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Sharing economy: The relationship between Airbnb, 
the accommodation industry and new touristic flows 

Assessing the relationship between Airbnb, the professional 
accommodation industry and the activation of new tourist flows 

- The case of Bologna metropolitan area (Italy) – 
 

Extended Abstract 
 

The aim pursued by the study here summarized is to get to a determination of the magnitude 

of the phenomenon of sharing economy and its different components for the territory of the 

metropolitan city of Bologna. The study opens with the analysis of what are the features of the 

proper sharing-economy in order to verify the correspondence between them and the different 

situations encountered during the analysis.  

The above introduced features are 1) the shift of users' interest from ownership to use of 

goods and services; 2) the collaboration between peers (peer-to-peer cooperation) to allow the 

use of goods and services and, in the end, 3) the use of collaborative platforms equipped with 

feed-back systems that allow to extend the collaboration between peers outside the groups 

where it is typical (families, friends and various kind of associations). 

The data provided by AirDNA1 and processed by Unioncamere Emilia-Romagna allow to 

carry-out an in-depth analysis on this portal which, although not the only one active in the 

Bologna area, is generally considered the one capable of developing more traffic for the touristic 

structures retrievable on it. 

The analysis shows a noticeable increase in the phenomenon, which reaches almost 30 

million euro in turnover estimated in 2017, from 6 million euro in 2015 (+ 388%). Also the 

number of rooms involved in the phenomenon has always increased, reaching 7,110 units 

estimated in 2017 (+ 147% from 2015). 

 

 

 

In order to compare correctly the hotel hospitality with the one intermediated by Airbnb, it is 

necessary to compare the room-nights generated by the two kinds of touristic-structures. In 

2017, the last year of availability of data from Istat2 for hotel structures (number of rooms 

available and occupancy rate), the structures on Airbnb generated one booked room-night every 

5.5 nights booked in hotels. The same value calculated in 2016 was 9.7. In a single year, 

                                                      

1 A company that deals with finding and marketing data related to the Airbnb platform (using artificial intelligence data-harvesting 

algorithms). 
2
 ISTAT is the official Italian Statistics Bureau. 
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therefore, the incidence of Airbnb on (proper-hotel) accommodation industry in the metropolitan 

city of Bologna has, in essence, doubled. 

 

The, just made, direct comparison between the hotel facilities and the total of those on Airbnb 

is only partially correct because very different structures are retrievable on every tourist sharing-

economy portal. The structures on the platform can be, in fact, divided into three different 

macro-types: entire-houses, single-rooms in shared apartments and beds in shared rooms. 

Within the entire-houses, a specific sub-category is identifiable that allows privacy levels and 

kinds of use very similar to the ones grated by hotel-rooms: they are the whole-houses with one 

bedroom or those consisting of studios. So, these entire-homes are called "hotel comparables" 

and weigh 1/3 on the total number of structures, although representing 44% of the estimated 

turnover (over 13 million euro) of the platform for Bologna. This discrepancy is due, above all,  

the very high number of bookable nights (almost 20 nights per month). 

 

 

 

Also for the "hotel-comparable" structures, it is advisable to compare facilities brokered by 

Airbnb and hotel structures only through the comparison between the room-nights generated by 

the two kinds of structures. This comparison shows that, for the metropolitan city of Bologna in 

the year 2016, Airbnb had generated one booked room-night every 29.1 room-nights generated 

by hotels. This value has fallen to 16.6 in 2017. So, also in the case of “hotel-comparable” 

structures, the incidence of Airbnb on hotel accommodation industry has, in essence, doubled in 

just one year (although with very different absolute value). 

 

While "hotel-comparable" structures are considered for the kind of relationship they have with 

hotels (of almost-direct competition), entire-house structures ("entire-places") are interesting 

because, to be rented entirely, they must be uninhabited - at least for the nights for which it is 

declared the availability to rent. If this availability is permanent, or semi-permanent, these 

houses are managed in a semi-professional or professional manner, raising doubts about the 

collaborative nature of the relationship between the parties involved in the transaction (the 
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collaboration between peers excludes - by definition - the presence of a professional supplier). 

The "entire place" structures are less than 56% of the facilities retrievable on the platform but 

represent 80% of the total estimated turnover (over 23.9 million euro) for Airbnb in Bologna. 

 

 

 

The analysis of "entire-place" that are not "hotel-comparable" can be very interesting. These 

touristic structures are entire homes that have two or more bedrooms and this make them quite 

substantially different from hotels in terms of granted levels of privacy, in terms of costs per 

person and, as a consequence, in terms of the type of travelers involved (large groups and 

families). The turnover of this type of structures can be estimated as a difference between that 

of "entire-places" and the one of "hotel-comparable". In the case of the metropolitan city of 

Bologna, in 2017, this turnover amounted to around 10.8 million euros equal to 36% of the total 

Airbnb phenomenon. Since these facilities meet rather different needs than those satisfied by 

hotel-rooms, it can be argued that they are not in direct competition with them, thus generating 

potentially incremental flows for local tourism. 

 

The fact that the average monthly number of nights available for these facilities has almost 

reached 20 units suggests that at least a part of them are kept free to be permanently used as 

described, thus embodying, as anticipated, the requirement of professional management. 

 

On the other side, it is - then - possible to isolate the "core" of the properly-sharing activities. 

These are touristic structures that provide, by their very nature, forms of sharing in terms of 

space and time with the habitual inhabitants (it is therefore about private-rooms in shared 

apartments or beds in shared-rooms). The estimate of the turnover of these structures is 

obtained by the difference between the total estimated collection and the one related to entire 

homes: this is about 6 million euro, a fifth of the total of the platform. 

 

Clearly, not all of the structures that do not fit into this "core" are outside the properly-sharing 

economy. This is the case of entire-places occasionally short-term rented like, for example, 

second homes for the holidays or temporarily un-inhabited houses (waiting for the outcome of 
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an inheritance procedure, or a sale one, or homes left empty by temporary moving to other 

cities of habitual inhabitants). Therefore, the quantification just carried out stops at the "core" of 

the properly-sharing activities, thus constituting a quantification by default. 

 

Summarizing what has emerged so far, it is possible to make a schematic quantification of the 

incidence of the different phenomena that co-exist on Airbnb: 

 

a) 20% of the proceeds are related to the "core" of the properly sharing activities; 

b) The remaining 80% of collections are related to structures that, in many cases, give rise 

to the doubt of professional management of the activity (and are, therefore, potentially 

out of sharing-economy); 

c) 44% of turnover (part of the 80% referred to in point b) relates to touristic structures that 

exert an almost-direct form of competition for hotels; 

d) 36% of the proceeds (as well part of the 80% referred to in point b) are related to 

structures that, with a greater degree of probability, generate incremental flows for local 

tourism.  

The sharing economy in different territorial frames: the change in use of towns’ historical centres 

In the economically marginal areas, the permanence of resident population - in the face of the 

scarcity of economic opportunities - is possible only with forms of income integration that make 

it possible, as example, to profit from those buildings that don’t have economically attractive 

use. This necessity of residents, moreover, meets the needs of new tourisms, increasingly 

looking for authentic experiences outside the most beaten paths, featured by direct contact with 

nature and/or local populations. In these territorial frame, the tourist sharing-economy produces 

its best fruits integrating the increase of income for resident population and the tourist fruition for 

those territories that do not attract enough tourists to justify the investment in hotel facilities. 

Thanks to sharing options, the tourist development of these territories meets the needs of 

experiential tourism that requires sharing time and space with local communities. 

 

The situation is potentially very different in towns or, more generally, in all those territorial 

frames in which the properties can be used to various economically attractive purposes. A 

phenomenon of considerable interest, in fact, is the potential change of economic and social 

use of entire areas of tourist towns as a consequence to the spread of sharing economy portals. 

In the case of some Italian cities (for example, Matera and Florence) it has been estimated that 

a significant percentage of the properties of the historic center (respectively, 25.3% and 17.9% 

in 2016) is already rentable on Airbnb. In the case of Bologna, this percentage is still low (2.4% 

in 2016) but is significantly increasing (+ 140% in 2016). 

 

Adopting a typical terminology of the economic discourse, it’s possible to say that towns’ areas 

with the greatest tourist vocation, typically the historical centres, are witnessing an increasing 

"displacement of the continuous inhabitants" (be they residents, students or workers off-site) in 

favor of travelers accommodated in short-term facilities. The "economic premium" for the 

transition to the short-term rental of buildings, in fact, is particularly high for the central areas of 

towns pushing the owners towards short-term rentals for tourism purposes. The study analyzes 
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the different types of short and long-term rent management, highlighting the yield in different 

parts of Bologna metro-area with very high levels in central Bologna. 
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Final remarks 

The study has highlighted the different phenomena that co-exist within the sharing economy 

portals and the weight they have on Airbnb turnover. Moreover, the study has illustrated the 

different impacts on urban and not-urban territorial frames. 

 

The sharing-economy in tourism has a remarkable scope that has only begun to show its 

potential and its effects. It is reasonable to expect that there will be no trend reversals in the 

foreseeable future, so the sharing-economy - in tourism as in other economic sectors - has 

come to stay and, therefore, must be managed.  

 

A unique solution to avoid distortions has not yet been found. Radical technological 

innovations that take the form of radical economic and social innovations require adequate 

measures to protect the society from the externalities they produce, even to the detriment of 

themselves. 

 

It is not easy but It is certainly necessary. 

 

Matteo Beghelli 

Regional Association the Chambers of Commerce of Emilia-Romagna 

In cooperation with the Chamber of Commerce of Bologna 
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