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Abstract (Executive Summary) 

Reorganization to corporation in 2011 and venture investors’ backup, forces the management 

of Couchsurfing International to come up with a solution how to effectively monetize their user 

community.  The author of this research proposes to look at this challenge from the perspective of 

initial interpersonal trust, as its presence among community’s users is essential for successful 

Couchsurfing operation and thus - creates value. Hence, understanding of how interpersonal trust is 

achieved in virtual community leads to the possible techniques of its commercialization. 

This thesis specifically aims to ascertain what user profile’s trust inducing elements could be 

harnessed to commercialize the Couchsurfing platform. For that purpose, user profile elements 

impact on trust were tested according McAllister’s (1995) typology of cognitive and affective trust. 

The methods of data collection consisted of 16 exploratory interviews followed by quantitative survey 

that was completed by 184 respondents.  

The results appeared to comply with described theories that affective trust is achieved by 

direct interaction and third parties’ references. However, it also enhanced this list with user provided 

personal photos and his/her presence on external social network account. Remaining profile elements 

appeared to impact cognition-based interpersonal trust, or not impact trust at all. The latter was 

especially unexpected concerning user verification status and section where user provides his 

personal characteristics.  

One of the derived findings was that user profile elements, that does not impact interpersonal 

trust, are also important to the users’ decision making process, and therefore could also be used to 

monetize the platform. Overall, it resulted the proposition of six different ways of how provided 

content on Couchsurfing user’s profile could be made premium, if a freemium business model would 

be used to achieve the goal.  

Future researchers are advised to build on this paper with normative research in order to 

clarify the best solution for Couchsurfing monetization.  

Keywords: Couchsurfing, interpersonal trust, initial trust, virtual community, peer-to-peer, 

community monetization, cognitive trust, affective trust, online marketing.  
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Introduction 

Problem and research question 

The popularity of sharing economy’s businesses is constantly increasing since economic 

downturn in 2008. People have become more open to sharing goods and services rather than buying 

it (The Economist, 2013). That creates many new opportunities that businesses can engage in. 

However, new opportunities lead to new risks that they have to address in order to be successful. 

Sharing economy companies perform as platforms to connect service/product provider with 

consumer. Normally its set-up is virtual and often there are no direct interaction before exchanging 

goods/services (Daunoriene et al., 2015). That rises a security risk. Therefore, involved parties try to 

rely on information provided online and this way build initial interpersonal trust (Green, 2012). Some 

of the companies try to minimize the risk by providing insurance (AirBnB, 2016; Uber Technologies 

Inc., 2016), however not every business model makes it possible. Couchsurfing International 

corresponds to the latter and it makes its case extremely interesting to analyze. 

Couchsurfing.com is a platform that allows its members to seek for short-term free 

accommodation in one of its global community member’s homes (Cengage Learning, 2012). That 

makes its users extremely exposed to various risks, as they are reaching out to complete strangers 

that usually are not officially identifiable. Also, as the service is free, it does not offer any insurance 

from thefts, property damages or personal injuries. As a result, Couchsurfing member have to be 

especially careful and build interpersonal trust before meeting the member in a physical setting. For 

that purpose, couchsurfer attempts to get sense of initial trust by analyzing information which is 

provided in subject’s (other member’s) user profile (Cengage Learning, 2012).  

Despite the risks, Couchsurfing community is steadily increasing and today it reaches 11 

million (Couchsurfing International, 2016). Started as a non-profit community, in 2011 it reorganized 

to a for-profit company. The reason for that was mainly to receive venture capitalists’ funding (until 

today, Couchsurfing International has raised $22,6 million (PrivCo, 2016)) (Perlroth, 2011). However, 

venture capitalists expect return on their investment and due to this reason, the company has to 

figure out how to affectively monetize their community.  
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The best way to monetize community is to find the way how it could create an extra value that 

its members would be willing to buy (Millington, 2010). The importance of security and initial 

interpersonal trust to Couchsurfing members (and similar sharing economy communities) suggests 

that its further analysis could lead to a potential solution of company’s effective commercialization. 

Keeping in mind that users’ seek for trust cues in other user’s profile, it leads to the formulation of 

the key question of this research: what trust inducing elements on user’s profile could be harnessed 

to commercialize Couchsurfing platform? 

Delimitations 

This research has a few delimitations that may have affected its results:  

- Scarcity of academic literature on virtual community monetization. It was failed to find a 
comprehensive relevant information on the matter. Thus, it was hard to base proposed model of 
commercialization on a strong theoretical background.  

- Non-random convenient sampling method had been used in empirical part of this research. 
Because the majority of respondents were gathered from author’s personal networks, a 
disproportioned part of the sample resulted to be Lithuanians. As Couchsurfing is a global 
network, the results gathered from this research cannot be generalized.  

- As inactive and not-yet-registered Couchsurfing members were easier to contact than the active 
ones, it resulted their unequal proportion in a tested sample. Thus, the comparison of these two 
different samples cannot be heavily relied on. 

Structure 

The paper consists from the five main parts: 

1. Literature review covers relevant sharing economy, trust and virtual community monetization 

theories. It terminates with the introduction of Couchsurfing International case. 

2. Methodology explains how the research was planned and executed. 

3. Results and analysis part starts by analyzing primary research implications and continues by 

describing the findings about Couchsurfing user profile’s elements and their impact on trust and 
user decision making process.  

4. Discussion part interprets gathered results about user profile elements’ impact on interpersonal 
trust and how it corresponds to the theories described in part 1. It concludes with some 
suggestions how the theory could be enhanced. 

5. Practical applications section debates the use of gathered results and how they could be 
harnessed in order to create premium content on Couchsurfing. In addition, the possible results’ 
application in other similar sharing economy communities is also being discussed.  
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1. Literature review 

1.1. Accommodation sharing platforms 

1.1.1. Understanding sharing economy 

During the economic downturn in 2008, people started looking for the alternative ways to travel, 

commute, use assets, etc. in order to save money (The Economist, 2013). Thus it was the time when 

various accommodation sharing platforms has successfully emerged (Couchsurfing, Airbnb, Love 

Home Swap, etc). To be precise, accommodation sharing was only one ‘group of innovation’ (so called 

by Martin, 2015) of four that started growing around that time. Other three constitute of the car and 

ride sharing platforms; peer-to-peer (P2P) employment markets; and, peer-to-peer (P2P) platforms 

for sharing and circulating resources (Table 1.1.1).  

Table 1.1.1: Groups of innovation within the sharing economy. Adapted from Martin, 2015. 

Groups of innovation Examples in practice Description 

Accommodation sharing platforms Airbnb 

 

Couchsurfing 

P2P platform which allows people to rent out 

their accommodation for a short term. 

P2P platform which allows people to find a 

person that offers a short-period stay on his/her 

couch or spare room for free. 

Car and ride sharing platforms UBER 

BlaBlaCar 

P2P platform providing taxi services. 

Connects drivers who have empty seats with 

people looking for a ride. 

Peer-to-peer employment markets TaskRabbit P2P platforms for employment per task. 

Peer-to-peer platforms for sharing 

and circulating resources 

Ebay 

 

Kiva 

An online marketplace where people can sell their 

unused or self-made items to others. 

Platform that connects online lenders to 

entrepreneurs.  

All these four groups of innovations formed a new phenomenon called Sharing Economy. And to 

better grasp the concept of accommodation sharing platform, it is useful to start by understanding 

the concept it belongs to, a.k.a. Sharing Economy.  
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However, it is easier to say than to do. Academic literature still seems to struggle giving a unified 

definition for it. The term could be traced back to 2004 Howard Benkler’s work on ‘shareable goods’, 

where he described sharing as “reciprocal benevolence based on social behavior” (cited on 

Daunoriene et. al., 2015). However, the concept received more attention only around 2012 and 

exploded in 2014 (Figure 1.1.1). For some time, scientists seemed to be disagreeing how to name this 

new phenomenon. Especially a lot of discussion were around the word ‘sharing’, as the common sense 

suggests that the term excludes forms of exchange where monetary benefits are gained by any of the 

acting parties.  In such case, new business models that include peer-to-peer asset rental (e.g. AirBnB) 

should be excluded from the sharing economy. However, some argues that an access to an asset can 

be shared and in such case the monetary benefit becomes irrelevant. In such case, businesses built 

on peer-to-peer asset rental can be included within the sharing economy. Hence, the opposition of 

the sharing concept tried to introduce other names for the term – collaborative consumption, 

collaborative economy, access economy, the gig economy and the mesh. Despite that, sharing 

economy took over in public discourse and today it only seems to be right to use this term, as it is the 

most recognized one (Figure 1.1.1) (Martin, 2015). 

Figure 1.1.1: Number of newspaper articles referring to the ‘Sharing Economy’, ‘Collaborative 
Consupmtion’ and the ‘Collaborative Economy’ by year. By Martin, 2015. 

Daunoriene et. al. (2015) claim that in academic literature, sharing economy definitions were 

evolutionary, as through time they became more inclusive. Following the above mentioned Benkler’s 

interpretation, Belk (2007) stated that sharing economy is a concept which “embodies the property 

distribution process to others for a limited amount of time without getting legal rights for that 
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property (cited in Daunoriene et al., 2015). Then Orsi elaborated definition by stating that “the sharing 

economy is the response to the legacy economy where we tend to be reliant on resources from 

outside of our communities, and where the work we do and the purchases we make mostly generate 

wealth for people outside of our communities” (as cited in Daunoriene et al.). John (2013) 

incorporates the social aspect by saying that the factor of participation in this case is crucial. Demailly 

& Novel (2014) distinguished the environment-benefitting aspect of the concept, as the increased 

usage of products in sharing economy ensures that they are used to their full technical potential. And 

recently, Stephany (2015) summarized all above mentioned approaches to sharing economy concept, 

claiming that it is constituted by “the value in taking under-utilized assets and making them accessible 

online to a community, leading to a reduced need for ownership.” Taking everything into 

consideration, sharing economy is a medium where businesses can link and solve economic, social 

and environmental issues.  

Rapid increase of scientists’ interest is not without a reason. According 2014 year PwC 

estimations, sharing economy’s global revenues were reaching $15 billion and it is projected that by 

2025 it could even be as much as $335 billion. To illustrate this, let’s consider AirBnB – an online peer-

to-peer platform which allows people rent out accommodation (often their own homes), for a short 

term. In 2014, it accommodated more than 155 million guests. In comparison, Hilton Worldwide 

accommodated 127 million guests during the same period (PwC, 2015). AirBnB achieved these 

numbers only in 6 years, while Hilton was already counting its 95th birthday in 2014.   

Speaking about demographics of sharing economy platforms, it has been preserved by 

generation Y (generation that was born between 1980 and 1995, also known as millennials) 

(Euromonitor International, 2014). A few reasons for that might be that millennials embrace the 

technology, are optimistic and are less conservative than older generations (Holmes Report, 2013; 

Pew Research Center, 2014). However, as the market matures, it is becoming evident that a more 

diverse consumer population is adopting the concept – especially in developed countries 

(Euromonitor International, 2014). As an example, a survey conducted by Avancar in 2014 revealed 

that in Spain, 79% of men and 73% of women had shared goods or services at least once (cited in 
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Euromonitor International, 2014). Thus, as years will come, sharing economy businesses will have a 

chance to choose their target from more and more broad age groups. 

All in all, the level of scale and the potential continuity of growth, cannot leave one ignoring 

this phenomenon.  It is already disturbing traditional economic regime and all involved actors just 

might have to learn how to adapt to it. 

1.1.2. Sharing economy in accommodation sector 

Today, one of the most evolved sharing economy’s sectors is undoubtedly tourism, and 

consequently – accommodation (Juul, 2015). We can encounter numerous peer-to-peer platforms for 

sharing accommodation. Couchsurfing, Airbnb and Love Home Swap are just a very few. Though they 

all belong to the same sector of sharing economy, their business models are very diversified. For 

instance, Couchsurfing allows travelers to find a free place to stay for a very short period 

(Couchsurfing International, 2016); Airbnb encourages to rent out their rooms or whole apartments 

for a fee and this way to make some extra money (Airbnb, 2016); and Love Home Swap encourages 

people, that are about to go on vacation, to swap their apartment with the others in their target 

destination (Love Home Swap, 2016). As any sharing economy businesses, these sharing 

accommodation companies act as a digital platform between involved parties. Namely, these two 

parties are the provider (the person who offers accommodation) and the receiver (potential guest). 

As these two parties normally are complete strangers, initial trust is very important to get involved 

into this interaction (Boyd, 2003). In order to this, references from the community plays a huge role 

(Luo & Zhang, 2015). Arguably, accommodation sharing platforms rely on a big community the most, 

compared to the other groups of innovation in sharing economy. 

One may wonder, what are the drivers that makes people agree to stay in complete strangers’ 

apartments and even, in some cases, share a room with them? Tussydiah (2015) did a research on 

P2P accommodation users, and found out that the main three drivers were: sustainability (social and 

environmental responsibility), economic benefits (lower cost than a hotel), and community (social 

interactions). The latter requires elaboration. Guttentag (2013) argued that nowadays, tourists have 

experiential values. Living in a hotel and joining guided tours are getting out of fashion. Experiencing 
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local living standards, food and discovering places that are off the tour guide – that is what fascinates 

a modern traveler. Mathis et al. (2016) support this notion by noting the trend of co-creation of 

experience in tourism sector. As the tourist brings in his knowledge, time and effort, he becomes a 

co-creator of the experience. What is more, their research discovered that tourists’ co-creation of an 

experience positively correlates with the overall vacation experience.  

Here we have slightly touched the main problem that sharing economy businesses face – how 

to create a medium where the people would be open for collaboration? The other way that this 

problem might be seen is: how to build trust among the users? In order to solve these problems, let’s 

analyze the concept of trust and its role in accommodation-sharing platforms. 

1.2. Demand for trust in accommodation-sharing 

1.2.1. Defining trust 

Academic literature is exploding from various different definitions of trust. This term could be 

seen from numerous perspectives, depending on the field of study. Therefore, as we are interested 

in social sciences, this paper will be based on the trust definition suggested by Mayer, Davis, and 

Schoorman, which states that “trust is the willingness of a party to be vulnerable to the actions of 

another party based on the expectation that the other will perform a particular action important to 

the trustor, irrespective of the ability to monitor or control that other party” (as cited in Moraes, 

2010). Also, from this definition we may depict another important feature of trust – it is a relationship 

element between a trustor and a trustee. 

It is common to see in scientific articles and media, that the term ‘trust’ is often being used 

interchangeably with ‘trustworthiness’ and ‘confidence’. Nevertheless, Blue Martin (2012) claims that 

the terms are not identical and has to be used adequately. According her, ‘confidence’ is “a belief in 

the way things are, and that they will continue to be this way. <…> it relates to scenarios where there 

is no choice involved.” For example, we may have confidence that once we turn the switch on, there 

will be light in the room. On the other hand, ‘trustworthiness’ is “a perception that is not necessarily 

based on direct experience. A belief that something is trustworthy means you think you can trust 

them – based on their image and reputation.” In a business context, trustworthiness might be 
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triggered by company’s marketing and communication activities. By contrary, ‘trust’ is strongly built 

on direct experience. Trust is a feeling and that feeling has to be earned (Martin, 2012).  

In addition to many discussions on ‘trust’ trying to define it, there are also many descriptions 

of possible ways to divide it. For instance, many scholars distinguish different types of interpersonal 

trust. One of the most common used theories about that is based on McAllister’s paper (1995). He 

distinguished two types of interpersonal trust:  

 Cognitive: It is a basic level. Cognitive trust builds up upon accumulated knowledge that allows 

trustor to predict with some level of confidence, that the trustee will live up to his/her agreements 

or, simply, to the specific expected behaviors (Johnson & Grayson, 2005). Also, McAllister points 

out that cognition based trust could be accomplished once trustee appears to be competent, 

responsible and reliable. This kind of knowledge is collected from observations of trustee’s 

behavior and profile. It’s that kind of trust that when you order something online, you will get it 

delivered. Basically, a business cannot successfully operate without any established cognitive trust 

with its clients.  

 Affective: It is other type of interpersonal trust, however McAllister noted that in order to develop 

it, at least some level of cognitive trust should be already in place (Figure 1.2.1.). Therefore, 

affective trust could be also perceived as “higher level”. McAllister based it on some social-

psychological theories of “emotional trust” [by Johnson-George and Swap (1982)] and “faith – or 

– emotional security” [by Rampel et al (1985)] (cited in McAllister, 1995). It is affected by the high 

level of the shown care and concern of the trustee towards the trustor. What is more, affective 

trust in a relationship is supported by the feeling of security (Johnson and Grayson, 2005). 

McAllister also pointed out that affective trust is based on emotional bond between individuals. 

That means, that it is highly dependent on direct interactions. Simply put, once you can feel that 

one is acting in your best interest, because you genuinely care to that someone – then the 

affective trust is achieved. However, in a later research, Kim (2005) is claiming, that determinants 

of affective trust are indirect interactions with the trustee, such as referrals or references from 

the third party.  
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Following the definitions of Blue Martin’s (2012) 

trust and trustworthiness and McAllister’s typology of 

trust, we can see a clear link between trustworthiness and 

cognitive trust, as well as in trust and affective trust. Due 

to this, further in this paper I will continue using the word 

trustworthiness as a substitute for cognitive trust. 

The importance of trust in business or community 

becomes evident. Without cognitive trust, business would 

not operate and community would not exist. Without 

established affective trust with its clients or users, a business would struggle to grow; community – 

wouldn’t be very collaborative because of lack of security feeling. Journal of Consumer Research 

found out that more than 50% of customer experience is based on emotional connection (cited by 

MacDonald, 2016). Hence, we may see a relationship between a positive customer experience and 

established affective trust.  

All in all, a business that creates a well-trusted environment, will save money on attracting 

new customers/users, retaining the existing ones and managing their interactions. Businesses in 

sharing economy are not an exception. Though as they all operate in digital environment it is crucial 

to comprehend the peculiarities of trust in this medium.   

1.2.2. The role of trust in digital environment 

After the boom of the internet and, consequently, online-based business models, creating a 

relationship of trust with customers/users became more challenging than ever. Not to mention the 

affective trust, which was usually established by direct interaction between parties in a relationship 

(Johnson & Greyson, 2005). And more recently, the appearance of sharing economy, had complicated 

situation even more.  

The appearance of Web 2.0, enabled entrepreneurs to create a business model, which was 

fairly cheap to pursue. The core model of sharing economy business is a digital platform (website or 
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mobile app), that would connect users with providers; often with an integrated payment system 

(Daunoriene et al., 2015). Therefore, the business itself do not need to store products or hire 

operational employees. Jeremy Rifkin (2014) had even called these type of business models as an 

integral part of “the zero marginal cost society.”  

Hence, it is only logical to say that sharing economy‘s business success is driven by the size of 

its community. There will be no users, if there will be no providers and vice versa. Each sharing 

economy business acts like a distinct, self-controlling market (Stoica et al., 2003). However, the reality 

is that it is very difficult for peer-to-peer business headquarters to control or inspect their providers 

and users. Due to this, trust becomes a corner-stone of such economy (Green, 2012).  

One of the main sharing economy objectives is to create a shift from an infrastructure that 

protects people from each other, to another – that helps people to trust each other. However to 

achieve it, it has to overcome the main obstacle, which is consumers‘ uncertainty: „how can one take 

real-world risks with real human assets, based solely upon information found online?“ (Green, 2012) 

Any sharing economy business has to deal with two acting parties: in most cases they are called 

trustors (providers) and trustees (users). The burden of trust rests on trustee to show his/her 

trustworthiness (Green, 2012).  

Normally, in order to facilitate trust, a peer-to-peer platform requires for its user to fill in a 

personal profile page. It may include various information, such as pictures, likes/dislikes, hobbies, etc. 

Though here lies another potential risk, because anyone’s real identity is relatively hard to verify in a 

digital setting (Luo & Zhang, 2015). Users might want to hide the real personal information in order 

to avoid potential risks (financial, social, time, psychological and physical) (Herridge, 2006). And if the 

personal information is provided, users tend to submit bias and selective information on their profiles 

in order to shade themselves in a positive light and to be perceived in a certain way. Nevertheless, it 

seems that people tend to understand that they would only receive the full benefit provided by the 

platform if their personal profiles will be complete and valid (Donath & Boyd, 2004). Also, Mital et al. 

(2010) add that the trust among the community members is not just based upon the safety and 
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privacy of the provided information, but also on the usefulness and truthfulness of the that 

information.  

Nissenbaum (2001) claims that there are 5 conditions in a virtual community that influence 

trust formation and 3 – that resist it: 

Influence: 

 History and reputation; 

 Interpretation of personal characteristics; 

 Relationships (mutuality and reciprocity); 

 Role fulfillment; 

 Contextual factors. 

Resist: 

- Missing identities; 

- Missing personal characteristics; 

- Ambiguous contexts. 

To sum up, valid user profile information is very important in order to build interpersonal relationships 

with other users. However, in the following sections we will see that user profile is not the only 

determinant of trust in digital peer-to-peer platforms. Whatever determinants, or, probably in this 

case it is more appropriate to call it trust-cues, the process of trust formation should be the same 

(Bailey et al., 2001) (Figure 1.2.2.). 

 

Figure 1.2.2.: The process of trust formation. Bailey et al., 2001.  

Coming back to accommodation sharing platforms, they have many similarities, however 

because of their differentiated business models, they also have to some digree distinct ways of 

creating trust among their users. Because of that, this paper will focus on a single case of stimulating 

an online trust on the Couchsurfing platform. Couchsurfing is an online community of travelers, where 

its members can find a completely free short-term accommodation offered by the other members of 

the same community. Unlike in other accommodation-sharing platforms, Couchsurfing does not 
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support payment or insurance, hence the degree of required trust among its users is arguably higher. 

Due to this, the case of Couchsurfing seems to be intriguing and worth analyzing.  

1.3. Case of Couchsurfing 

1.3.1. The company 

The idea of Couchsurfing concept was born way back in 1990s, when the founder Casey 

Fenton booked a low cost flight from Boston to Reykjavik. He had a plan to save as much money as 

possible, and therefore spammed over 1,500 University of Reykjavik students asking to let him crash 

on one of their couches for a weekend. The students’ responsiveness exceeded Fenton’s 

expectations: he exchanged e-mails with more than 50 people that not only offered him a place to 

stay, but also were willing to show him around the city. Since then, Casey Fenton was convinced that 

this kind of travelling is a great idea for immersing oneself into a new culture. As already being a 

professional entrepreneur and computer scientist, he came up with the idea of creating peer-to-peer 

platform for couch surfers (Cengage Learning, 2012). 

Despite that, the period between the idea and the launch of Couchsurfing website was quite 

long. It took 13 years to launch first version. And since 2003, the platform was being constantly 

improved. The way it works is this: to join a Couchsurfing community, a person has to create a profile, 

similar to any social network profile. It may include personal and apartment pictures, age, likes, 

dislikes, etc. – any information that may create a detailed look into a person’s life. Once the profile is 

created, the person can check other people’s profiles. Then, if he/she is about to travel to the city X, 

he/she can go through profiles of people living in the city X and offering short-term accommodation. 

The search can be made using various filters: country, city, neighborhood, references, language, age, 

gender, accommodation type, and other preferences. Couchsurfing platform allows to contact 

potential host directly by electronic message (Cengage Learning, 2012).  

Thus safety is very important, and Couchsurfing is prioritizing it. No member is obligated to 

host anyone if they do not want to. The Couchsurfing community is also looking out for each other by 

reporting suspicious members, or in opposite – by praising members with whom they stayed and had 
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a great experience, or simply by leaving references of their trusted friends (Cengage Learning, 2012). 

Nevertheless, couch-surfers has to be very careful, as there still were registered a few cases of rape 

(Brooke, 2012) and even a murder (Ellis et al, 2015) during the stays that were planned via 

Couchsurfing platform. To increase level of safety, Couchsurfing has recently introduced a paid 

verification option, which allows platform to check member’s identity and publicly show him/her as a 

“verified member.” The corporation claims that verified travelers find more hosts and get hosted 

twice as fast. Despite the safety concerns, Couchsurfing community is getting bigger every year 

(Figure 1.3.1.), currently counting more than 11 million members in over than 150,000 cities around 

the world (Couchsurfing International, 2016).   

Figure 1.3.1.: Growth of members in Couchsurfing community, by year. Couchsurfing International, 2016.  

According to the data collected in 2012, almost 70% of Couchsurfing users are between 18 

and 29 years old, and more than a half of surfers are located in Europe (Cengage Learning, 2012). 

Probably it makes sense, as the main Couchsurfing value proposition, in addition to finding 

accommodation for free, is an opportunity for the new experience and adventure. Once Fenton has 

said, that “The Couchsurfing project is an experiment in creating real life community from a virtual 

community, not just a way for backpackers to find a free place to stay” (BootsnAll Travel Network, 

2011). One of his main goals was that the Couchsurfing members would make not just new 
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connections, but rather friends through the platform and then would plan their travels in order to visit 

those new friends (Cengage Learning, 2012). The founder continued, that “People are doing it 

because it is increasing the number of opportunities they have while traveling. It’s about creating 

adventures to remember for a lifetime” (BootsnAll Travel Network, 2011).  

Founded as a not-for-profit website, Couchsurfing initially was supported solely by its 

members’ donations. However, after the community got bigger and drew attention of some investors, 

Couchsurfing reorganized itself to for-profit in 2011 (Perlroth, 2011). However, it did manage to 

receive a status of B Corporation (B stands for “benefit” and it means that the organization is socially 

responsible). Couchsurfing’s co-founder Daniel Hoffer commented, that “B Corporation status allows 

us to take investment money and be nimble and flexible while sticking with our social mission.” (as 

cited by Perlroth, 2011).  However, together with a new organizational status, new responsibilities 

and challenges appear that cannot be neglected. 

1.3.2. New challenges  

Opening doors to business investors means that company is aiming to grow bigger, increase 

in value and this way create return on investment to its investors. It seems that right away 

Couchsurfing used some of the funding to expand their user base. From the figure 1.3.1. it is apparent 

that since 2012, number of members exploded by almost tripling in size. Today with the community 

of 11 million, Couchsurfing has to come up with the way how to make a profit from it. Nevertheless, 

even after 5 years of for-profit status it seems that Couchsurfing’s only revenue stream is its earlier 

mentioned Verification service. However, if the platform will continue growing so rapidly, the 

Couchsurfing staff might need to be expanded; also, growing consumer base means growing demand, 

and the business will have to react. Costs will increase and new revenue streams will have to be found 

in order Couchsurfing to survive. 

However, not everybody is happy of the changes that are taking place. Emeline Mettavant, a 

veteran couchsurfer, expressed her disappointment in “The Value Engineers” blog (2014). She 

pointed out that before 2011, Couchsurfing was this tight community that shared the same mission 

to make travel richer by communication and sharing cultural experience. Even the Couchsurfing 
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employees were insiders – community members. However, since 2011 many things have changed – 

an outsider CEO was hired and the core value proposition of Couchsurfing seemed to be shifting 

towards finding a free place to stay, rather enriching traveling experience. Mettavant expressed her 

disappointment that it resulted many new members, whose main goal on Couchsurfing is just that – 

finding a free place to stay. Lack of shared brand values resulted community’s quality decrease 

(Mettavant, 2014).  

Despite the concerns, Couchsurfing must look forward and keep in mind that now instead of 

one, there are three interest groups that it has to satisfy – investors, users that shares ‘enriching 

traveling experience’ values, and users, that looks for a free place to stay. Nevertheless, to make 

things right, the latter user group should be encouraged to follow original community’s values. To 

monetize a community that identifies itself with a brand arguably would be easier than one-time 

newcomers. So now Couchsurfing faces a challenge how to achieve it all – effectively monetize 

community without digressing from the core values. This paper will try to address this challenge from 

the perspective of building initial trust. The feeling of trust and security is valued by everyone, so 

perhaps, it is also a way to commercialize the platform without damaging community’s quality.  

1.3.3. Building trust in Couchsurfing community 

As it was mentioned before, trust in Couchsurfing community is very important. People are 

willing to put themselves into a rather risky situation, which is staying in stranger’s apartment for a 

night. However, the possibility of free accommodation, new acquaintances and cultural experience, 

overcomes the fear of risk (Casey Fenton cited on BootsnAll Travel Network, 2011). Nevertheless, 

before taking a decision to stay with a stranger, one tries to evaluate his/her profile on a digital 

platform (www.couchsurfing.com) and build initial trust (Cengage Learning, 2012). In case of 

Couchsurfing, there are two decision makers that tries to make up their mind whether to collaborate: 

the one who is accepting a guest (host) and the one who is seeking for a place to stay (couchsurfer). 

Therefore, the roles of a trustor and a trustee becomes interchangeable. Despite that, all members 

seek for trust-cues in the same location – target’s personal profile (McKnight & Chervany, 2006).  

http://www.couchsurfing.com/
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While on Couchsurfer’s personal profile, one can observe many elements that may impact 

initial trust. These elements are produced by three sources: member, platform and community (Table 

1.3.1). The website is based on these components and that is, of course, not a direct interaction with 

a member. However, there is also a provided possibility to write an e-mail directly to the member and 

this way to have a conversation (Couchsurfing International, 2016).  

Table 1.3.1.: Trust-cues in Couchsurfing platform. Adapted by author from Couchsurfing International, 2016 

MEMBER PLATFORM COMMUNITY 

Profile picture Verification (payment, phone, 

e-mail and address) 

References (from hosts, guests 

and friends) 

About (personal information, 

reason for being a member, 

etc.) 

Response rate Friends in Couchsurfing 

community 

My home (preferences and 

sleeping arrangements) 
Last login 

 

Photos  

Though there are many ways for building initial trust for the trustee, it is interesting to find 

out which of them are the ‘deal-breakers’ then it comes to taking a decision of sending an 

accommodation request/accepting the guest. Couchsurfing International (2016) assures that it is their 

paid verification service. If one pays a service, a company can check and verify that his/her provided 

name, address, phone number and e-mail are correct, and present him/her as a verified member on 

community listings. On the other hand, Heesakkers (2012) claim that couchsurfers make their decision 

based on positive references, number of friend links and e-mail communications. However, we have 

already discussed, that since 2012 many things have changed. It is probable, that after community 

expanded with so many new-comers, decision determining elements has changed as well.   

Flashing back to McAllister’s (1995) typology of trust, its application to Couchsurfing trust-

building elements might lead to interesting and valuable insights. If there is a clear distinction 

between what elements lead to cognitive or affective trust, that kind of knowledge could be used to 

create ‘premium’ content. Affective trust in Couchsurfing should be extremely important, because as 

Johnson & Grayson (2005) pointed out – it is directly related to feeling of security. They also said that 
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affective trust is achieved by the direct interaction. If in Couchsurfing case this notion is also true, that 

would mean that provided trust-cues in user’s profile are the tools for building cognitive trust 

(trustworthiness) only, and only direct conversation by e-mail could lead to the affective trust. Though 

remembering Kim’s (2005) research, references and third-party referrals are the only things that 

matter to achieve affective trust. 

 Following on disappointed veteran-couchsurfer’s comment (Mettavant, 2014) that majority 

of new members do not carry original community’s values and just look for free place to sleep, also 

results that emotional bond is not what they look, while building initial trust via online platform. And 

if the emotional bond is not what is important, it is logical to imply that rather they look for the proof 

that the member is reliable, responsible and competent – and that are the adjectives of cognition-

based trust (McAllister, 1995). This implies that established affective trust is not an only determinant 

that leads to making a decision. It rather depends on couchsurfer’s values – cognitive trust inducing 

cues, might be enough to make a decision of requesting accommodation/accepting the 

accommodation request.  

Moreover, it seems that academic literature covers only a decision-making scenario when 

accommodation-seeker is a trustor, and accommodation-provider - trustee. However, we have seen 

that in Couchsurfing case, the roles can be opposite. Does one’s role make a difference in prioritizing 

certain trust-cues in trust decision making? If yes, then different trust-facilitating approach to both 

Couchsurfing member groups might be beneficial. Weather it is the truth, I will also try to find out in 

my research.  

1.3.4. Monetizing virtual community 

There are many approaches to website and/or virtual monetization. FeverBee, one of the 

leading community consultancies in the world, provides a guide of nineteen ways to monetize virtual 

community (Millington, 2010). However only one seems to be relevant to this paper, namely - 

charging for the premium content. Other methods seem to be too concentrated on advertising, 

affiliate sales, sale of extra products/services or similar. And community should be monetized by 
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adding value to members, and not extracting it (Millington, 2010). Hence, it seems that only freemium 

business model would be suitable to Couchsurfing, as only it can meet the following conditions: 

- Could be built on existing Couchsurfing value propositions: 

- connecting travelers via free platform; 

- cultural exchange and mutual respect; 

- free short-term accommodation anywhere in the world. 

-  Could be built around initial trust imposing cues (table 1.3.1.). 

Freemium Business Model. This business model design innovation has appeared not that long 

ago. Ten years ago Fred Wilson proposed the concept for the first time. It is a combination of “free” 

and “premium”.  What it means is that the company provides free products or services in order to 

attract users and then sell higher functionality or extra services (Huang, 2016) (Figure 1.3.2.).  

Figure 1.3.2.: Freemium Business Model. Business Model Toolbox, 2015 

In case of Couchsurfing, it would mean that the simple membership remains free-of charge 

and it provides content that is sufficient to find a potential host and connect with him/her. However, 

a premium membership would allow access to the additional or specific content that could improve 

user experience. Nevertheless, Vinet Kumaar (2014) in his article highlights the importance of careful 
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and thought-through freemium business model. Kumaar raises two main questions that a business 

has to answer: 

- What is free? A business has to clearly determine what should be free in their offering. Too little 

of free content might create dissatisfaction among users and cause their churn, and also new 

potential users may be scared off. On the other hand, too much of free content is going to cause 

very small conversion rate and the whole initiative will not pay off.   

- Do customers/users understand the premium offer? Sloppy communication of two sets of benefits 

might confuse the user. It should be very clear what are the benefits of premium membership and 

why user might need it.  

Remaining main service features free, should sustain platform’s positive growth in user base as it 

creates favorable conditions for word of mouth (people spreading the word about the platform to 

their circles). Therefore, if Couchsurfing would get it right, it could result in bigger community, happier 

users, bigger revenues and satisfied investors.  

*** 

To sum up, in this study I will attempt to find out the peculiarities of Couchsurfing member’s 

online decision making to engage into “couchsurfing relationship”, clarify what type of trust each 

provided trust-cues on Couchsurfing member’s profile induces, and finally - to apply the findings to 

freemium business model that might solve Couchsurfing’s commercialization problem. 
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2. Methodology 

2.1. Goal and objectives of the research 

In this chapter it will be explained how earlier described trust theories are applied in the 

empirical research. Also, as the academic literature on sharing accommodation platforms is quite 

generic, it will be attempted to detect some attitudes towards trust that are specific to couchsurfers. 

Overall, the goal of this study is to determine what trust-inducing elements on user’s profile could be 

harnessed to commercialize the Couchsurfing platform.  In spite to achieve this goal, the research has 

to be consistently carried out in order to answer the following questions: 

1. What are the drivers making a person to become Couchsurfing member? 

- In order to commercialize Couchsurfing, it is important to understand what are the needs 

of its users. Do they really look for experiences and new friends, as it was intended, or do 

they, after all, look only for a free place to stay while traveling? 

2. Does user’s role in a certain situation (hosting/couchsurfing) affect the key elements he/she is 

looking at trustee’s profile? 

- If the focus trust-cues are different to the host and couchsurfer, Couchsurfing could utilize 

this insight by making adequate changes in its user interface. 

3. What does a user seek on stranger’s profile before he/she contacts him/her? 

- It is beneficial to find out what elements of user profile really matter then it comes to 

building trust. Does cognitive trust is enough to rely on the stranger? Is there any 

information that currently Couchsurfing does not provide about the user, but it could 

make a positive change in building initial trust between a trustor and a trustee? Are the 

trust-inducing elements of user profile of different importance to active and inactive 

members? This kind of information could lead to the improvement of user experience.  

4. What level of trust each profile’s element induces? 

- Following McAllister’s (1995) typology of trust, it is possible to detect the level of trust that 

each element induces. Distinguishing cognitive-trust and affective-trust triggers could be 

a key to affective commercialization.  
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2.2. Research design 

In order to answer above raised questions, two consecutive empirical researches has been 

executed: exploratory and descriptive. Explorative qualitative research has attempted to clarify the 

motives behind using Couchsurfing and to detect some patterns of decision (to request for 

accommodation/accept couchsurfer) making processes (questions 1, 2 and partly 3 in previous 

section). Later, after applying some insights from already discussed literature analysis and new data 

from exploratory interviews - a descriptive 

quantitative research was made (figure 2.2.1). Its 

purpose was to find out what level of trust each 

couchsurfer’s profile element induces and whether 

active and inactive members’ decision making 

patterns differ (questions 3 and 4 in previous 

section).  

Explorative research  

Unstructured interviews have been done with 16 registered Couchsurfing members. 

Respondents’ experience in couchsurfing varied: there were members that were using platform for 

couchsurfing, for hosting travelers, and those, who have never actually tried it. This kind of mix has 

been chosen intentionally in order to find out whether there is a difference between their decision 

making patterns.  

Interviews were executed via online calls and have been recorded (Appendix 1). Interviews 

have been slightly evolving in scope, as with each respondent new issues and topics appeared and 

they were intentionally incorporated to consecutive interviews. Though interviews were unstructured 

in their design, a few key topics have been discussed in all of them: 

 The motives for registering on Couchsurfing.com 

 Whether the respondent tried out both roles (couchsurfer’s and host’s) and if not, would he/she 

would be open to it. 
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 Most important profile elements that the respondent would check before sending an 

accommodation request/accepting the request. 

 Whether the respondent finds that some user information that could make a stranger’s profile 

more trustworthy is missing (there is no possibility to provide it). 

 Whether the respondent chat via Couchsurfing e-mail before requesting for 

accommodation/accepting the request.  

After the interviews were gathered, they have been transcribed (Appendix 1) and coded. Some 

codes were pre-selected and some evolved during the process. In total, 22 codes were analyzed and 

implications and findings derived.  

Descriptive research 

 After literature review and some initial findings were retrieved from exploratory interviews, 

the following hypotheses were formulated: 

H1: Communication via Couchsurfing electronic-messages among users triggers affective trust. 

H2: Positive references on trustee’s profile triggers affective trust.  

H3: All existing trust-cues (table 1.3.2.) excluding ‘References’, triggers cognitive trust and not affective 

trust. 

H4: Trustee’s presence on social networks triggers affective trust. 

H5: Trustee’s provided more accurate user’s location induces cognitive trust. 

H6: Active members seek for elements that induce affective initial trust over trustee, before making a 

decision to engage with him/her in the real world.  

H7: Inactive members seek elements that induce cognitive initial trust over trustee, before making a 

decision to engage with him/her in the real world. 

Hypotheses 1-3 and 6-7 were raised after literature analysis, and hypothesis 3-4 had arisen 

after exploratory interviews. In order to collect data for hypotheses, a questionnaire has been 

designed (Appendix 2). It consisted of 20 questions after these filter questions has been met: 
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1) Are you a registered member on Couchsurfing? 

2) If negatively answered first question: Are you open to the idea of couchsurfing yourself or 

hosting couchsurfers in the future? 

If both questions are answered negatively, the respondent is rejected and redirected to demographic 

questions. The aim of these filter questions are to survey only those respondents that are open-

minded to the idea of couchsurfing. Only they are the target audience of Couchsurfing and because 

of that - their responses matter.  

Core questions’ purpose were to examine what kind of trust (none, cognitive or affective) each 

profile’s current or potential profile element induces towards the trustee. Each element has been 

covered by evaluating how these 6 proposed statements (adapted from Johnson & Grayson, 2005; 

Mayer & Davis, 1999) of cognitive (C) and affective (A) trust are true: 

C1) I believe that member is honest. 

C2) I believe that member will keep his word. 

C3) I believe that member is able to provide accommodation. 

A1) I believe that member will care about my welfare. 

A2) I believe that member will spend quality time with me. 

A3) I believe that member would not knowingly do anything to hurt me. 

Each statement has been evaluated on 5-point Likert scale.  

Remaining questions were addressing some extra insights derived from the explanatory 

interview (multiple choice questions) and also, the demographic features of the respondent. 

After the questionnaires were collected, a quantitative analysis has been made using IBM SPSS 

software package. The results are described and discussed in the following chapters. 

2.3. Respondents of the research 

Explorative research 

In order to execute the interviews, 34 registered Couchsurfing members were personally 

invited to participate. The subjects were selected in manner of convenience, sending private 
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messages through Couchsurfing and Facebook platforms. 16 members have agreed to participate in 

the interview. Interviews were performed during the period of 03/04/2016-10/04/2016 making 

online calls via Facebook messenger or Google hangouts platforms. After interviewing all subjects, it 

was decided that the saturation-point has been reached and therefore no more interviewees are 

necessary. 

The composition of the subjects was intentionally diversified. It was important that some 

subjects would have had an experience as a guest couchsurfer, some – as a host, and also some, that 

are registered members of Couchsurfing, but have never used the platform for couchsurfing/hosting. 

What is more, 7 interviewees declared to have used Couchsurfing more than once (table 2.3.1.). All 

subjects of the interview have been in their twenties, as it is the principle Couchsurfing audience. 

Table 2.3.1: Interviews. Sample profile. 

Role in Couchsurfing No. of subjects Active more than once No. of subjects 

Guest 6 Yes 7 

Host 4 No 9 

No role 6   

Descriptive research 

The quantitative method for gathering core data was chosen for this research. The data was 

collected with one single questionnaire, distributed during the period from 16/04/2016 to 

24/04/2016 via Surveying tool “SurveyXact.” Due to time-constrains a non-probability sampling 

convenience method has been chosen for this research. Online surveys were distributed to the people 

that are in researcher’s circles and also to the prioritized Couchsurfing members in random 

destination listings. 

In order to find out the necessary sample size, the approximate exploratory population has 

been determined. As the people that are open to the Couchsurfing idea is at the focus – it consists 

from 11 million registered Couchsurfing members plus a huge number of millennials all over the 

world, that like the idea of couchsurfing, however hadn’t had a chance to try it out. Therefore, it all 

aggregates to a large population and a specific large-form population formula has to be used (Dikcius, 

2006): 
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𝑛 = 𝑧2𝑝(1 − 𝑝)/𝑒2  

Where: 

n – The necessary sample size;  

p – Estimated proportion in the population;  

e – The margin of error that can be accepted;  

z – The confidence level. 

In this research the estimated proportion in the population (p) was 0,5; the needed confidence 

level – 95% (when the confidence level is 95%, z=1,96); and the wanted margin error – 8% (e = 0,08). 

According the formula, the total sample should consist of 150 respondents: 

Required sample size 

1,962 ×
0,5(1 − 0,5)

0,082
= 150,06 ≈ 150 

To meet the necessary sample size, 395 questionnaires were distributed. 218 have been 

completed, however some respondents had to be rejected due to noncompliance with earlier 

mentioned conditions. It meant that these respondents are not interested in participating in 

Couchsurfing community not now nor in the future. All in all, it resulted 184 completed and eligible 

questionnaires and smaller than previously set margin of error – 7,22%.  
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The respondents varied in Couchsurfing experience and activity. Some were active 

Couchsurfing members (used the platform in the last year), non-active members and people that are 

not members, but are willing to try it out in the future (figure 2.3.1.). Also, as Couchsurfing is a global 

community, respondents were representing 45 different countries of the World. However, as the 

convenient sampling method has been chosen, majority of respondents resulted to be Lithuanian 

(37,5%). Therefore, the sample is not a good representative of the global Couchsurfing community.  

 Figure 2.3.1: Distribution of respondents’ activity on Couchsurfing.com  

The respondents profile seemed to reflect in literature described couchsurfers’ age – more 

than 90% resulted to be Millennials (born 1980 and later). Therefore, mostly they are students or 

young professionals. From the below listed table we may see that the statistic respondent of the 

survey was a Millennial (36 years old or younger), employed female (table 2.3.2.). 

Table 2.3.2.: Survey sample profile  

Age Percentage Gender Percentage Occupation Percentage 

17 and younger 0,5 Male 46,7 Student 41,3 

18-25 46,7 Female 53,3 Employed 45,1 

26-36 46,7   Self-employed 10,3 

37-47 3,3   Unemployed 2,2 

48-64 2,2   Retired 0,5 

65 and older 0,5   Other 0,5 

 

38%

21%

41%
Active

Not active

Not yet a member
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3. Results and analysis 

3.1. Exploratory interviews’ analysis 

After interviewing 16 Couchsurfing members, some patterns have been noticed and new 

insights were driven for further research.  

Drivers for becoming a member.  

Majority of subjects responded that they registered to be a Couchsurfing member because 

they thought that it is an interesting idea and one day they might try it, or - with an immediate 

intention to couchsurf during the approaching trip (Appendix 1: pg.16 ln.7; pg.21, 34, 37, 40 ln3; pg.30 

ln.5). Those who registered with an intention to use it sometime in the future – ended up not trying 

it at all, because “there was no opportunity yet” or “forgot” (Appendix 1: pg.28 ln.11-12; pg.19 ln.4; 

pg.34 ln.11-12). Those who registered in order to find a place to sleep during approaching trip - 

dropped into another two categories: 1) did not succeed to find a host; 2) succeeded to find a host. 

Those who did not succeed to find a host were left disappointed and not very enthusiastic about trying 

it again, though they still support the idea (Appendix 1: pg.23 ln.21-30; pg.30 ln.6-21). However, some 

pointed out that it is time-consuming and not very reliable, therefore now they prefer services like 

AirBnB or Booking.com (Appendix 1: pg.28 ln.11-15; pg.30 ln.6-21). On the other hand, majority of 

those who did find a place to stay, ended up very happy with an experience and continued 

couchsurfing, or started hosting in order to meet new people and share knowledge and experiences 

(Appendix 1: pg.26 ln.6; pg.21 ln.3-8). Some active and even non-active couchsurfers said they would 

gladly host people if they would have a spare room in their apartment (Appendix 1: pg.30 ln.22-25; 

pg.34 ln.6; pg.37 ln.12; pg.40 ln.11-13). To sum up, it seems that majority of Couchsurfing members 

start-off with an intention to save money during the trip, and only after trying it becomes driven by 

the experience and opportunity to meet new and interesting people. 

Preferred profile’s elements by host and couchsurfer. 

During the interviews, the idea that decision inducing user profile elements are different to 

the host and to the couchsurfer, had been explored. After a few initial interviews it appeared that 
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users cannot simply be divided to “couchsurfers” and “hosts”, because they find themselves in both 

situations interchangeably. And as mentioned before, those couchsurfers who haven’t hosted yet, 

still see themselves as hosting in the future. Therefore, the subjects were asked about their decision 

making process when they are looking for a host, and when they try to decide whether to accept the 

guest. It turned out, that there is no apparent difference between their decision patters. The only 

peculiarity (that three out of four experienced hosts mentioned) was a quality of an accommodation 

request. In one of their words: “if I get a message, it's important that it doesn't look like a hotel request. 

They should put effort into that, read my profile and don't sent just a copy-paste message” (Appendix 

1: pg.20 ln.1-3; pg.21 ln.23-25; pg24. Ln.21-23). Nevertheless, the three most standing-out user 

profile’s elements seemed to be more or less consistent among all interview subjects – “about 

section”, pictures and references. 

 Decision making and user’s profile. 

 Fourteen out of sixteen interviewees had noted that they do not engage into direct 

communication with a trustee before sending an accommodation request/accepting a guest. Rather 

they build initial trust just looking into trustee’s profile. Afterwards, discussing profile’s elements one-

by-one, the following insights have appeared: 

 A trustor seeks for the proof that trustee’s profile is not fake. Number and quality of references 

seem to be the key factor for a subject to feel secure. The lack of references usually is a key reason 

to turn down a member as a potential host. In addition, older registration date and recent activity 

were also pointed out as important factors affecting user’s reliability (Appendix 1: pg.2 ln.27; pg.8 

ln.19-21; pg.10 ln.19-21; pg.17 ln.10-11, 23-25).   

 The importance of verification status appeared to be not significant. No interviewee said that 

he/she would reject a user just because his profile is not verified by Couchsurfing. One subject, 

who is also one of the most active users among questioned, commented: “If you have couple of 

references, I don't think it's important to pay in order to get verified. I really don't get why you 

should do it.” Others said that it is a nice extra feature, or they do not care about it at all. Less 

active or non-active interviewed members, did not know or had only a vague understanding about 
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what does verification feature actually mean (Appendix 1: pg.11 ln.13-16; pg.14 ln.6-8; pg.19 

ln.25-26; pg.22 ln.8-10). 

 The issue of an absence of more exact host’s location has been raised multiple times. Both 

experienced and inexperienced couchsurfers said that a map in a user’s profile would be a big 

enhancement in user experience and also a factor when choosing a host: “Yes, that would be a 

great user experience's enhancement - if they would have a mini map next to their name. It's 

good to know, especially in bigger cities, what part of the city you would be staying. So I think 

it would be a good idea to have a map, but not too precise where everybody could see your 

address” (Appendix 1: pg.15 ln.18-23; pg.16 ln.25). 

 Lastly, a suggestion to link Couchsurfing member’s profile to his social network, has been 

introduced. After being asked how the platform could be improved, he answered “Well maybe if 

they would link members - not with Facebook - but other social networks...like google. <…> Yes, maybe 

LinkedIn. It could also be as verification.” Although this extra feature was mentioned only by one 

interviewee, the idea seems to be interesting and promising enough to investigate it in more detail 

(Appendix 1: pg.18 ln.8-14). 

Finally, after analyzing initial interviews, it was decided to continue research without sorting 

Couchsurfing members into “hosts” and “couchsurfers”, but rather to “active” and “inactive”. Mainly 

because more experienced users seem to care more about couchsurfing experience, while new or 

barely active users just look for a place to stay. In addition, the elements “location” and “link to social 

network account” were included to the further research in order to test out their potential effect on 

initial trust.  

3.2. Quantitative research analysis 

After exploratory interviews, 184 questionnaires were completed and analyzed. As all the 

survey’s responses are ordinal (Likert scales) or either nominal (multiple-choice), the data turned out 

to be non-parametric. Therefore, it cannot be claimed that data’s distribution is normal, hence some 
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reliability tests had been run. Then, depending on the hypotheses, the adequate tests had been done. 

Further are displayed results that correspond to the hypotheses that were raised earlier. 

H1: Communication via Couchsurfing electronic-messages among users triggers affective trust. 

To analyze this hypothesis, the respondents were asked to evaluate their reaction to the 

positive e-mail conversation with the trustee, by evaluating the 6 statements in the 5-point Likert 

scale (question 11, appendix 2). However, because currently we are testing whether the element 

induces affective trust, we analyze only the three last statements, because they specifically represent 

affective trust reactions: I believe that member will care about my welfare; I believe that member will 

spend quality time with me; and, I believe that member would not knowingly do anything to hurt me. 

As it was already pointed out – the affective trust cannot be present without cognition-based trust, 

therefore the first three statements could be skipped at this point.   

First, the reliability analysis (Cronbach Alpha test) had been performed in order to see if we 

can trust the data (table 3.2.1.) The Cronbach’s Alpha value is .809, which is greater than 

recommended 0.7 (Field, 2005). Also, we may see that no deleted items would increase it, therefore 

all three items are reliable and retained for further analysis. 

Table 3.2.1.: Reliability analysis of affective trust statements. Case of e-mail conversation. 

Cronbach’s Alpha = .809 Cronbach's Alpha if 

Item Deleted 

I believe that member will care about my welfare .677 

I believe that member will spend quality time with me .801 

I believe that member would not knowingly do anything to hurt me .729 

Second, we check responses’ median and quartile range in order to determine if the 

respondents agree with the statements (table 3.2.2.). As they are ranked from 1 (strongly disagree, 

to 5 – strongly agree), we look for the median value of 4 (agree) or 5 (strongly agree) and relatively 

low Inter Quartile Range (IQR) for a consensus.  
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Table 3.2.2. Frequency analysis of affective trust statements. Case of e-mail conversation. 

 I believe that member 
will care about my 

welfare 

I believe that member 
will spend quality time 

with me 

I believe that member 
would not knowingly 

do anything to hurt me 

N 
Valid 184 184 184 

Missing 0 0 0 

Median 4.00 4.00 4.00 

Percentiles 

25 2.00 2.00 2.00 

50 4.00 4.00 4.00 

75 4.00 4.00 4.00 

It seems that the median among all three statements is 4 (Agree) and IQRs are 4-2=2. Hence, 

we may say that the statements are supported and we can accept the hypothesis H1. 

H2: Positive references on trustee’s profile triggers affective trust.  

In order to test H2, all the above described steps for H1 analysis had been repeated, just the 

analyzed data is corresponding the question 9 (reaction about trustee’s positive references) from the 

survey (Appendix 2). From the table 3.2.2 it is clear that Cronbach’s Alpha value is .791, which is 

greater than 0.7, thus the data is reliable. By deleting the last statement, it would be possible to 

increase the value even more, however as it would not make a big change, it was decided to keep it.   

Table 3.2.3.: Reliability analysis of affective trust statements. Case of references. 

Cronbach’s Alpha = .791 Cronbach's Alpha 

if Item Deleted 

I believe that member will care about my welfare .623 

I believe that member will spend quality time with me .708 

I believe that member would not knowingly do anything to hurt me .814 

The median of all three statements is once again 4, which means that the respondents tend 

to agree with them (table 3.2.4.). And the IRQ value is equal to 1 (4-3=1), which indicates a strong 

consensus among the respondents. Therefore, H2 is retained. 
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Table 3.2.4.: Frequency analysis of affective trust statements. Case of references. 

 I believe that member 

will care about my 

welfare 

I believe that 

member will spend 

quality time with me 

I believe that member 

would not knowingly do 

anything to hurt me 

N 
Valid 184 184 184 

Missing 0 0 0 

Median 4.00 4.00 4.00 

Percentiles 

25 4.00 4.00 4.00 

50 4.00 4.00 4.00 

75 5.00 5.00 5.00 

H3: All existing trust-cues (table 1.3.2.) excluding ‘References’, triggers cognitive trust and not affective 

trust. 

To test this hypothesis, seven trust inducing cues are analyzed:  

- Profile picture (Question 3 in Appendix 2); 

- ‘About’ section (Question 4 in Appendix 2); 

- ‘My home’ section (Question 5 in Appendix 2); 

- Photos (Question 6 in Appendix 2); 

- Verification status (Question 7b in Appendix 2); 

- Response rate (Question 8 in Appendix 2); 

- Friends in Couchsurfing community (Question 10 in Appendix 2). 

The analysis process in this case is similar to H1 and H2. First, the reliability analysis on all 

elements had been performed, however this time the cognition-based statements are tested: I believe 

that member is honest; I believe that member will keep his word; I believe that member is able to 

provide accommodation (Appendix 3A). After executing Cronbach’s Alpha test, it was found out that 

all the data is reliable, except of ‘About’ section responses, where the value is .698 < 0.7 (table 3.2.5.). 

What is more, if any of the statements would be deleted, it would not increase the reliability. 

Therefore, this element will be subtracted from the further analysis, as no statistical conclusions can 

be drawn.  
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Table 3.2.5.: Reliability analysis of cognitive trust statements. Case of ‘About’ section. 

Cronbach’s Alpha = .698 Cronbach's Alpha if Item Deleted 

I believe that the member is honest .571 

I believe that member will keep his word .558 

I believe that member is able to provide 
accommodation 

.678 

Remaining six elements are included into further research. Their data seems to be reliable. 

However, for more precise analysis, Cronbach Alpha’s test suggested to exclude the item “I believe 

that member is able to provide accommodation” from all elements’ analysis, except of ‘My home’ 

section. The analysis results are displayed in Appendix 3B. 

More or less the median of all the elements is 4, which indicates respondents’ agreement with 

the statements, except of ‘Verification status’ and ‘Friends in Couchsurfing community’. The opinion 

of these seems to be distributed towards 3 - undecided. Thus, we cannot say that these cues are 

significant to foster trust. All in all, four trust-cues out of analyzed 7 are confirmed to induce cognition-

based trust. However, it is still possible that they can be a basis for the affective trust as well. To test 

it, the reliability and frequency analysis for affective trust statements had been performed 

(Appendixes 3C, 3D).  

Already after reliability analysis, ‘Profile picture’ element had been rejected, as the gathered 

data is not reliable. Other remaining elements seemed to comply well and no items had to be deleted 

before moving to the frequencies test. When testing frequencies, the respondents seemed to 

disagree or be undecided about the statements concerning ‘My Home’ and ‘Response rate’, though 

we retain the notion that these elements induce only cognition-based trust. However, unexpected 

finding had occurred, which is that the element ‘photos’ is able to induce affective trust (table 3.2.6.). 
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Table 3.2.6.: Frequency analysis of affective trust statements. Case of ‘Photos’. 

 I believe that member 

will care about my 

welfare 

I believe that 

member will spend 

quality time with me 

I believe that member 

would not knowingly do 

anything to hurt me 

N 
Valid 184 184 184 

Missing 0 0 0 

Median 3.00 4.00 4.00 

Percentiles 

25 2.00 2.00 2.00 

50 3.00 4.00 4.00 

75 4.00 4.00 4.00 

Though the impact on affective trust is present, it seems that it respondents were undecided 

upon the statement “I believe that member will care about my welfare.” Also, IRQ value is 2 in all of 

the cases, which indicates not the strongest consensus, however still acceptable. 

All in all, H3 can only be partly accepted. Out of 7 tested elements for cognitive trust, only 3 

actually were supported: profile picture, “my home” section, and response rate. Trustees provided 

photos are also stimulus of trust, however it induces affect-based one.  

H4: Trustee’s presence on social networks triggers affective trust. 

This hypothesis was derived from exploratory interviews. It is important to repeat that 

currently Couchsurfing platform does not display user’s presence on other social networks. However, 

it is interesting to see whether its appearance could make an impact. Therefore, the respondents 

were asked to react to the following question: Judging only from Couchsurfing member’s provided link 

to his Social Network account, (e.g. LinkedIn). Do you agree with the following statements? (question 

13a, Appendix 2). The statements that were evaluated remains the same as earlier discussed. Because 

of that, the procedure to test this hypothesis is identical to H1.  

After Cronbach’s Alpha test, it was found out that affective trust statements’ data is reliable 

(table 3.2.7). Value of it is .837, which is greater than accepted 0.7 (Field, 2005).  
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Table 3.2.7.: Reliability analysis of affective trust statements. Case of “Social Network account” 

Cronbach’s Alpha = .837 Cronbach's Alpha if Item 

Deleted 

I believe that member will care about my welfare .677 

I believe that member will spend quality time with me .754 

I believe that member would not knowingly do anything to hurt me .872 

After moving on to frequency analysis, the results had showed that respondents in general 

were prone to agree to the provided statements (median = 4) (table 3.2.8.). However, they were a bit 

unsure about the statement “I believe that member will spend quality time with me”, where the 

median is equal 3 (‘undecided’). Nevertheless, other two statements outweigh it and consequently 

H4 has been accepted. 

Table 3.2.8.: Frequency analysis of affective trust statements. Case of “Social Network account” 

 I believe that member 

will care about my 

welfare 

I believe that member 

will spend quality 

time with me 

I believe that member 

would not knowingly 

do anything to hurt 

me 

N 
Valid 184 184 184 

Missing 0 0 0 

Median 4.00 3.00 4.00 

Percentiles 

25 2.00 2.00 2.00 

50 4.00 3.00 4.00 

75 4.00 4.00 4.00 

As the hypothesis had been accepted, it might be beneficial also to find out what kind of social 

network accounts Couchsurfing current/potential members would be willing to share with the 

community. Just for such case, the question 13b had been included into the questionnaire: Which 

Social Network Accounts (if any) you would agree to link to your Couchsurfing account? Only 

Couchsurfing community members would be able to see it. 9 multiple response options had been 

provided: 
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o Facebook 

o Google+ 

o Twitter 

o LinkedIn 

o Instagram 

o Snapchat 

o Pinterest 

o Other  _____ 

o NOT ANY 

The response distribution is displayed in table 3.2.9. It seems, that respondents don’t object 

the idea of sharing their social network profile with other community members (only 4.5% of 

respondents has chosen “not any” option). Looking at the results, there is a clear top 3: Facebook 

(38.6%), LinkedIn (20.7%), and Instagram (17.6%).  

Table 3.2.9.: Frequency analysis of potential Social Network profiles to share.  

 Responses Percent of Cases 

N Percent 

Social Networks 

Facebook 145 38.6% 78.8% 

Google+ 18 4.8% 9.8% 

Twitter 32 8.5% 17.4% 

LinkedIn 78 20.7% 42.4% 

Instagram 66 17.6% 35.9% 

Snapchat 11 2.9% 6.0% 

Pinterest 7 1.9% 3.8% 

Other 2 0.5% 1.1% 

None 17 4.5% 9.2% 

Total 376 100.0% 204.3% 

 
H5: Trustee’s provided more accurate user’s location induces cognitive trust. 

This hypothesis was also derived from the exploratory interviews. Interviewees pointed out 

that a map attached to couchsurfing member’s profile would be very helpful. But would it also make 

an impact on initial trust? To figure this out, the following question was included into the survey: 

Judging only from the map that shows member's home location, do you agree with the following 

statements? The same 3 cognitive trust statements and 3 affective trust statements had been 
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evaluated by each respondent. Following the hypothesis, cognitive-trust reflecting items had been 

analyzed (table 3.2.10 and 3.2.11). 

Table 3.2.10.: Reliability analysis of cognitive trust statements. Case of provided map. 

Cronbach’s Alpha = .862 Cronbach's Alpha if Item Deleted 

I believe that the member is honest .777 

I believe that member will keep his word .748 

I believe that member is able to provide accommodation .895 

Cronbach’s Alpha value is equal to 0.862, which is greater than recommended 0.7 – therefore, 

the analyzed data is reliable. By deleting item “I believe that member is able to provide 

accommodation” it could be increase a little bit more, but it will be retained, as the data is reliable 

either way.  

Table 3.2.11.: Frequency analysis of cognitive trust statements. Case of provided map. 

Nevertheless, from the frequency analysis displayed below, it is obvious that respondents tend 

to disagree (Median = 2) with all three statements. Therefore, H5 has been rejected. 

H6: Active members seek for elements that induce affective initial trust over trustee, before making a 

decision to engage with him/her in the real world.  

H7: Inactive members seek elements that induce cognitive initial trust over trustee, before making a 

decision to engage with him/her in the real world. 

 I believe that the 

member is honest 

I believe that member 

will keep his word 

I believe that member 

is able to provide 

accommodation 

N 
Valid 184 184 184 

Missing 0 0 0 

Median 2.00 2.00 2.00 

Percentiles 

25 2.00 2.00 2.00 

50 2.00 2.00 2.00 

75 4.00 4.00 4.00 
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Hypotheses 4 and 5 had been tested simultaneously as both of them are derived from the 

question 14 (Appendix 2). Respondents were presented with 12 Couchsurfing member’s personal 

profile elements and asked to select items that they would check before making a decision to 

send/accept an accommodation request. As hypotheses refer to two different sample groups: active 

and inactive members. Therefore, the respondents were regrouped according their answers to the 

first survey question in the below displayed manner (respondents that answered ‘no’ to the first 

question, were followed with the next one asking if they are open to the idea of registering in the 

future. Only positive respondents were taken into account). It resulted 70 active and 114 inactive 

members. 

Q1: Are you a registered member on Couchsurfing?  

 Yes, I am an active (used it in a past year) member (I seek for hosts). 

 Yes, I am an active (used it in a past year) member (I host). 

 Yes, I am an active (used it in a past year) member (I host and seek for hosts) 

 Yes, I used to be an active member, but not anymore. 

 Yes, but I was never an active member. 

 No. 

Afterwards, the Pearson Chi-Square test with 95% level of confidence had been run. 

Significance value is .000 and it is lower than .05, the results are accepted to be statistically significant 

(table 3.2.12). In other words – there is a significant difference between the two tested categories 

(active and inactive). Chi-square test has been chosen because the data resulted to be nominal and 

the samples – independent. 

Table 3.2.12.: Chi-square test for Q14 in relationship to active vs inactive members 

 Active vs inactive 

Selected elements 

Chi-square 79.974 

df 12 

Sig. .000* 
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Later, frequencies of each selected element had been compared between two groups (table 

3.2.13.). Average selected elements for each group differ between 7 (active members) and 8 (inactive 

members). Hence, top 7 elements from the active members group, and 8 top elements from inactive 

members group had been selected and collated (table 3.2.14.). Where possible, the type of impact 

on trust was indicated. 

Table 3.2.13.: Frequency analysis of selected personal profile elements. Active vs inactive members. 

  

Active Inactive and non-members 

Count Column N % Count Column N % 

Se
le

ct
ed

 e
le

m
en

ts
 

‘About’ section 64 91.4% 99 86.8% 

Activity 45 64.3% 47 41.2% 

Friends 13 18.6% 50 43.9% 

‘My home’ section 47 67.1% 85 74.6% 

Map 31 44.3% 82 71.9% 

Photos 52 74.3% 89 78.1% 

Profile picture 52 74.3% 89 78.1% 

References 66 94.3% 92 80.7% 

Registration date 19 27.1% 42 36.8% 

Response rate 42 60.0% 62 54.4% 

Social Network Account 20 28.6% 73 64.0% 

Verification status 30 42.9% 77 67.5% 

Total 70 100.0% 114 100.0% 

  Selections: Total 481 887 
  Selections: Average 6.87  7.78 

It is clear that the most preferred information by active and inactive members is: references, 

‘about’ section, profile picture, photos and ‘my home’ section. Active members value references 

slightly more than inactive members, but the rest matches. The biggest difference between groups is 

that active members pay attention to trustee’s activity and response rate, while inactive members 

ignore it. On the other hand, inactive members prefer information of map (location), verification 

status and provided social network account, though active members seem to be not interested by the 

latter. All in all, concerning hypotheses, it does not seem that either group would have a preference 

over cognitive of affective trust inducing cues. Rather, it is a mix of both. Thus, H6 and H7 have been 

rejected. 
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Table 3.2.14: Preference of trustee’s profile elements. Active vs inactive members.  

Order Active members Type of trust Inactive members Type of trust 

1 References Affective ‘About’ section N/A 

2 ‘About’ section N/A References Affective 

3 Profile picture Cognitive Profile picture Cognitive 

4 Photos Affective Photos Affective 

5 ‘My home’ section Cognitive ‘My home’ section Cognitive 

6 Activity N/A Map N/A 

7 Response rate Cognitive Verification status N/A 

8   Social Network Account Affective 

To sum up, after quantitative analysis, the results turned out such way: 

H1: Communication via Couchsurfing electronic-messages among users triggers 

affective trust. 
Accepted 

H2: Positive references on trustee’s profile triggers affective trust.  Accepted 

H3: All existing trust-cues (table 1.3.2.) excluding ‘References’, triggers cognitive trust 

and not affective trust. 

Partially 

accepted 

H4: Trustee’s presence on social networks triggers affective trust. Accepted 

H5: Trustee’s provided more accurate user’s location induces cognitive trust. Rejected 

H6: Active members seek for elements that induce affective initial trust over trustee, 

before making a decision to engage with him/her in the real world.  
Rejected 

H7: Inactive members seek elements that induce cognitive initial trust over trustee, 

before making a decision to engage with him/her in the real world. 
Rejected 
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4. Discussion 

The results that have been derived are crucial to answer what trust-inducing elements on 

user’s profile could be harnessed to commercialize the Couchsurfing platform. The results support 

some of the scholars’ findings that are described in this paper’s first chapter, however some of their 

applicability to Couchsurfing case is questionable. 

The first hypothesis tested in this paper (H1) was appealing to Johnson’s and Grayson’s (2005) 

notion that affective trust is achieved by direct interaction. As the only mean of direct interaction on 

Couchsurfing.com is internal e-mail communication, its effect on users’ initial trust was tested. The 

results proved that kind of interaction’s positive effect on affective trust (figure 4.1.). It makes a lot of 

sense, as by directly interacting with a stranger you can form an initial picture of person’s personality 

and his/her approach to Couchsurfing experience. Nevertheless, after interviewing some 

Couchsurfing users it appeared that majority of them does not rely their decision (to ask for the 

accommodation/accept the guest) on internal direct communication. Rather they base their decision 

on the information shown on user’s profile, and get into the conversation only after they make 

arrangements to meet. Thus, though e-mail conversation has a potential to induce affective trust 

between the users, other trust-cues are preferred. The reason behind that might be that couchsurfers 

looking for a potential host, send request to multiple users and getting involved into conversation 

beforehand can be very time-consuming. Hosts, on the other hand, already can make their mind by 

seeing the effort that couchsurfer put into his accommodation request message.  

Other scholars, that have focused more on the interpersonal trust in virtual environment 

(Heesakkers, 2012; Kim, 2005, Nissenbaum, 2001) were especially distinguishing ‘references’ as the 

main factor to create affect-based trust. It’s effect on Couchsurfing members was tested in this paper 

(H2) and it was highly positive (figure 4.1.). It was the only tested user profile’s element that 75th 

percentile reached 5 (highly agree) in all three tested affective trust statements. What is more, 

respondents were asked to choose user profile’s elements that they would check before taking a 

decision to contact the trustee, and ‘references’ was the most chosen element among active 

Couchsurfing members, and the second most chosen among inactive members. After summing 
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everything up, it is fair to conclude that ‘references’ is the most trust inducing element on user’s 

personal profile. Hence, discussed Heesakkers’, Kim’s and Nissenbaum’s theories are applicable to 

Couchsurfing as well. 

Some new interesting insights, that academic literature wasn’t mentioning, have been 

revealed. For instance, user’s provided photos seem to cause affect-based trust as well (figure 4.1.). 

We can wonder why – perhaps, trustor sees it as a valid enough evidence of trustee’s lifestyle, 

hobbies, friends and similar. Trustor can create an image of how the person is like in a real world and 

that may trigger the feeling of security, which is an indicator of affective trust. ‘Photos’ was 4th most 

chosen user profile’s element among respondents, thus it clearly is an important component. Another 

new insight – user’s presence on social networks (e.g. Facebook, LinkedIn) can also trigger affective 

trust. Probably seeing a person on other social network than Couchsurfing, assures that the 

Couchsurfing profile is not fake. Flashing back to the interviews that were made during this research, 

many subjects pointed out that it is very important while checking user’s profile to find evidence, that 

“it is not fake.” However, this trust-cue is only hypothetical, because currently it is not available on 

couchsurfing.com. Nevertheless, though its impact on affective trust has been proven, active 

members haven’t included it into their list of elements they would check before contacting the 

trustee. By contrary, inactive users – have. Maybe because active users currently do without it, they 

don’t see the necessity of this element’s installment. Inactive users are more critical and thus, sees 

the value it potentially could bring. All in all, user profile’s connection with external social network is 

definitely something that should be considered. 

Profile picture, ‘My home’ section, response rate and provided location turned out as 

expected, inducing cognition-based trust (figure 4.1.). According McAllister, it means that these 

elements make trustee to appear competent, responsible and/or reliable. As in the case of social 

network, provided location was only a hypothetical trust-cue as currently it is not available. And even 

though, according the results, it increases trustee’s reliability, only inactive members were selecting 

it as an important factor to make a decision (table 3.2.14). Active members would probably argue that 

occurrence of a map showing user’s location could lead to increase of Couchsurfing usage as a 

platform to find free accommodation in a convenient location, rather than cultivating interpersonal 
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relationships. However, as performed interviews allow to imply, majority of loyal and active 

couchsurfers once registered just for that – to find a place to sleep while travelling. And only after 

experiencing it for the first time, evolved community’s values. Therefore, establishment of a map 

feature in users’ profile might not be such a bad decision, as it could make the platform more 

attractive to inactive users and impel them to try it out – which could lead to more loyal users that 

eventually adopt community’s values.  

Tested elements ‘user’s activity’, ‘couchsurfing friends’, ‘verification status’ and ‘about’ 

section (H3, H5) appeared not to induce trust (figure 4.1). This result concerning the latter two cues 

are especially unexpected. Verification status is something that Couchsurfing International is basing 

their income on, however it seems that users don’t see value in it. Though by verification service, 

Couchsurfing ensures that the person is real and this way promotes security - users might still see it 

unnecessary if a trustee has references. Though some inactive members still say they would check if 

it is present, before contacting a person (table 3.2.14). Moving on to ‘about’ section, its lack of effect 

on trust is quite unexpected due to two reasons. First, Nissenbaum (2001) mentioned “interpretation 

of personal characteristics” as one of the conditions in virtual community that influence trust 

formation. ‘About’ section on couchsurfing member’s profile purpose seems to be exactly that – to 

provide some personal characteristics. Therefore, it was 

expected that this element would induce at least some 

level of trust. Second, table 3.2.14 shows that ‘about’ 

section was the most times chosen element (together 

with references) that would be looked at before making 

a decision to contact trustee. At this point, the reason 

for that could only be guessed. Perhaps, the information 

provided in this section is too subjective to induce trust, 

however still interesting to see of how a person present 

himself/herself.  
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Lastly, the attempt to classify users to ‘hosts’ and ‘couchsurfers’, as well as ‘active’ and 

‘inactive’ was not successful. As it was already discussed in chapter 3.1., roles on Couchsurfing 

becomes interrelated, and the same person can act as both host and couchsurfer. As a result, in both 

cases the decision making process is hardly any different – the same user profile’s elements are 

checked out. ‘Active’ and ‘inactive’ distinction was also insignificant. 5 most checked out trust-cues 

are the same between two groups (table 3.2.14). There are only minor differences, such as inactive 

users also pay attention to provided location, verification status and presence on external social 

network sites; while active users ignore all these, and settle on activity (last log-in) and response rate 

information. 

All in all, these findings are an important contribution to the theory about initial interpersonal 

trust in virtual communities. They affirm theories of Johnson & Grayson (2005), Hessaker (2012), Kim 

(2005) and partially Nissenbaum (2001) as well as compliment them with new findings of what online 

content could trigger cognition and affect based trust among community members. In addition, 

derived results lead to important implications of their potential adoption in practice that will be 

discussed in the following chapter. 
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5. Practical application 

5.1. Turning Couchsurfing Freemium 

Following on gathered results, let’s see how they could be applied to monetize Couchsurfing 

International. It was already discussed, that Fred Wilson’s Freemium business model would be the 

most suitable in this case. An access to certain trust cues could be limited or disabled for a free 

membership. Nevertheless, there are a few user profile’s elements that, in author’s opinion, should 

be not interfered with, as without them the platform would not perform its purpose: 

- Profile picture. While seeing the list of Couchsurfing members, profile picture is the one element 

that a user notices first. As it builds a first sense of reliability, it’s absence could make a platform 

very unattractive. 

- Overview part of ‘About’ section. Basic information, such as age, gender, languages spoken and 

occupation is essential and without it could lead to a lot of confusion.  

- ‘My Home’ section. Provides such information as how many people could be accommodated, 

gender preference, whether smoking is allowed and similar. It is an essential information that 

needs to be looked at before making an accommodation request.  

- Number of positive references. Though the content of references could be interfered with, leaving 

its amount visible to everybody is essential. After all, it is an important trustworthiness and safety 

indicator, and security should still be prioritized even among free members.  

- Internal e-mail. Direct interaction is important if one wants to find out more information about a 

trustee or deal the details of accommodation. 

What is more, during initial interviews the potential trust-cues of ‘Provided location’ and 

‘Presence on external Social Networks’ had been brought out. After quantitative research it was 

confirmed that the former can have an impact on cognitive, and the latter – on affective trust. 

Therefore, they presence would surely bring value to Couchsurfing users, therefore it is 

recommended to introduce both trust-cues into user profiles. Though whether it should appear in 

free or premium membership package – will be discussed below. 
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Overviewed literature did not provide relevant information of how community platforms 

could be turned freemium. Therefore, a few possible sections of different perspectives, that are 

derived from this research are suggested and their applicability discussed. [N.B.: premium packages 

that do not mention Verification status, implies that it should be revoked from user profile 

completely]. 

Following the track that was intended by research question, trust inducing elements on user’s 

profile has been distinguished and suggested that the access to their content should be monetized. 

The content of all remaining elements would be maintained free. 

1. Premium: trust-cues that induce affective trust. 

- References. The content of references could be available exclusively only to premium members. 

Free users could only see how many positive references user has, or – the content of the most 

recent one only.  

- Photos. Should be visible exclusively to premium members. 

- Referral to Social Network account. Should be visible exclusively to premium members.  

This kind of distinction between free and premium determines free content that is sufficient for the 

user to find a place to stay and get to know the trustee (‘about’ section, e-mail). However, the 

premium membership would assure greater sense of security before contacting trustee. The only 

possible risk here might be free users’ dissatisfaction that references’ content is not visible, which is 

the most important factor to determine trustee’s trustworthiness. But this risk could be solved, as 

mentioned before - with provided number of positive references.  

2. Premium: trust-cues that induce cognitive trust. 

- Response rate. Should be visible exclusively to premium members. 

- Provided location. Should be visible exclusively to premium members. 

Only two cognitive-trust cues are in focus, as the remaining two – profile picture and ‘my home’ 

section were decided to be left visible to all. Nevertheless, these two trust-cues has a potential to 

strengthen the sense of reliability. However, they might not be valuable enough to make user want 

to upgrade his account. Thus, the employment of this premium model is quite risky.  
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Taking everything into account, pursuing the first proposed premium content model would be 

more effective. However, quite unexpectedly, the analysis of gathered research data has showed that 

other couchsurfer’s profile elements that does not have any impact on trust are also very important. 

When asked about their decision making process, respondents pointed out a mix of elements of trust-

impacting and not-impacting profile components. As a result, it was decided that premium content 

does not necessarily has to be compounded from the trust-cues only. Hence, it was looked into the 

same challenge from the new perspectives and four more premium package variations have been 

proposed: 

3. Premium: cues that do not induce trust. 

- ‘About’ section. As mentioned before, ‘overview’ part of it has to remain free. However, in this 

case, the rest of information should be visible exclusively to premium members. 

- Verification status. Could continue operate in the same manner. A premium user could be verified 

and get a ‘verification badge’ that would be visible to all. 

- Friends on Couchsurfing community. Should be visible exclusively to premium members. 

- Activity. Should be visible exclusively to premium members. 

These cues do not bring value of trust, but still provide useful information. Verification and activity 

statuses might handy when filtering trustees. ‘About’ section is one of the most wanted elements 

before making a decision, therefore this premium package might be attractive to some users.  

4. Premium: quicker filtering. 

- Response rate. Should be visible exclusively to premium members. 

- Activity. Should be visible exclusively to premium members. 

- Verification status. Could continue operate in the same manner. A premium user could be verified 

and get a ‘verification badge’ that would be visible to other premium users. 

- Provided location (map). Should be visible exclusively to premium members. 

- Referral to Social Network account. Should be visible exclusively to premium members. 

These cues were retrieved from the table 3.2.14., where respondents were asked to select elements 

they would check before contacting trustee. Above listed elements were the ones that many users 
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have selected as important, however they were not in the top five. Response rate, activity, verification 

status and provided location are surely the components that could save time while filtering potential 

hosts. Also, referral to user’s external social network account may increase the sense of security. All 

in all, free package would surely provide all the information for successful accommodation search or 

networking, but premium package would allow to make a process quicker and easier.  

5. Premium: top selections. 

- References. The content of references could be available exclusively only to premium members. 

Free users could only see how many positive references user has, or – the content of the most 

recent one only.  

- ‘About’ section. As mentioned before, ‘overview’ part of it has to remain free. However, in this 

case, the rest of information should be visible exclusively to premium members. 

- Photos. Should be visible exclusively to premium members. 

This package it created with reference to results displayed in table 3.2.14. Three above listed elements 

were among five most picked ones (remaining two – profile picture and ‘my home’ section remains 

free). A value of such premium package is obvious – it provides significantly more information about 

the user (sense of security). The only concern is whether users would still see a free package satisfying. 

6. Premium: active users. 

- ‘About’ section. As mentioned before, ‘overview’ part of it has to remain free. However, in this 

case, the rest of information should be visible exclusively to premium members. 

- Photos. Should be visible exclusively to premium members. 

- References. The content of references could be available exclusively only to premium members. 

Free users could only see how many positive references user has, or – the content of the most 

recent one only. 

- Response rate. Should be visible exclusively to premium members. 

- Activity. Should be visible exclusively to premium members. 

These cues were chosen by active members as the most essential ones. Once again, it is a mix of 

elements with various impacts on trust. It makes sense to monetize the most loyal users, as they use 
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the platform the most. Probably, they also are more concerned of learning the person’s traits than 

the new-comers. All in all, this kind of premium package could also be perceived as an internal club 

of Couchsurfing community. It could be perceived as a community of members to whom its values 

actually matter. On the down side, the free package might appear to be not sufficient to satisfy basic 

user’s needs.  

To sum up, the issue of what content to make free, and what – premium, could be looked 

from various different perspectives. Here were provided six – all that could make use of the findings 

about Couchsurfing user profile’s elements that may or may not have impact on interpersonal trust. 

Further normative analysis is necessary to find out which of provided premium packages would be 

the most effective for Couchsurfing International.  

5.2. Interpersonal trust in Sharing Economy communities 

Gathered results of this research can have a broader application than the case of 

Couchsurfing. They are especially useful to the Sharing Economy communities, that do not provide 

insurance and share services and experiences rather than goods. Normally, they are based solely on 

interpersonal trust. Also, virtual communities like that usually incorporate profiles of each member. 

  These are the main points that every such community should consider when designing the 

structure of their members’ profile: 

 Proof that member is reliable, competent and responsible. Cues such as profile picture, details 

about the service and conditions could be used to achieve it. 

 Proof that it is secure to interact with a member. Cues such as references, third party referrals, 

photos, referrals to social network account might be used. 

 Other relevant information that might not have a big impact on trust, however is still interesting 

and useful to know before starting users to interact with each other. E.g. activity, general 

information about the user (age, gender, likes, dislikes and similar). 

 Ability for direct interaction. Internal e-mail, or messenger could be used to achieve it. 
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It is necessary to create a mix of these three types of information, as users tend to seek 

comprehensive information about the user in order to decide if he/she suitable and trustworthy. 

Here are several examples of existing Sharing Economy communities, that could incorporate 

the findings of this research and harness it for their commercialization: 

Home Swap. Community of people that swap their homes when travelling. There is no payment, nor 

provided insurance, therefore community members rely solely on interpersonal trust. 

House Sitting. It is a practice when a landlord leaves its home for extended period of time and entrusts 

its care to one or a few “house-sitters.” Entrusted people might be responsible of taking care of 

house’s plants, pets or similar and in exchange they get to live in a house for free. There are numerous 

platforms for dedicated house sitting practitioners. As a landlord entrusts his entire house for a care 

of a stranger, interpersonal trust is extremely important. 

Pet Sitters. Community that connects pet-owners with people that are willing to take care of their 

pets in exchange for money/accommodation.  

Meal Sharing. Community that encourages travelers to try authentic meals offered by local residents 

in their homes. Usually in exchange for money, however as strangers are invited into private homes, 

interpersonal trust is also very important. 

All in all, interpersonal trust is an important component of every sharing economy community, 

and it should not be neglected. Well thought-through platforms are preferred as they are more 

reliable and easy to use. As a consequence, it might lead to an increase of community members and 

that means more service/experience options offered. All that brings increased opportunities for 

monetization.  
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Conclusion 

This research leads to conclusion that in order to effectively commercialize Couchsurfing, its 

strategy has to be altered. Freemium model of website monetization should be introduced and 

currently provided verification service should be revoked, or bundled into a premium package. What 

is more, because virtual sharing economy communities are extremely dependent on initial 

interpersonal trust, it is suggested that Couchsurfing should make use of it in order to create premium 

content and distinguish it from the free content. In platforms like this, initial interpersonal trust is 

triggered by distinct information elements that appear on user’s profile. 

The empirical part of this research identified the following user profile trust-cues that could 

be used for premium content without jeopardizing free content’s utility: 

 Affective trust cues (profile elements, that induce sense of security): references, photos and 

referral to external social network account. 

 Cognitive trust cues (profile elements, that induce sense of reliability, competence and 

responsibility): ‘my home’ section, response rate and the map with host’s approximate location. 

Although the focus of the research question was trust inducing elements of user’s profile, after 

results’ analysis it turned out that user profile’s elements that does not have any impact on trust can 

be also very important. When making a decision to contact a subject, Couchsurfing member base it 

not just on trust-cues, like was implied, but rather on the mix of them and elements that does not 

have any effect on interpersonal trust, however may convey useful or interesting information. 

Therefore, it was argued that the list of recommended potential premium content packages should 

be expanded by: 
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 Elements that does not impact trust: “about section”, verification status, friends list and activity. 

 Elements that accelerate users’ filtering (saves time to find trustworthy host: response rate, 

activity, verification status, map with host’s location and referral to external social network 

account. 

 Most popular profile element: references, ‘about section’ and photos. 

 Profile elements that are preferred by active users: ‘about section’, photos, references, response 

rate and activity. 

This list may still be considered to be expanded by future researchers. Perspectives that 

haven’t been analyzed in this research (e.g. propensity to trust) could be of a new focus. All in all, 

further normative research is required in order to derive the most effective premium package out of 

suggested.  
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Appendixes 

1. Exploratory interviews 

 

Link to the containing folder of interview audio recordings and transcripts: 

https://www.dropbox.com/sh/y6eqrxhuqy3qi82/AACQ4VMdoGazmbPXhrRnLv4ba?dl=0  

 

 

  

https://www.dropbox.com/sh/y6eqrxhuqy3qi82/AACQ4VMdoGazmbPXhrRnLv4ba?dl=0
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2. Questionnaire 

Welcome! 

           I am a final year Master student at Copenhagen Business School. I am currently working on 

my Master thesis, which is about creating initial trust among Couchsurfing community members.  I 

would be grateful if you could spare 10-12 minutes of your time to complete this anonymous 

survey, it would make an important contribution to my research. 

NB: Couchsurfing is a global virtual community of travelers. It connects tourists with people that 

share they home for a short period of time (free of charge). For further information, please visit 

couchsurfing.com 

 

1. Are you a registered member on Couchsurfing?  

Select one answer: 

(1)  Yes, I am an active (used it in a past year) member (I seek for hosts). 

(2)  Yes, I am an active (used it in a past year) member (I host). 

(3)  Yes, I am an active (used it in a past year) member (I host and seek for hosts) 

(4)  Yes, I used to be an active member, but not anymore. 

(5)  Yes, but I was never an active member. 

(6)  No. 

 

2. Are you open to the idea of couchsurfing yourself or hosting couchsurfers in the future?  

Select one answer: 

(1)  Yes 

(2)  No 

 

If no: 

2 b. Why are you not open to the idea?  

Select one answer: 

(1)  I think it is not safe 

(2)  The idea of Couchsurfing is simply not appealing to me 

(3)  Other. Please specify: _____  
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3. Please look at this image and answer below listed question. 
 

 
  
Judging only from member’s Profile picture, do you agree with the following statements? 

Here and further: please select the answers that best represent how strongly do you agree with the provided 

statements. 

 
Strongly 

disagree 
Disagree Undecided Agree 

Strongly 

agree 

1. I believe that the member is 

honest 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

2. I believe that member will 

keep his word 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

3. I believe that member is able 

to provide accommodation: 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

4. I believe that member will 

care about my welfare 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

5. I believe that member will 

spend quality time with me 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

6. I believe that member would 

not knowingly do anything to 

hurt me 

(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  
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4. Please look at this image and answer below listed question. 
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Judging only from member’s provided information in “About” section, do you agree with the following 

statements? 

 
Strongly 

disagree 
Disagree Undecided Agree 

Strongly 

agree 

1. I believe that the member is 

honest 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

2. I believe that member will 

keep his word 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

3. I believe that member is able 

to provide accommodation 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

4. I believe that member will 

care about my welfare 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

5. I believe that member will 

spend quality time with me 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

6. I believe that member would 

not knowingly do anything to 

hurt me 

(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  
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5. Please look at this image and answer below listed question. 

 

Judging only from member’s provided information in ”My home” section, do you agree with the following 

statements? 

 
Strongly 

disagree 
Disagree Undecided Agree 

Strongly 

agree 

1. I believe that member is 

honest  
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

2. I believe that member will 

keep his word 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

3. I believe that member is able 

to provide accommodation 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

4. I believe that member will 

care about my welfare 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

5. I believe that member will 

spend quality time with me 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

6. I believe that member would 

not knowingly do anything to 

hurt me 

(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  
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6. Please look at this image and answer below listed question. 
 

 
 
  
Judging only from member’s provided Photos, do you agree with the following statements? 

 
Strongly 

disagree 
Disagree Undecided Agree 

Strongly 

agree 

1. I believe that member is 

honest  
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

2. I believe that member will 

keep his word 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

3. I believe that member is able 

to provide accommodation 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

4. I believe that member will 

care about my welfare 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

5. I believe that member will 

spend quality time with me 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

6. I believe that member would 

not knowingly do anything to 

hurt me 

(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  
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7. Please look at this image and answer below listed question. 

 

 

NB: Verification is an optional paid Couchsurfing service. Members who go through the verification 

process confirm that they have a valid phone number and home location. 

  

7a. Did you know what is Couchsurfing Verification before? 

(1)  Yes, I knew exactly what it is 

(2)  Yes, but I had only a vague understanding 

(3)  No 

 

7b. Judging only from member’s Verification status, do you agree with the following statements? 

 
Strongly 

disagree 
Disagree Undecided Agree 

Strongly 

agree 

1. I believe that member is 

honest  
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

2. I believe that member will 

keep his word 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

3. I believe that member is able 

to provide accommodation 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

4. I believe that member will 

care about my welfare 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

5. I believe that member will 

spend quality time with me 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

6. I believe that member would 

not knowingly do anything to 

hurt me 

(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  
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8. Please look at this image and answer below listed question. 

 

 
 
 
Judging only from member’s Response rate, do you agree with the following statements? 

 
Strongly 

disagree 
Disagree Undecided Agree 

Strongly 

agree 

1. I believe that member is 

honest  
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

2. I believe that member will 

keep his word 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

3. I believe that member is able 

to provide accommodation 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

4. I believe that member will 

care about my welfare 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

5. I believe that member will 

spend quality time with me 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

6. I believe that member would 

not knowingly do anything to 

hurt me 

(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  
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9. Please look at this image and answer below listed question. 
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Judging only from the received positive references, do you agree with the following statements? 

 
Strongly 

disagree 
Disagree Undecided Agree 

Strongly 

agree 

1. I believe that member is 

honest  
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

2. I believe that member will 

keep his word 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

3. I believe that member is able 

to provide accommodation 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

4. I believe that member will 

care about my welfare 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

5. I believe that member will 

spend quality time with me 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

6. I believe that member would 

not knowingly do anything to 

hurt me 

(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  
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10. Please look at this image and answer below listed question. 

 
Judging only from member’s friends in Couchsurfing community, do you agree with the following statements? 

 
Strongly 

disagree 
Disagree Undecided Agree 

Strongly 

agree 

1. I believe that member is 

honest  
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

2. I believe that member will 

keep his word 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

3. I believe that member is able 

to provide accommodation 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

4. I believe that member will 

care about my welfare 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

5. I believe that member will 

spend quality time with me 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

6. I believe that member would 

not knowingly do anything to 

hurt me 

(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  
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11. Imagine you had an e-mail conversation with the member. The person seemed to be very polite, 

explained why he likes hosting people/why interested in the town you live, and it turned out that 

you have common interests. 

 

Judging only from the e-mail conversation you had, do you agree with the following statements? 

 
Strongly 

disagree 
Disagree Undecided Agree 

Strongly 

agree 

1. I believe that member is 

honest  
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

2. I believe that member will 

keep his word 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

3. I believe that member is able 

to provide accommodation 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

4. I believe that member will 

care about my welfare 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

5. I believe that member will 

spend quality time with me 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

6. I believe that member would 

not knowingly do anything to 

hurt me 

(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  
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12. Please look at this image and answer below listed question. 
 

 
 
Judging only from the map that shows member's home location, do you agree with the following statements? 

 
Strongly 

disagree 
Disagree Undecided Agree 

Strongly 

agree 

1. I believe that member is 

honest  
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

2. I believe that member will 

keep his word 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

3. I believe that member is able 

to provide accommodation 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

4. I believe that member will 

care about my welfare 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

5. I believe that member will 

spend quality time with me 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

6. I believe that member would 

not knowingly do anything to 

hurt me 

(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  
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13. Please look at this image and answer below listed questions. 
 

 
13a. Judging only from Couchsurfing member’s provided link to his Social Network account, (e.g. LinkedIn). Do 

you agree with the following statements? 

 
Strongly 

disagree 
Disagree Undecided Agree 

Strongly 

agree 

1. I believe that member is 

honest  
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

2. I believe that member will 

keep his word 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

3. I believe that member is able 

to provide accommodation 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

4. I believe that member will 

care about my welfare 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

5. I believe that member will 

spend quality time with me 
(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  

6. I believe that member would 

not knowingly do anything to 

hurt me 

(1)  (3)  (2)  (4)  (5)  
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13b. Which Social Network Accounts (if any) you would agree to link to your Couchsurfing account? Only 

Couchsurfing community members would be able to see it.  

Multiple answers available. 

(1)  Facebook 

(2)  Google+ 

(3)  Twitter 

(4)  LinkedIn 

(5)  Instagram 

(6)  Snapchat 

(7)  Pinterest 

(8)  Other  _____ 

(9)  NOT ANY 

 

14. Before making a decision to request member for accommodation / host couchsurfer, which his profile’s 

elements would you check? 

Multiple answers available. 

(1)  Profile picture 

(2)  Personal description, a.k.a. ‘About’ 

(3)  Home description, a.k.a. ‘My home’ 

(4)  Pictures 

(5)  References 

(6)  Couchsurfing friends 

(7)  Verification status 

(8)  Registration date 

(9)  Response rate 

(10)  Activity (last log in) 

(11)  Location in a city 

(12)  Social Network Profile 
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Please fill some anonymous information about yourself:  

15. Age group 

Please choose one category 

(1)  17 and under 

(2)  18 - 25 

(3)  26 – 36 

(4)  37 – 47 

(5)  48 - 64 

(6)  65 and older 

 

16. Gender 

Please choose the correct answer 

(1)  Male 

(2)  Female 

(3)  Not specified 

 

17. Occupation 

Please choose the correct answer 

(1)  Student 

(2)  Employed 

(3)  Self-employed 

(4)  Unemployed 

(5)  Retired 

(6)  Other 

18. Country of origin 

Please type in: 

____________________ 

19. Country of residence 

Please type in: 

____________________ 

Thank you for your participation! 
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3. H3 Analysis 

3A. Reliability anlysis of cognitive trust statements.  
 

Profile picture 

Cronbach’s Alpha = .734 Cronbach's Alpha if Item Deleted 

I believe that the member is honest .522 

I believe that member will keep his word .590 

I believe that member is able to provide accommodation .804 

 

'About’ section 

Cronbach’s Alpha = .698 Cronbach's Alpha if Item Deleted 

I believe that the member is honest .571 

I believe that member will keep his word .558 

I believe that member is able to provide accommodation .678 

 

'My Home' section 

Cronbach’s Alpha = .737 Cronbach's Alpha if Item Deleted 

I believe that the member is honest .633 

I believe that member will keep his word .583 

I believe that member is able to provide accommodation .728 

 

Photos 

Cronbach’s Alpha = .756 Cronbach's Alpha if Item Deleted 

I believe that the member is honest .623 

I believe that member will keep his word .566 

I believe that member is able to provide accommodation .809 

 

Verification 

Cronbach’s Alpha = .862 Cronbach's Alpha if Item Deleted 

I believe that the member is honest .765 

I believe that member will keep his word .740 

I believe that member is able to provide accommodation .901 
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Response rate 

Cronbach’s Alpha = .782 Cronbach's Alpha if Item Deleted 

I believe that the member is honest .664 

I believe that member will keep his word .594 

I believe that member is able to provide accommodation .833 

 

Friends on CS community 

Cronbach’s Alpha = .890 Cronbach's Alpha if Item Deleted 

I believe that the member is honest .827 

I believe that member will keep his word .781 

I believe that member is able to provide accommodation .918 
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3B. Frequency analysis of cognitive statements 

Profile picture 

 I believe that the member is 

honest 

I believe that member will keep his 

word 

N 
Valid 184 184 

Missing 0 0 

Median 4.00 4.00 

Percentiles 

25 3.00 2.00 

50 4.00 4.00 

75 4.00 4.00 

'My Home' Section 

 I believe that the 

member is honest 

I believe that member 

will keep his word 

I believe that member 

is able to provide 

accommodation 

N 
Valid 184 184 184 

Missing 0 0 0 

Median 4.00 3.00 4.00 

Percentiles 

25 2.00 2.00 2.00 

50 4.00 3.00 4.00 

75 4.00 4.00 4.00 

Photos 

 I believe that the member is honest I believe that member will keep his 

word 

N 
Valid 184 184 

Missing 0 0 

Median 4.00 4.00 

Percentiles 

25 2.00 2.00 

50 4.00 4.00 

75 4.00 4.00 
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Verification status 

 I believe that the member is honest I believe that member will keep his 

word 

N 
Valid 184 184 

Missing 0 0 

Median 3.00 3.00 

Percentiles 

25 2.00 2.00 

50 3.00 3.00 

75 4.00 4.00 

Response rate 

 I believe that the member is honest I believe that member will keep his 

word 

N 
Valid 184 184 

Missing 0 0 

Median 4.00 4.00 

Percentiles 

25 2.00 2.00 

50 4.00 4.00 

75 4.00 4.00 

 
Friends in CS community 

 I believe that the member is honest I believe that member will keep his 

word 

N 
Valid 184 184 

Missing 0 0 

Median 3.00 3.00 

Percentiles 

25 2.00 2.00 

50 3.00 3.00 

75 4.00 4.00 
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3C. Reliability analysis of affective trust statements 

Profile picture 

Cronbach’s Alpha = .678 Cronbach's Alpha if Item Deleted 

I believe that member will care about my welfare .485 

I believe that member will spend quality time with me .698 

I believe that member would not knowingly do anything to hurt me .549 

 
‘My Home’ Section 

Cronbach’s Alpha = .709 Cronbach's Alpha if Item Deleted 

I believe that member will care about my welfare .594 

I believe that member will spend quality time with me .667 

I believe that member would not knowingly do anything to hurt me .588 

 

Photos 

Cronbach’s Alpha = .762 Cronbach's Alpha if Item Deleted 

I believe that member will care about my welfare .608 

I believe that member will spend quality time with me .729 

I believe that member would not knowingly do anything to hurt me .700 

 
Response Rate 

Cronbach’s Alpha = .791 Cronbach's Alpha if Item Deleted 

I believe that member will care about my welfare .602 

I believe that member will spend quality time with me .778 

I believe that member would not knowingly do anything to hurt me .751 
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3D. Frequency analysis of affective trust statements 

‘My Home’ section 

 I believe that member 

will care about my 

welfare 

I believe that member 

will spend quality 

time with me 

I believe that member 

would not knowingly do 

anything to hurt me 

N 
Valid 184 184 184 

Missing 0 0 0 

Median 2.00 3.00 2.00 

Percentiles 

25 2.00 2.00 2.00 

50 2.00 3.00 2.00 

75 4.00 3.00 4.00 

 

Photos 

 I believe that member 

will care about my 

welfare 

I believe that member 

will spend quality 

time with me 

I believe that member 

would not knowingly do 

anything to hurt me 

N 
Valid 184 184 184 

Missing 0 0 0 

Median 3.00 4.00 4.00 

Percentiles 

25 2.00 2.00 2.00 

50 3.00 4.00 4.00 

75 4.00 4.00 4.00 

 

Response rate 

 I believe that member 

will care about my 

welfare 

I believe that member 

will spend quality 

time with me 

I believe that member 

would not knowingly do 

anything to hurt me 

N 
Valid 184 184 184 

Missing 0 0 0 

Median 2.00 2.00 3.00 

Percentiles 

25 2.00 2.00 2.00 

50 2.00 2.00 3.00 

75 4.00 4.00 4.00 

 


