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[bookmark: _Toc234598226]Executive Summary
The assignment analysis is aimed at analyzing and evaluating marketing strategies adopted by Airbnb, Inc., keeping in mind a notable shift observed in the consumer purchase decision process in the short-stay lodging industry in which the consumers are now increasingly making decisions based on overall price-value, trust, flexibility, and authentic community presence. Through the use of PESTLE, VUCA, Porter's Five Forces, SWOT, and Stakeholders Theory, the present report finds that the marketing team of Airbnb has responded to this change by adopting global total-price listings; trust badges like Guest Favorites; an artificial intelligence personalized search engine; and reintroducing Airbnb Experiences & Services by 2025.
Nevertheless, these changes at the customer level still do not solve some basic structural issues: uneven quality among hosts, increasing regulation by municipalities, and resistance from communities regarding the issue of too many visitors. The study reveals that while the marketing efforts of Airbnb are very successful on an individual basis, they are not legitimate as far as their community and regulatory aspects are concerned. Three recommendations are provided based on the SOSTAC model: introducing total value transparency sooner during the customer journey, responsible destination marketing working together with the regulator, and implementing a Lewinian change process.
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[bookmark: _Toc234598227]1.0 Introduction
The consumer behavior of people who use the short-term accommodations market has been drastically altered since the onset of the pandemic. Airbnb is in the heart of this change. The present report analyses the marketing efforts of the company's marketing department and identifies how they can be bettered. Today, travelers, particularly those from Generation Y and Z, who account for about half of all travelers, compare and move between booking sites within a matter of minutes (Hotel Dive, 2026).
The key force behind change within this market is the movement from the previous value proposition of "Living like a local" to a more pragmatic approach based on price transparency, trust, flexibility and responsible corporate behavior (Airbnb, 2026; Deloitte, 2026). This shift was not caused by any single factor, but by a combination of a number of events, such as the US Federal Trade Commission's actions regarding hidden costs, stricter regulations on short-term lets in Europe and a rapid development of AI tools in the sphere of trip planning (Hotel Dive, 2026; Rentalscaleup, 2025a).
In this report, the descriptive part is followed by an evaluative part as required by the module. chapter 2 considers resource management within the Airbnb marketing function, PESTLE, VUCA and Porter's Five Forces analysis of the environment and the assessment of Airbnb's segmentation, targeting and positioning, marketing mix, promotional activities and criteria of performance measurement. Chapter 3 makes conclusions basing on the analysis presented in Chapter 2, while in Chapter 4 the recommendations on strengthening of Airbnb marketing strategy are provided on the basis of SOSTAC model.
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[bookmark: _Toc234598229]2.1 The Concept and Importance of Marketing within Airbnb
The marketing efforts at Airbnb are core to its operations. The company does not have any of the listings it features on its website and therefore, its entire proposition is based on the fact that marketing will be able to create sufficient trust so that people are willing to stay in other people’s homes (Kotler, Keller and Chernev, 2022). This fits in well with the company’s understanding of its marketing process that includes brand marketing, communications, performance marketing and partnerships.
Most notably, the fact should be highlighted that Airbnb spends far less on paid marketing than its competitors. The company's own documents prove that Airbnb consciously limits its spending on performance marketing, relying on its brand and earned media. The Statista (2026) database confirms this, stating that Airbnb has one of the smallest ratios of marketing costs to revenue amongst the major online travel agencies, although Booking Holdings and Expedia Group generate more revenue in total. This becomes quite obvious if one looks at the cost structure of the company and compares it to the cost structure of a travel agency that offers hotel accommodation. Unlike such an agency, Airbnb does not have to spend money to persuade potential guests that it is worthwhile to book the hotel room because the hosts do this job for free by publishing pictures, descriptions and reviews about their apartments (Blankboard, 2025).
Nevertheless, the same resourcing approach leaves the marketing department vulnerable to risks that cannot be bought out by the budget. Trust, the resource that the Airbnb marketing department tries to develop, depends on the quality of the service that marketing has no power to affect because it comes from millions of independent hosts and not from Airbnb staff (Zhao et al., 2023). In the case when a hotel chain can ensure consistency in services due to its ownership of the facilities, the Airbnb marketing department should market the variability and use the operational programming tools like host standards and Guest Favorites badging to minimize the gap. The importance of the marketing department for Airbnb lies in the fact that asset-light resourcing shifts the problem which could have been an operation one in the case of a hotel chain into the marketing one.
The shift towards Airbnb Services and the rebranding of Airbnb Experiences between 2025 to 2026 can be understood as an effort to push the boundaries of marketing into the domain of product development as well, aligning with the aspiration stated by the CEO Brian Chesky of building "the Amazon of travel" (Homesberg, 2025). The effect of this diversification on Airbnb's core trust value proposition is further discussed in chapter 2 and 3.

[bookmark: _Toc234598230]2.2 Macro and Micro Environment: PESTEL, VUCA and Porter's Five Forces
There have been growing pressures politically and legally in the marketing environment of Airbnb. The local law 18 in New York made the number of registered listings decline to about 85 per cent, that is, from over 38,000 to about 6,800, and hotel occupancy rates in the city increased to over 90 per cent after that (Rent Responsibly, 2026). In Spain, the Supreme Court ruled in favor of Barcelona's proposal to stop all 10,000 licenses for short-term rentals by November 2028 (Rentalscaleup, 2025b; Hostaway, 2025). Spain fined Airbnb because of violations of consumers' rights regarding more than 65,000 unlicensed listings (World Habitat, 2025; AP News, 2025). There are night restrictions on entire-home letting in London, Paris, and Vienna (Hosthub, 2026). Critically, this is not a localized problem in a single city but rather a trend in the gateway cities where Airbnb started its business operations, and this makes regulation a structural constraint of marketing environments.
In terms of economy, the 2026 Travel Industry Outlook by Deloitte revealed that financial prudence has even infected higher income earners. The number of individuals earning above $200,000 describing their financial status poorly increased from 9 per cent in 2024 to 15 per cent in 2025, which implies that high-end customers have also become financially prudent when making bookings (Hotel Dive, 2026). The US Junk Fees Rule was enacted in December 2024 and has been operational since May 2025, making full pricing a requirement (Rentalscaleup, 2025a; CNN Business, 2025).
Socially speaking, the demand for authenticity is now accompanied by genuine resentment from local inhabitants. The 2024 protests in Barcelona, during which locals threw water pistols at visitors, indicate just how much social tension there has been in certain cities (World Habitat, 2025). Technically, AI-based technology for trip planning increased almost threefold from 2023 to 2025, with almost a quarter of travelers utilizing such technology towards the end of 2025 (Hotel Dive, 2026; Simon-Kucher, 2026), consistent with Airbnb's move towards smarter search.
The VUCA framework developed by Bennett and Lemoine (2014) offers insight into why one marketing message would not be enough for all of this. Volatility is best exemplified by listings in Barcelona, which declined from 39,401 in January 2025 to 22,369 in March after the regulation was implemented but grew back to 34,865 in October (Hospitality Net, 2026). Uncertainty is illustrated by the situation in Dallas, where a short-term rental ban was blocked by a court despite the city getting ready for World Cup matches in 2026. Complexity stems from the need to balance guests, hosts, neighbors, and regulations, which can be viewed as the core idea of stakeholder theory introduced by Freeman (1984). And ambiguity is present in the entire discussion – hotels blame short-term rentals for overtourism, whereas Airbnb claims that they diversify guests beyond hotel districts.
Another perspective comes from Porter’s (2008) Five Forces model. The rivalry is fierce: in 2024, Airbnb, Booking.com and Expedia/Vrbo together controlled 71 per cent of the worldwide short-term rental market, compared to 53 per cent in 2019, while Airbnb’s share rose from 28 per cent to 44 per cent (Skift, 2025). The buyer power is high, given the presence of the total price display and comparing websites. The threat of substitution increases as evidenced by Airbnb’s decision in 2025 to collaborate with boutique hotels in supply-strapped cities such as New York, Los Angeles, Madrid, and San Francisco (Airbnb, 2026). While it is a defensive measure against the hotel competition, at the same time it might dilute the unique value proposition of Airbnb in contrast with the hotel experience. The host power stands in between: a host is able to use multiple platforms simultaneously; however, the majority depend upon Airbnb for bookings.
Together, the transition to value and trust-based decision making represents a double squeeze on Airbnb's marketing function in that customers require increasing amounts of transparency and personalization, whereas the regulators are restricting the supply that marketing needs to sell. This presents a challenge larger than what can be illustrated using either PESTLE or Porter’s model independently since success in marketing requires decisions to be made on the political/legal level beyond marketing’s influence.
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Airbnb's audience segmentation is based on demographic, geographic, lifestyle and behavioral categories with the aim of distinguishing the design-aware travelers looking for an experience from the repeat customers just in need of convenience (Hivelr, 2025). Segmentation follows common principles and is justified in relation to a service where offerings vary from a room rental to an Airbnb Luxe vacation (Kotler, Keller and Chernev, 2022).
Airbnb is focused on multiple customer segments rather than on a single one, offering both budget and premium services side-by-side (Research-Methodology, 2025). The results of Q4 2025 seem to prove this approach is successful as booking nights increased twice faster in expansion countries compared to core markets, with nights booked in India growing 50 per cent year on year and new bookings increasing by more than 60 per cent (Airbnb, 2026).
Positioning Airbnb with its previous "belong anywhere" concept becomes increasingly difficult due to similar messaging by competing hotels and Vrbo. "Live like a local" message also clashes with the criticism that Airbnb drives people away from the areas it glorifies as a local experience (World Habitat, 2025). In order to address the situation, Airbnb reoriented its positioning on value and trust, and recently on becoming a travel companion thanks to May 2025 relaunch of Airbnb Experiences and the introduction of Airbnb Services, providing anything from spa treatment to photography and catering services (Marketing Dive, 2025; Rentalscaleup, 2025c). In theory, it all sounds logical – it makes customers' relationship with Airbnb continuous and provides opportunities for cross-selling and retention. However, the scalability issue remains relevant. In particular, Airbnb CFO acknowledged that despite all the efforts with Experiences and Services, their usage metric remained immaterial compared with total bookings (Rentalscaleup, 2025c). Therefore, the repositioning of Airbnb is more of a promise than a reality and it entails risks discussed in chapter 2.1, but in relation to third parties offering experiences and services rather than accommodation.
Among other factors, the most substantial modification that affects Airbnb's marketing mix is the implementation of mandatory total price display in April 2025 globally, substituting for the previously introduced option from 2022 (Airbnb, 2025; TechCrunch, 2025). This seems like a sensible solution because it directly reflects customers' demands, anticipates regulations rather than passively following them, and according to internal research conducted by Airbnb, there was an increase in bookings by 17 percent in hosts who started using transparent pricing first (Homesberg, 2025). However, there is another aspect of the same matter that is not quite positive. Indeed, in December 2025, Airbnb stopped providing hosts with split-fee and increased their charges by 0.5 percentage points simultaneously, something that some journalists interpreted as a fee increase under the guise of transparency campaign (Homesberg, 2025). Both facts can coexist, but an objective evaluation will include both perspectives on the matter, rather than the official Airbnb position only.
Regarding place, Airbnb works primarily through its app and website, reducing the dependence on intermediaries, except for the pilot project with hotels running from 2025 to 2026 in supply-constrained cities, which is a significant move towards metasearch channel strategy, probably in order to guard against regulatory threats mentioned in Chapter 2.2. Regarding people, continued use of individually owned and differently skilled hosts remains the component of the mix that cannot be managed via marketing mix instruments. However, the marketing mix has shifted towards what can be inferred from the study of consumer behavior significantly. Each decision made within the mix results in secondary business or reputational trade-off that would not be captured by the descriptive analysis alone.
[bookmark: _Toc234598232]2.4 Communications (Promotional) Mix Evaluation
Airbnb allocates a small budget for paid marketing and relies mostly on user-generated reviews and storytelling by hosts and earned media (Blankboard, 2025). This is aligned with the academic studies of trust on P2P platforms that reveal that trust in a new and unknown host is formed through reviews, images and platform assurances but not prior communications between the parties (Wang et al., 2025; Zhao et al., 2023). The May 2025 Experiences and Services launch followed the 'social-first' strategy and was based on the premise that travel searches using social networks have already become competitive to traditional search engines and would soon become superior to them. Dozens of social-exclusive videos and collaborations with creators were used for the launch (Marketing Dive, 2025). This strategy is consistent with Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick's (2025) recommendation to target the audiences' places. It is also in line with statistics showing that almost a quarter of travelers use artificial intelligence during their trip planning process (Hotel Dive, 2026). Airbnb aims at being seen by people and AI assistants simultaneously.
However, if we consider the trust-badge side of the promotion of Airbnb and examine Guest Favorites or verified reviews, we can see that it is arguably the best aspect of the entire communication strategy used by the company. According to multiple studies, this kind of information plays the key role in determining whether a booking takes place (Zhao et al., 2023; Amrollahi et al., 2024). Nevertheless, Amrollahi et al.'s (2024) findings regarding the dynamics of trust in times of crisis show one of the flaws of this approach: the trust created via badges is more vulnerable during crises than the trust created via personal interactions with a host. This is confirmed by Wang et al. (2025), who state that only conversation and connection with a host ensure the return of visitors. Thus, the promotional strategy of Airbnb works well for making people book once but does little to improve the relationship between a host and a guest.
A final gap that should be considered is that most of the communications from Airbnb are directed to the guests. With such a high level of political risk that the company is experiencing, particularly following the backlash described in section 2.2, the fact that Airbnb does not have a comprehensive communications strategy targeting the regulators or residents seems to be a significant oversight in line with Freeman's (1984) Stakeholder Theory.
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Airbnb provides financial data in a very clear way: revenue of $12.2 billion in 2025, growth 10% annually; Gross Booking Value of $91.3 billion, growth 12%; 533.0 million Nights and Seats Booked, growth 8%; and Adjusted EBITDA Margin of 35%. This data is valuable for the investor because it gives him/her an insight into company's performance, however, this is not a marketing data, in terms of what people usually consider marketing data: brand awareness, share of search, Net Promoter Score or cost per booking. Effective marketing control means connecting the leading indicators with the financial ones (Kotler, Keller and Chernev, 2022), however, Airbnb does not provide much data of such kind, hence, there is a challenge to determine how much the relaunch of experiences actually increases demand or only reshuffles the demand already exists.
Numbers, when there are any, tell an eloquent story. For example, the 17 per cent increase in bookings resulting from the use of the total-price model early on (Homesberg, 2025), and the more than 60 per cent increase in first-time bookings in India (Airbnb, 2026), can be considered a good proxy measure of marketing effectiveness, as well as an indicator of how well the strategy of pricing and localization is working. However, the fact that the chief financial officer admits the immateriality of the metric that tracks usage of the Experiences and Services feature (Rentalscaleup, 2025c) is a good, if somewhat uncomfortable, example of honesty. It is not often that a company reports a statistic that contradicts the major headline in its own announcement, and such transparency deserves to count in Airbnb’s favor despite the problem in execution.
Overall, the company’s metrics seem to be quite reasonable for stakeholders, but not for the two factors that matter in this report the most: trust and community credibility.
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The objective of this report was to conduct a critical analysis of the way the marketing of Airbnb has changed its approach to accommodate a genuine trend of change in the way people make accommodation choices, going away from novel decisions towards a combination of transparency pricing, trusted, flexible and responsible choices. There are three major conclusions to be drawn from the findings presented above.
First, Airbnb marketing is adapting to consumer expectations on the guests' part of the accommodation selection process. Displaying total price, Guest Favourites and trust badges, personalization and searching options powered by artificial intelligence and the wider product offer that includes the Experiences and Services all conform to what consumers say they want nowadays. Theory proves this point, and the few figures available prove that it works.
The second, and by far the most crucial one, is the fact that marketing for Airbnb works much better at an individual level than at community/regulatory level. While the message about value-and-trust works very well to convince an individual customer to use their service, it does practically nothing to address the housing and overtourism issues which are behind bans and massive fines in places such as New York and Barcelona in Spain. Marketing will not be able to change anything in terms of structural problems such as lack of houses or licenses; that is why PESTLE and Five Forces analysis from Chapter 2.2 proves that this is the actual limitation of marketing, not just Airbnb marketing.
The third new strategy for Airbnb is related to their expansion into experiences and services business. It is the right strategy, although not tested yet, and it brings back the issue of quality control which was the major weak aspect of Airbnb.
In summary, the marketing strategies used by Airbnb do a great job in establishing trust and value creation at the level of a single transaction, although the same cannot be said about its community and regulatory acceptability. This is the greatest challenge facing the marketing function at Airbnb at the moment. The following recommendations are intended to address this challenge, without losing the gains that have been made so far.
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The following recommendations are constructed using the SOSTAC model created by PR Smith: Situation, Objectives, Strategy, Tactics, Action and Control (Smith, 1998), and stem directly from the above findings.

[bookmark: _Toc234598236]4.1 Improving Value Communication
Objectives: making pricing more transparent and lowering complaints about hidden commission, mentioned in section 2.3. Strategy and tactics: display estimated total cost during the search phase, and not just once the guest clicks through to the listing, and produce annually an independent review of commissions, addressing the claim that the December 2025 changes have made pricing opaque for professional hosts (Homesberg, 2025). Action: test this solution in three fee-sensitive markets, namely the US, UK and Australia, for a period of one quarter, managed by the pricing team which already implemented the 2025 changes. Control: measure conversion rates from search to booking, number of complaints about fees and frequency of mentioning "hidden fees" in the press and social media. Feasibility: inexpensive to implement, as this builds on what is already there.
[bookmark: _Toc234598237]4.2 Building Regulatory Partnerships
Objective: to position Airbnb as a partner in the discussion around housing and overtourism, and thus address the company’s legitimacy problem. Tactics & Strategy: leverage Airbnb’s current efforts around its campaign for promoting quiet and rural destinations by making these programs collaborative ones that will be run in partnership with tourist authorities and local housing agencies, just as Airbnb has suggested to do for Barcelona (Rentalscaleup, 2025b). Provide numbers around the local employment and expenditure in destination marketing, not just in investor presentations. Action Plan: begin with the top twenty most risk-prone regulatory jurisdictions identified in Section 2.2, and appoint an executive to oversee the interaction between marketing to guests and the policy department. Control: measure new contracts signed with cities, rate of removal of unlicensed properties, and city sentiment surveys. Feasibility: this plan will involve higher costs and political risk, but will only work if Airbnb supports it with concrete data sharing efforts, because mere goodwill efforts without evidence of compliance will probably not be enough for regulators, like Spain’s Ministry of Tourism (Hospitality Net, 2026).
[bookmark: _Toc234598238]4.3 Strengthening Host Engagement Standards
Objective: Leverage the best but still under-leveraged component of Airbnb’s communication—real interaction between hosts and guests—in an organized fashion in keeping with the findings of Wang et al. (2025) on trust building. Strategy and Tactics: Unfreeze by using the available feedback from both hosts and guests as the initial evidence; Change by testing basic host prompts including check-in chats and recommendation templates along with an expanded Guest Favourites standard; Refreeze by incorporating the most successful pilots in host standards as opposed to being merely suggested (Lewin, 1947; Hayes, 2022). Action: Three months for piloting, six months for reviewing and twelve months for full implementation using SMART approach (Doran, 1981). Control: Repeat-booking rate, Guest Favourite pass rate, and pilot market review score improvement compared to non-pilot markets. Feasibility: High because it makes use of data and host training facilities Airbnb currently has and mostly requires coordination without additional expenditure.
These three proposals have a common objective: while the marketing strategy of Airbnb is quite successful at engaging individual customers, it requires a properly funded push into the field of community and regulatory trust.
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Appendix A: PESTEL Summary Table
	Factor
	Key evidence
	Marketing implication

	Political
	NYC Local Law 18; Barcelona license phase-out by 2028
	Demand generation constrained in flagship cities

	Economic
	Rising financial caution even among higher earners (Deloitte, 2026)
	Reinforces need for value/price-transparency messaging

	Social
	Overtourism backlash; Gen Z/Millennial share of travelers
	Requires community-facing, not only guest-facing, communications

	Technological
	Generative AI trip planning tripled 2023–2025
	Content must be discoverable by AI planning assistants

	Environmental
	Growing demand for responsible/rural tourism
	Supports destination-diversification campaigns

	Legal
	FTC Junk Fees Rule; EU/Spain licensing enforcement
	Total-price display became a compliance necessity, not just a differentiator
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