, where the majority of the residents are foreigners (50.7%), 
slightly less than one-third (29.7%) of the inhabitants is Asian, mainly from 
Pakistan (11.9%), the Philippines (8.9%) and Bangladesh (5.2%). These three 
groups, followed by Moroccans, are the four main foreign communities of 
the neighbourhood. Nevertheless, the representation of languages such as 
Punjabi (0.3%), Tagalog (0.6%), Bengali (0.0%) and Arabic (0.9%) among 
Airbnb hosts is minimal.

The language analysis confirms the prominence of the foreign popula-
tion in the local Airbnb communities. Nevertheless, regardless of the peculiar 
idiosyncrasy and cultural mixings of the two areas, these host communities 
would appear as less complex and developed around a particular kind of 
‘local’. In this sense, the case of the Asian and African communities of el 
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Raval is emblematic. Although together they represent one-third (33.8%) of 
the resident population, their weight in the local Airbnb network is low 
whereas European foreign communities appear central. In other words, 
Airbnb is a ‘Western affair’ that challenges traditional assumptions of ‘local-
ness’. It rather expresses an unrooted or non-native sense of the ‘local’, which 
suggests a new meaning of authenticity around the mobile figure of the host, 
a like-minded counterpart of ‘cosmopolitan’ guests. More than a platform 
for the intimate encounter with the exotic Other, Airbnb appears as a field 
for the ‘cosmopolitan consuming class’ (Fainstein et al., 2003), where hosts 
and guests share a similar approach to the city around a ‘cosmopolitan sense 
of local’. The ‘intercultural’ encounter therefore starts from shared disembed-
ded, ‘Westernized’ consumption patterns from which a large proportion of 
the rest of the residents of Barcelona are excluded.

Statement 3: Supporting families

The third statement argues that proceedings from Airbnb enable families 
to cover their basic expenses and reach the end of the month. According to the 
Airbnb poll, 53% of hosts confirm that guest revenues helped them to main-
tain their households and 44% agreed that the earnings were crucial to help 
them reach the end of the month. The figures in the report state that the 
average host earns   2655 by renting their accommodation 46 nights per year. 
However, in order to test such statements, three different socio-spatial analy-
ses have been made in the case of Barcelona, combining the Airbnb report 
data with our own dataset and with secondary sources. The first one deals 
with the relationship between the Airbnb supply and the average income of 
the neighbourhoods where they are located. The second one deals with the 
characteristics and composition of the family households. Finally, we analyze 
the number and characteristics of the listings offered by the hosts.

Our first finding is that the households of the Airbnb host community 
in Barcelona cannot be considered ‘representative’ of the local communities 
in many crucial respects. First, concerning the educational level, the Airbnb 
report in 2014 shows that 85% of the host community have studied at uni-
versity while the average for the residents in the neighbourhoods with more 
than 100 listings is just 34%. Secondly, concerning the composition of the 
household, the data collected for the hosts of ‘entire room’ ads – a sample of 
200 in the two neighbourhoods – reveals that the presence of children (under 
16) in the household was only 2% in el Raval and 6% in la Vila de Gràcia 
compared with 10.4% and 14.6%, respectively, according to the city council 
database. The third point, closely related to the latter, is the average occu-
pancy of the households. The official data show that the average dwelling in 
el Raval has 2.8 occupants and in la Vila de Gràcia 2.2 occupants, whereas 
the Airbnb-based dataset reveals a lower average occupation level, 2.01 and 
1.77, respectively. It seems that the average ‘entire room’ host tends to be 
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more highly educated, has fewer children and lives in a less crowded 
 household – a very specific kind of family, it has to be said.

The second aspect to be analyzed is the number of listings of the hosts. 
The result of our own exploration for the 300 cases of ‘entire flats’ was that 
55% of profiles offer more than one unit on the Airbnb website. Actually, the 
average listing per host is 5.21 (3.8 in el Raval and 6.6 in Vila de Gràcia) and 
only around 7% of the profiles declare themselves as being professionals. 
This matches data from New York where, according to Tom Slee (2013), ‘46 
percent of the volume of rentals comes from the hosts who offer more than 
one unit’.

The third and final aspect to be analyzed in order to examine the state-
ment that Airbnb supports family income relates to the spatial distribution 
of the supply. We have already seen how centralized Airbnb supply in 
Barcelona is. In addition, there is also a clear bias related to gross income. 
Figure 13.4 relates the distribution of Airbnb supply to the neighbourhood’s 
income distribution, revealing that Airbnb hosts are found mainly in the 
second quartile (roughly corresponding to middle-class areas), while the 
poorest neighbourhoods of Barcelona (the fourth quartile) host only 1.55% 
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Figure 13.4 Distribution of Airbnb supply related to neighbourhood income
Source: Data collected from airbnb.es (May 2014) and Barcelona City Council (http://opendata.
bcn.cat/opendata/ca.



of the total supply, i.e. 108 flats. Hence, it might be claimed that Airbnb 
solves the economic problems of people living in middle- to upper-class 
neighbourhoods, but it cannot be considered a potential resource for the 
whole city, especially not the poorest neighbourhoods.

However, it is not just a matter of centrality. If we take a look at the 
municipal social housing programme (Ajuntament de Barcelona, 2014b) we 
can observe how the Ciutat Vella District – where 35% of the Airbnb supply 
is located – has by far the largest demand for social housing. In 2013 the 
requests for social housing in Ciutat Vella corresponded to 5.6% of the resi-
dents, of which only 2.7% were granted, compared with an average of 3.1% 
for Barcelona residents requesting social housing. Although Airbnb may 
mitigate the income difficulties of certain households located in central 
neighbourhoods, there are significant differences within these central neigh-
bourhoods. It seems that location is not enough; many other variables are 
crucial in order to gain competitive advantage from centrality. Given the 
large differences in the socio-economic composition of the households in the 
central areas, the existence of housing problems in the most attractive area 
of the city makes it clear that not everybody can participate in the new 
business opportunities offered by Airbnb.

Airbnb and Urban Planning Regulations

After revisiting and largely rejecting the three statements made by 
Airbnb to justify its activity in Barcelona, this final section aims to assess 
the impacts that have emerged. Since short-term letting of private houses has 
become widespread, there have been complaints related to tourist overcrowd-
ing and protests from urban social movements calling for stronger regulation. 
For example, there were riots during the summer of 2014 in the Barceloneta 
district, the old beachfront neighbourhood, sparked by a group of naked men 
buying beers in a local shop. It must be said that urban social movements 
have for years been denouncing (Figure 13.5) the negative impacts of holiday 
rentals in the central areas of the city (El Punt, 2010). The nuisance caused 
by leisure uses of residential buildings, the loss of permanent population, the 
undermining of everyday life and the impact on the rental housing market 
have been the main claims against the practice of short-term renting in resi-
dential buildings.

Very few things have been written in the academic literature concerning 
the impact of Airbnb in cities, but there are exceptions. From a business 
perspective, Zervas et al. (2013) have analyzed the impact of Airbnb in the 
hotel sector in Texas, arguing that mainly lower end hotels are facing falling 
bookings, mainly in urban areas. From a broader perspective, Guttentag 
(2013) reviews the state of the art, and points out the disruptive character of 
Airbnb, highlighting the legal issue and particularly the taxation of economic 
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transactions, which represents a future challenge for the policy makers. 
Concerning the need to regulate short-term rentals, Gottlieb (2013) exposes 
some examples of how local administrations deal with the issue with the 
aim of maintaining the community character of the neighbourhoods and 
avoiding the nuisance provoked by transient dwellers. Such impacts are also 
relevant in the case of Barcelona, particularly the need for taxation, the false 
business competition in the accommodation sector, tourist nuisance and the 
preservation of the character of the local community. The question is, then: 
How can the presence of Airbnb in the neighbourhoods be justified when 
traditional tourism is being regulated?

In the case of Barcelona, the regulatory framework has existed since 
2002, and was revisited in 2012 and 2014 at the regional level.7 This legisla-
tion allows ‘touristic use of houses’ (TUH, from now on), or short-term 
rentals of entire flats (not separate rooms) for less than 30 days repeatedly 
throughout the year after obtaining a license from the local administration. 
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Figure 13.5 Sign in the street giving an alert about the consequences of vacation renting
Source: Albert Arias.



In May 2014 there were 9606 TUH all over the city. Among other details, 
the legal framework states three relevant characteristics of the TUH. 
First, the granting of the license removes the possibility for residential use 
and the apartment cannot function as an inhabited household but as a legal 
business property. So it is in effect illegal to rent a room ‘with a local’, and 
it is not possible to rent a ‘household’ since, officially, nobody can live in 
the apartment.

The second characteristic of the regulatory framework links the granting 
of a license to local planning regulations. Barcelona has special urban plans 
to regulate the uses and activities of the public business sites – including 
hospitality activities, known as the ‘Plan of Uses’. Set up at both district and 
municipal level, these plan the number of licenses for a specific urban area as 
well as the distance between similar businesses, at a neighbourhood and 
whole-city scale, with the aim of limiting externalities and monopolistic 
situations that are against the general interest of the city. This latter point is 
central to highlighting the impact of Airbnb in the case of Barcelona and it 
also helps explain the difference in the legal situation between neighbour-
hoods. In 2010, after a turbulent participatory process, a Plan of Uses was 
approved for the Ciutat Vella District in order to mitigate the pressure of 
tourism development and activities in the central neighbourhoods. In addi-
tion, for the first time, TUH licenses were forbidden within the limits of the 
district – along with any kind of hospitality facility; this is a situation that 
has been maintained and ratified in the later regulatory documents, both the 
revision of the Plan of Uses in 2013 and, more recently, the Special Urban Plan 
for the Regulation of TUH in Barcelona (Ajuntament de Barcelona, 2014c). This 
was presented in October 2014 due to pressure from the urban social move-
ments protesting against the externalities of ‘holiday renting’, and from the 
hotel lobby, also responsible for managing the City Tourist Commission, 
claiming unfair competition. This urban plan proposes limiting the number 
of TUH licenses in all the neighbourhoods by establishing a ratio of TUH per 
city block and by forcing tourist flats to be concentrated in non-residential 
buildings. The regulatory framework puts forward arguments such as ‘peace-
ful coexistence, […] the relationship between floating population and resi-
dential optimization use of public spaces, the environment and mobility’ 
(Ajuntament de Barcelona, 2014c: 6). Besides the ban in the Ciutat Vella 
district, the plan dictates a strong limitation for TUH in the Gràcia, Poble 
Sec, Sagrada Familia and Poble Nou, neighbourhoods, which all have a sig-
nificant concentration of Airbnb supply.

According to these regulations, Airbnb could be seen as offering legal 
TUH supply. However, the third point to be considered in the regulatory 
framework concerns the obligation to make public the official register 
number in any advertisement; otherwise, the offer could automatically be 
considered illegal. Certainly there are many TUH offered on Airbnb’s site but 
many of them show no kind of legal license, a situation that cost Airbnb a 
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  30,000 fine from the regional Catalan government (El País, 2014). Just con-
sider that in the Ciutat Vella district only 604 legal licenses for TUH have 
been granted, while the number of Airbnb listings here exceeds 2500. In this 
regard, we sampled 300 entire flat ads, 150 for each of the two neighbour-
hoods. In the case of la Vila de Gràcia, 44% of the sampled cases show a TUH 
license while it is only 5% in the case of el Raval. In other words, 56% of the 
sample of la Vila de Gràcia could be considered illegal and 95% in el Raval.

In short, Airbnb is flouting the current hospitality and urban regulatory 
framework in three ways: by allowing the announcement of separate rooms 
for short-term renting; by publishing ads without the proper registration 
number; and by publishing listings in areas where short-term rentals are 
explicitly banned, contributing to overcrowding in the central urban area.

Conclusions and Further Research Agenda

As we have tried to point out in this chapter, the presence of Airbnb has 
to be considered seriously as an issue in the urban political agenda. Despite 
the rhetorical claims of distributed welfare through collaborative consump-
tion, an analysis of the Airbnb operation in Barcelona indicates that the new 
model can cause significant problems and regulatory challenges. First, the 
high number of Airbnb listings is equivalent to almost half of the formal 
hotel supply and many of these listings are clearly irregular. This scenario 
poses an opportunity cost in terms of taxation and public return on renting 
revenues. This unregulated situation also implies false competition in an 
otherwise highly regulated hospitality sector, which has become a source of 
disputes. Secondly, the three main statements used to justify the benefits of 
this collaborative accommodation practice have to be nuanced: there is a 
strong spatial concentration of the supply that exacerbates the concentration 
rate of the whole accommodation offer rather than working as de- centralizing 
force; there is a specific sociocultural profile of both hosts and guests around 
whom the Airbnb communities develop; and there is a huge number of prop-
erty-based rental businesses disguised among the real sharing of accommoda-
tion by local households. Thirdly, Airbnb supply is circumventing the urban 
planning regulation of holiday rental housing and therefore intensifying the 
tourist overcrowding of central areas, which may become a serious threat for 
the residents’ wellbeing and the public interest.

Clearly, such an exploratory study cannot be exhaustive, and there are 
many things that remained outside the scope of our research. The most 
important is an analysis of the impact of Airbnb-related practices on the 
real estate market and, more specifically, on the rental market at the met-
ropolitan scale. There are symptoms to suggest further research is needed: 
the presence of significant listings by professional companies; the alarm 
caused by rising rents in San Francisco; the maintenance of rental prices in 
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central areas of Barcelona during the economic recession; and historical 
evidence of how the wealth of Barcelona is related to the appropriation of 
urban monopoly rents (Charnock et al., 2014). Another potentially interest-
ing point on the research agenda concerns the governance framework that 
has emerged along with the new ‘holiday renting’ lobbies, the reaction of 
the formal accommodation sector and the urban social movements 
and, above all, the legal response of the policy makers considering the 
 day-by-day more hegemonic discourse of the neoliberal and deregulatory 
conception of the ‘sharing economy’ on behalf of economic competition 
and property rights.
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Notes
(1) ‘With our suite of tools and how-to tips, your property can be a lucrative source of 

income and a great way to meet folks from around the world’ (Airbnb, 2012: 3).
(2) City and County of San Francisco (2014) Amending Regulation of Short-Term Resi dential 

Rentals and Establishing Fee. Approved 27 October 2014 with the enactment #218-14.
(3) Figures presented in the report by Airbnb (2014b). Framed in the ‘collaborative con-

sumption’ rhetoric, although neither the methodology nor the raw data were pre-
sented, the report indicated a total economic impact of   128m and estimated that 
4310 jobs were created in a year.

(4) These data were gathered on 2 May 2014. Two other data searches were made during 
the months of August and October 2014 with very few changes. So we decided to use 
the May data.

(5) See http://www.idescat.cat
(6) Data of population by nationalities refer to 2013. See http://www.bcn.cat/estadistica
(7) The regulatory legal documents at the regional level are: (1) Decret 159/2012, de 20 de 

novembre, d’establiments d’allotjament turístic i d’habitatges d’ús turístic; (2) Llei 
13/2002, de 21 de juny, de turisme de Catalunya; and (3) Modificació de la Llei 2/2014, 
del 27 de gener, de mesures fiscals, administratives, financeres i del sector públic.

(8) The original title in Catalan is Pla Especial Urbanístic per a la Regulació dels Habitatges 
d’Ús Turistic a Barcelona (Ajuntament de Barcelona, 2014c).
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Urban Resistance Tourism 
Initiatives in Stressed Cities: 
The Case of Athens

Dimitri Ioannides, Panos Leventis 
and Evangelia Petridou

Introduction

The awarding of the 2004 Olympics to Athens catapulted the Greek 
 capital into an era of frenzied redevelopment initiatives, reinforcing the gen-
trification and infrastructure projects that had begun in the 1990s 
(Chadzidakis, 2014; Kompreser Collective, 2012). Reflecting the global trend 
that had influenced numerous cities since the early 1980s, parts of the 
metropolis began exhibiting characteristics that would make the staunchest 
supporters of neoliberal policies proud (Gotham, 2006; Ioannides & Petridou, 
2016; Owens, 2008). By 2004, nobody could have been accused of not show-
ing optimism that Athens would solidify its position as a global metropolis 
on a par with other major European cities.

Sadly, despite this initial enthusiasm, dreams lie in tatters barely a decade 
after the games ended (Mangan, 2008). Several sporting facilities developed 
specifically for the games have been abandoned, while the ‘lack of strategic 
planning for the post-Olympic use of the newly constructed facilities’ 
(Boukas et al., 2012: 204) restricted the city’s ability to enhance its competi-
tiveness. Several forces fuelled this situation, most significantly the financial 
crisis plaguing Greece for several years as a result of the enormous public debt 
generated by the Games, combined with a chronically dysfunctional public 
sector and credit-induced conspicuous consumption at the individual level 
(Kompreser Collective, 2012).

Following the shooting and death of teenager Alexis Grigoropoulos by 
police in the central Exarcheia district in December 2008, several demon-
strations occurred in public spaces throughout central Athens, especially 
in Syntagma Square and the streets surrounding it (Chadzidakis, 2014). 

14



Initially, protesters came out in force to express their anger specifically 
against the shooting and in general against instances of police brutality. 
Eventually, however, the demonstrations acquired an anti-corruption and 
anti-globalization (anti-EU and anti-International Monetary Fund (IMF)) 
character, as the brutal effects of the global economic crisis on the country 
sank in. In an open expression of revolt, several occupations of open spaces 
also occurred (Kallianos, 2013).

Suddenly, Athens in flames and scenes of revolution and takeovers of 
various areas became a common media spectacle. Although the demonstra-
tions were highly localized, they had a negative impact on the number of 
visits to the city, with most Greece-bound international tourists electing to 
bypass the capital and fly directly to their final destination. Travel alerts 
such as those posted periodically by the US State Department warning of 
potential problems associated with demonstrations were hardly beneficial to 
the city’s tourism industry.

To be sure, attractions such as the Parthenon and the Acropolis Museum 
continued to lure visitors in large numbers, but overall arrivals in the city 
during the peak of the crisis between 2009 and 2012 remained static (Boukas 
et al., 2012). Only after 2013 did arrivals begin to increase once more, and 
from available 2014 figures it appears that tourism growth in Athens is in the 
double figures (To Vima, 2014). Still, in both central and metropolitan 
Athens, the visitor encounters the scars of decay, as buildings and infrastruc-
ture reflect varying levels of disrepair. Whereas the urban landscape was 
significantly spruced up for the Olympics, today’s visitors witness once again 
littered streets, overflowing rubbish bins and buildings in dire condition, 
while street begging and homelessness have become increasingly common 
sights throughout the central arteries and alleys. Certain areas, especially 
those surrounding Omonoia Square, have been completely abandoned by 
capital funding. These areas, like Metaxourgeio, are ones that, beyond show-
ing the ravages of middle-class flight and associated disinvestment, have been 
infiltrated by new immigrants and other not mutually exclusive marginal 
groups such as drug addicts and the homeless (Noussia & Lyons, 2009).

An intriguing characteristic of these areas is that they have attracted 
increasing numbers of street artists, who use the walls of public and pri-
vate buildings (many of which are abandoned) as canvasses for their work 
(Figure 14.1). The body of this work simultaneously anticipates and reflects 
the socio-urban conditions and iterations of the current crisis (Leventis, 2013, 
2015). This practice reflects outrage and resistance, targeting recent events 
and people and institutions that the artists hold accountable for the coun-
try’s predicament (Tsilimpounidi, 2012).

Some of these neighbourhoods have emerged as attractions for visitors 
seeking urban experiences beyond the city’s clichéd cultural offerings (Evans, 
2007). Facilitating these visits, among others, is Alternative Tours of Athens 
(ATA), a company whose slogan is to ‘… Discover Athens like an insider, 
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learn about its history and its treasures, appreciate the creative dynamic of 
this city’s imperfections’ (ATA, undated).

In what follows, we assess whether or not the emergence of a company 
like ATA is motivated by the city’s various social resistance movements, 
many of which play out in the urban fabric’s interstitial (in-between) spaces 
(Brighenti, 2013). In keeping with the book’s overall spirit concerning the 
emergence and strengthening of the ‘local’ in tourist cities we examine what 
role, if any, such a company plays as both a metaphor and a catalyst for 
broader bottom-up processes within metropolitan regeneration areas, and 
speculate how this coincides with many visitors’ need to discover the ‘real’ 
Athens of today.

Athens’ Neoliberal Transformation: Mega-projects, 
Migrants and Crisis

Several authors have commented on the boosterist effects of neoliberalism 
and globalization since the 1980s on the fabric of cities (Brenner & Theodore, 
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Figure 14.1 Stencils on a collapsing neoclassical building at Mykalis Street in 
Kerameikos. The newer ‘Dear Capitalism’ by Lotek stands next to his 2011 ‘Just Give me 
the Fucking Cookies’, depicting Greece’s then appointed (and not democratically 
elected) prime minister
Source: Panos Leventis (2014).



2002; Hackworth, 2007). A well-defined narrative witnessed from New York 
to Beijing and from London to Cape Town is that of cities’ metamorphoses 
into places of branded consumption, as policy makers seek to lure visitors and 
new residents and, presumably, the potential for economic growth (Gladstone & 
Préau, 2010; Hoffman et al., 2003). In this respect, Athens differs little. 
Although lacking the trajectory of cities that have transformed from indus-
trial to post-industrial landscapes, clearly even in Athens the effects of laissez-
faire policy making (a clear characteristic of neoliberalism) have left their 
distinctive mark. As Chadzidakis (2014: 33) puts it, by the 1990s:

… despite the ubiquitous views of the Acropolis and other ancient sites, 
Athens began to look more like any other European ‘future-oriented’ city: 
introducing some of the biggest shopping malls in Southeast Europe, 
iconic buildings by celebrity architects, bigger and wide motorways for 
ever-so-bigger and wider cars, new museums, urban lofts, retail parks, 
theme parks, and various new cafes, art spaces and multipurpose build-
ings for an emerging and increasingly confident ‘creative class’.

Mega-projects

The selection of Athens as host for the 2004 Olympic Games marked the 
pinnacle of the city’s reorientation into a 21st century metropolis. This con-
ferment, which many Greeks saw as the rightful return of the games to their 
origins, sparked a metropolitan-wide building spree. In addition to work that 
had already begun before the games were awarded such as the extensive 
metro system, a new international airport and several motorways (Gefou-
Madianou, 2014), new athletic establishments appeared throughout the met-
ropolitan area while other projects included a tram system and a 5-km 
cultural promenade linking the city’s archaeological sites (Leventis, 2013). 
Although the number of hotels did not increase significantly, many establish-
ments were upgraded, thus improving the city’s accommodation supply 
(Boukas et al., 2012). Additionally, the city witnessed a clean-up and renova-
tion on an unprecedented scale. Structures like the 1939 M.T.S. building, 
Athens’ largest structure, located one block northwest of Syntagma Square 
and measuring more than 60,000 square metres in area, were renovated to 
include the full spectrum of neoliberal urban typologies. This building alone, 
aptly renamed ‘City Link’, now houses everything from a bank headquar-
ters, a shopping mall and numerous upscale multinational retail fronts to 
bistros, artisan bakeries, chocolatiers and health clubs.

Following the Olympics, which were hailed as the ‘Dream Games’, 
Athens, like many host cities before it, was unable to cope with the games’ 
legacy (Mangan, 2008). The initial euphoria associated with what being 
an Olympic venue would mean for the city’s future rapidly dissipated 
(Boukas et al., 2012). Of course, underutilization of a city’s inherited Olympic 
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resources, not to mention mounting public debt because of failures to cor-
rectly anticipate their true and final cost, have been a common theme in the 
aftermath of many Olympics (the 1976 Games in Montreal, for instance). 
Athens has certainly not been an exception. Venues such as the Olympic 
rowing centre in Marathon and the softball stadium at Ellinikon have been 
abandoned and constitute a depressing sight. In fact, as of October 2014, a 
legal procedure has been initiated against the directors of the companies set 
up to manage the post-2004 use and maintenance of Olympic venues. 
Meanwhile, many parts of the city have entered a spiral of decline as illus-
trated by poorly maintained properties, increasingly run-down infrastruc-
ture and gathering mounds of refuse.

It is convenient to blame the failure of the Olympics to live up to their 
socio-urban promise on the authorities’ inability to formulate a clear image 
of what Athens’ post-2004 productive and creative agendas would eventually 
become (Boukas et al., 2013). However, the issue has deeper roots, which 
cannot be disentangled from the continuous sociopolitical and economic 
crises plaguing the city for the better half of a decade. Here, we concentrate 
on two factors that have been important backdrops in the unfolding fate of 
the city. The first has to do with the large-scale immigration into the city for 
almost two decades while the second relates to the ongoing crises in the 
post-Olympic era.

Migration

Greece emerged as an immigrant destination in the early 1990s (Noussia & 
Lyons, 2009). Whereas an initial influx consisted of economic migrants from 
Albania and parts of the former Soviet Union, soon thereafter flows increased 
dramatically as immigrants from developing countries (e.g. Bangladesh and 
Pakistan) began arriving in search of jobs, especially in the agricultural and 
construction sectors (Gefou-Madianou, 2014). By the early 2000s, the num-
bers of immigrants (both legal and illegal) in Greece were swelling, with 
many of them seeing the country as a stepping stone into the core of EU 
territory. Athens itself became a destination for tens of thousands of 
migrants, especially from eastern Europe and sub-Saharan Africa as well as 
south and southeast Asia (Arapoglou & Maloutas, 2011). Scholars have noted 
the spatial concentration of many of these immigrant populations in neigh-
bourhoods of central Athens, including much of the area surrounding 
Omonoia Square (Gefou-Madianou, 2014).

Arapoglou and Maloutas (2011) contend that there are no ethnic ghet-
toes per se within Athens equivalent to those of Western European or North 
American cities. Rather, areas of deprivation have appeared, especially in 
central Athens, where immigrants from different countries and territories 
concentrate. These areas, often neighbourhoods of dilapidated housing with 
inadequate infrastructure where people live in high densities, are 
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predominantly those that have witnessed the flight of native-born middle-
and lower class Athenians, which has been especially pronounced over the 
last two decades.

Whereas one could argue that the new migrants enriched the city’s cul-
tural diversity, the reality is that they have rarely been welcomed, let alone 
assimilated into the Athenian socio-urban fabric. Indeed, the prevailing 
rhetoric in Greece has been heavily anti-immigrant, with racist attacks and 
the parallel growth of the fascist movement Golden Dawn (Christopoulos, 
2014) (Figure 14.2). Unfortunately, given the hardships associated with the 
ongoing crisis as described below, the immigrants often become scapegoats 
and are blamed for many urban problems such as rising crime rates, begging 
and harassment of visitors. Significantly, while some representatives of the 
tourism industry believe it is time to highlight the city’s growing multicul-
turalism, other officials lament that the rising numbers of foreign 
immigrants have only contributed to growing ‘criminality’ (Boukas et al., 
2012: 94).
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Figure 14.2  ‘While You Were Sleeping’. Anti-Nazi and pro-immigrant paste-up on a wall 
in Riga Palamidou Street in Psyrri
Source: Panos Leventis (2014).



One of the several impediments identified by Boukas et al. (2012) was the 
failure to capitalize on Athens’ changing sociocultural composition as a 
means of diversifying and enriching its tourism product. Others include the 
industry’s (including the national tourism office) tendency to ignore the city 
in its contemporary guise. It almost seems that Athens only offers up its 
classical assets to the tourist. In this way the city fails to attract creative 
tourists, that is, individuals who are not satisfied by passively consuming 
cultural and entertainment assets (Hannigan, 2007) but seek to actively partici-
pate in the creation of their own experiences at the destination (Richards & 
Wilson, 2007).

Crises and their aftermath

While the Greek capital has long been a hotbed of political activity (e.g. 
the Athens Polytechnic uprising of November 1973, which signalled the 
beginning of the end for the military Junta’s seven-year hold on power), the 
episodes starting in the political (anti-police) demonstrations of December 
2008 mark a turning point by catapulting Athens into the global media lime-
light, casting a largely negative image on the city (Leontidou, 2012). Matters 
soon worsened as the anti-police riots escalated into anti-corruption demon-
strations against government officials whom the crowds blamed for the 
national economy’s ailing state. Additionally, the arrival of punitive eco-
nomic austerity measures imposed by the EU and the IMF became the pro-
verbial straw that broke the camel’s back since these had a devastating effect 
on the livelihoods of the majority of Greeks, both urban and rural. Rising 
unemployment (especially among the young), sharply declining wages com-
bined with heavy taxation, and devastating cuts in social welfare pro-
grammes and pensions aggravated anger continuously, mutating into political 
activism. As Tsilimpounidi (2012: 547) maintains, this transformed central 
Athens into ‘a terrain of conflict and metamorphosis’. During occupations of 
public spaces and protest marches (ones that usually culminate at Syntagma 
Square), protesters of all kinds claimed their right to the city (Marcuse, 2014) 
‘by demanding how the city should accommodate them all’ (Tsilimpounidi, 
2012: 548). The protests enabled those who feel marginalized to make their 
presence known and their demands heard. They became the avenue through 
which the demonstrators challenged the status quo of ‘the hegemonic uses 
of space’ (Tsilimpounidi, 2012: 548). As these protests turned increasingly 
vocal, the police intensified their level of control by seeking to defend the 
very bastions of the central city that are subservient to capital.

Tsilimpounidi (2012: 548) argues that the crises affecting the city cannot 
realistically lead back to a normal state of affairs (whatever that may be), 
even though ‘mainstream narratives of crisis seem to support the sense that 
a schism in normality can be bridged, and the “normality” can return’. 
Rather, she believes that the crisis, combined with the city’s changing 
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socio-ethnic composition, provides the recipe for fundamental changes in the 
way society functions and that these changes begin through protests and 
street politics. Her thinking is in line with the evolutionary resilience per-
spective introduced by Davoudi (2012: 302), suggesting that ‘faced with 
adversities, we hardly ever return to where we were’. In this manner, resil-
ience is seen as the ability of systems to change, adapt and transform, rather 
than being able to return to some past state of equilibrium. Indeed, such a 
return, even if feasible, would often be undesirable. The restoration of some 
mythical state of Athenian equilibrium (i.e. before the immigrant influx) is 
the stuff of Golden Dawn demagoguery, but as Tsilimpounidi (2012) sug-
gests, such a return is impossible. We argue that neither is it desirable. The 
long-shadow (Boin et al., 2005) chronic crisis that plagues Greece exposes 
dysfunctional social processes, spaces of exclusion and marginalized popula-
tions, all part of the myriad of endogenous factors that precipitated the crisis.

To theorize Athens as a resilient system stays beyond our scope. 
Nevertheless, we explore the concept of resistance, especially as it relates to 
the consumption and production of street art. The production and ultimate 
commodification of resistance through street art is a component of the strug-
gles playing out in urban areas as part of the right to the city: struggles 
between social groups and city or national government, among different 
social groups vying for the same space, and between each group’s initial 
status as marginalized and its later identity as ‘authentic’ (Zukin, 2010).

The contested geographies interrogated in this chapter exist in the gaze 
of the Acropolis, in the central city, all part of the Athens’ municipality. 
Although Athens never underwent heavy industrialization, class stratifica-
tion and eventual deindustrialization on the scale of places like Paris or 
London (Chadzidakis, 2014), between 1991 and 2011 the Greek capital wit-
nessed large-scale suburbanization fuelled by a flight of the middle class 
from the central city (Economou, 2014). According to Economou (2014: 15), 
this was a result of a combination of factors including the unprecedented rise 
in consumer culture that has enveloped the country over the last 30 years 
and the growing fear among suburbanites that the city centre was becoming 
crime ridden and a centre of ‘otherness’.

As most Athenians fled for the suburbs in the 1980s and 1990s, there 
were gentrification efforts, at least initially, in inner-city neighbourhoods 
like Plaka and Thisseio (areas rich in architectural heritage and with immedi-
ate proximity to archaeological sites), paralleling the rise of neo-Bohemian 
spaces described by various observers (e.g. Clark et al., 2002; Lloyd, 2002). 
The post-industrial Gazi neighbourhood and adjacent areas stand out as 
examples of such revitalization efforts, which continued into the 2000s. 
Alas, much of this revival (with the exception of Gazi which still holds out 
although it also shows signs of re-depression in the current context) appears 
to have failed, as in the aftermath of the crises enveloping the city over the 
last few years buildings restored in the 1990s underwent a second round of 
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abandonment, rapidly falling into decay. Today, the capital has largely aban-
doned neighbourhoods such as Metaxourgeio and Psyrri as they become cen-
tres of non-legal migrants, prostitution and drug use (Figure 14.3).

In the final analysis two emergent urban typologies co-exist in Athens’ 
heart: a ‘mainstream’ urban space, largely shaped by neoliberal ideals, which 
the state defends at all costs; and a ‘marginalized’ space, an amalgam of areas 
abandoned by capital, emerging as scenes of a multitude of forms of rebellion 
or resistance, such as graffiti, street art and squatted buildings, urban gar-
dens and pocket parks. Many of these spaces are ‘interstitial’ or ‘in-between’ 
(Brighenti, 2013) places beyond the everyday public gaze, which increasingly 
become settled by ‘others’ (immigrants and other marginal groups). They are 
often urban slums or run-down areas near railroads and beneath motorway 
flyovers (King & Dovey, 2013) and they distinctly suffer from territorial 
stigma Frenzel (2014) (Figure 14.4).

In the following section we focus narrowly on what goes on within the 
‘marginalized’ non-neoliberal Athenian space with reference to the con-
sumption of this space by visitors. Unlike other parts that have been moulded 
by neoliberal policies and which subsequently are those the mainstream 
actors of tourism (such as the national tourism organization and the Athens’ 
municipality) wish to promote and the instruments of government (i.e. the 
security forces) wish to protect, these marginalized quarters of urban 
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Figure 14.3 A drug addict is passed out at midday under renovated and re-abandoned 
buildings along Iasonos Street in Metaxourgeio
Source: Panos Leventis (2012). 



resistance draw a different type of visitor, namely the person wishing to 
witness the city beyond its tourist bubble (Judd, 2003) and understand 
Athens as a complex contemporary metropolitan space. To do so, we exam-
ine the operations of ATA, which is a tourism company targeting customers 
who seek to understand Athens as a real-life place where people have real-life 
problems and where not everything is as perfect as the official tourist sites 
would like us to think.

Alternative Tours of Athens

Creative tourists and neoliberals within the walls

Much has been made about the transformation from culture-led to cre-
ative tourism, especially in the context of urban destinations (Richards & 
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Figure 14.4 ‘This is a Great Hipster Instagram Opportunity’, painted on the corner of 
Sarri and Palamidou Streets in Psyrri, at the beginning of one Athenian self-proclaimed 
‘Street Art Gallery’
Source: Panos Leventis (2014).



Wilson, 2007). The underlying premise is that, because cities engage in copy-
cat approaches aimed at luring cultural visitors, this results in the mass seri-
alization of architecture, art and events, and places become increasingly 
undistinguishable.

This has led cities to seek out novel ways of creating a brand to differenti-
ate them from their counterparts as they embark on ‘a shift from singular 
cultural branding to city spaces which depend on cultural diversity and ten-
sions more than predictability’ (Evans, 2007: 60). Thus, rather than promot-
ing museums, heritage, ethnic districts or entertainment zones, many cities 
now focus on attracting creative visitors by highlighting Bohemian neigh-
bourhoods, alternative spaces and cosmopolitan culture. Evans (2007) 
believes that the true creative city is one that draws visitors who deliberately 
shun predictable sites promoted by the tourism industry. As such, this type 
of destination has little need for a tourism board or branding.

Maitland (2007) views the visitors, at least within parts of a city, as 
members of the ‘cosmopolitan consuming class’ (Fainstein et al., 2003: 243), 
which overlaps with the creative class (Florida, 2002). He regards them and 
the city’s own inhabitants as key agents in shaping the destination’s creative 
quarters. The idea is that visitors who become increasingly sophisticated 
through their travel experience eventually wish to escape the regulated pre-
dictability of neoliberal ‘tourism bubbles’, immersing themselves in zones 
that may not normally be perceived as tourist oriented (Judd, 2003). These 
areas may be residential or commercial districts, but they are ‘edgy’ (transi-
tional neighbourhoods or zones where people are on the margins of urban 
society) places where ‘ethnic minorities, non-whites, immigrants, and poor 
people may live and work’ (Judd, 2003: 30–31). The visitors’ excitement in 
such environs precisely derives from their ability to escape the comfort zone 
of popular tourist traps in search of what the contemporary city and all its 
citizens (including those living beyond the spheres of the predictable gaze) 
are really like.

Athens and ATA

Athens itself has long been a destination for the cultural visitor. It is 
largely a victim of its circumstances, namely the fact that it possesses a 
wealth of historic sites few cities can match. In other words, because of its 
reputation as the cradle of Western civilization, Athens (especially certain 
pockets within it) will always have a strong drawing power. As mentioned, 
the problem is that the authorities put maximum effort into improving the 
visitor’s experience of consuming the city’s cultural assets while placing little 
attention into exploring the possibilities of diversifying the tourism product 
through, for instance, reflecting the city’s increasingly cosmopolitan identity 
in the contemporary era. Reflecting diversity in what is on offer to the visi-
tor, some companies now provide the possibility for visitors to sample 
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something beyond the primary tourist bubble, which encompasses several 
sites including Plaka, the Acropolis and the Acropolis Museum.

The most active of these firms is Alternative Tours of Athens (ATA). Its 
three founders and current owners are two architects and a lawyer. They 
originally conceived the company’s creation in November 2011 and by May 
2012 ATA was established and licensed to operate. The chief motivations 
behind the organization’s establishment were the founders’ love for, and 
dedication to, Athens as well as the need to foreground the creative forces of 
the city not previously being packaged as a tourist product (Interview with 
ATA). ATA seeks to organize and carry out tours that are open, educational 
and informative, geared towards foreigners but also locals. Further, the orga-
nization’s objective is ‘… to enhance the local community and [to] promote 
culture and tourism through alternative landmarks putting the emphasis on 
modern city life’ (ATA, undated). Showcasing Athens’ contemporary urban 
spaces as an alternative to the abundant archaeological sites, the sea and the 
nearby Eurotrash restaurants and entertainment establishments, ATA offers 
thematic tours focusing on elements like the city’s various architectural 
styles, nightlife, street art, cycling, literature and social movements (ATA, 
undated). For example, participants on the social movement tour visit areas 
where various movements were initiated, such as the Exarcheia district with 
its long reputation as a hotspot of political resistance. Occasionally, ATA 
offers free tours such as the one organized in the summer of 2014 when par-
ticipants were led on a walk through ‘the most hidden creative corners’ of 
several neighbourhoods (ATA, undated).

ATA is one of several alternative tour operators throughout Europe. It is 
not the only one in Athens although arguably it was the first to be set up in 
that city. A Google search with the key words ‘alternative tours of’ immedi-
ately reveals Athens, London, Berlin and Rome as suggestions. According to 
one of ATA’s founders, the Athenian company was inspired by a similar 
outfit in Berlin, Alternative Berlin Tours. The use of the word ‘Alternative’ 
in ATA’s name reveals a conscious effort to place the organization in the 
broader ‘family’ of alternative tour outfitters. Additionally, ATA comes from 
a word play in Greek, in which ‘���2�.’ is a childish word for the noun ‘walk’. 
The outfit attracts both Athenian and non-resident clients; 70% of the par-
ticipants on their free tours are Athenian but this drops to 10% when it 
comes to paid tours. The company lacks an aggressive marketing policy, 
although they have a dual language website, distribute flyers at several hotels 
in the city and rely on mouth-to-mouth publicity as well as promotion 
through social media such as Facebook (Interview with ATA).

One of the most popular tourist products offered by ATA is the street art 
tour, which occurs exclusively within the marginalized spaces of the city, in 
parts of Metaxourgeio, Psyrri and Gazi. Poignantly, the tour begins at 
Omonoia Square outside the Fashion Hotel, a multi-storey structure reno-
vated in anticipation of the influx of tourists for the Olympics but which 
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now stands yawning and abandoned. The tour weaves a narrative of poverty, 
urban decay, social and economic cleavages and immigration, on the one 
hand, and the resistance produced through the street art, political or other-
wise, on the other (Figure 14.5).

Production of resistance

Spatial interventions in the form of street art have been cropping up in 
the marginalized areas of Athens over the last few years. Most of this art is 
unlicensed, but there are a few examples of state-sponsored pieces, especially 
ones that were developed in a period prior to the Olympics (Leventis, 2013; 
Tulke, 2013). Although there is no census of the street artists operating in 
Athens, Julia Tulke conducted interviews with 13 artists as part of her MA 
thesis work (see also Leventis, 2015). Ten of these were Greeks, who with one 
exception live and work in Greece, one a native Indonesian living in Greece, 
one an Erasmus exchange student from Barcelona, and a French artist (Tulke, 
2013). Only a few were working artists; most come from the suburbs of 
Athens and only two were female. The politically inspired art features 
images such as gas masks but also narratives foregrounding the tension 
between the legacy of Athens as the ‘cradle of civilization’ and the place 
engendering democracy to the current supreme inability of the Greek state 
to take care of its subjects (Figure 14.6).
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Figure 14.5 A homeless man sleeps under a series of street art pieces created by vari-
ous artists in late 2011 on Sarri Street in Psyrri
Source: Panos Leventis (2014).



Other narratives are just one word, such as ‘���.���.������� ���.��’ (I suffer, I am 
tormented), a popular theme for Greek folk music associated with a love 
affair gone wrong, although it could also be interpreted as a testimony as to 
how people feel under the regime of austerity and the plague of massive 
unemployment. This word has cropped up on a plethora of walls, often with 
people commenting on it, like a brick-and-mortar Facebook wall: a public 
dialogue without the ‘like’ button. Finally, there exist additional non-politi-
cal images, such as the notable Sonke’s princesses with their dark soulful 
eyes and sprawling hair (see, for example, http://sonke1.wix.com/sonke), 
although by 2012 even this type of street art was unable to avoid the ever-
increasing intensity of the crisis, as collaborative pieces demonstrate 
(Leventis, 2013) (Figure 14.7).
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Figure 14.6 A characteristic piece by Dimitris Taxis entitled, ‘I Wish You Could Learn 
Something Useful From The Past’, pasted by the entrance of an in-use apartment build-
ing on Kerameikou Street in Kerameikos in June 2012, at the end of the most intense 
period of the crisis
Source: Panos Leventis (2012).



Consumption of resistance

ATA facilitates the consumption of resistance through the street art 
walking tour. Although tourists might very well venture into the trendy 
Gazi neighbourhood with its adaptively recycled gas works factory, few 
choose to wander through Metaxourgeio without an escort. As a corollary, 
ATA promotes the spatial consumption of the Athenian marginalized other-
ness (the soup kitchens, the homeless, the immigrants). In this way, the tour 
participant recognizes that Athens is not just a place with a glorious past but 
rather a contemporary metropolis where transition and pressing socio-eco-
nomic problems are constantly at play. To be sure, this participant becomes 
a spectator of what is not always very pleasant (the city’s darker side) but 
simultaneously she is exposed to the existence of another Athens, well out-
side the purview of the tourism brochure and the travel guide.

One way in which ATA ensures that its clients truly appreciate Athens 
and what is happening within the city is through involvement in so-called 
‘voluntourism’-oriented projects (Interview with ATA; Mostafanezhad, 
2014). For instance, ATA organized a street art event in 2013, inviting the 
community (with the cooperation of local businesspeople) and visitors to 
paint Aischylou Street in the Psyrri district, one of the area’s most dilapi-
dated streets, which has become the scene of abandonment, drug dealing and 
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Figure 14.7 A 2011 untitled, ‘darker’ collaborative work of Sonke with WD at Leonidou 
Street in Metaxourgeio
Source: Panos Leventis (2012).



prostitution, and one of the areas the majority of people avoid. Although the 
event was a success in terms of turnout and the area’s aesthetic improve-
ment, one year later the paint-over is once more in need of repair. ATA 
acknowledges that almost all the participants in this endeavour were 
Athenians (visitors from other parts of Athens) and that few foreign tourists 
attended (Figure 14.8).

Another ATA-sponsored event was the ‘I wish this was’ project during 
July 2013 where local people and visitors became part of a participatory 
design initiative for Athinas Street. Unlike many other neighbourhoods the 
company deals with this is a vibrant area with many active businesses. 
Participants were encouraged to write on signs placed on many storefronts 
what they would like to see in that particular spot. Additionally, since 2012 
ATA has supported the annual Festival for Solidarity and Cooperative 
Economy (the most recent one was on 10–12 October 2014), which sees sev-
eral Greek and international grassroots organizations come together to dis-
cuss ideas about how to exit the crisis in non-conventional ways.

ATA wishes to expand its future activities to include volunteer tourists 
more actively in more projects. Indirectly, they claim to already do this by 
associating as intermediaries with Boroume (the Greek word for ‘We Can’), 
a non-profit group aimed at reducing food waste, which collaborates with a 
company overseas attracting young expatriates of Greek origin to come to 
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Figure 14.8 Number 56 of Aischylou Street in Psyrri, painted by WD in 2013 under an 
ATA initiative
Source: Panos Leventis (2014).



Greece and work as volunteers for a short period of time (Boroume, n.d.). The 
Boroume website states that ‘during their 1–2 week minimum volunteering 
commitment, “voluntourists” will get to know contemporary Athens 
through a series of alternative themed tours and workshops organized by the 
Alternative Tours of Athens, a collective of architects and artists with a new 
Athens viewpoint’ (Boroume, undated).

Discussion and Concluding Remarks

The long-term Athenian crisis has been processed at least in part through 
the production of street art images populating the city’s marginalized spaces, 
but also through the transformation of some of these spaces into pockets of 
resistance. ATA’s appearance has facilitated the dialectic process between 
these images, not to mention additional processes that are occurring outside 
the city’s predictable tourist spaces, and the visitor. An emerging form of 
tourism thus appears in the streets of Athens, one that is specifically focused 
on urban interstices, in-between areas lying outside the purview of the mass 
tourist gaze. This caters to a growing number of visitors both local and inter-
national, who wish to glimpse more of what cities have to offer than their 
historical and cultural heritage. Most arrive on small guided tours organized 
by operators like ATA and they mostly act as passive observers, albeit ones 
who recognize that not all is perfect with the city and its tourism offerings. 
Meanwhile, a handful of these visitors actively participate in the production 
and reproduction of these spaces either by engaging in street art projects 
(Tulke, 2013) or by taking part in demonstrations and showing solidarity 
with local political causes. Others adopt less drastic approaches by engaging 
in volunteer tourism activities organized by companies like ATA. 
Nevertheless, it remains unclear if what is occurring relates to the appear-
ance of an entirely new form of tourism or whether indeed the motives of 
ATA’s operators demonstrate a genuine concern for the communities they 
include in their tours as opposed to a mere marketing gimmick.

Cynics would argue that certainly many tourists but also community 
residents today are exceedingly eager to escape the highly routinized activities 
of visiting and gazing on a destination’s cultural artefacts, while the tourism 
industry itself is enhancing its sophistication in terms of recognizing these 
trends (Rogerson & Slater, 2014). Further, companies like ATA, which offer 
alternative tours, are heavily inspired by similar enterprises in other parts of 
the world. For instance, the website for Alternative Berlin Tours – the company 
that influenced the founders of ATA to create their own  initiative – clearly 
states that the German outfit was created with ‘responsible, respectful and 
open minded people’ in mind to demonstrate the city’s artistic aspects. The 
following important phrase fleshes out the underlying motive for the creation 
of the Berlin outfit: ‘To support the places we love and which we felt needed 
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our help before they were swallowed up and changed forever’ (Alternative 
Berlin, n.d.). Similarly ATA’s main objective is to:

enhance the local community and promote culture and tourism through 
alternative landmarks putting an emphasis on modern city life. Through 
its actions, it [ATA] aims to contribute to the development of relations of 
communication and interaction between visitors (foreigners and Greeks), 
residents and countryside, and to the promotion of new talent, ideas and 
proposals. (ATA, undated)

Alternative Berlin Tours and ATA, respectively, boast of a strong connec-
tion with the various stakeholders in the community such as local busi-
nesses, artists and activists. Further, it is interesting to note that both 
companies have among their ranks people who themselves have engaged in 
activities such as street art. Our discussion with ATA’s founders revealed 
their genuine love for their city and for profiling a side of it that the visitor 
and the middle-class local person normally do not see. Both companies vehe-
mently argue that they do not represent a fad and they are not like their 
imitators because ‘we live and breathe this stuff and we are in for the long 
haul’ (Alternative Berlin, n.d.).

Of course, based on the word of the operators alone, we cannot assess 
whether or not they genuinely believe their actions will have a positive influ-
ence on the areas they serve or whether they are in fact just as profit-driven 
as the companies they accuse of being imitators. To make such an evaluation 
necessitates far more in-depth research, which was not the aim of this pre-
liminary study. Nevertheless, we undoubtedly draw some initial conclusions, 
which serve as fodder for further in-depth studies.

First, a question that arises is whether or not the activities promoted by 
ATA lead to situations where the tour participants themselves end up co-
creating the landscapes they visit together with other participants such as 
activists or street artists. Owens (2008: 44) argues that in urban areas both 
tourists and activists emerge as ‘agents of social change’ and that ‘tourism 
can be both a target and outcome of activism’ while ‘activism can both 
attract and resist tourism’. Referring to Amsterdam, she explores how over 
time the tourists’ objectives but also those of activists have either dovetailed 
or diverged. From the activists’ perspective, an advantage in drawing visitors 
into their neighbourhoods derives if the tourists themselves come to under-
stand the reason for the activism.

Certainly ATA’s actions in enticing people to visit areas outside Athens’ 
predictable tourist spaces, such as the run-down neighbourhoods where 
immigrants live and street artists and social movements are active, allow 
visitors the opportunity to encounter parts of the city they would never have 
seen if they had relied on the recommendations of the tourism information 
centre and official websites and tour brochures. During the escorted walks 
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the visitors encounter the opportunity to immerse themselves in these areas 
of otherness and, hopefully, comprehend that Athens is, beyond the Acropolis 
and related touristic areas, a contemporary city facing many pressing socio-
political problems.

By being given the opportunity to participate occasionally in activities 
such as painting the walls of a dilapidated street, the visitors can also become 
actively involved in attempts to transform the urban landscape. Perhaps, of 
course, not all the visitors may get the full benefit of participating in such 
events and treat them more as experiences they would not normally witness 
at home. However, as Rogerson and Slater (2014) argue based on their study 
of volunteer tourists in South Africa, at least some of these individuals 
believe in making a difference in the areas they serve.

This hardly means we can examine the actions of ATA in an entirely 
uncritical manner, especially when one regards its tours (regardless of the 
tour’s theme) through some of the city’s most deprived areas as nothing 
more than an expression of what has come to be known as ‘slum tourism’ 
(Steinbrink, 2012). After all, the need of at least some visitors to engage in 
what is described as ‘kind of social bungee jumping in which the predomi-
nantly bourgeois thrill-seekers – driven by a lust for angst – seek to experi-
ence the social depth’ (Steinbrink, 2012: 218) has been evident in many 
cases (especially in the Global South) and is not a new phenomenon, as 
evidenced by the practice of urban slumming in American and British cities 
during the 19th century (Cocks, 2001). An emerging pressing question 
is how can we ensure that what is on offer from companies such as ATA 
is, in reality, nothing more than an opportunity for cultural voyeurism 
whereby, in addition to the street art, the visitors have the ability to view 
the poverty and squalor of others and witness the possible efforts to escape 
these problems but never quite immerse themselves fully in these geo-
graphic milieus.

Certainly, one could argue that a way to better understand what happens 
in these spaces is to move the visitor from being a passive participant in the 
tours to becoming a volunteer tourist (a voluntourist) who actively takes part 
in the transformation of such areas. It is evident from the actions of ATA 
that they have this in mind in the events they have sponsored thus far, 
where participants, including tourists, are invited to become involved in 
community betterment projects. From our discussion with ATA, it also 
appears that they wish to expand such voluntourism projects in the future. 
Nevertheless, this leads to our second question, relating to the true impact 
of volunteer tourism on the destinations and volunteers themselves. The jury 
is still out, with some authors arguing that it often benefits the volunteers 
themselves (Rogerson & Slater, 2014), whereas others see it more as a fad, 
which at the end of the day (despite the very best of intentions of the orga-
nizations that promote it and the people who volunteer) merely ‘co-produces 
and extends geopolitical discourses of North–South relations’, as well as 
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reinforcing stereotypes of poverty, otherness, and inequality within urban 
zones of transition (Mostafanezhad, 2014: 111).

Finally we must ask the very important question as to whether the actions 
of ATA are, as Frenzel (2014) argues, a way of reinforcing an urban redevelop-
ment action arising from the grassroots, which responds to the inability or 
the unwillingness of the state to react to problems of poverty and decay in 
some of the cities’ neighbourhoods. Alternatively, is there a danger that the 
popularity of ATA could lead to an increased interest by additional copycat 
companies, eventually generating commercialization of these neighbour-
hoods and ultimately reincorporating them within the jurisdiction of neolib-
eral capitalist forces?
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Synthesis and Conclusions: 
Towards a New Geography of 
Tourism?

Greg Richards and Antonio Paolo Russo

The new geographies of tourism examined in this volume have illustrated 
the many spatial consequences of tourism practices and the way in which 
tourists, hosts and producers are reshaping the new localities of tourism. 
These new tourism practices are often based on a very different organiza-
tional logic from the structures of conventional tourism, with a more 
flexible, bottom-up logic driven by growing integration and collaboration 
between producers and consumers (Richards, forthcoming). These develop-
ments are being facilitated by new platforms ranging from the local 
(Addiopizzo) to the global (Airbnb). The resulting shifts in the location and 
forms of tourism imply a new dimension of place competition, in which 
destinations have to attract attention and resources from a growing range of 
producers and consumers. We can identify a number of key trends that are 
shaping these developments.

Co-creation

The rise of the network society has enabled greater two-way communi-
cation between producers and consumers, and also between consumers 
themselves. The experience of destinations is increasingly shaped by these 
interactions and the exchange of knowledge, information and experiences in 
the form of user-generated content. As Ilaria Pappalepore and Andrew Smith 
show in Chapter 6, destinations are now actively shaped by interactions 
between tourists, between tourists and workers and between tourists and 
residents. These interactions are facilitated by new technologies such as 
social media, which allow contacts to be established before, during and after 
a visit. These connections are increasingly blurring the roles of producer and 
consumer, since the tourists as consumers are becoming more responsible for 
the production of information consumed by other tourists (and, as shown in 

15



the case of Deptford, by locals as well). This system is based on the develop-
ment of ‘experiences with’ rather than ‘experiences of’ the local community 
and other visitors, in which the relationality of experience (Richards, 2014) 
produces a fluid series of localities and roles that are not fixed in time or 
space, and which can be characterized by a state of becoming rather than 
being. This constitutes a new system of co-creation of experiences, which 
goes far beyond the original idea of companies co-opting consumers in the 
design of products and services.

Peer-to-Peer Experiences

Co-creation is therefore happening not just between formal experience 
providers and consumers, but also between consumers and ‘locals’ who are 
not involved in traditional tourism supply. This form of ‘peer-to-peer’ inter-
action is typical of many of the new platforms that have emerged on the 
internet, such as Airbnb and Roomarama (‘Go Global, Live Local’). However, 
as the contributions to this volume have shown, the idea of ‘living like a 
local’ is often different from the reality. Albert Arias Sans and Alan Quaglieri 
Domínguez show in Chapter 13 that many Airbnb properties are actually 
offered by companies rather than private individuals. Even where the ‘local 
host’ is a private individual (as Bialski argues is the case with most Airbnb 
properties in Berlin in Chapter 3), they may not actually live in the property 
itself, and so interaction is often limited to the check-in process. Even so, the 
idea of finding alternatives to traditional tourism supply by dealing directly 
with ‘locals’ is very strong, as Melanie Smith and Anita Zátori show in the 
case of Budapest (Chapter 9) and Dimitri Ioannides, Panos Leventis and 
Evangelia Petridou demonstrate in Athens (Chapter 14).

Disintermediation

The growth of peer-to-peer experiences is one area of a general process of 
disintermediation that is affecting the travel industry as a whole. Traditional 
intermediaries such as tour operators and travel agents are finding it hard to 
get a grip on the new localities of tourism. Because these new tourism spaces 
are often relatively small, spatially dispersed and unconnected with tradi-
tional distribution networks, it is difficult for traditional intermediaries to 
deal with. With the growth of peer-to-peer interaction, tourists often place 
more confidence in ‘word of web’ from fellow travellers than in information 
provided by tourism companies. A recent survey of youth travellers by WYSE 
Travel Confederation (2014) found that almost 90% of these internet-savvy 
travellers were influenced to some extent in their travel decisions by reviews. 
The influence of reviews was particularly important for those booking their 
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travel via mobile internet, and the more frequently young people read 
reviews, the stronger the influence on their travel behaviour.

However, the disruption to traditional systems also provides new oppor-
tunities to suppliers in the form of ‘re-intermediation’ (Lassnig, 2012). Large 
tourism suppliers such as TUI are already beginning to reposition themselves 
as producers of individualized experiences who use their extensive local net-
works of suppliers and resort representatives to help the customer co-create 
their perfect holiday.

Disruption

The rise of new tourism localities can also be seen as a form of disruptive 
innovation:

Tourism is probably one of the sectors where the internet has had the 
most significant impacts: it leads to disintermediation in some markets 
and re-intermediation in others, increases dramatically the market trans-
parency, changes the way in which service providers market their offer 
and enables entirely new business models. (Lassnig, 2012: 53)

For example, low-cost airlines have opened up new destinations to tourism, 
many of which are in non-traditional locations. The low-cost airlines have 
disrupted the traditional airline market and facilitated air travel for a much 
wider range of consumers. In particular, this has led to greater mobility, par-
ticularly between major urban centres, and it has also increased the mobility 
of specific groups, such as youth travellers. This in turn has stimulated the 
growth of products aimed at this cosmopolitan market, including youth hos-
tels and student residencies (see Greg Richards, Chapter 11). In some cities 
there is a noticeable relationship between the growth of hostel accommoda-
tion, the spread of Airbnb and other services aimed at young cosmopolitans. 
As Albert Arias Sans and Alan Quaglieri Domínguez show in Chapter 13, the 
Barcelona neighbourhood of Gràcia has become a particular centre for Airbnb 
and hostels, catering to young people wanting to sample this trendy area. 
Although in many cases the growth of Airbnb tends to strengthen existing 
tourism concentrations, it can also open up new areas where hotels are rela-
tively scarce.

The importance of expats in the supply of Airbnb in Barcelona is also 
underlined by the predominance of Italian, German, Portuguese and Dutch 
speakers among Airbnb hosts. On the other hand, some significant migrant 
communities, such as Moroccans or Bengalis, are almost absent. Airbnb in 
Barcelona seems to be a ‘Western affair’ that challenges the traditional 
assumption of ‘localness’. This division underlines the inequalities attached 
to different forms of mobility, with the Western ‘expat’ being seen as a 
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source of entrepreneurial creativity and the non-Western ‘migrant’ being 
seen as a social problem.

The Rise of the Local

The attraction of neighbourhoods such as Gràcia often lies in their per-
ceived lack of tourism development and their local scale. As Richards (2014) 
argues, the ‘local’ has in many senses become the new ‘authentic’. We increas-
ingly travel to places where we can ‘live like a local’, because this seems to 
provide a guarantee that the places we visit will be ‘real’. However, as Zukin 
(2010) shows in the case of New York, all too often this apparent ‘authenticity’ 
can be misleading, with the ‘local’ being constructed for tourists just as effec-
tively as ‘authentic’ dance performances were staged for tourists in the past.

As Melanie Smith and Anita Zátori show in Chapter 9, the local is now 
being framed in cities like Budapest through the development of distinct 
districts and the provision of ‘local’ tours and experiences, such as the Unique 
Budapest tour which ‘allows non-locals to become a local during the tour’.

Involvement in the local may, however, require tourists to immerse 
themselves in local culture to an extent not expected in the past. For exam-
ple, the idea of fighting the mafia through travel is analyzed in Chapter 4 by 
Francesca Forno and Roberta Garibaldi. This scheme essentially places the 
tourist in the front line of the grassroots struggle against the mafia, and is 
aligned with emerging concepts of the tourist as ‘temporary citizen’ 
(Richards, 2013). If the tourist really begins to take on the rights and duties 
of the citizen, then arguably the division between tourist and local will 
become much less tenable.

As many contributions to this volume show, such divisions are already 
being challenged by the new styles of mobility that are emerging, particu-
larly in urban areas. What begins as a tourist trip may be transformed into a 
longer term stay in the destination and to eventual ‘dwelling’.

The Framing of Place

The idea of the ‘local’ is one aspect of the different ways in which locali-
ties have been framed for tourism. Whereas in the past tourist destinations 
were often considered to be relatively homogenous spaces (Edensor, 1998), 
the fragmentation of tourism supply and demand and the blurring of produc-
tion and consumption roles has also increased the variation in framing. 
These frames can be used to produce a variety of ‘scapes’, as Elsa Soro shows 
in Chapter 12. Her analysis of restaurants in Barcelona reveals a gastroscape 
that is being produced through the interaction of restauranteurs and diners, 
through the opposition of globalization and localization and the search for 
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‘authenticity’ and ‘slowness’. The different frames used by each of the four 
restaurants she analyzes reveal divergent strategies, from stereotypical repro-
duction of ‘Spanish’ gastronomy to cosmopolitan edginess and the hybridiza-
tion of contemporary Italian gastronomy.

The framing of tourist spaces such as restaurants operates at a micro-
scale alongside the framing of entire districts or cities through iconic archi-
tecture, as described by Davide Ponzini, Stefan Fotev and Francesca 
Mavaracchio in Chapter 10. In the case of Dubai, this architectural framing 
has been literalized through the construction of the Dubai Frame, which 
provides a view of the city through a 150-metre high picture frame (Emirates 
24/7, 2015). Regardless of scale, there is an interesting homology in locality 
production, with ‘starchitects’ building copycat buildings and restaurants 
reproducing similar dining experiences. The production of difference through 
the commissioning of iconic architecture or the importation of dining con-
cepts may lead to more diversity of localities at the local scale, but it also adds 
to serial reproduction at a global scale. As Dimitri Ioannides, Panos Leventis 
and Evangelia Petridou point out in Chapter 14, even the Acropolis is not 
enough to save Athens from serial reproduction through iconic starchitec-
tural projects.

At a more local scale, Paula Bialski outlines in Chapter 3 how Airbnb 
properties are framed by the aesthetic ‘regime’ of the website, which pushes 
hosts into a specific way of presenting their homes visually and in descriptive 
text. However, hosts also have the opportunity of providing their own fram-
ing when the online encounters with guests move into the offline world. The 
tour of an apartment and the information provided by the host are an impor-
tant form of framing that establishes the authenticity of this peer-to-peer 
experience, usually by underlining the ‘local’ credentials of the host.

All of these changes require a shift in our thinking about the ways in 
which tourism, places and spatial practices interact.

New Spatial Practices

In the network society, the traditional means of establishing social posi-
tion, cultural meaning and economic value have shifted. In the social sphere 
the established patterns of class distinction have been supplemented by new 
markers of social position based on relationships. Status is conferred by our 
links to others, who in turn act as arbiters of taste. This leads to increasingly 
hybrid and omnivorous consumption as we sample and mix the tastes of 
those around us. The new social relationships also produce new cultural 
meanings, as the notion of community also expands to take in virtual com-
munities, pushing the boundaries of social interaction beyond the confines of 
physical spaces. We can join the local community long before we visit the 
destination physically. The idea of a homogeneous culture rapidly disappears 
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as mobility increases and the boundaries between local and tourist, tourist 
and long-term resident, resident and traveller become increasingly vague. The 
‘local’ is increasingly interpreted for tourists by the extra-local – the expat 
who links the tourist culture to the location. These new cultural framings of 
tourism in turn create new economic opportunities, opening the tourist 
sector to an even wider range of intermediaries and to the possibilities of peer-
to-peer interaction. In all cases we see a shift in a similar direction: from 
collective to more individualized forms of production and consumption, from 
public towards more private interaction, a growing emphasis on the role of 
place in experiences and a central role for relationality (Richards, 2014).

The creation of new localities and spaces in tourism is therefore trans-
forming relationships between people and between people and place. The 
creation of new localities also implies the formation of new relationships 
between the people who use these spaces, for example through the develop-
ment of peer-to-peer accommodation services or ‘guided by locals’ experi-
ences. These new practices in turn shape the spaces in which they occur, 
transforming resident neighbourhoods into dispersed tourist accommodation 
centres. The new social practices emerging from new combinations of people 
and spaces offers opportunities for the development of new personal experi-
ences and new communities, both offline and virtual.

Richards (2015) argues that these new place-making practices are based 
on new ways of determining and exchanging value. Not only are traditional 
economic systems infiltrated by a raft of new intermediaries, but non- 
economic forms of value also take on a new centrality. Being in a place, even 
temporarily, and attaining knowledge related to it has value that can be 
exchanged between different mobile collectives. A ‘new landscape of authen-
ticity’ emerges in which

the ‘live like a local’ concept develops two different dimensions of 
authenticity simultaneously. The local, who lives in a particular place, is 
deemed authentic because of location or context – living in the destina-
tion. At the same time, living like a local involves the development of 
existential authenticity by the tourist. This system also implies a rela-
tionship between the tourist and the local. Not just experience, but also 
‘being’ the local. So tourist and local subsist not just in a host–guest 
relationship where roles are clearly defined, but both parties are needed 
to confirm the other’s authenticity – the tourist confirms the authentic-
ity of the local lives they lead for a while, and the local in turn confirms 
that this is indeed a local life. (Richards, 2014: 91)

The practice of living like a local gives new meaning to the roles of ‘local’ 
and ‘tourist’, as well as other categories of mobile populations. As Franquesa 
(2011) points out, the relative immobility of the ‘local’ is recursively 
 produced by the relative mobility of the tourist. So even fairly mobile 
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individuals, such as expats, can become ‘local’ thanks to the fast-track 
mobility of the tourist.

So the production of value increasingly becomes not just economic, but 
also relational and based on the exchange of attention. The ‘tourist’ and the 
‘local’ rely on each other in terms of identification, recognition, economic 
exchange and attention. What is valued may no longer be based on price, but 
also on the attention paid to it by producers, intermediaries, consumers and 
other ‘selectors’ (Wijnburg, 2004).

The general trend seems to be away from the mass production of rela-
tively standardized practices towards increased individualization. The 
growth of peer-to-peer networks allows people to interact on an individual 
basis, even though this interaction takes place through the internet. These 
individual transactions foreground the relational components of value cre-
ation, usually deliberately pushing economic ones into the background. This 
is perhaps most obvious for Airbnb, where one of the major underpinnings 
of the system is to remove the economic transaction between host and guest, 
by facilitating this through the website. In this way money is not allowed to 
get in the way of forming relationships (Richards, 2014). However, as Paula 
Bialski points out in Chapter 3, Airbnb exerts considerable power over these 
relationships, for example by controlling what information is made available, 
the aesthetic ‘regime’ of presenting this information and what payment 
methods are used.

Because of the (relatively) individual nature of such transactions, many 
different actors have to be brought into play. Again highlighting Airbnb, the 
system had more than 1 million accommodation offers in 34,000 cities in 
2014. This is a bigger supply of beds than Intercontinental Hotels, the largest 
hotel group in the world, which had only 710,000 beds in 2014. However, 
Intercontinental manages to service these beds with a workforce of just 
under 8000, compared with the 800,000 hosts used by Airbnb. Thus, instead 
of a vertically organized value chain dominated by a few large companies, 
the new localities of tourism are characterized by relatively horizontal net-
works of hosts, linked to broad networks of consumers. The new tourism 
industry is therefore a value network (Richards, 2010), rather than a conven-
tional value chain.

From Value Chains to Value Networks?

With the disintermediation of travel, traditional value chains are being 
supplemented by value networks (Richards, 2010). The more dispersed power 
structures within value networks imply a wider range of stakeholders and 
more diverse relationships. As Francesca Forno and Roberta Garibaldi show 
in Chapter 4, new value networks are being created in opposition to the 
established market system and even the ‘black economy’ run by the mafia. 

Synthesis and Conclusions 257



This positions tourists as consumers who can exercise power in a much 
broader context than simply bringing income to the destination. They can 
also become part of a civic movement to confront injustice and social prob-
lems. However, this requires the extensive implication of a network of local 
stakeholders who can act as a gateway into the local economy.

This new economy of tourism locations also includes CouchSurfing and 
other forms of non-reciprocal and altruistic hospitality, where arguably the 
profile and social networking capabilities of the host have an even greater 
influence on the spatial and relational practices of guests (Antonio Paolo 
Russo and Alan Quaglieri Domínguez, Chapter 2). These new networks of 
tourism supply are also more flexible than conventional systems, as the 
expansion of Airbnb in Cuba demonstrates. Following the easing of US travel 
restrictions to Cuba, Airbnb listings doubled from 1000 to 2000 in two 
months (Miami Herald, 2015).

The flexibility of new networks in tourism is also underlined by Cody 
Morris Paris and Kevin Hannam in their analysis of the interactions of back-
packers in response to crises (Chapter 8). They show that social media is able 
to connect people globally to solve problems locally, sometimes more rapidly 
than local administrative systems. Simon Milne, Carolyn Deuchar and Karin 
Peters also show in Chapter 7 that new information and communication 
technologies allow local communities to interact directly with tourists, cre-
ating new narratives about these emerging localities of tourism.

One of the interesting areas for future research in this regard will be the 
relationship between online and offline interactions that may emerge from 
the new internet platforms and related tourism practices. As Paula Bialski 
notes in Chapter 3, the development of online relationships tends to stimu-
late the development of offline contacts within user networks. As Greg 
Richards points out in Chapter 11, the development of CouchSurfing has also 
led to physical meetings between those who are using the CouchSurfing 
platform to stay in the same city. As new online tourism services expand, 
they are likely to have a growing influence on the offline world as well.

New Forms of Governance and Regulation

The emergence of peer-to-peer networks and new tourism localities pres-
ents significant challenges of governance and regulation for destinations. 
Many cities across the globe are currently struggling with Airbnb, Uber and 
similar ‘sharing economy’ facilitators, trying to establish new ground rules 
that give the public authorities some kind of control. This is particularly evi-
dent in the growth of Airbnb and Uber, which have often come into direct 
confrontation with local government in the places in which they operate. 
There are a number of issues related to their operation, which include the effect 
on other economic agents, unfair competition, the difficulty of collecting tax 
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revenues and potential disturbance for other residents. Albert Arias Sans and 
Alan Quaglieri Domínguez (Chapter 13) show that in the case of Barcelona 
probably more than half the Airbnb supply is being offered illegally.

In some cities the approach has been openly hostile, as in Paris and New 
York. In other cities there has been a more accommodating approach, such as 
in Amsterdam. Residents of the Dutch capital received a leaflet setting out 
the conditions under which they would be allowed to offer their homes via 
Airbnb. These include a maximum of 60 days a year of lettings and the pos-
sibility for neighbours to close down unruly operations.

The challenges of the new situation also present some interesting oppor-
tunities. For example, cities could make more effective use of networked 
accommodation systems to provide accommodation during major events. 
This would allow even relatively small cities to stage major events, as long as 
they can obtain the collaboration of residents.

The more dispersed nature of the new localities of tourism will also push 
responsibility for regulation of these new tourism spaces even further in the 
direction of local authorities. This may lead in the longer term to more diver-
gence of rules and regulations, which could be confusing for both tourists 
and locals alike. As Monica Gilli and Sonia Ferrari (Chapter 5) point out, the 
growing local diversity and flexibility of regulatory systems for new locali-
ties such as ‘diffuse hotels’ may also require more guidelines at a national 
level in order to provide clarity for producers and consumers. In the longer 
term it will also be interesting to see if regulation can adjust to subsume the 
new forms of tourism into the regular tourism supply of places, or if they 
will remain on the margins. Part of the answer to this question will lie in the 
ability of companies like Airbnb or Generator Hostels to raise the money 
they need to expand their operations and influence the opinions of tourists, 
residents and policy makers.

New Means of Authenticity

The new experiences offered by the new localities of tourism also further 
problematize the issue of authenticity. Richards (2014) argues that the ‘local’ 
label is fast becoming a new marker for authentic experiences. This is 
reflected in the growth of internet platforms such as With Locals, which 
enables tourists to access the culture by eating with locals in their homes. 
This creates an ‘economy of atmospheres’, as Paula Bialski describes in 
Chapter 3, in which the concept of ‘home’ has particular resonance. For 
example, in Eindhoven in the Netherlands, host Mark V provides ‘Dishes 
from All Around the World with a Twist’:

I love food and love cooking it into something tasty. There’s a wide vari-
ety of dishes I can prepare. Ideally I would love for you to taste it all! 
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However, this would take you a couple of days to process. So I’ll prepare 
a dinner which suits your preferences as well as mine. I like to cook 
smaller portions and serve them ‘tapas style’ on the table … So what you 
get is an entire cuisine. (With Locals, 2015)

However, as this example shows, not only is the ‘local’ difficult to define, but 
also often difficult to make distinctive. The development of specific types of 
‘local’ spaces may offer solutions in some cases, but this implies the develop-
ment of local configurations that are readable for tourists and which meet 
their expectations. The growth of ethnic and creative quarters, as described 
by Melanie Smith and Anita Zátori in Chapter 9, is one example of how 
cities are trying to develop and frame such local experiences. The framing of 
these new localities is of course often disputed, with different local stake-
holders trying to lay claim to the naming and interpretation rights. Shaw 
(2007), for example, describes the struggles over the framing of part of 
Shoreditch in East London as ‘Banglatown’.

In some cases resistance to changing meanings may be the spur for the 
development of new tourism experiences. As Dimitri Ioannides, Panos 
Leventis and Evangelia Petridou show in Chapter 14, the economic crisis and 
growing resistance to capitalist value systems in Athens has stimulated the 
development of alternative tourism experiences. Francesca Forno and 
Roberta Garibaldi also show in Chapter 4 how ‘anti-mafia’ tours in Palermo 
are utilizing tourism as a tool for social change. In this case there is a deliber-
ate attempt to use the power of tourism as a transmitter of ideas and as a 
means of focusing attention in order to combat the economic and social 
power of the mafia. Such grassroots initiatives can have success by appealing 
to specific target groups who can give economic and also moral support to 
the local community.

What New Geographies Are These Different 
Models Creating?

In the past, tourism geographies were conceived largely in terms of 
homogeneous, standardized spaces, with clear tourist and non-tourist zones 
(Richards, forthcoming). Gradually, the fragmentation of tourism through 
postmodern forms of tourism consumption was reflected in new models 
that emphasized more heterogeneous forms of tourist space (Edensor, 1998). 
With the recent mobilities, performance and creative ‘turns’ in tourism dis-
cussed in Chapter 1, however, new dynamics have been introduced into 
tourist space. The growth of mobility, performance and creativity implies 
different ways of using existing resources for tourism, rather than the devel-
opment of completely new spaces. Whereas in the past tourism developed in 
a spatial sense through the conversion of space from everyday uses to 
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tourism monoculture, the development of the new localities of tourism 
now takes place in a far more interstitial way (Richards, forthcoming). 
Rather than creating new spaces, existing spaces are colonized, borrowed or 
reframed by tourism.

The implications of these processes are that the new localities of tourism 
are not permanent sites of tourism consumption, but rather spaces that cater 
for a wide range of different mobile collectives. Because these new localities 
are not clearly marked as tourism spaces, their demarcation and use is subject 
to negotiation between more and less mobile groups. Within these negotia-
tions, the claim to the ‘local’ becomes an important marker of authenticity, 
even when the notion of locality may no longer apply to a geographically 
situated area or group of actors. In this system there is an important role for 
intermediaries who can act as ‘switchers’ (Castells, 2009) or ‘selectors’ 
(Wijnberg, 2004), organizing the content generated by locally based ‘pro-
grammers’ (Castells, 2009) for the more mobile and more fleeting users of 
the space.

The actions of local programmers, the intermediation of switchers and 
the co-creative inputs from more mobile collectives using the locality provide 
the basis for a system of ‘place making’ in contemporary tourism. As shown 
in Figure 15.1, this system links together the tangible and intangible resources 
available in the locality with the creativity of the actors in the system 
(switchers, programmers and visitors) and the meanings that are created 
through these interactions. This system is clearly illustrated in the different 
contributions to this volume. For example, the Addiopizzo programme 
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Figure 15.1 The place-making system of the new localities of tourism



described by Francesca Forno and Roberta Garibaldi in Chapter 4 utilizes the 
basic intangible resource of the mafia culture to provide meaningful travel 
experiences for tourists. The meanings are developed by the local businesses 
(the programmers) and the Addiopizzo organization acts as a switcher or 
intermediary, linking the local social resistance to the mafia to more geo-
graphically dispersed social groups. In the case of Home Exchange and 
Airbnb (Chapters 2, 3 and 13), the internet platform plays the basic interme-
diary or switcher role, linking the physical resource of the home with tour-
ists and allowing the local ‘hosts’ to develop meaning through their framing 
of the local. Elsa Soro (Chapter 12) also describes how restaurants in 
Barcelona develop meaning for tourists through their framing of the tangible 
resources of the restaurant space and the intangible framing of that space. 
These meanings are disseminated by the many restaurant guides and inter-
net platforms consulted by tourists and locals alike, and also form part of the 
script about the consumption of the local used by Airbnb hosts and other 
programmers.

We can see that the chapters in the current volume make contributions 
to the study of new localities in all three of the readings of the new localities 
debate as outlined by Jones and Woods (2012). From an absolute space per-
spective, they see new localities as being bounded territories, such as admin-
istrative units. However, in terms of relative space, localities can also be 
viewed as connected containers for spatial analysis and, in terms of relational 
space, localities form nodes within networks of interaction and spaces of 
flow. The analysis of Airbnb in the bounded context of cities such as Berlin 
(Chapter 3) could be seen as based in an absolute space perspective, and this 
can readily be given a relative dimension, for example through the compari-
son of Airbnb in Barcelona and Paris (Chapter 13). The description of the 
global Home Exchange network (Chapter 2) adopts a more relational 
approach. All of these different approaches add something new to our under-
standing of a new localities practice such as Airbnb, and it is essential to 
maintain such comparison and triangulation in order to understand all the 
levels of complexity that the new localities of tourism contain.

Directions for Future Research

Our review of the development of new localities for tourism poses seri-
ous questions about the current and future state of tourism and its 
consequences.

The first basic question, as posed at the beginning of this volume, is 
whether a new model of ‘tourism without development’ will emerge, or will 
the changes the authors describe expose places to new tensions and risks? 
Although the rise of the ‘sharing economy’ in particular seems to offer a 
number of advantages to suppliers and consumers alike, there are many 

262 Reinvent ing the Local in Tour ism



questions surrounding the actual extent of ‘sharing’ involved. Are people 
really free to ‘share’ their homes and other resources with tourists, or does 
this involve a further penetration of the capitalist economy into the intersti-
tial spaces of the private realm? Questions also arise about who controls the 
content related to shared resources, and the extent to which companies like 
Airbnb groom their ‘hosts’ to provide an experience of ‘home’ or ‘the local’ 
that fits the desires of tourists rather than the reality of the location. There 
are also issues surrounding the distribution of costs and benefits of such 
systems. The benefits may accrue to ‘locals’, but these may also be compa-
nies masquerading as locals, as seen in the case of Barcelona. In view of the 
way in which many Airbnb properties are furnished, the main beneficiary 
may turn out to be IKEA rather than the local tourism industry or poor resi-
dents trying to earn extra income. On the other hand, the costs of the shar-
ing tourism economy are often borne by local residents who are not involved 
in tourism. They are the recipients of the noise, rowdiness and litter often 
left by the occupants of the new forms of tourism accommodation. Although 
the new localities often come without physical development costs for the 
destination, public administrations will still need to develop new systems of 
regulation and information provision related to the growing supply of ‘alter-
native’ forms of accommodation and tourism experiences.

As the new localities of tourism develop, the question also arises as to 
whether these will gradually be integrated into the conventional tourism 
supply, or if they will start to form a genuine alternative, creative force oper-
ating in the interstices of the mainstream capitalist system. To some extent 
the answer to this question may lie in the origins of new initiatives. Where 
these come from grassroots, socially orientated actors, there is a good chance 
that new localities will maintain some aspects of diversity and difference. 
Where the new localities are colonized by commercial actors looking for new 
product development or marketing opportunities, this is less likely. In many 
destinations we can already detect a movement from alternative to main-
stream modes of supply.

One of the potential barriers to the mainstreaming of alternative tourism 
localities may be the process of co-creation. As Ilaria Pappalepore and 
Andrew Smith point out in Chapter 6, new localities are increasingly being 
co-created between hosts and guests. This makes it less likely that the values 
embedded in new localities will so easily be subverted, because they are 
rooted in the construction of meanings and values attached to those spaces.

This points to the important role of values in determining the future 
development of the new localities of tourism. For example, Addiopizzo has 
set itself up as an alternative form of tour operator, espousing anti-mafia and 
pro-community values. Addiopizzo has effectively set itself up as a regulator 
of anti-mafia activities, spreading not just awareness of the problem, but also 
inculcating a specific set of values to tourists. The active regulation role of 
Addiopizzo depends on its ability to act as a gatekeeper or switcher, but in 
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many of the new localities described in this volume the soft control exerted 
by peer-to-peer networking is becoming even more important. To what 
extent is ‘appropriate behaviour’ in the network ensured by peer pressure, or 
simply by the fact that ‘people like you’ are attracted to the network (largely 
middle class, highly educated, etc.)?

The extent to which the new tourism localities develop as new ‘in-
betweens’ in tourism, or as ‘interstitial spaces’ (Richards, forthcoming) in the 
existing fabric of tourism is also worthy of examination. As outlined by Paolo 
Russo and Greg Richards in the Introduction, the idea of ‘in- betweenness’ has 
recently been redeveloped by Mansfeldt (2014) as an analytical concept to 
examine the contemporary development of tourism. In the case of Airbnb 
one can clearly see the emergence of a mediated ‘in-between’ the host and 
guests, where a new tourism locality is co-created with the help of the 
Airbnb platform, which allows the two parties to screen each other for com-
patibility. The problem with using in-betweenness as a heuristic device, 
however, is that the notion of in-betweenness requires the construction of 
dichotomies (such as host and guest) at the same time as it claims to do away 
with them. In many cases the new localities of tourism may more closely 
resemble interstitial spaces in the fabric of conventional tourism, which are 
areas of everyday life that have not (yet) been fully appropriated into the 
formal market system, such as private dwellings, public spaces or social 
movements. But the rise of new models of tourism such as Airbnb or 
Addiopizzo provides opportunities for the market to infiltrate these areas of 
the lifeworld. The Airbnb model may not so much be a product of the ‘shar-
ing economy’ as a new means of exploiting the economic value of private 
space. The seepage of the exchange economy into new interstices of social 
and cultural life is one way in which the exploitation of capital can expand, 
even in the absence of new physical development.

What we may be witnessing in the extension of these new localities of 
tourism is the emergence of a progressive bargain between the mobile middle 
classes and the less mobile ‘local’, in which the latter provides engaging expe-
riences to the former in return for a higher quality of life. The idea is that 
clients attracted by home exchange schemes or Airbnb may be relatively well 
educated, wealthy and ‘creative’, and therefore desirable replacements or 
additions to the conventional tourism profile. However, the contributions to 
this volume raise the suspicion that in fact standardized experiences are 
being traded for a lower quality of life, at least for some. This also raises the 
question of the ‘emotional labour’ undertaken by the providers of the new 
localities of tourism. For example Airbnb hosts earn very little on average, 
but they not only have to provide the usual accommodation services, but 
also to present and represent the ‘local’ for visitors. When everything is taken 
into account, it may turn out that the Airbnb host represents the transforma-
tion of the creative class ‘host’ into a hidden service class that changes bed-
linen and shops at IKEA.
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As argued by Francesca Forno and Roberta Garibaldi (Chapter 4) and also 
by Rene van der Duim in his Preface, the development of the new localities 
is just one sign of the wider social role being taken on by tourism as a whole 
in contemporary society. Because so many people are involved in tourism 
either as consumers or producers (or both), tourism begins to be seen as a tool 
to achieve a broad range of economic, cultural and social goals. Just as many 
contributions to this volume underline the role of tourism in stimulating the 
sharing economy, so tourism may have an important future role to play in 
other developments, such as the growth of social movements, the adoption 
of new technologies, or the emergence of new spatial practices.

One question that remains at the end of this volume, however, is whether 
these locations of tourism are really new. Tourists have always stayed in 
private homes, for example, and there have always been taxi drivers operat-
ing outside the legal regulatory framework. What is perhaps new is not so 
much the locations themselves, but the way in which they are produced and 
reproduced by tourism.

References
Castells, M. (2009) Communication Power. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Edensor, T. (1998) Tourists at the Taj: Performance and Meaning at a Symbolic Site. London: 

Routledge.
Emirates 24/7 (2015) Dubai Frame: Among world’s best new attractions. Emirates 24/7, 

24 May. See http://www.emirates247.com/news/emirates/dubai-frame-among-
world-s-best-new-attractions-2015-01-14-1.576576 (accessed 25 July 2015).

Franquesa, J. (2011) We’ve lost our bearings: Place, tourism, and the limits of the ‘mobility 
turn’. Antipode 43 (4), 1012–1033.

Jones, M. and Woods, M. (2013) New localities. Regional Studies 47 (1), 29–42.
Lassnig, M. (2012) Disruptive innovation in tourism. In H. Selhofer, R. Arnold, M. Lassnig 

and P. Evangelista (eds) Disruptive Innovation: Implications for Competitiveness and 
Innovation Policy (pp. 52–64). INNO-Grips Policy Brief No. 4. Bonn/Brussels: European 
Commission. See http://innogrips.empirica.biz/fileadmin/innogrips/documents/
01policy%20briefs/ig_policybrief_4_disruptive-innovation.pdf (accessed 25 July 2015).

Mansfeldt, O.K. (2014) The inbetweenness of tourist experiences. PhD dissertation, 
School of Design, Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts, Copenhagen.

Miami Herald (2015) Airbnb capitalizes on island traditions for brisk growth in Cuba 
listings. Miami Herald, 27 May. See http://www.miamiherald.com/news/nation-
world/world/americas/cuba/article22396911.html

Richards, G. (2010) Leisure in the Network Society. From Pseudo-events to Hyperfestivity? See 
https://www.academia.edu/1271795/Leisure_in_the_Network_Society

Richards, G. (2013) Tourism and creativity in the city. Current Issues in Tourism 17, 119–144.
Richards, G. (2014) Creating relational tourism through exchange: The Maltese experi-

ence. Journal of Hospitality and Tourism 12 (1), 87–94.
Richards, G. (2015) Placemaking and events in the network society. Paper presented at 

the Cities in Transition Conference, NHTV Breda, 12 March. See https://www.academia.
edu/11351579/Placemaking_and_events_in_the_network_society

Richards, G. (forthcoming) The new geographies of tourism: Space, place and locality. In 
D. Dredge and S. Gyimóthy (eds) Tourism and Collaborative Consumption: Perspectives, 
Politics, Policies and Prospects. Dordrecht: Springer.

Synthesis and Conclusions 265



Shaw, S. (2007) Cosmopolitanism and ethnic cultural quarters. In G. Richards and 
J. Wilson (eds) Tourism, Creativity and Development (pp. 189–200). London: Routledge.

Wijnberg, N.M. (2004) Innovation and organization: Value and competition in selection 
systems. Organization Studies 25 (8), 1413–1433.

With Locals (2015) Dishes from All Around the World with a Twist. See https://www.withlo-
cals.com/host/markva822df3c2/

WYSE Travel Confederation (2014) Millennial Traveller Survey. Amsterdam: WYSE Travel 
Confederation.

Zukin, S. (2010) Naked City: The Death and Life of Authentic Urban Places. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press.

266 Reinvent ing the Local in Tour ism



267

Index

Abu Dhabi, 154, 158
Actor-network theory, 4
Addiopizzo Travel, 8, 50–62
Airbnb, 7, 8, 10, 19–31, 35–48, 98, 

103, 171, 178, 183, 209–225, 
251–264

Alberobello, 66–80
Artists, 94, 96, 179, 182, 200, 230–246
Athens, 10, 229–246, 247, 252, 255, 260
Attraction, 1, 6, 69, 76, 87, 94–96, 136, 

142, 158, 187–188, 216, 254
Auckland, 8, 102–112
Authenticity, 8, 16, 36–37, 46–48, 66–67, 

78–80, 89, 94, 96, 98, 132, 136, 
143–145, 166, 187, 195, 203, 220, 
254–259, 261

Authenticity, 46, 259

Backpacker, 117–126, 174–182, 218
Backstage, 131, 133
Bærenholdt, Jørgen Ole, 4–6
Barcelona, 10, 28–31, 177–178, 185–205, 

209–225, 254, 262
Berlin, 8, 37–38, 98, 102, 174, 181, 240, 

245, 252, 262
Branding, 8, 16, 45, 156, 239
Budapest, 9, 129–145, 252, 254

Co-creation, 8, 62, 66, 71, 87–98, 
133–134, 142–145, 252, 263

Collaborative
consumption, 35, 42–43, 209–210
tourism, 1

Community
groups, 108–109, 112, 142
involvement, 102
leaders, 119
participation, 132
urban, 9

Cosmopolitan, cosmopolitanism, 2, 5, 9, 
10, 27, 28, 31, 45, 96, 129, 135–138, 
178, 180, 186–187, 196–202, 
205–206, 220, 239, 253, 255

CouchSurfing, 19, 21, 23, 31, 35, 40, 68, 
123, 175–176, 183, 211, 258

Creativity, 1, 5, 16, 33, 75, 96, 134, 138, 
177, 179, 202, 254, 260–261

Cultural
capital, 104, 106–107, 112–113, 148
tourism, 5, 50, 67, 134, 140, 145

Destinations, 2, 4–10, 16, 21–27, 45, 
 68–73, 82, 92, 102–103, 113, 119, 
121, 130, 133, 154, 164, 185, 
209–213, 238, 247, 251–258, 263

Diffuse hotel, 8, 65–80
Discourse, 10, 41–42, 137, 197, 226
Dubai, 154–167, 255
Dwelling, 19, 210, 220, 254

Edensor, Tim, 4, 65, 78, 97, 260
Environmental quality, 29, 31, 51, 180
Escapism, 16, 26, 144
Ethnicities, 105, 137
Events, 4–5, 53, 56, 61, 89–91, 105, 

118–127, 137, 140, 143, 154, 155, 
174, 178–179, 183, 199, 212, 230, 
239, 247, 259

Everyday life, 3–8, 16, 20, 31, 67–71, 76, 
95, 110, 133, 137, 139, 141–145, 175, 
222, 264

Exotic, 25, 31, 71, 135, 220
Expat, 253, 256

Facebook, 43–44, 55, 61, 118–124, 240, 242
Fainstein, Susan, 31, 153, 220, 239
Financial crisis, 10, 212, 229
Foodsphere, 10, 205



Geography, 3–4, 16–17, 30–31, 166, 
186, 204

Germann Molz, Jeannie, 4, 18–19, 33–36, 
68, 94, 117, 210, 211

Governance, 138, 166, 226, 258
Guests, 8–9, 32, 38–39, 44–48, 65–66, 

71–78, 88, 103, 129–145, 172–183, 
210–213, 218–225, 255, 258, 263, 264

Holiday, 16, 26, 50–52, 61–62, 65–66, 70, 
76, 78, 91, 222–226, 253

Home exchange, 7, 18–31, 264
Hospitality

models, 8, 21, 36
networks, 17, 36

Hosts, 8–10, 22, 38, 44–48, 88, 103, 
129–145, 159, 164, 176, 195, 200, 
210–213, 219–225, 251–257, 262–264

In-between, in-betweenness, 6–7, 231, 
237, 245, 264

Lefèbvre, Henri, 137
Local government, 106–107, 113, 139, 

159, 161, 258
London, 92–97, 102, 177, 213, 232, 

236, 260

MacCannell, Dean, 4, 67–68, 72, 78
Mafia, 53–55
Massey, Doreen, 4
Megaprojects, 157, 164–167
Migrants, 2, 200, 233–237
Migration, 195, 216–217
Mobilities, 2–10, 15–18, 22, 31, 81, 89, 94, 

98, 102, 117, 131, 156, 186–187, 192, 
203, 260

Mobility, 1–7, 15–20, 125, 134, 156–159, 
166, 186, 189, 190–192, 197, 214, 
224, 253–257, 260

Morigerati, 66, 75–76

Narrative, 10, 16, 62, 79, 188, 232, 241
Neoliberalism, 10, 226–229, 232, 

237–239, 248
Network hospitality, 18, 21, 35, 210
New York, 97, 102–103, 177, 180, 

212–213, 221, 232, 254, 259
Non-representational methods, 4

Paris, 29–31, 183, 213, 259
Peer-to-peer websites, 36, 41

Performance, 4, 8, 19, 72, 91–92, 142, 260
Place

identity, 186–188
sense of, 102, 104, 108, 112–113

Planning, 3, 5, 10, 61, 69, 71, 83, 101, 
104–105, 138, 143, 154–168, 187, 
209, 224–225, 229

Political consumerism, 50–62
Politics, 2, 41, 137–138, 190–191, 236
Postmodern, postmodernism, 66
Power, 2, 4–5, 8–10, 31, 36, 39, 46, 50–54, 

72, 137, 139, 141, 157, 161, 235, 239, 
257–260

Quality of life, 71, 101, 109, 112, 132, 264
Quotidian, 19–20, 23

Representation, 5, 7, 24, 112, 122, 138, 
164, 188, 219

Revenue, 41, 58, 61, 181, 220, 225, 259
Risk, 69, 78, 89, 117, 167, 205, 262
Ritual, 199

collective, 5

San Francisco, 177, 209–212, 225
Sicily, 8, 50, 53–61, 72–73
Singapore, 159–167
Slow Food, 68, 75, 201, 206
Social

capital, 113
networks, 15, 35–36, 43, 79, 102

Sociality, 15, 22, 35, 40–41, 59
Soja, Edward, 92, 137–138
Stakeholders, 44, 70, 88, 103–104, 

108–113, 246, 257–258, 260
Suburban, 31

areas, towns, districts, 26–28
development, 26

Talent, 9, 246
Taxation, 222–225, 235
Technology, 4, 10, 17, 23, 42, 105, 115, 183
Tolerance, 138–139
Tourism

creative, 5, 68, 178, 238
heritage, 141
industry, 24, 122, 188
policy, 104
sustainable, 52, 69, 70, 75–76, 79
volunteer, 133, 245, 247, 250

Tourismification, touristification, 29, 
95, 188

268 Reinvent ing the Local in Tour ism



Tourismscape, 6, 7
Tourist

cultural, 68, 133
gaze, 89, 131, 144, 245
urban, 89, 90, 91, 101
tax, 211, 212

Traditions, 67, 69, 71, 75, 137, 196
TripAdvisor, 18, 88, 136, 140–141, 197
Trulli, 76
Twitter, 55, 61, 118–125

Urban
community, 112, 114
development, 137, 161
experience, 87, 91, 98, 103, 166, 230

landscape, 168, 186, 188, 206, 230, 247
policy, 138, 157
redevelopment, 248
regeneration, 138
regeneration, 185

Urry, John, 3–4, 15–16, 47, 68, 89, 95, 98, 
102, 154, 156, 186

Value
added, 66, 79, 212
chain, 8, 257

Vancouver, 154–167

Website, 22–23, 43–45, 245, 255, 257
World Heritage Site, 66, 75

Index 269


