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Executive Summary

This report provides a strategic evaluation of Airbnb's marketing activity, examining the gap between its marketing strategy and the operational challenges affecting the organisation. Whilst Airbnb's peer-to-peer business model has supported significant global growth, the findings indicate that the long-term effectiveness of its marketing strategy is increasingly constrained by factors beyond the direct control of the marketing function.
Analysis of the macro and micro marketing environment, using PESTLE and Porter's Five Forces frameworks, highlights an increasingly competitive and regulated market. Stricter regulation, changing consumer expectations and growing competition from Online Travel Agencies (OTAs), such as Booking.com, have intensified competitive pressure whilst reducing Airbnb's ability to differentiate itself through marketing alone.
The report also found that Airbnb's broader segmentation and targeting strategy has weakened its original Belong Anywhere positioning. As professionally managed properties have become more common, the platform has gradually shifted away from offering authentic local experiences towards becoming a more commercial accommodation provider. Evaluation of the extended marketing mix (7Ps) further identified inconsistent service quality, limited control over host performance and pricing transparency as key challenges affecting customer trust and long-term brand performance. Although Airbnb's digital marketing communications continue to support customer engagement, their effectiveness is increasingly influenced by customer experiences that remain outside Airbnb’s direct control.
Overall, the findings suggest that marketing alone cannot overcome these operational challenges. Three realistic recommendations are proposed to strengthen Airbnb's future competitive position: improving host quality assurance, increasing transparency within marketing communications and integrating marketing and operational performance measures to provide a more accurate evaluation of marketing effectiveness.
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1. [bookmark: _Toc234540533]Introduction

Airbnb has become one of the world's largest peer-to-peer accommodation platforms, changing how consumers access short-term accommodation. By connecting hosts and guests through a digital platform, Airbnb transformed unused residential space into a global accommodation network centred on local experiences. However, continued growth has been accompanied by increasing regulation, intensifying competition and changing consumer expectations, creating significant challenges for the organisation's marketing strategy. As regulatory pressures increase and customer trust becomes more difficult to maintain, Airbnb's original value proposition faces growing operational challenges.
This report critically evaluates the effectiveness of Airbnb's marketing activity by examining the strategic role of marketing, the influence of the macro and micro marketing environment, market segmentation, targeting, positioning and the extended marketing mix (7Ps). It also evaluates the effectiveness of Airbnb's marketing communications and the measures used to assess marketing performance. The report concludes by identifying the key shortcomings within Airbnb's current marketing strategy and proposes recommendations that better align marketing activity with operational performance to strengthen Airbnb's future competitive position.
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[bookmark: _Toc234540535]2.1 The Strategic Role of Marketing at Airbnb

Unlike traditional hotel providers, Airbnb does not own the accommodation it markets. Instead, its business model relies on connecting hosts with guests through a digital platform, making marketing central to value creation rather than promotion. Kotler et al. (2022) and Kotler, Kartajaya & Setiawan (2021) argue that marketing has shifted towards creating long-term customer value, which is particularly relevant for platform organisations where trust directly influences purchasing behaviour. However, applying this in practice is considerably more challenging for Airbnb. Whilst the organisation controls its brand, digital platform and marketing communications, it has limited influence over the experience ultimately delivered by individual hosts. Sthapit et al. (2022) similarly argue that value within peer-to-peer accommodation is co-created through interactions between the platform, hosts and guests rather than marketing activity alone (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016). This questions whether marketing can ever be fully effective when a significant proportion of the customer experience remains outside the department's control. Consequently, measuring marketing performance solely through customer acquisition or booking growth provides only a partial assessment of effectiveness.
Marketing has become one of Airbnb's most significant strategic investments rather than simply a promotional function. According to Airbnb (2025), substantial resources continue to be invested in brand campaigns, digital advertising, artificial intelligence, product innovation and customer acquisition to strengthen engagement and improve booking confidence. Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick (2022) argue that digital marketing should create measurable customer value rather than simply increasing online visibility. Whilst Airbnb has successfully strengthened personalisation, transparent pricing and search functionality, these features are no longer unique to Airbnb. Competitors such as Booking.com have adopted many similar digital capabilities, making differentiation increasingly difficult. As a result, continued marketing investment does not automatically translate into sustained competitive advantage. Instead, its effectiveness depends on whether these investments strengthen customer trust, encourage repeat bookings and support value co-creation between guests and hosts, which Lyu et al. (2022) identify as a key driver of loyalty within peer-to-peer accommodation.
Relationship marketing also highlights this challenge. Morgan and Hunt (1994) argue that trust and commitment underpin long-term organisational success, a principle that remains highly relevant despite the changing digital landscape. Airbnb has invested in strengthening customer relationships through verified reviews, transparent pricing, personalised recommendations and a more streamlined booking journey. These initiatives reduce perceived risk before purchase and support stronger customer engagement. However, their effectiveness should not be overstated. Once a booking is confirmed, customer satisfaction depends largely on host performance, property quality and service delivery rather than marketing communications. This reflects the findings of Sthapit et al. (2022), who argue that customer value is co-created throughout the service experience, whilst Lyu et al. (2022) found that customer loyalty within peer-to-peer accommodation is influenced by the overall experience rather than marketing activity alone. Therefore, although Airbnb's marketing strategy demonstrates clear strengths in attracting customers and improving digital engagement, its long-term effectiveness remains constrained by operational factors beyond the direct control of the marketing department.
Overall, marketing remains fundamental to Airbnb's competitive position because it creates awareness, builds trust and facilitates customer engagement within a platform economy. However, the evidence indicates that marketing alone cannot secure sustainable competitive advantage where customer experiences remain dependent on independent hosts and wider organisational capabilities. Consequently, evaluating Airbnb's marketing activity requires consideration of the wider competitive and environmental pressures that continue to shape both marketing decisions and organisational performance.
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To critically evaluate Airbnb's marketing activity, it is essential to examine how both the macro and micro marketing environments influence its strategy. These external pressures directly influence how effectively marketing achieves its objectives. Whilst marketing can increase customer engagement and booking demand, many external factors remain beyond Airbnb's control. As a result, the effectiveness of Airbnb's marketing strategy depends not only on the quality of its campaigns, but also on wider political, legal, economic and competitive pressures.
Within the macro environment, political and legal factors have significantly changed the conditions in which Airbnb operates. The regulatory environment that initially supported the platform's rapid growth has gradually been replaced by stricter planning legislation, licensing requirements and occupancy restrictions. Kramer (2025) found that several European cities have introduced tighter licensing schemes and annual occupancy caps to reduce the impact of short-term rentals on local housing markets (OECD, 2021). This creates a significant challenge for Airbnb. Whilst marketing aims to increase booking demand, legal restrictions are simultaneously reducing the availability of accommodation. Marketing activity is no longer focused solely on attracting customers. It must also support regulatory compliance by educating hosts on taxation, safety requirements and registration processes to reduce the risk of property removals and reputational damage.
These legal pressures are closely linked to wider social and economic changes that further influence Airbnb's marketing strategy. Rising inflation and higher interest rates have reduced disposable income, increasing customer price sensitivity and reducing tolerance towards additional platform fees. At the same time, commercial short-term rentals have attracted increasing criticism for contributing to housing shortages and rising rental costs. Cruvinel (2025) argues that the commercialisation of residential housing has weakened public trust in peer-to-peer accommodation platforms. This weakens the effectiveness of relationship marketing (Camilleri et al., 2024). This reduces the credibility of campaigns promoting community, belonging and authentic local experiences, particularly when the organisation continues to face criticism regarding its wider social impact. Consequently, marketing is increasingly required to protect Airbnb's reputation and demonstrate social responsibility rather than focusing solely on customer acquisition.
When considering the micro-environment through Porter's Five Forces framework, the competitive landscape creates further challenges for Airbnb's marketing strategy. Industry rivalry has intensified as the distinction between traditional online travel agencies and peer-to-peer accommodation platforms has become increasingly blurred. Özdemir and Türker (2023) argue that organisations such as Booking.com have expanded beyond hotels by integrating private homes and alternative accommodation into their existing platforms. This has reduced Airbnb's original point of difference and intensified competition across the sector. Williams (2023) further argues that digital travel platforms compete aggressively for online visibility, increasing customer acquisition costs and reducing the effectiveness of digital marketing investment. As a result, maintaining competitive advantage becomes increasingly difficult when competitors can quickly replicate similar digital capabilities.
High buyer power further limits the effectiveness of Airbnb's marketing strategy. Consumers face very low switching costs and can compare accommodation, prices, cancellation policies and customer reviews across multiple platforms within minutes. Hanson (2024) argues that increasing digital transparency has shifted customer behaviour away from brand loyalty and towards value-driven purchasing decisions. This makes it more difficult for marketing alone to retain customers. If an individual host delivers a poor experience, customers can easily switch to another online travel agency or hotel platform for future bookings. Consequently, even well-designed marketing campaigns cannot compensate for inconsistent service delivery.
Supplier power creates an additional challenge. Unlike traditional hotel providers, Airbnb relies entirely on independent hosts to supply accommodation and maintain service quality. Thomas (2025) highlights that many professional hosts now list properties across multiple booking platforms to maximise occupancy and reduce dependence on a single provider. This limits Airbnb's influence over pricing, availability and service standards whilst increasing the risk of inconsistent customer experiences (Kuaites, Dechtongkam and Thuaenphae, 2026). As a result, Airbnb cannot guarantee that the value communicated through its marketing activity will always be reflected in the customer experience, making long-term trust more difficult to sustain.
The threat of substitutes further increases competitive pressure. Traditional hotel groups have responded strategically by expanding lifestyle hotels, serviced apartments and extended-stay accommodation that offer many of the flexible experiences originally associated with Airbnb. However, these alternatives also provide recognised service standards, greater consistency and stronger quality assurance. For customers who perceive greater risk within peer-to-peer accommodation, these substitutes may represent a more attractive option. Although the threat of new entrants remains relatively moderate due to strong network effects and Airbnb's established brand, niche platforms targeting specific customer segments continue to fragment demand and increase competitive pressure.
Overall, the macro and micro marketing environments place significant constraints on Airbnb's marketing effectiveness. Increasing regulation, changing consumer expectations, intense competition, strong buyer power and supplier dependence all reduce the organisation's ability to create sustainable competitive advantage through marketing activity alone. Consequently, Airbnb's marketing strategy cannot be evaluated in isolation, as its effectiveness remains closely linked to wider environmental pressures that continue to shape organisational performance.
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To understand how Airbnb maintains its position within the travel market, it is important to evaluate how the organisation segments its customers, selects its target markets and positions itself against competitors. Rather than treating all travellers as one customer group, Airbnb segments the market based on different customer needs, behaviours and travel preferences.
Demographically, Airbnb initially appealed mainly to Gen Z and millennial travellers looking for a more affordable alternative to hotels. However, its target market has expanded to include families who require larger properties with multiple bedrooms, as well as business travellers looking for flexible accommodation. Geographically, Airbnb operates across both major cities and rural destinations. While large cities remain popular, increasing regulations have encouraged greater focus on regional and rural areas where hotel availability is often more limited. Behaviourally, Airbnb also segments customers according to the purpose and length of their stay, distinguishing between short leisure breaks and longer stays for remote workers and digital nomads. Psychographically, the platform targets travellers who value local experiences, flexibility and unique accommodation rather than the more standardised experience traditionally associated with hotels.
From these market segments, Airbnb focuses on several key target groups. Leisure travellers and families remain its largest customer base, attracted by larger living spaces, self-catering facilities and the flexibility offered by home-sharing accommodation. Digital nomads and long-stay guests have also become an increasingly important segment, with Airbnb adapting its platform to encourage longer bookings. More recently, the organisation has expanded into the luxury market through premium accommodation, appealing to higher-income travellers while increasing profit margins.
This approach to segmentation and targeting supports Airbnb's overall market positioning. For many years, Airbnb differentiated itself through its Belong Anywhere campaign, positioning the brand around authentic local experiences, community and a sense of belonging. This clearly distinguished Airbnb from traditional hotels, which typically compete on consistent service, reliability and standardisation. Likewise, while competitors such as Booking.com position themselves primarily as booking platforms focused on convenience and price comparison, Airbnb has attempted to position itself as a lifestyle brand that offers unique travel experiences rather than simply somewhere to stay.
However, this positioning has become increasingly difficult to maintain. As Airbnb has expanded into more customer segments, its brand identity has become less focused. The platform now targets budget travellers, business professionals, long-term renters and luxury holidaymakers, making its overall positioning less distinctive than it once was. As a result, the original Belong Anywhere message has gradually become diluted. Rather than promoting community-based home sharing, Airbnb is increasingly competing with hotels and online travel agencies on convenience, availability and price. This change has largely been driven by the growth of professionally managed properties, which now make up a significant proportion of listings. Consequently, many consumers are beginning to view Airbnb less as a platform offering authentic local experiences and more as another commercial accommodation provider.
Consumer trust also continues to weaken Airbnb's positioning. Although the organisation promotes personalised and welcoming travel experiences, guest experiences can vary considerably depending on the host. Unexpected cleaning charges, strict checkout requirements and host cancellations all reduce customer confidence and undermine the emotional message that Airbnb promotes. At the same time, increasing government regulation in many major cities has reduced the number of available listings, making it more difficult for Airbnb to compete in some of its most popular destinations. Public criticism surrounding housing shortages and the impact of short-term rentals has also affected the brand's reputation. As a result, Airbnb faces a significant positioning challenge. While its marketing continues to promote community and belonging, growing commercialisation, declining trust and increasing regulation make it more difficult for Airbnb to consistently deliver the experience its brand promises.
[bookmark: _Toc234540539]2.3.2 Evaluation of the Marketing Mix (7Ps)

The effectiveness of Airbnb's extended marketing mix depends on how well each element supports the organisation's marketing strategy within an increasingly competitive market (Kotler et al., 2022). While each of the 7Ps contributes to the customer experience, some have a much greater influence on Airbnb's competitive position than others.
At the centre of Airbnb's offer is its product, which consists of short-term accommodation, long-term stays and Airbnb Experiences (Airbnb, 2024). Unlike traditional hotels, the platform provides customers with a much wider range of accommodation, offering greater flexibility and choice. However, this variety also creates one of Airbnb's biggest weaknesses. Because properties are owned and managed by individual hosts rather than the organisation itself, maintaining consistent quality is extremely difficult (Guttentag, 2015). Airbnb has attempted to address this through initiatives such as Guest Favourites, which highlight highly rated and reliable properties (Airbnb, 2024). Although this helps rebuild customer confidence, it also exposes a wider issue. The fact that some properties require a trust badge suggests that consistent quality cannot be guaranteed across the rest of the platform. Similarly, Airbnb Experiences has never become the competitive advantage the organisation originally intended and continues to play a relatively small role within the business (Airbnb, 2024).
These weaknesses are closely linked to Airbnb's pricing strategy. Rather than relying solely on host-set prices, the platform now uses dynamic pricing tools that respond to demand, seasonality and local market conditions (Airbnb, 2024). While this helps hosts maximise revenue, it can reduce value for customers. Cleaning fees and service charges have historically inflated the final booking cost, encouraging some travellers to choose hotels where pricing is clearer from the outset (Dogru et al., 2020). Although Airbnb introduced its Total Price Display feature to improve transparency (Airbnb Newsroom, 2022), customers can still compare prices across multiple platforms within seconds. With switching costs remaining low, higher prices during peak periods make it much easier for customers to book through competitors instead (Porter, 2008).
Airbnb's place strategy is also central to its success. Operating entirely through its website and mobile application allows the organisation to reach millions of customers worldwide without the physical infrastructure required by traditional hotel chains (Airbnb, 2024). However, the effectiveness of this digital model depends on maintaining a large and varied portfolio of properties. Increasingly, professional hosts are listing the same accommodation across multiple booking platforms, reducing Airbnb's exclusivity (Dolnicar, 2021). As a result, the organisation is finding it more difficult to differentiate its platform when customers are often presented with the same properties regardless of which website they use.
Supporting this is Airbnb's promotion strategy, which relies heavily on digital marketing, social media, public relations and user-generated content (Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick, 2022). Campaigns such as Belong Anywhere successfully positioned Airbnb as a platform built around authentic travel experiences rather than simply somewhere to stay (Airbnb, 2024). However, maintaining this message has become increasingly challenging. Public concern surrounding housing shortages, overtourism and tighter regulation has damaged the organisation's reputation and, in many cases, overshadowed its marketing campaigns (Dolnicar, 2021). Attracting new customers is no longer the only priority. Promotional activity must also rebuild trust and reinforce Airbnb's reputation within an increasingly critical public environment.
The success of these strategies ultimately depends on people. Unlike hotels, where employees receive training and follow standard operating procedures, Airbnb relies on independent hosts who operate outside the organisation's direct control (Guttentag, 2015). This creates significant variation in customer service and makes it difficult to deliver a consistent experience. Although initiatives such as the Superhost programme encourage higher standards (Airbnb, 2024), they provide limited control over occasional hosts whose service quality may vary considerably. As a result, the organisation invests heavily in building a strong brand, yet much of that reputation remains dependent on individuals who are not employed by Airbnb.
The growing use of technology has also changed the way customers experience Airbnb's processes. Artificial intelligence now supports identity verification, fraud detection and elements of the booking process, helping improve efficiency and reduce operational costs (Airbnb, 2024). While these systems create a quicker and more streamlined experience, they can also feel impersonal when problems arise. Automated decisions surrounding cancellations or account restrictions often leave customers frustrated, creating a disconnect between Airbnb's promise of personalised hospitality and the increasingly automated nature of the service.
Finally, although Airbnb operates as a digital platform, physical evidence still plays an important role in shaping customer expectations (Kotler et al., 2022). Because every property is different, guests rely heavily on photographs, reviews, ratings and verification badges before making a booking (Airbnb, 2024). These digital features act as substitutes for the physical cues customers would normally expect when choosing a hotel. However, when the accommodation fails to match its online presentation, customer satisfaction and trust are quickly undermined (Guttentag, 2015). This reinforces one of Airbnb's biggest marketing challenges: despite significant investment in its brand, the organisation still has limited control over the physical experience that customers receive.
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2.4 Evaluating Airbnb’s Marketing Communications

Airbnb's marketing communications strategy differs from the performance-driven approach adopted by Online Travel Agencies such as Booking.com. Rather than focusing purely on transactional marketing, Airbnb focuses on brand storytelling, organic engagement and user-generated content to strengthen customer relationships (Sharabati et al., 2024). Across social media platforms, including Instagram, TikTok, Facebook and YouTube, the organisation targets its core millennial and Gen Z audience by promoting unique accommodation and authentic travel experiences (Veseli, 2024). This supports Airbnb's Belong Anywhere positioning by encouraging customers to associate the platform with local experiences rather than simply booking accommodation. However, the effectiveness of this approach has gradually weakened. Yolcu (2025) argues that consumers are becoming increasingly sceptical of highly curated influencer content and branded social media campaigns. Consequently, these communication channels are only effective when the customer experience reflects the expectations created online (Baryshkov, 2026). Where host performance, unexpected fees or property standards fail to meet those expectations, social media can quickly become a platform for public criticism rather than positive brand engagement.
To strengthen customer trust, Airbnb relies heavily on user-generated content, including guest reviews, customer photographs and Superhost badges, to support purchasing decisions (Veseli, 2024). This communication strategy is particularly important because booking accommodation through independent hosts often involves greater perceived risk than booking a traditional hotel. Reviews and authentic customer content provide reassurance that corporate marketing alone cannot achieve, helping to increase confidence at the point of booking. However, this approach also creates an important weakness (Dickson, 2026). Negative reviews, complaints regarding host cancellations and misleading property photographs can spread rapidly across digital platforms, damaging brand reputation and reducing customer confidence. As a result, whilst user-generated content strengthens credibility, it also exposes Airbnb to reputational risks that remain largely outside the direct control of its marketing function.
These communication tools are supported by search engine optimisation, artificial intelligence, personalised email marketing and app notifications. These tools allow Airbnb to deliver personalised accommodation recommendations based on previous searches and booking behaviour, supporting customer retention and encouraging repeat bookings (Yolcu, 2025). However, the competitive advantage created by these digital communications is becoming increasingly limited. Competitors such as Booking.com now utilise similar artificial intelligence, personalised email campaigns and search engine marketing to attract the same customer segments. Consequently, whilst these communication methods support customer engagement and short-term conversions, they are no longer sufficient to differentiate Airbnb from its main competitors. Long-term effectiveness depends on whether the customer experience consistently delivers the value and authenticity promoted through Airbnb's marketing communications. Without this, digital marketing becomes another transactional tool rather than a source of sustainable competitive advantage.
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To evaluate the effectiveness of its increasing investment in long-term brand building rather than performance-driven advertising, Airbnb relies on a range of marketing metrics. Rather than focusing on measures such as social media impressions or email open rates, the organisation evaluates the proportion of direct and organic traffic compared with paid acquisition channels. Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick (2022) argue that increasing organic traffic reflects stronger brand awareness because customers actively seek out the brand rather than responding to paid advertising. However, measuring marketing effectiveness through traffic alone provides only a partial assessment of performance. High levels of direct traffic do not necessarily translate into successful marketing outcomes if booking conversions decline because of pricing transparency or inconsistent host performance. Consequently, Airbnb must also evaluate conversion rates to distinguish the effectiveness of its marketing activity from operational issues beyond the direct control of marketing (Fan, Liu and Wang, 2023).
Airbnb also measures marketing performance by comparing Customer Acquisition Cost (CAC) with Customer Lifetime Value (CLV), which Kotler et al. (2022) identify as key indicators of marketing efficiency. Whilst this approach remains appropriate, its effectiveness is increasingly limited by changing consumer behaviour and growing competition. Low switching costs encourage customers to compare prices across multiple platforms, making long-term customer loyalty more difficult to predict. Airbnb also monitors customer trust, brand perception and differentiation from traditional hotels. However, these measures have clear limitations. Positive brand perceptions can quickly be undermined by misleading property listings, host cancellations or inconsistent service quality. Consequently, unless marketing performance is evaluated alongside operational quality measures, Airbnb risks overestimating the effectiveness of its marketing strategy whilst overlooking the factors that have the greatest influence on long-term customer trust.


[bookmark: _Toc234540542]3. Conclusion

Airbnb's strategic growth has reached a point where its commercial expansion increasingly conflicts with the brand identity on which its success was built. The segmentation and targeting strategies evaluated throughout this report have successfully expanded its global customer base, yet this broader approach has gradually diluted the original Belong Anywhere positioning. As the platform has become increasingly commercialised through the growth of professional multi-property hosts, it has gradually shifted away from offering authentic local experiences towards becoming a more commercial alternative to traditional hotels. The evaluation of the extended marketing mix further highlights this challenge, demonstrating that digital innovation and dynamic pricing cannot compensate for inconsistent service delivery or the limited control Airbnb has over individual hosts. Whilst its marketing communications and personalised digital activity continue to generate customer engagement and direct traffic, their long-term effectiveness is increasingly constrained by tighter regulation, declining consumer trust, unexpected fees and host cancellations. Overall, the evidence suggests that marketing alone can no longer overcome these operational challenges. To maintain its competitive position, Airbnb must strengthen service quality, improve transparency and ensure that the customer experience consistently reflects the expectations created by its marketing.
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[bookmark: _Toc234540544]4.1 Strengthen Host Quality Assurance
Airbnb should expand its existing Guest Favourites and Superhost frameworks by introducing mandatory bi-monthly automated performance reviews, requiring targeted improvement plans for listings falling below a 4.5-star threshold (Airbnb, 2025). This directly addresses the core finding that inconsistent host performance compromises long-term brand trust. Using existing monitoring systems makes this feasible, improving service consistency, strengthening consumer trust and reducing platform complaints (Guttentag, 2015).
[bookmark: _Toc234540545]4.2 Increase Transparency within Marketing Communications
The digital marketing team should restructure existing email marketing, app notifications and search interfaces to display all-inclusive pricing and verified host information more prominently (Airbnb Newsroom, 2022). This responds directly to the transparency, and reputational issues identified throughout the report. As these changes build on existing communication channels, implementation is practical and cost-effective whilst helping reduce the gap between customer expectations and experiences, strengthening brand credibility (Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc234540546]4.3 Integrate Marketing and Operational Performance Measures
Airbnb should integrate marketing and operational performance measures by developing a central dashboard that evaluates marketing acquisition metrics alongside operational indicators, including host cancellations, customer complaint rates and repeat booking behaviour (Kotler et al., 2022). This addresses the limitation identified in Section 2.5, where marketing metrics alone provide only a partial measure of effectiveness. As Airbnb already collects this data, implementation is feasible and would provide management with a more accurate assessment of marketing effectiveness and long-term customer trust (Airbnb, 2025).
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