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Abstract 

The thesis aims to explore the evolution of CouchSurfing (CS), a pioneer in the Sharing Economy, in the process 

of building a sustainable business model after its change of legal status to for-profit corporation. For this 

reason, the strategic decisions of the company, over the years, are examined by analyzing the company’s 

events through different sources of empirical data. An interpretation of the findings is conducted by making 

use of Platform Economics theories, therefore an understanding of the CS’s course and goals, since its 

incorporation, is created. The thesis examines the significant changes in operation and platform which have 

not yet been examined from a business perspective by scholars. Moreover, CouchSurfing is a unique and 

complex case for examination due to the fact that it was operating as non-profit for almost a decade and had 

already approached a significant number of users and built a community of dedicated members before its 

incorporation. Such members reacted negatively in several management decisions about organizational and 

platform issues. Basically, they organized protesting events against company’s decisions and this research aims 

to explore the reasons behind their dissatisfaction as well. Moreover, users’ opinion as it was expressed in 

CouchSurfing’s official Facebook page is analyzed by extracting users’ comments on company’s Facebook posts 

related to the examined events and by conducting a sentiment analysis. In this way, the creation of a holistic 

picture of the situation and the events surrounding CouchSurfing is implemented. The thesis’s findings indicate 

that CS had a turbulent evolution and faced several strategic challenges in the process of building a sustainable 

business model. However, the company addressed these challenges by shifting its strategic direction and 

implementing several changes in its operation and platform over the years. Even though dedicated members 

and volunteers from the non-profit era protested against company’s decisions several times, the thesis’s 

findings indicate that they didn’t affect the evolution of the company and the user base continued growing. 

CouchSurfing achieved to eliminate complaints after placing in an executive position a person close to the 

community and created new revenue streams after the release of entirely new and technologically advanced 

platform. 

 

Keywords: Sharing Economy, CouchSurfing (CS), Management, Strategic Decisions, Platform Economics, Users’ 

Reactions, Facebook, Sentiment Analysis 
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Introduction  

“Sharing Economy is getting very big, very fast”, the accountancy giant firm PWC claims, in its official report1 

about the key sectors of the Sharing Economy2, which was published in 2015. Moreover, in that report it is 

stated that these sectors will potentially increase the global revenues from PWC’s estimation of 15 billion 

dollars for 2015 to 335 billion dollars in 2025. However, a lot of contradictory opinions are observed regarding 

the concept of the Sharing Economy, its definition, the companies that operate within its sectors and if it is 

referred only to peer-to-peer (P2P) transactions or covers business-to-business (B2B) and business-to-

consumer (B2C) transactions, as well. For example, while Oxford Dictionaries defined, for the first time in 2015 

(Botsman, 2015), the Sharing Economy as “an economic system in which assets or services are shared between 

private individuals, either for free or for a fee, typically by means of the internet"3, a Harvard Business Review 

at the same year (Eckhardt & Bardhi, 2015), questions the focus on “sharing”, and claims that this new 

economic system is rather about providing “access” to goods or services via simple rental models. Different 

terms, like “sharing” (Belk , 2007), “access-based consumption” (Bardhi & Eckhardt , 2012) and “collaborative 

consumption” (Botsman & Rogers, 2011), have been used to describe the practices in this new economic 

system.  

Regardless the contradictions about Sharing Economy and the definitional challenges which are mainly 

connected with the contested meaning of the word “sharing” according to Belk (2014a), the organizations that 

operate under this umbrella provide services through online platforms. Even though sharing activities were 

taking place for centuries (Belk, 2010), “Sharing Economy” is a recent phenomenon which became known in 

the Internet era (Belk, 2014a). To be more specific, such an organization creates value by enabling interactions 

between two or more different types of users and therefore is called a multi-sided platform (MSP) (Hagiu & 

Wright, 2015). Apart from Sharing Economy platforms, one can think as examples of MSPs, social network 

sites, like Facebook and Twitter which bring together users, advertisers and developers as well as e-commerce 

sites, like eBay and Amazon which connect buyers and sellers, to name few of the most well-known examples 

of MSPs. In other words, it is obvious that some of the most successful businesses of the last years are MSPs. 

However, platforms transform the traditional strategic approach by changing fundamental rules of strategy 

                                                           
1
 https://www.pwc.com/us/en/technology/publications/assets/pwc-consumer-intelligence-series-the-sharing-economy.pdf accessed May 2016 

2 Including the five key sectors of the sharing economy; travel, car sharing, finance, staffing, and music and video streaming  
3
 http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/sharing-economy accessed May 2016 

https://www.pwc.com/us/en/technology/publications/assets/pwc-consumer-intelligence-series-the-sharing-economy.pdf
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/sharing-economy
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and introducing new rules that business executives should be aware of, in this new era, as Van Alstyne (2016) 

underpins in a Harvard Business Review. 

On the other hand, many Sharing Economy platforms, like Airbnb and Uber which are the two most famous 

and successful ones, apply fees to users for the implemented transactions in the platform in order to generate 

profits. In other words, they are charging users for “sharing” via the platform. Previous scholars’ work 

(Constantiou et al., 2016) on investigating Airbnb’s evolution into a sustainable business motivated the present 

research study in order to examine the evolution of CouchSurfing. CS, which is perceived as one of the earliest 

(Sacks, 2011) and best (Kamenetz, 2011) examples in the Sharing Economy, supports non-monetary 

transactions and therefore does not charge users for “sharing”. Moreover, the company was operating as non-

profit before it got incorporated and even though its structure and platform have experienced dramatic 

changes since its foundation, the company still keeps some of its core characteristics (e.g. still supports non-

monetary transactions). 

Case Company 

In particular, CouchSurfing4 was founded in 2003 as a non-profit organization and launched its website in 2004. 

The purpose of the service is to enable its members who travel around the world to stay with locals 

discovering new cities, meeting new people and learning about new cultures. Moreover, users have the 

opportunity to rediscover their own cities and meet other people by joining local events arranged from the CS 

community. Apart from being guests while travelling, users become hosts by opening their houses to travelers 

introduce them into the culture of the place and make new friendships. In other words, CouchSurfing is an 

online hospitality exchange platform coordinating peer-to-peer, short-term and free-of-charge 

accommodation amongst its members. In 2011, CS was incorporated, after almost eight years of operation as 

non-profit with an existed user base of three million members5.  

Problem Formulation 

Since the organization started to operate as a for-profit company, several changes, such as deletion of existed 

features and introduction of new features and functionalities, were observed in the platform. Furthermore, 

the strategic direction of the company experienced shifts over the years in an effort to create a sustainable 

                                                           
4
 “Couch surfing is a form of lodging mainly used by college students and recent college graduates, where the stay is on an acquaintance's couch rather 

than at a hostel or hotel”  https://www.voyagers.world/articles/history.php accessed May 2016 
5
 See User Statistics section in the Analysis. 

https://www.voyagers.world/articles/history.php
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business model. Nevertheless, the non-profit character of the company, the finances of which were based on 

donations and its operation on collective work from its members, had created some dedicated and 

experienced members in the community. Some of those members reacted negatively and even protested 

online against management decisions and platform changes, although the user base continued to scale up 

reaching twelve million members so far6.  

It is obvious that CouchSurfing is a very complex and unique case for examination. For instance, while for other 

Sharing Economy platforms (e.g. Airbnb), a core characteristic of their businesses is the generation of profits 

from the implemented users’ transactions in the platform, for CS it is considered challenging to generate 

profits when no money is changing hands.  

Research Questions 

The huge changes that occurred to the platform as well as to the company’s structure, strategy and goals 

raised the interest for studying this case of Sharing Economy platform and create an understanding of these 

events by using insights from Platform Economics theories. Additionally, the users’ reactions regarding the 

company’s events, as well as the exploration of the reasons behind the online protesting events against 

management decisions that were observed over the years, were very interesting topics for further research. To 

cover those aims, the following research questions have been formulated: 

Q: How did CouchSurfing evolve in the process of building a sustainable business model? 

q1: What are the strategic actions of the company since its incorporation?  

q2: What were the users’ reactions to company’s events? 

 

Scope and Delimitation of the study 

In order to address the problem and answer the research questions the study mainly relied on empirical data 

available from public online sources. A literature review about Sharing Economy and Platform Economics was 

conducted to frame the theoretical background, in order to interpret the findings of the analysis. A literature 

review about CouchSurfing was conducted as well, in order to present previous work of scholars on the case 

company. Different data sources (company’s official blog, founder’s personal blog, company’s promotional 

videos, online journal articles and blogs dedicated to technology and entrepreneurship), as one can see in 

more detail in the next section of Methodology, were used to describe company’s events, mainly, from August 

                                                           
6
 http://www.couchsurfing.com/about/about-us/  accessed May 2016 

http://www.couchsurfing.com/about/about-us/
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2011 (announcement of incorporation) until now (start of June 2016). Furthermore, data from users’ 

comments on company’s Facebook posts related to the examined events were sourced to investigate users’ 

reactions and data collected directly from the online protesting events were sourced in order to investigate 

the reasons behind users’ dissatisfaction.  

Information and description of company’s events is based on as many as possible sources of public available 

data. Yet, the source of users’ reactions is comments derived from Facebook appearing on CouchSurfing’s 

official Facebook page. Basically, the platform of Facebook was chosen for data extraction, due to its global 

adoption and the most engaged users that has, compared to the other social networks7, as well as due to the 

public commercial pages that companies have in order to interact with their customers. Moreover, comments 

were extracted only from specific posts related to company’s examined events and posts, such ones that 

referred to travel experiences and destinations, were excluded, due to their lack of relevance with the 

examined phenomenon. As for the online petitions, which became known after the examination of the 

empirical data, all the comments from their pages were fetched and analyzed. 

Thesis Overview 

After the description of the examined topic and problem, the overview of the thesis is presented in figure 1 

below.  

 

Figure 1: Thesis Overview 

                                                           
7
 http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/08/19/the-demographics-of-social-media-users/ accessed August 2016 

http://www.pewinternet.org/2015/08/19/the-demographics-of-social-media-users/
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Methodology  

This chapter describes the methodology that was applied on the thesis, in the effort to address the research 

question and the sub-questions set in the problem formulation section of the Introduction. The methodology 

was constructed according to “The Research Onion”, proposed by Saunders et al. (2009), which is considered 

to be appropriate because it comprises all the essential components of this study’s research process. 

Therefore, the structure of this section is based on the six layers of the Research Onion. It starts by presenting 

the philosophies and approach of the research, and moves down to the research design by presenting the 

methodological choices, the research strategy, and the time horizon of the study; at the end, the data 

collection techniques and data analysis processes are presented. Figure 2 below, depicts the form of the 

research process of this thesis. 

 

                        Figure 2: The Research ‘Onion’ adopted from Saunders et al. (2009, p.138) 
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Research Philosophy 

The research philosophy involves the researcher’s assumptions about the way he perceives and sees the world 

and how those perspectives impact the research process in terms of strategy and its relevant methods 

(Saunders et al., 2009). According to Johnson & Clark (2006), the philosophy is very crucial for researchers in 

the area of business and management, as it impacts the understanding of what is investigated. Research 

philosophy can also be defined as “a way of examining social phenomena from which particular 

understandings of these phenomena can be gained and explanations attempted” (Saunders et al.,2009, p.118).  

The thesis follows an interpretivist philosophy and the thesis’s researcher being a member of CouchSurfing, is 

considered as a part of CS’s community. Furthermore, the researcher was already aware of few of the occurred 

changes and users’ dissatisfaction about them before conducting the research. Basically, the thesis examines 

different sources of data in order to gather information about company’s events and create an understanding 

about CouchSurfing’s strategic decisions based on Platform Economics theories. Moreover, it aims to explore 

industry observers’ and users’ reactions to those events and create an understanding of how they make sense 

of the occurred changes. In this way, the research questions are answered and the evolution of CS’s business is 

analyzed from a strategic oriented perspective. 

To be more specific, the in-depth study of all the official announcements in the CouchSurfing blog facilitated 

the investigation of the company’s management perspective about the occurred events. Moreover, the 

exploration of industry observers’ opinions and users’ reactions, regarding these events, enriched the research 

by providing a more holistic approach to the company’s situation. In other words, the study entered the 

company’s environment and created an understanding of CS’s events from different stakeholders’ (companies, 

industry observers’ and users’) point of view. According to Saunders et al. (2009), this approach is a main 

characteristic of the interpretivist perspective and is considered appropriate for business situations due to 

their complexity and uniqueness. Moreover, the thesis, by following an interpretive philosophy, explains and 

creates an understanding of this complex business situation and the changes that occurred in the company 

rather than achieving change (Saunders et al., 2009). 

Research Approach 

After explaining the research philosophy adopted in this study, the research approach followed in order to 

address the research problem is presented as the main goal of choosing the right research approach is to find 

the best possible procedure to answer the research questions (Blaikie, 2009). 
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Since this thesis aims to find a logical assumption, behind CS’s strategic decisions that explains the observed 

events in the best way, the abductive approach was considered appropriate. The thesis can be characterized as 

an explorative and descriptive study its purpose being to explore CS’s evolution, describe its implemented 

strategy and create an understanding behind company’s decisions. For such studies the abductive approach is 

considered appropriate according to Blaikie (2009), who also states that the abductive approach has an 

exclusive correlation with studies the purpose of which is the understanding of a business situation (Blaikie, 

2009).  

As a matter of fact, the observation of the occurred changes at first as a part of the community, made the 

researcher to further examine the case company. Since more facts became known during the research process, 

the thesis sought a plausible explanation behind company’s decisions by relying in related platform economic 

theories. In this way, the thesis found the simplest and most likely explanation of the described situation and 

facilitated an understanding of the implemented decisions. Moreover, the exploration of users’ reaction and 

the reasons behind their dissatisfaction was covered and thus the research was enhanced and broadened its 

purposes. 

Research Strategy 

The Research Strategy, together with the next two layers of the ‘Onion’ (Research Choice and Time Horizon), is 

related to the research design process which develops the research question into a research project (Robson, 

2002). 

In this project, a single Case Study strategy is followed in order to design the research. According to Simons 

(2009), “Case study is an in-depth exploration from multiple perspectives of the complexity and uniqueness of 

a particular project, policy, institution, program or system in a ‘real life’ context” (p.21).The main purpose of 

this study is to explore the evolution of CouchSurfing and facilitate an understanding about company’s events 

from a strategic oriented perspective (exploratory case study). In such studies, according to Morris & Wood 

(1991) the case study is an appropriate strategy. To be more specific, a single case study strategy was selected 

as the research is focused on the examination of a specific company. CS is a unique and extreme case of 

Sharing Economy platform due to its changes in operation, legal status and goals since its foundation and in 

such cases the decision of using a single case study is supported by Yin (2009) and Saunders et al. (2009).  
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Research Choices 

The term Research Choices refers to the methods used in a research project regarding the data collection 

techniques and data analysis processes (Saunders et al., 2009). The thesis relies on both qualitative and 

quantitative methods and therefore uses mixed methods in the research design (Saunders et al., 2009). 

Following an interpretive philosophy, the use of quantitative methods aims to expand upon qualitative data 

and offer a better description of CS’s examined situation (Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006). Particularly, the use of 

qualitative methods in order to form the case study, answer the research questions, thus create an 

understanding about the evolution and strategic moves of CS, predominates. On the other hand, the use of 

quantitative methods to explore users’ reactions to company’s events enriches the purpose of the research 

and the content of the case study. As one can see in a more detailed description about the implemented 

methods below, quantitative methods are applied on the extracted qualitative data (Saunders et al., 2009) that 

include users’ messages to create an understanding of users’ perception on the company’s events.  

Time Horizon  

The thesis examines CS’s events at a particular time period (August 2011-June 2016) and therefore it is 

characterized as a cross-sectional study (Saunders et al., 2009). 

Data Collection and Data Analysis 

After presenting the philosophy, approach and design of the research, in this section the Data Collection 

techniques and Data Analysis processes that were implemented in the thesis are described. 

Data Collection 

This research is mainly informed by primary data, in form of documents, including both written and non-

written material, collected from different online public available sources. In this way, by using multiple data 

sources to build the case study the data reliability was enhanced (Yin, 2003; Patton, 1990). To be more specific, 

inspired by the work of (Constantiou et al., 2016), the researcher collected qualitative data from blog sources 

in order to investigate the events in and around CouchSurfing and answer the research question. 
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Data about the company 

First, data from CouchSurfing’s official blog8 was sourced. That blog provides crucial information about CS’s 

strategic actions and events, from the company’s perspective, since its incorporation in 2011. Because of this, 

all the available blogs in the website, 103 in number, were collected for the period August 2011-June 

2016.Then, data from the founder’s (Casey Fenton) personal blog (7 blog entries) was sourced to enrich the 

research by presenting Fenton’s perspective as well as by providing information about the non-profit period. 

Video documents (promotional videos, interviews, conferences), found in YouTube (14 videos), by searching 

with the keyword ‘CouchSurfing’ combined with the keywords: ‘B corp’, ‘Fenton’, ‘Hoffer’, ‘Espinoza’ and 

‘Billock’; enriched the expression of the organization’s perspective. Finally, additional information about the 

organization and specific platform’s features was obtained from the company’s website and FAQs. 

Furthermore, the perspective of relevant groups of observers such as technology experts, business experts and 

users, was accessed through online news outlets and blogs dedicated to technology and entrepreneurship. The 

researcher collected qualitative data, in the form of blog entries, from “Tech Bloggers” who can be considered 

as a type of knowledge blogger, according to Davidson & Vaast (2009). From these blogs, one can obtain a lot 

of important information about the development of web companies’ services, like CouchSurfing’s events 

(Constantiou et al., 2016). Moreover, data collected from business journals and blogs enhanced the data 

corpus of the research and added more information concerning the company’s decisions, platform and users. 

The use of a tech blog aggregator (Techmeme.com), redirected the researcher to TechCrunch.com - a leading 

technology news outlet - and to VentureBeat.com, from which blog entries were manually downloaded by 

searching with the keyword “Couchsurfing”. Further searching with the same keyword in other tech-blogs (e.g. 

Gigaom.com), journals related to travel technology (e.g. Tnooz.com) as well as in business oriented magazines 

(e.g. Inc.com) resulted in 30 written documents from industry observers, in total. 

Moreover, since official statistics stopped to be publicly available9, user numbers were mainly drawn from 

unverified, secondary sources and are therefore only indicative. Nevertheless, most of these statistics were 

claimed to be drawn from the official statistics when the company had them still available to the public. On the 

other hand, some statistics were drawn from official company’s announcements. 

                                                           
8
 http://blog.couchsurfing.com/  accessed June 2016 

9
 https://www.couchsurfing.com/statistics accessed June 2016  

http://blog.couchsurfing.com/
https://www.couchsurfing.com/statistics
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In this way, information about the company was gathered and as more facts became known, the thesis 

explained CS’s strategic decisions based on Platform Economics and facilitated an understanding about 

company’s evolution thus contributing to the answer of the main research question. 

Data about the users 

However, by examining these sources, the understanding about CouchSurfing’s situation improved and as one 

can see in the Data Analysis section below, in several cases, dissatisfied users protested against CS’s 

management’s decisions and platform’s changes. Information about these online protests was provided from 

the empirical data that was collected and analyzed in order to serve the purpose of this study. In other words, 

the unique history and evolution of the case company drove this study to further examine users’ reactions to 

CS’s changes. Because of this, the extraction of more data in this study aimed mainly in the exploration of the 

reasons behind this dissatisfaction, as well as in the exploration of users’ opinion about company’s decisions 

and platform’s features. 

For example, users had organized two online petitions on change.org (petition website) and all the comments 

of the signatories in each petition’s page were manually fetched. In addition, three protesting events were 

organized in Facebook and the users’ posts on these pages were extracted through API calls10. On the other 

hand, the company’s posts in its official Facebook page were fetched and users’ comments on related to the 

examined events posts were extracted as well, in the same way. In other words, the research, at the beginning, 

examined all the company’s posts and afterwards each post was reviewed, while all the unrelated to the 

examined case posts were excluded, for example posts concerning travel destinations and personal travel 

experiences. Moreover, users’ comments from posts related to company’s organizational events, platform’s 

technology and features that impact user’s experience with CouchSurfing, which will be presented in the Data 

Analysis section below, were extracted. At this point, it is important to note that all the Facebook pages and 

events from which content was accessed and downloaded were public. So, by using the Facebook Graph API 

Explorer and the generated user access token, the study managed to extract and access such data (see 

Appendix B).  

 

 

                                                           
10

 “The Graph API is the primary way to get data in and out of Facebook's social graph”, source: https://developers.facebook.com/docs/graph-

api/using-graph-api accessed May 2016 

https://developers.facebook.com/docs/graph-api/using-graph-api
https://developers.facebook.com/docs/graph-api/using-graph-api
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To sum up, the data corpus is presented in table 1 below.  

 
Table 1: Data corpus 
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Data Analysis 

Data about the company 

First, all the documents that were collected from the official blog of CouchSurfing were studied and a timeline 

of company’s events was constructed since its incorporation (August 2011 - June 2016) (see Appendix A). This 

timeline was enhanced later by adding some crucial events, from the company’s non-profit period, after 

examining the other documents.  

Inspired by Boyatzis (1998) work, the thesis conducted a thematic analysis on the retrieved qualitative data 

about the company by developing a code inductively. In other words, a data-driven approach was followed in 

which predermined categories were not constructed and the categories as well as categories’names were 

obtained gradually from the data.  

For the purpose of the analysis a computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS) (Fielding & 

Lee, 1998), the NVivo11 was used by following the proposed from Leech & Onwuegbuzie (2011) guidelines for 

using the software.  

In particular, these official announcements of CouchSurfing were imported to NVivo and were read and 

analyzed multiple times until four categories, namely “Technology”, “Users’ Experience”, “Organization” and 

“Communication”, were identified from the content of these announcements. Then characteristic sentences 

were coded in the four corresponding nodes, under the parent node “Categories-Events”. The “Technology” 

node contains information from CS’s announcements regarding the technology of the platform (e.g. changes 

and fixes). In the “Users’ experience” node, information about platform’s features and functionalities that 

impact the members’ experience from using the platform is included. Information about organizational 

activities, for example, structural changes, administration’s issues, funding, and revenues was coded into the 

“Organization” node. Also, information regarding company’s interactions with platform’s members such as 

communication portals and interactive programs was coded into the “Communication” node. 

At this point, it is important to note that 114 posts were chosen in order to extract users’ comments which are 

related with these four categories, out of the total number of the fetched CS’s posts from its official Facebook 

page (see Appendix B).  

                                                           
11

 NVivo 11, It is produced by QSR International. 
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In the next step, the rest collected blog entries, from industry observers and the founder as well as company’s 

video documents were examined. Apart from adding information, especially for the non-profit period of 

CouchSurfing that was not available in the CS’s blog, the understanding about company’s strategic actions was 

enhanced from the industry’s observers’ commentaries. 

Moreover, their opinions regarding the examined events as well as the information provision about users’ 

reactions and protests regarding the company’s decisions and the implemented changes in the platform 

opened the area and provided data sources for further research on users’ perspective. As one understands 

from the analysis process each data source was contributing to the creation of an understanding about the 

examined case. This process of converging strengthened the findings of the research, according to Baxter & 

Jack (2008), because the different data sources were intertwined together achieving to create a better 

understanding of CS’s evolution and the examined issues. 

In practice, this data was imported to NVivo and characteristic sentences were coded in new nodes, namely: 

“Pre-launching phase info”, “Non-profit phase issues”, “For-profit phase issues”, “Funding”, “Mission”, 

“Competition”, ”Revenue”, “Transition”, “Statistics” and “Sharing Economy”; found under the parent node 

“Case Study-New Info”.  

In the final step, CouchSurfing’s history was distinguished in two obvious phases, the “Non-profit phase” and 

“For-profit phase”. After one more examination of the data, the thesis’s researcher realized that the changes 

in administration shifted company’s focus and strategic direction over the years. Therefore, the researcher was 

able to identify three distinct phases, with differentiated management focus, in CS’s evolution during the for-

profit period. Then, the data was analyzed again by coding characteristic sentences to the corresponding new 

nodes, under the parent node “Case Analysis”. Information regarding the non-profit period was coded under 

the “Non-profit phase” node and in the “For-profit phase” node three sub-nodes were created. To be more 

specific, in the initial for-profit time period between August 2011 and May 2012, the focus was on the change 

of company’s legal status (“Initial period-Focus on the change” node). In the second period, between May 

2012 and October 2013, the management mainly took decisions that concerned the growth of the platform’s 

user base and the organization in general (“Second period-Focus on growth” node). Finally, in the third period 

between October 2013 and June 2016, the company’s focus shifted on the business aspect of the organization 

and major changes in the platform, as well as new revenue plans were observed (“Third period-Focus on 

business” node).  
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Data about the users 

Data from CouchSurfing’s official Facebook page  

The fetched users’ comments on company’s Facebook posts, from its official page, needed a content analysis 

as the researcher aimed to identify the users’ (brand) sentiment/opinion regarding the company’s 

announcements. For this purpose, a quantitative method was used to analyze the content of the extracted 

comments, which is named sentiment analysis (Pang & Lee, 2008; Pang et al., 2002). The purpose of sentiment 

analysis is to analyze text data such as users’ comments from documents and indicate what the writer’s for 

example, the user’s who commented on a post, the viewpoint is (Pang & Lee, 2004). In other words, according 

to Pang & Lee (2008), with sentiment analysis, subjective information or feelings in terms of ways of thinking in 

text documents are identified. In this way the thesis aimed to create an understanding about how users made 

sense of company’s events, in terms of positive/negative sentiment, through their comments on the Facebook 

posts of CouchSurfing. 

Even though Dave et al. (2003), Pang et al. (2002), Shanahan et al. (2005) and Turney (2002) in their studies 

tend to ignore the neutral comments and categorize the text data into positive or negative classes, Koppel & 

Schler (2006) claim that “not every comment on a product or experience expresses purely positive or negative 

sentiment. Some – in many cases, most – comments might report objective facts without expressing any 

sentiment, while others might express mixed or conflicting sentiment” (p.100). Because of this, in this thesis 

the researcher supports the existence of the neutral class as a separate class that includes comments about 

which a lack of a discrete sentiment is observed. Yet, it is believed that neutral comments are less informative 

and less important compared to positive or negative ones in the effort of exploring users’ brand sentiments on 

CS’s announcements regarding platform’s features and management’s decisions.  

In other words, in this research the categories that the comments would be classified were known beforehand. 

So, the researcher used supervised learning methods for text classification and manually coded 20% of the 

dataset into the three predetermined categories (positive, negative, neutral). In this way, a training dataset 

was created that was used to supervise (train) different algorithms aiming to achieve the best possible 

classification for the remaining comments of the initial dataset (Grimmer & Stewart, 2013). At the first step, 

the researcher chose randomly a sample of users’ comments to be hand coded (Hand, 2006). A sufficient 

sample of comments, in order to build the training dataset, is equal to 20% from the total number of the 

collected comments, according to Hopkins & King (2010). In this regard, the researcher created a training 
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dataset with 666 comments that was used to build different classification models and apply the best model on 

the remaining 2679 comments (testing dataset). The identification of the best model was achieved by 

evaluating in terms of accuracy the performance of each constructed model’s output through validation 

methods, a task that is characterized as vital in order to ensure credibility of such supervised learning methods 

(Grimmer & Stewart, 2013). When the training dataset was ready, it was imported into RapidMiner12, a 

software platform that provides several operators for text mining (see Appendix C for RapidMiner processes). 

Data preprocessing 

Nevertheless, texts have a linguistic structure that is intended to be processed by humans and not computers, 

and that makes text mining a difficult task for implementation. Moreover, due to the fact that individuals may 

write misspelled words, run words together, use inappropriate grammar or/and punctuation, data 

preprocessing is mandatory in order to use text data as input to data mining algorithms (Provost & Fawcett, 

2013). To be more specific, preprocessing methods were applied to the text data (comments) to transform 

them into quantitative data (“representing text quantitatively”) and build the classification algorithms 

(Grimmer & Stewart, 2013, p.6).  

Following scholars’ suggestions (Grimmer & Stewart, 2013; Provost & Fawcett, 2013), the researcher assumed 

each comment of the dataset as a “bag of words” (collection of individual words) in which grammar, structure 

and order of words were not taken into account. In particular, each word was considered as a potentially 

important keyword (feature) of the dataset. Moreover, the purpose of this process was to transform the words 

(tokens), from the fetched comments, into features and construct a feature-vector form, which is basically the 

numerical representation of the text data. The value of each word was assigned, based on its frequency and 

sparseness (TFIDF value representation) (Provost & Fawcett, 2013). By assigning value to words, each 

comment became a feature-vector and the entire dataset of the fetched comments became a set of these 

feature-vectors which was used to build the classification algorithms (Provost & Fawcett, 2013). 

However, a preprocessing of the text data (the same in both training and testing datasets) was implemented 

before. At the first step, the text was tokenized, which actually means that each comment was split into a 

sequence of tokens/words (Provost & Fawcett, 2013). At the second step, every token, which was included in 

the stopword list of RapidMiner, was removed from the data. In other words, the researcher filtered 

commonly used English words which normally convey grammatical meaning and do not convey any actual 

                                                           
12

 Rapiminer Studio Academia 7.1.000 @ DESKTOP-JF7HORA 
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meaning. Next, words that contain less than three characters were removed and at the end a stemming 

process was applied. In particular, stemming removes the end from each word and, in this way, the total 

number of unique words is decreased and therefore the text data have less dimensionality (Grimmer & 

Stewart, 2013). For example, the words participate, participated, participating, participation, participant, 

participants are all reduced to the term ‘participa’ after a stemming process. In particular, the researcher used 

the Porter stemming algorithm (Porter, 1980), for which Grimmer & Stewart (2013) state that it “is commonly 

employed because of its moderate approach to word simplification” (p.7).  

When this process was over, the researcher had achieved to discard complex or unhelpful information and 

keep the information that was appropriate for use in a classification model. The constructed word vector 

(feature vector), from the training dataset, and the best classification algorithm were applied to the testing 

dataset in order to classify the remaining comments (see Appendix C). 

 

Models and Evaluation 

Four different models were constructed to classify the training set; Naïve Bayes, Support Vector Machine, 

Decision Tree and K-Nearest Neighbor. Each model’s performance was estimated by implementing a cross-

validation which is the ideal procedure to evaluate such classifiers (Bradley & Gong, 1983; Trevor et al., 2001; 

stated in Grimmer & Stewart, 2013). To be more specific, for each constructed classification model, cross-

validation split the training dataset into 5 partitions (five-fold cross-validation). Then iterated training and 

testing five times by choosing as test data one different fold (partition)(holdout fold) each time. The remaining 

four folds were used as training data to build the classification model and then measure its performance on 

the testing data. At the end of the cross-validation, each partition was used once for testing and four times for 

training. So, five different performances were available (from the five repetitions) and cross-validation 

provided a computation of the average and standard deviation of them (Provost & Fawcett, 2013) (fig.3). 
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As a matter of fact, the researcher chose to evaluate the classification models based on their accuracy which 

was examined from each model’s confusion matrix. Provost & Fawcett (2013) support that the confusion 

matrix offers a proper evaluation of such classification models. In addition, they state that “a confusion matrix 

separates out the decisions made by the classifier, making explicit how one class is being confused for another. 

In this way different sorts of errors may be dealt with separately” (Provost & Fawcett,2013, p.189).  

At this point, it is important to explain the confusion matrix and its estimates (fig.4). First of all, in the figure 

below the true positives (tp) and true negatives (tn) are the correct decisions and the false positives (fp) and 

false negatives (fn) are the errors that the model makes when it classifies data into two classes. Positive and 

Negative are the two predetermined categories of a classification problem, for example, positive and negative 

comments. Moreover, the ‘accuracy’ estimate provides the general accuracy of the model while the ‘precision’ 

provides the accuracy of the model in the prediction of each class separately, for example, the model labeled 

positive comment and it is in fact positive comment. On the other hand, the ‘recall’ estimate measures the 

   Figure 3: Cross-Validation (provided from Provost & Fawcett, 2013, p.128) 
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percentage of the comments that are correctly identified by the classifier (true positives predictions) out of the 

total number of positive comments in the dataset. 

 

Figure 4: Confusion matrix 

 

Three classes’ problem 

Out of the four classification models (see Appendix D) that were constructed in RapidMiner, the best 

performance is connected to the Support Vector Machine (fig.5). However, the accuracy of the model was 

considered low and the researcher decided to prepare again the data, by excluding the neutral comments, and 

run again the different models in a two categories (positive/negative) classification problem (binary 

classification), aiming to achieve a better accuracy from the models. As it was stated above, even though the 

existence of neutrality in users’ comments is recognized in this thesis, it is considered as less informative and 

important because the main goal is to identify the positive and negative sentiments of users about CS’s 

announcements. Instead of totally ignoring the neutral category, like other scholars did as stated above, by 

assuming that the neutral comments would lie near the boundary of the binary classification model, the 

researcher tried to exclude neutral comments from the data and then build the binary classifiers. 

 

Figure 5: Confusion Matrix-Support Vector Machine 
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For this reason, the researcher chose to apply the most accurate model, in the prediction of the neutral 

comments, on the testing dataset. The reason behind this decision is that the classification of the positive and 

negative comments was not important at this step, as new binary classifiers would be built for this purpose, 

after the exclusion of the neutral comments. In this regard, the most precise model was the Naïve Bayes 

(fig.6). It made less correct neutral comments’ predictions out of the total number of neutral comments (lower 

neutral class recall), compared to the Support Vector Machine, although it was more accurate (higher neutral 

class precision). In other words, the researcher tried to avoid the situation in which an exclusion of a bigger 

number of positive and negative comments would occur in favor of the exclusion of a bigger number of neutral 

comments. The remaining neutral comments in the testing dataset were assumed to lie near the boundary of 

the binary classification model. 

 

 

Figure 6: Confusion Matrix-Naive Bayes 

 

 

Two classes’ problem 

The new training dataset included 434 comments (21% of the total number of comments after excluding the 

neutral ones) by simply deleting the, hand coded, categorized as neutral comments whereas the new testing 

dataset included 2039 comments after deleting the comments that were categorized as neutral by the Naïve 

Bayes classifier.  

In the next step, the four models (Naïve Bayes, Support Vector Machine, Decision Tree and K-Nearest 

Neighbor) were built again following exactly the same process as before. The new classification matrices (see 

Appendix D) show the significant improvement of the models and the best classification implemented from the 
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Support Vector Machine was applied in the testing dataset. One can see the performance of the applied model 

in the figure 7.  

 

Figure 7: Confusion Matrix-Support Vector Machine 

 

At this point, it should be mentioned that in the case study were used Facebook posts related with the events 

that the researcher decided to include after the analysis of the empirical data. Moreover, posts which had 

been collected at least 50 (classified as positive/negative) comments from users were used. To sum up, the 

Data Analysis Process Diagram that was followed in the thesis, for the fetched users’ comments from CS’s 

official Facebook wall is summarized in the figure 8. 

 

                                    Figure 8: Data Analysis Process Diagram 
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Data from online petitions 

After analyzing the empirical data, a clear understanding of the CS’s situation over the years was created. At 

this point, the primary data, collected from the online petitions against management decisions regarding the 

platform and the organization in general, was analyzed through word clouds. Due to the purposes of the 

petitions, it was not necessary to implement a further content analysis to explore users’ brand sentiment from 

their messages on the petitions’ walls as it was already known to be negative. One basic limitation of using a 

word cloud analysis in a research, without implementing a traditional content analysis, is that the former 

handles the text mechanically, rapidly and in a simplistic way; therefore, such an analysis is not able to reflect 

the negative sense of a sentence (McNaught & Lam, 2010). However, the main goal in this study was to 

explore the reasons behind the already known negativity, in those fetched messages, about company’s 

changes. In other words, the thesis aims to understand how the protesters made sense of those changes and 

why they were dissatisfied about them. 

Basically, the use of word clouds allowed the researcher to visualize those qualitative text data and explore the 

common issues that were discussed by the users on these pages (McNaught & Lam, 2010). To be more specific, 

McNaught & Lam (2010) define a word cloud as “a special visualization of text in which the more frequently 

used words are effectively highlighted by occupying more prominence in the representation” (p.630). In other 

words, this qualitative data was analyzed quantitatively by counting the number of each word’s occurrence 

and the final result was actually a data visualization of the most frequently used words. Abeyasekera (2005) 

states that a quantitative analysis approach on qualitative data has a real meaning when a researcher needs to 

summarize data generated from a big number of repetitions of a participatory process.  

In the case study, five word clouds, created from users’ messages that were extracted from the two petitions 

on change.org and the three petitions on Facebook, are included. In order to generate those word clouds, the 

Wordle program13 (Feinberg, 2016) was used which is free, available online, and has been characterized as a 

more user friendly tool (McNaught & Lam, 2010) whose outputs provide a more personalized and better 

visualization of the data, compared to other online available tools (Ramsden & Bate, 2008). Each cloud 

visualizes the 45 most frequent words (see Appendix E). 

 

                                                           
13

 http://www.wordle.net/  accessed July 2016 

http://www.wordle.net/
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Literature Review  

In this phase of the study, academic articles from secondary sources have been accounted for. Related course 

material, online search in CBS library database as well as in EBSCOhost research database obtained the 

research papers that were used to build the theoretical background of this study. More specifically, literature 

related to Sharing Economy and Platform Economics, sets the background in order to interpret the results of 

the analysis. On the other hand, previous work on the case company shows the academic interest in it. Even 

though previous work on similar research questions about the company has not been implemented before, the 

previous empirical study of Constantiou et al. (2016) about Sharing Economy platform’s evolution (Airbnb in 

particular), motivated the researcher to study, the unique and complex case of CouchSurfing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Sharing Economy concept 

During the last decade, a new economic concept has raised awareness over the business and academic world 

the so called “Sharing Economy”. It is hard to give a clear definition to “Sharing Economy” that contains all the 

different ways in which the term is used in practice (Schor, 2014). The rising popularity of this phenomenon 

and the emergence of several non-profit and for-profit organizations have raised scholars’ attention. However, 

in many cases different approaches seem to complement each other and present overlapping ideas. Different 

                              Table 2: Literature Review 
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terms, like “sharing” (Belk, 2007), “access-based consumption” (Bardhi & Eckhardt, 2012) and “collaborative 

consumption” (Botsman & Rogers, 2011), have been used by scholars to describe the practices of doing 

business and consuming in this new concept. 

Firstly, as it was stated in the introduction, perhaps central to the definitional challenges is the contested 

meaning of the word sharing (Belk, 2014a). Belk (2007), from a sociological perspective, defines sharing as an, 

alternative to private ownership, form of distribution which differs from marketplace commodity and gift 

exchange concepts (even if it is toned in them). More specifically, he states that people, by participating in 

sharing processes, enjoy the benefits (or costs), of possessing a certain object (e.g. vacation house) or a more 

abstract concept, for example, knowledge. “Rather than distinguishing what is mine and yours, sharing defines 

something as ours” (Belk, 2007, p.127). Actually, Belk (2007; 2010) has made a distinction, between sharing, 

gift giving and marketplace exchange which is based on the non-ownership character of sharing and the 

transfer of ownership as well as the reciprocal exchange that occurs in both of the other cases (Belk 2014a). 

The lack of reciprocity in sharing, which gives a non-exchange character to it, is supported by other researchers 

as well (Fiske 1991; Woodburn 1998; Benkler 2004). In particular, Benkler (2004) states that, while the focus of 

“reciprocity” is based on direct responses in terms of rewards or punishments, keeping the collective action by 

sustaining cooperation, sharing is a positive social behavior which is not based on reciprocal actions. 

Nevertheless, in his later work, Belk claims that sharing activities were taking place for centuries (Belk, 2010) 

but “Sharing Economy” is a recent phenomenon that appeared in the Internet age and basically involves 

“recent variations on the sharing theme as well as practices that appear to be related, but do not involve true 

sharing” (Belk, 2014a, p.1596). In this new era, where sharing is being supported by Internet technologies, 

some of the existing “sharing” cases are characterized by him as pseudo-sharing14 cases because they do not 

support the community feeling and they do involve expectations of profits and reciprocity (Belk, 2014b).  

The lack of ownership’s transfer, in the Sharing Economy, is pinpointed by Gansky (2012) who examines such 

sharing practices, from a business oriented perspective, and refers to them as the “mesh”. The “mesh” is 

based on the sharing of access, rather than ownership, in a network of individuals. The main focus of her work 

is on the interconnection of people and the ways that technology can be used to give access to products and 

services. Moreover, Bardhi and Eckhard (2012) examine the notion of access which they characterize as similar 

to sharing because in both cases there is not transfer of ownership. However, sharing supports actions of joint 

                                                           
14

 “business relationship masquerading as communal sharing” (Belk 2014b, p.11) 
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ownership - there is no distinguish of partners as referred above - while in access-based consumption a person 

simply gains access to use an object. Additionally, while sharing has a social and non-reciprocal character as 

stated above, access-based consumption can also include actions in which exist economic exchanges and 

reciprocity. To be clearer, they define access-based consumption as “transactions that may be market 

mediated in which no transfer of ownership takes place” (Bardhi and Eckhard, 2012, p.881). In other words, 

they try to approach the “Sharing Economy” concept by focusing on the motivation of consumers to access 

resources without actually owing them, including both profit and non-profit cases. Likewise, Lamberton and 

Rose (2012) approach the Sharing Economy through the concept of accessing objects; they describe such 

practices with the term “commercial sharing” and they define commercial sharing programs as “marketer-

managed systems that provide customers with the opportunity to enjoy product benefits without ownership” 

(p.109).  

On the other hand, “Collaborative Consumption” is another interesting practice which is connected with the 

concept of Sharing Economy. Felson & Spaeth (1978) wrote about the acts of Collaborative Consumption, 

almost 40 years ago, in the pre-digital age and defined it as “those events in which one or more persons 

consume economic goods or services in the process of engaging in joint activities with one or more 

others“(p.614). About three decades later, Botsman & Rogers (2011) raised the popularity of this term by 

stating in their book that “everyday people are using collaborative consumption” which encompasses practices 

like “traditional sharing, bartering, lending, trading, renting, gifting, and swapping redefined through 

technology and peer communities” (p.xv). They observe a huge increase in such practices and characterize 

them as a phenomenon which has recently emerged causing a change in the economic environment. Other 

scholars have also attempted to define Collaborative Consumption recently. For example, Hamari et al. (2015) 

argue that developments in Information and Communication Technology field have an impact in the rise of the 

Collaborative Consumption concept which they define as “Peer-to-peer-based activity of obtaining, giving, or 

sharing the access to goods and services, coordinated through community-based online services” (p.2047). 

Moreover, Mohlmann (2015) has defined Collaborative Consumption as the practice that “takes place in 

organized systems or networks, in which participants conduct sharing activities in the form of renting, lending, 

trading, bartering, and swapping of goods, services, transportation solutions, space, or money” (p.194). 
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The table 3, below, provides an overview of the presented approaches that surround the concept of Sharing 

Economy. 

 
 

Table 3: Overview of definitions from different authors 

 

Collaborative Consumption 

Botsman’s & Roger’s (2011) approach is considered really informative in the thesis. Yet, it is obvious that their 

definition about Collaborative Consumption is very broad including examples of practices that differ between 

each other in terms of scale, maturity and purpose (e.g. couch surfing, car sharing, crowdfunding, peer-to-peer 

rental, to name few that are stated in the book). Because of this, they further divide Collaborative 
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Consumption in three systems, a categorization that has been adopted by other scholars as well (e.g. Albinsson 

& Perera, 2012), namely product service systems, redistribution markets and collaborative lifestyles. This 

categorization helps in the common understanding of their concept and the different corporations that 

operate under this umbrella.  

Product Service Systems (PSS) describe a new way of thinking about usage where people pay for accessing a 

product and enjoy the benefits of its usage without having the need to own it. Such systems provide services 

where several products, owned by an organization, can be shared with many different consumers (e.g. Zipcar) 

or privately owned products can be rented between individuals (P2P) (e.g. Zilok)(Botsman & Rogers, 2011).  

Redistribution markets are the second type of Collaborative Consumption in which used or pre-owned objects 

are redistributed from people who don’t need them, to others who actually do, thanks to the use of social 

network technologies. Marketplaces for such transactions include sites supporting free exchanges (e.g. 

Freecycle) or monetary transactions (e.g. eBay) as well as places that offer a mixture of markets (e.g. Craigslist) 

(Botsman & Rogers, 2011). Such markets enhance the creation of a more sustainable way of consuming by 

supporting the reuse and resell of underutilized or old products instead of throwing them away (Botsman & 

Rogers, 2011). 

Finally, Botsman & Rogers (2011), after categorizing the market places where physical goods can be shared, 

exchanged and rented claim that such practices can be implemented with intangible goods as well. In other 

words, assets such as skills, money and space can be shared and exchanged in a network of people with similar 

interests. These shared systems are named Collaborative Lifestyles and this category includes exchanges at a 

local level, such as sharing working spaces (e.g. THECUBE London), errands (e.g. Taskrabbit) and skills (e.g. 

Skillshare) as well as at a global level in sectors like P2P social lending (e.g. Zopa) and travel (e.g. CouchSurfing) 

(Botsman & Rogers, 2011).  

It is obvious that Botsman’s and Roger’s (2011) concept of Collaborative Consumption includes examples of 

companies that offer different types of transactions. In other words, they are covered transactions like 

business-to-business (B2B) where companies can benefit by offering and monetizing the unused capacity of 

their existing assets, business-to-consumer (B2C) where a company owns the object and facilitates the sharing 

between the users and peer-to-peer (P2P) where products are owned by one person and exchanged with 

another person in the network (Botsman & Rogers, 2011). 
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Sharing Economy 

Building on her previous work (Botsman & Rogers, 2011), Botsman (2013) states that Collaborative 

Consumption is a part of Collaborative Economy. Collaborative Economy is defined by Owyang et al. (2014) as 

an economy that aims to change the way that people produce, consume, finance and learn through the use of 

distributed networks that connect individuals and communities, which opposes the existing practices of 

centralized institutions. 

However, according to Botsman (2013), Sharing Economy covers all the P2P Collaborative Consumption 

practices and it also includes some B2C practices as well as some Collaborative Production practices. 

Collaborative production refers to the “design, production and distribution of goods through collaborative 

networks” (Botsman, 2013, Collaborative economy section, para.2). In other words, Sharing Economy even if 

it’s largely connected with new ways of consumption, it includes new ways of production as well.  

In this regard, she defines Sharing Economy as “an economic model based on sharing underutilized assets from 

spaces to skills to stuff for monetary or non-monetary benefits” and she states that “it is currently largely 

talked about in relation to P2P marketplaces but equal opportunity lies in the B2C models” (Botsman, 2013, 

Sharing economy section, para.1). Yet, in her recent work Botsman (2015) defines Sharing Economy as “an 

economic system based on sharing underused assets or services, for free or for a fee, directly from individuals” 

(Botsman, 2015, Getting clear on terminology section, para.3). This definition of Sharing Economy is adopted in 

the thesis and for the purposes of consistency the label “Sharing Economy” is used throughout the paper. 

Furthermore, it is obvious that Internet technologies offer to people new ways of implementing tasks that 

challenge the traditional ones, and Sharing Economy is one outcome coming from this technological evolution. 

The rise of the internet eased the building of such online communities and networks (Mohlmann, 2015). In 

addition, the development of mobile applications supports such concepts due to the easiness and 

instantaneously information exchange (Hamari et al., 2015; Belk, 2014b; Bardhi and Eckhardt, 2012). 

More specifically, Belk (2014a) states that traditional ways as well as new ways of sharing started to take place 

in massive scale through Internet thanks to Web 2.0. In that phase, sharing was the basic activity which 

actually described users’ participation according to John (2012; 2013). Han (2011) considers that Wikipedia 

started symbolically this era and opened the way for “collective Web content generation and social media, two 

of the most important standpoints of Web 2.0” (p.25). Wikipedia is a very useful source of encyclopedic 



  Page 30 
 

information which has been created by volunteers and can be accessed by anyone for free (Reagle, 2010). Such 

a concept, where users/participants work equally together and maintain their collaboration by providing their 

common work for free to the audience, is going under the “commons-based peer-production” mode of 

production, a social and economic phenomenon (Benkler, 2002).  

In this regard, John (2012) states that there are two types of Sharing Economies, the Sharing Economies of 

production and the Sharing Economies of consumption. The first one covers the “commons-based peer-

production” mode that involves the “sharing” concept while the later one covers the “collaborative 

consumption” concept. This categorization helps in the understanding of the different point of view that 

someone can see and talk about Sharing Economy. In addition, one can understand the connection between 

Sharing Economies and Web 2.0 in a way that remarkable examples of the latter like Wikipedia, are important 

examples of Sharing Economies, too (John, 2012). 

At this point, it is important to note two crucial principles which, according to Botsman & Rogers (2011), 

platforms operate under the Sharing Economy umbrella share. First, it is the redistribution of idling capacity 

with the help of new technologies such as social networks and mobiles. In particular, idling capacity refers to 

unused physical products which can be distributed and used elsewhere. Yet, it may be associated with 

intangible assets like space and skills, too. In other words, Sharing Economy Platforms bring individuals who 

own underutilized assets with individuals who seek access to those assets and facilitate a matching between 

them. Second, it is the belief in commons. This element refers to a typical example of organizing a community 

of people who share similar interests and thereby creating value. In such communities, users should “give” in 

order to “get” and as the number of users increases, the value of the system increases as well (Botsman & 

Rogers, 2011).  

Multisided Platforms   

After presenting the concept of Sharing Economy and examples of companies that operate in it, it is obvious 

that such digital environments need the presence of different actors who are able to create value by 

contributing content. The organizations that operate under the Sharing Economy concept are based on 

Multisided Platforms (MSPs) because they create value by bringing two or more customer or participant 

groups together and getting those to interact between each other (Hagiu, 2014). Businesses that use such 

platforms are considered economic catalysts based on the framework of Evans & Schmalensee (2007). 



  Page 31 
 

Catalysts reduce transaction and search costs by bringing different interest groups together and facilitate 

matching, making them capable to exchange value between each other (Evans, 2009). 

Hagiu (2014) includes among the well-known examples of such platforms, Sharing Economy companies like 

Airbnb and Uber, together with other important examples like Facebook, PayPal, Apple IOS and Google’s 

Android operating system, to name few of them. Obviously, from these examples, one can understand that 

some of the most successful companies of the last years are based on Multisided Platforms.  

It is important to note, that one of the most important characteristics of most MSPs, according to Hagiu 

(2014), is the presence of “indirect” or also referred as “cross-side”, network effects. The importance of 

network effects, for industries which are based on multisided platforms (e.g. Sharing Economy) make the 

provision of a more detailed explanation necessary. 

Network effects 

First of all, it is observed that for many information and communication technologies (e.g. telephone, Internet 

access, e-mail) users benefit from using a widely used system. In other words, in such market systems, the 

perceived value for a user, from using a product, depends on the number of the other users who use the same 

product. “Economists say that this product exhibits network externalities or network effects” (Shapiro & 

Varian, 1999a, p.13). A critical success factor for this product is the positive feedback that comes from its 

installed user’s base the growth of which increases the value of the product and attracts more users. In the 

end, the product achieves a critical mass of users and assumes control of the market (Shapiro & Varian, 

1999a).  

To be more specific, there are two basic kinds of network effects, the direct network effects and the indirect 

network effects. “Direct network effects occur when consumers value a large network of users for a given 

product; the larger the network, the more value it offers to consumers" (McIntyre & Chintakananda, 2014, 

p.118). A classic example to think about this type of network effects is the telephone which becomes more 

valuable to its user as more people use it. In the same way, recent applications that provide video chat and 

voice call services as well as social network sites become more attractive as more people join the platform and 

make use of them. On the other hand, “indirect network effects are the benefits to consumers of the variety 

and availability of complements to the core product” (McIntyre & Chintakananda, 2014, p.118). Two classic 

examples of strong complements are the video cassettes for VCRs as well as the DVDs for DVD players. A more 
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recent example to think about is the available features, like Gmail and Google Calendar, for Google’s platform. 

Moreover, firms are able to manipulate network intensity through the right strategical moves. They can 

increase the participation of users through the enhancement of information and opinion sharing about the 

product, increase the possibilities of interaction between the users and manage in an effective way the 

complementary products (McIntyre & Chintakananda, 2014). 

Parker & Van Alstyne (2005) state that network effects have to cross market population groups in two-sided 

platforms. In this way they distinguish these platforms from the regular firms. For multisided platforms, such 

type of network effects is called indirect or cross-side network effects and refers to the fact that the value to 

participants on one side of a platform typically increases with the number of participants on another side 

(Hagiu, 2014). This basic element of MSPs is the most common approach to realize the difference between 

MSPs and regular companies, according to Hagiu & Wright (2015). However, the increase on one side of the 

network may decrease the user’s perceived value on the other side of it. In other words, cross-side network 

effects can be either positive or negative, for instance, users do not like the side of advertisers (Eisenmann et 

al. 2006). Furthermore, direct or same-side network effects occur when an increase in the number of 

participants on one side of the platform increases the perceived value to the participants on the same side. 

These effects can also be negative when the increase in the number of users on one side drive in decrease of 

value to the users on the same side, for example, sellers want fewer competitors (Eisenmann et al. 2006). 

Strategic challenges for MSPs 

After presenting the connection between Sharing Economy and MSPs and explaining Network effects which 

are very crucial element for Sharing Economy Platforms, the strategic challenges that such platforms face are 

presented. As it was stated in the Introduction, MSPs change the fundamental rules of strategy and introduce 

new rules (Van Alstyne, 2016). Due to their difference from regular firms, such companies should have a more 

varied approach on their strategy building. To be more specific, MSPs have to overcome four specific strategic 

challenges according to Hagiu (2014).  

First Strategic Challenge-Number of Sides 

First, it is the decision of the actual number of different sides that will participate in the platform. This decision 

is often taken by choosing to start with fewer sides and adding some of the “missing” sides in the long run. The 

presence of cross-side network effects ensures a privilege and market dominance to a successful MSP by 

creating high barriers to entry to competitors. However, the creation of this barrier is difficult because users 
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are not willing to join the platform without the presence of users in the other or others sides of the platform 

(chicken-and-egg problem) (Hagiu, 2014). 

The initial chicken-and-egg problem is considered as a central element in the study of multisided platforms, 

according to Evans (2009). A company which is based on such platforms, except of the business problems that 

face a new firm, it has to figure out a way to bring both sides in the platform in order to achieve value creation 

for them. Apart from just bringing participants to both sides, it is a basic issue to bring the right number of 

them as well. In this way, participants of one side are able to find valuable matching with participants of 

another side. Because of this, companies aim to increase the numbers of participants on each group to the 

point that there are enough to reach a critical mass which is an absolutely necessary task to achieve viability 

(Evans, 2009). Moreover, while some firms have very different customer groups like Playstation platform, 

(companies which are developers, sellers of the games and individual buyers), other firms have very similar 

ones which are even hard to be distinguished for example, social networking site’s users. However, even if 

these users appear to be similar, they act through distinct positions in the platform by inviting, for instance and 

accepting friend requests, or by sending and receiving messages. In other words, the participants on the 

different sides are the same economic agents and the company should just attract a sufficient number of them 

in the platform. Nevertheless, they should be motivated to perform different types of behavior (Evans, 2009). 

Summarizing, the first strategic challenge for an MSP is to build its user base and reach a critical mass by 

approaching the right number of participants on each side of the platform. Then the company/provider of the 

platform is able to ensure sustainability. In order to achieve this goal, Evans (2009) proposes two basic 

strategies; the zig-zag and the two-step strategy. With the zig-zag strategy, the platform starts with a small 

number of participants on both sides and, by relying on the presence and strength of the generated positive 

cross-side network effects, it approaches new members for each side. In order to start applying this strategy, 

the organization should approach a number of early adopters on each group by convincing them that they will 

be soon able to find members on the other groups to interact with. On the other hand, the two-step strategy 

aims to approach enough members on one side first and then to start approaching members on the other side 

of the platform. This strategy is recommended when the first side does not admire the presence of the other 

side as happens, for example in the case of users and advertisements (Evans, 2009). In other words, the first 

one is the appropriate strategy in the case of positive cross-side network effects presence whereas the second 

one is the appropriate strategy in the case of negative cross-side network effects generation.  
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On the other hand, critical mass is one more basic principle in the case of Sharing Economy platforms and is 

really important for two main reasons, according to Botsman & Rogers (2011). First of all, there should be 

enough choices for the users in order to be satisfied (e.g. in clothing exchanges different designs and sizes). In 

other words, as the number of people participating in sharing activities becomes bigger the possibility of users’ 

satisfaction increases. At one point, there are enough members and shareable objects in the platform so 

everybody can satisfy their needs and the company has reached a critical mass of users thereby objects. 

Usually, the key is on the supply side of the platform from which there should be offered enough choices to 

maintain the installed base and attract more users. The second reason of importance is the creation of the so 

called “social proof” which attracts loyal members that use the platform in a regular base. After achieving a 

critical mass, it becomes easier to attract more people because a “social proof” is created that this new way of 

consuming/sharing is worth trying (Botsman & Rogers, 2011). 

Second strategic challenge-Platform design 

The second strategic challenge is the design of the platform where different features can be included in order 

to enhance users’ experience. For example, Airbnb reduces searching costs by providing customized search. 

The decision, of whether a feature should be included or not, comes from a cost-benefit analysis and the most 

difficult decisions involve features that can create strategic trade-offs by creating positive value for some 

participants’ sides or for the company while at the same time generate negative value to other sides of the 

platform. For example different side’s interests are at odds when the advertisers’ wish is to bomb potential 

customers with ads and users dislike this penetration (Hagiu, 2014).  

Several aspects of product’s design affect the participation of different users in the platform, according to 

Evans (2009). Product diffusion is strengthened and gotten faster by the presence of positive direct network 

effects as the value of the network is increased by integrating additional members and the likelihood of 

adoption from a new member, contacted by an existing one, is increased as well. Negative direct network 

effects have the opposite results for the platform. Moreover the creation of positive indirect network effects is 

considered a key task for MSPs (Evans, 2009; Hagiu, 2014). Such type of network effects is also raised through 

the existence of complementary products (e.g. applications). Obviously, negative indirect network effects may 

have the opposite outcomes. 
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Third strategic challenge-Pricing structure 

The next challenge has to do with the pricing structure, for which Hagiu (2014) suggests different pricing 

strategies for different examples of platforms. Firstly, he suggests a higher charge to the customer group which 

has less price sensitivity (company’s bargaining power over customer). Moreover, if the platform does not 

implement priced transactions between the sides, a higher charge is recommended to the side that can benefit 

more from the presence of the other one/s for instance, conference organizers usually charge only attendees 

and not speakers. In case of priced transactions between two sides, the company should apply higher charge 

to the side that extracts more value from the other, for example, matching between customers seeking meal 

and restaurants, it charges only restaurants. Due to the several groups of participants in MSPs, there are many 

possible revenue streams. Yet, it is observed that most MSPs provide their services for free or at subsidized 

prices to at least one group of participants and focus on the other sides for profit generation (Hagiu, 2014).  

Similarly, Eisenmann et al. (2006) states that two-sided platform providers discretize comsumers’ groups in 

two categories, the “sub-side” and the “money-side”. The users of the first category are highly valued by the 

“money-side” users. The company aims to attract enough “sub-side” participants to make the “money-side” 

willing to pay in order to reach them. In other words, the goal is the generation and strengthening of positive 

indirect network effects in the platform.  

Fourth strategic challenge-Governance rules 

Finally, the last strategic challenge, that MSPs face, is the application of governance rules in order to secure 

control by regulating the access to the platform -who can join- and the facilitated interactions into it -what 

each group is allowed to do-. Due to the creation of value through the interactions between third parties, it is a 

very important part of the strategy to apply rules that have a clear influence on the customer’s and entire 

ecosystem’s perceived value. For example, eHarmony doesn’t accept members if they don’t give the desired 

answers to an entry’s questionnaire even if they are willing to pay the mandatory fees for membership (Hagiu, 

2014).  

As Hagiu (2014) states, the application of tighter regulations improve the quality at the expense of the 

quantity. In other words, an MSP tightens its governance rules because the strength of positive network 

effects is not only affected by the number of participants and interactions in the platform but by their quality 

as well. In this way, organizations can avoid the “lemons market failure” where the lack of information and 

transparency about the exchanged products/services opens the field to “low quality” participants who can 
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destroy the market by driving out the “high quality” ones. Companies should avoid the generation of negative 

network effects (Hagiu, 2014). 

Switching costs 

After discussing the strategic challenges of MSPs, it becomes obvious that such companies face some 

additional to normal business issues regarding achieving viability. The dependence on user base makes 

understandable the need of focusing their core strategy on user base’s growth and maintenance. As it was 

stated above, cross-side networks effects create high barriers to entry. In this way, the organization can keep 

its users in the platform as it is not easy for competitive platforms to enter the market. However, Hagiu (2014) 

claims that an MSP, in order to achieve this goal should also create high multihoming costs, which refer to the 

costs in terms of money, effort and time which a customer faces by using multiple platforms (e.g. Use of one 

PC operating system due to high costs of using multiple) (Eisenmann et al., 2006), as well as high switching 

costs, on one or all sides of the platform.  

Shapiro & Varian (1999a, p.47) state that network effects are “a common source of switching costs” which, as 

their name implies, are the costs that the user faces when he decides to switch provider. Moreover, when 

these costs become “substantial, users face lock-in” (Shapiro & Varian, 1999a, p.104). The switching costs and 

the lock-in of customers are crucial factors for firms that operate in networked markets. 

In this regard, Eisenmann et al. (2006) states, that in many network industries winner-take-all dynamics are 

present and a single platform dominates the market. So, managers should realize if the networked market that 

their company operates in can be served by a single platform, a phenomenon that leads to winner-take-all 

battles. This happens when high multihoming costs exist for users on at least one side of the platform, strong 

positive network effects are present on at least the side where users face multihoming costs and the users on 

both sides do not need extra features. If this is the case, companies can benefit in the battle from preexisting 

relationships with users in related business, good reputation and high financial power (Eisenmann et al., 2006).  

The advantages of the first-mover in networked markets have been pointed by Shapiro and Varian (1999a; 

1999b), although, Eisenmann et al. (2006) claim that first-mover way to success is a more complex topic than 

just rushing to make an early entry to the market and states the existence of later-mover advantages as well 

(e.g. avoid first-mover’s errors, use newer technologies). However, in markets with high network intensity, in 

which winner-take-all dynamics are present, a company may achieve to lock-in the market by creating a 
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dominant design, investing in marketing for new entries and strengthening the switching cost for its users 

(McIntyre & Subramaniam, 2009). Moreover, McIntyre & Chintakananda (2014) underpin the importance of 

providing various complementary products to the core product, when users’ perceived value increases from a 

growing user base, in the effort of achieving to lock-in the market. 

It is obvious that switching costs play a key role in the efforts of maintaining the installed user base of a 

platform. Switching costs are defined as “the onetime costs that customers associate with the process of 

switching from one provider to another” (Burnham et al., 2003, p.110). The switching costs are categorized in 

three types. First type is the procedural switching costs which are mainly connected with time and effort 

expenses; secondly, is the financial switching costs which are focused on the “loss of financially quantifiable 

resources”; lastly, is the relational switching costs which involve psychological and emotional dissatisfaction 

“due to the loss of identity and the breaking of bonds” (Burnham et al., 2003, p.112).  

However, in their study Burnham et al. (2003) found out that the procedural and relational switching costs 

have a bigger importance to users compared to the financial switching costs. Moreover, their findings suggest 

the right tactics of increasing users’ switching costs to companies. In this regard, a bigger variety of features 

increase the perceived complexity of the product (or service) for the users contributing in the enhancement of 

the procedural switching costs. Additionally, firms are able to provide different offers and increase the 

perceived provider’s heterogeneity for the clients, a fact that contributes in the increase of the procedural 

switching costs as well (Burnham et al., 2003). On the other hand, the user’s perceived heterogeneity about 

the provider is a crucial factor in the strengthening of the relational switching costs as the firm is seen by users 

as unique and different from other firms. Because of this, providers should focus on and invest in 

differentiation. They should increase the breadth of product use and motivate users to try the different firm’s 

offerings (Burnham et al., 2003). Finally, a price bundling, loyalty programs and extra added services can be 

used from the companies in the effort of enhancing the financial switching costs and increasing the perceived 

complexity for the users. The provision of information about the different products, features and functions 

that the company offers is crucial in the efforts of switching costs empowering (Burnham et al., 2003). 

Research on CouchSurfing 

Before starting to discuss the research that has been conducted on the case company, it is important to note 

another basic principle of Sharing Economy platforms which, according to Botsman & Rogers (2011), is the 

establishment of trust between the participants in the network. Thinking about successful examples of the 
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sector one can see that users are equipped with the right tools in order to solve most of their disagreements 

between themselves. Furthermore, companies have a role of acting as ambassadors by providing platforms 

that facilitate self-managed exchanges and contributions of several different participants (Botsman & Rogers, 

2011). Because most of the times users do not know the persons who they interact with, these platforms have 

to act as intermediaries by providing tools which are capable of building trust in the community. This goal is 

achieved, in many platforms, through rating and reputation review systems, which help the community 

members to decide if they want to interact with a user. Good behaviors are rewarded with positive ratings 

while bad behaviors receive negative rating resulting in isolation and expulsion of harmful members (Botsman 

& Rogers, 2011). Additionally, the notion of trust is underpinned as a fundamental aspect of such platforms, in 

Gansky’s (2012) study. 

In this regard, as one can see in more detail below, trust and reputation systems have a central role in scholars’ 

work on CouchSurfing.  

First of all, CouchSurfing is an online “hospitality exchange network” which allows strangers to communicate 

online and arrange meetings in person. This platform is included in the broader “network hospitality” concept 

which maintains the old tradition of welcoming strangers but is strongly related to contemporary phenomena 

such as online social networks and Sharing Economy (Molz, 2014a). This concept derives from a combination of 

mobility and immobility, virtual and physical interactions, short but rich exchanges and chances for 

engagement with global projects (Molz, 2011) and aims to describe the emerging social interactions through 

the new mobile, P2P and digital-to-physical social networks (Molz, 2014a). Even though Molz (2014a) includes 

in the concept of hospitality exchange platforms, companies that charge money for sharing (e.g. Air bnb), 

Schöpf (2015) claims that a central aspect of such platforms is their non-monetary character (e.g. 

CouchSurfing). Moreover, based on the findings of Rosen et al. (2011), the positive user’s experiences from 

exchanges in the platform, drive in positive references which increase user’s reputation, thereby profile status, 

and make the user able to travel globally through this mean. Even though there are not monetary exchanges 

between the members, guests implement other form of exchanges for the accommodation, aligned with 

community’s ethical principles, like cooking a meal or help with the housework. Basically, “CouchSurfing 

replaces monetary exchange with more informal economies of trust and generosity” (Molz 2012, p.89).  
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As Rosen et al. (2011) state, CS has a lot of similarities in features (e.g. profile page and friendship links) with 

other Social Network Sites like Facebook. The core concept of such communities is to connect individuals. 

Unlike Facebook, CS, most of the times, connects strangers instead of people that already have met before. 

Moreover, this connection is happening by letting the users open their houses to strangers, offer them 

accommodation and interact with each other; a characteristic that goes against the established belief that one 

should not open his/her house to people that does not know (Rosen et al., 2011). In other words, CS uses 

social networking technologies to match users seeking for accommodation with potential hosts. The 

organization can be considered as an alternate type of tourism that supports a more interactive connection 

between places and people compared to the monetary focused mass tourism (Cohen, 1987). Yet, the new 

technology oriented practices that CS uses to implement its core services make it distinct from the practices 

that were followed by its precedents in alternative tourism (Molz, 2013). In this regard, Botsman & Rogers 

(2011) claim that new technologies, such as social networks, are a very important element of the Sharing 

Economy concept which gives aid to the growth of the moral economy by enabling sharing between individuals 

in ways and at scale that was never before possible. In particular, for CS, they state that “Couchsurfing is a new 

idea with an old ethos[…]the values that tie them together—openness, community, accessibility, sustainability, 

and, most importantly, collaboration—come straight out of the digital culture” (Botsman & Rogers, 2011, 

p.180).  

Trust and Reputation 

According to Tan’s (2010) statement, CS’s success is built upon the users’ trustworthiness which is created 

through the safety mechanisms of the platform (verification, vouching and text references). In his results, the 

feature of references is the best way for users to judge a person’s trustworthiness which is evaluated through 

different personal aspects. Within the same point of view, Dén-Nagy’s & Király’s (2014), identify the reference 

system as the most valuable safety mechanism. However, in both cases the general profile information of a 

user plays a very important role on his assessment from potential hosts or guests. Furthermore, the notion of 

trust was examined in the research of Rosen et al. (2011) where they reported the importance of hosting 

members and having positive experiences in terms of references as a factor that increases user’s 

trustworthiness. Additionally, they focused on the connectedness and belonging to the community as another 

crucial success factor for CS and they stated the importance of attending community’s events, especially for 

new members. Parigi (2013) highlighted the importance of the safety mechanisms, in terms of user’s 

reputation creation through time, in the successful development of the community. This reputation system, 
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most importantly the references, strengthened the governance of the platform and made users capable of 

estimating the risks of interacting with another member thanks to the collected information about the 

member during his/her membership in the community. Even though it is risky for a person to deal with a 

stranger, the new technologies of trust that CS applies are capable of toning down that risk (Molz, 2007). 

Moreover, CS, like other hospitality exchange sites, is a good example to understand the emerging concept of 

“collaborative surveillance” that supports the Sharing Economy in a broader context. This concept is related to 

the common practices of monitoring and reporting among the members which leads to jointly produced online 

reputations, for the purpose of safeguarding the overall community (Molz, 2014b). Botsman & Rogers (2011) 

argue that the online reputation of a user rather than his financial power will grant him access to the content 

of the Sharing Economy. In other words, CS gave the opportunity to its users to build a “digital reputation” 

(Hearn, 2010) in the platform which is the key for granting them access to the community services of 

hosting/guesting. As Molz (2014 b) states, in the Sharing Economy people make use of social networking sites 

in order to share good or services with strangers and trust is the most important factor that make these people 

implement these practices. CS’s safety mechanisms establish an online reputation system where users can 

interact between each other in an effort of building up trustworthy reputations. The notion of trust regarding 

the reputation mechanisms of CS is examined in Lauterbach’s et al. (2009) work. More specifically, they focus 

on the interactions and the element of reciprocity between the members which are enabled through the 

reputation mechanism of vouching in the platform. They discovered that active members become both hosts 

and guests, more or less, equal times. In other words, CS is based on ‘generalized’ reciprocity instead of direct 

reciprocity. Members are willing to become hosts for travelers contributing to community’s public good. In this 

way, they increase their possibilities to be hosted from other members in the future thanks to their activity in 

the community and their reputation from it. The meaning of reciprocity in hospitality exchange networks, such 

as CS, has been examined from Molz & Gibson (2007) who found that even though reciprocity is not imposed 

in such networks, it is strictly promoted as a community standard through organizations’ announcements in 

the sites. Moreover, the reciprocal actions of a user are displayed through the feedback in his/her profile 

where one can see how often a member acts like a host or guest and identify if he/she uses the community 

services only to find a place for free to crash. 
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Co-creation of value 

Apart from the notion of trust, the co-creation of value in CouchSurfing has been examined from scholars. For 

instance, Dén-Nagy & Király (2014) state that CS’s reputation systems offer a referral network in the trust 

community context of CouchSurfing without any virtual costs and they enable actors to sufficiently evaluate 

other members’ credibility within the community, taking into consideration only content generated by 

members. Yannopoulou et al. (2013) examined CS under the concept User-Generated Brands (UGBs). They 

identified that the provided content from the users (profile information, references etc.) has transformed the 

notion of “stranger” to “friend” facilitating such types of interactions as opening one’s house to a stranger. 

Furthermore, users contribute content by uploading pictures from their travels or CS’s events activities 

showing the cultural variety and the real human connections that exist in the community (Yannopoulou et al., 

2013). In other words, the organization has achieved to engage users to co-create value for the platform which 

is a central element for such brands based on Vargo & Lusch (2004). So, CS members act in multiple roles, 

being users but also contributing to the production, marketing and distribution of the product. In this way, 

they share platform’s resources backing a new way of living, based on collaborative consumption and peer-to-

peer sharing (Yannopoulou et al., 2013). Likewise, Smaliukiene et al. (2015) examine the existing users’ co-

creation of value in online travel service providers, including CouchSurfing among the case companies. They 

underlined that CS meet the mandatory requirements of the popular DART model offered by Prahalad & 

Ramaswamy (2013), thus offering an open area for user value co-creation. In addition, from a management’s 

perspective the created content, from the references etc., is a valuable resource for the platform which grows 

regularly and offers more information to the last user due to the provision of new information from the last 

one. 

CouchSurfing’s Legal Status  

On the other hand, recent studies on CouchSurfing’s change of legal status have been observed. Molz (2013), 

subsequently to her research, gathered data from the online debate about CS’s structural transformation to 

for-profit corporation, in her effort to identify the perceived economic morality of platform’s services by its 

users. CS’s opposition of generating profits or commercializing platform’s exchanges gave an anticapitalistic 

character to the organization seemingly offered an economic model that “realized the moral affordances of 

the Internet” (Molz 2013, p.224). In other words, CouchSurfing was operating as nonprofit but the problem 

was that it had not yet gotten confirmation from the government for its nonprofit (501c3) status. When its 

application for nonprofit status was rejected in 2011, the organization was incorporated. This legal move 
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resulted in several users’ complaints in platform’s discussions as well as in other blogs and websites. As Molz 

(2013) observes “members stated that they felt betrayed and stabbed in the back over Couchsurfing’s decision 

to sell out”, although some other members supported this decision as they “saw Couchsurfing’s move into the 

corporate realm as potentially subversive to the capitalist system” (p.225). The introduction of this 

controversial debate, a further analysis of which was beyond the scope of her research, made obvious that CS, 

due its non-marketable status, supported an exchange economy based on morality. Its members were 

engaging in intimate and trustful encounters, as opposed to the cold, indirect and utilitarian encounters 

imposed by the consumer society. On the other hand, Schöpf (2015) examined in his paper the effects of CS’s 

structural changes to its users and presented an alternative official non-profit, open source platform, 

BeWelcome, in an effort to investigate the challenge of commodifying common-based projects in the 

hospitality exchange networks sector. The main outcome of his research was the negative trend about 

platform’s transition that exists among the members, especially the older ones. More specifically Schöpf 

(2015) found out that at the individual level these changes drove in the transformation of members from 

participants in a community to customers of a company which seemed to really affect members who had 

volunteered to the platform. Finally, the ideology of the organization shifted its focus from a reciprocal act of 

goodness to a typical company’s service that aims in profitability for the corporation. However, members stay 

in the platform even if they don’t agree with the managerial decisions of the company and know the existence 

of substitute non-profit platforms (Schöpf, 2015). Goshal (2012), apart from the exploitation of the voluntarily 

work from the organization, stated that CS’s transformation is a threat to its core characteristic of not charging 

the members for the implemented transactions. Nevertheless, the existence of alternative networks makes 

this scenario threatening for the company because it would make the users move to other free platforms. He 

states as an important characteristic of the platform the “authenticity” in terms of user’s experiences which 

are different from the ones of tourism industries. Moreover, another important characteristic of the platform 

is the real “connection” that it offers to its members who are brought together in real time instead of 

supporting the isolation like other social networks (Goshal, 2012). 

To conclude, it can be supported that an academic interest in CS’s core systems is mainly observed, such as the 

reputation system, and the notion of trust as well as the value co-creation that has occurred in the platform. 

Yet, apart from some limited work on company’s legal status change, there seems to be a gap on extended 

research on strategic and business-oriented issues that CouchSurfing has been through as a for-profit 

corporation. 
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Findings 

The Case of CouchSurfing 

When the founder, Casey Fenton, travelled to Iceland in 2000, he tried to find a place to stay by sending e-

mails to students in Reykjavik asking them to host him, even on a couch. His effort was successful and he made 

new friends who showed him the place and initiated him into the culture of the city. After coming back from 

his trip, thinking about this unique experience, he came up with an idea for a new nonprofit organization, the 

CouchSurfing. Then Fenton invited his former colleagues Daniel Hoffer and Sebastien LeTuan and his friend 

Leonardo Silveira and started to work on the project.15 

In 2003, CS was founded as a non-profit organization and in 2004 its website was launched. CouchSurfing 

members, while they were travelling, they were able to learn about the new place and culture through locals 

with whom they could even stay with for few days. Those locals were CS members, who were willing to initiate 

travelers into the culture of the place, make new friends, and even open their houses to host them. Moreover, 

users could join local events, around the world, arranged from CouchSurfing community and meet other 

people. 

As it is described in more detail below, the company has experienced major changes in its platform, structure 

and management since its foundation. However, some of the core characteristics have still remained the same. 

First of all, the organization supports non-monetary transactions between the members as “CouchSurfing will 

never make (its users) pay to host and surf” [1]. Even though guests are expected to reciprocate the free 

accommodation at a host’s house by bringing a gift, cooking or helping out with housework, they are not 

obliged to do it. Second, the coordination between members is based on a peer-to-peer reputation system 

where reviews by and about travelers and hosts complemented by a personal information verification service 

are offered by the platform. Third, CS presents itself as an enabler of an alternative form of tourism that 

focuses on authentic experiences and the creation of a global community “fostering cultural exchange and 

mutual respect” (couchsurfing.com, 2016).  

The core features of the platform and the strategic shifts of the organization make the case company, which is 

perceived as one of the earliest [2][5] and best examples [3][5] in the Sharing Economy sector, a very 

interesting topic for examination.  

                                                           
15

 Basic information referred in several sources (couchsurfing.com 2016, [16], [23] ) 
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Based on the analysis, the evolution of CS is presented below in three distinct phases since the organization 

was incorporated. In each time period, the company’s management shifted its focus and several changes in the 

technology, functionalities and features of the platform as well as in the strategy and goals of the organization, 

were observed.  

Non-profit phase 

At this point, it is important, to provide some crucial information about CouchSurfing’s history before its 

incorporation. 

CS, in its early days, was a non-profit organization, registered in New Hampshire, USA [16], and was relying on 

a growing core of volunteers. More specifically, the organization’s operation was based on the work of the 

volunteers who were organized in collectives in live or work spaces, the first one being in Montreal [4]. 

Furthermore, the first mission statement of the company reported that “CouchSurfing seeks to internationally 

network people and places, create educational exchanges, raise collective consciousness, spread tolerance and 

facilitate cultural understanding” [4]. Beyond the core enthusiasts, the user base grew slowly reaching around 

50.000 members in the first two years (fig.16)16. However, the platform was attractive and since the user base 

started to grow, its collectively-coded website couldn’t handle such amounts of traffic, and performance 

problems started occurring [5]. Few months operating into the collective of Montreal, CS experienced a very 

big computer crash which destroyed the systems and made the team feel incapable of fixing it [4]. In this 

particular server failure, in June 2006 when the number of users had almost doubled by then, reaching 90.000, 

there were multiple database crashes, the backups did not work properly and important parts of the software 

and data were lost. This problem drove the founder to announce the shutting down of the platform [6].  

Nevertheless, an inrush of support mails from the users motivated the development team not to give up and 

maximize their efforts in order to relaunch the platform. So, few days after the crash, the site was ready to be 

released again. Fenton proudly announced that one week after the crash, the team had achieved to fix the 

problems, restore the system and release a new site, the CouchSurfing 2.0 [7]. This new era for the 

organization came up with a new mission statement, generated from volunteer’s thoughts: “Creating a better 

world one couch at a time” [4]. 
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 User base section at the end of the case study summarizes the user base growth and provides the sources that stated the used in the case study 

numbers of users. 
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In the aftermath of the crash, many volunteers were working as ambassadors17 as well as developers on the 

platform and new collectives were formed worldwide to better organize and coordinate the efforts. Among 

volunteers it was evident that the organization would maintain its nonprofit status [8]. Until 2011, 

CouchSurfing didn’t have fixed offices and the venture was almost exclusively run by these community 

members and collectives engaged in all aspects of the venture’s operations – be it events planning, 

communication or coding; “the organization operated more like Wikipedia[…]there were armies of people 

invested in it who had dedicated personal time to building it” [5]. Yet, CS was not an open-source or officially a 

nonprofit organization and the restrictions to the source code, the obscure organizational structure, and the 

lack of openness regarding to future planning drove some volunteers to manifest online against these issues 

[9][10]. The main goal was to transform CS into a truly open organization run by its members. The protesters 

were really disappointed with the management refusal to make the code open-source and decision to force 

volunteers to sign a non-disclosure agreement (NDA) which they found to be unacceptable [11]. Because of 

this, an online petition took place gaining support from 207 members [12]. Some of these members became 

volunteers on BeWelcome18, a rival non-profit organization that offers similar services with CS. This was one of 

the first internal troubles in CouchSurfing. 

Apart from the inside troubles and the performance problems, the voluntary identity verification which 

involved a donation of 25$19 and was the only way for the organization to make money, drove in a low cash 

flow. For this reason, the legal status of CouchSurfing (for-profit vs non-profit) was a conflict topic from its 

early days when Hoffer joined the organization and wanted to change its structure [5]. In particular, Hoffer and 

Fenton had opposing views about the profit side of CS and this was the reason why the former made sure to 

implement a contractual agreement20 which indicated what would happen if the organization ever became for-

profit [13].  

However, it took several years (2004-2011) for the status to change and this occurred after the application for 

501c3 charity status21 got rejected by the IRS (Internal Revenue Service), in 2011. Basically, CouchSurfing had 
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 “official representatives who set up events, fixed problems, and fostered the CouchSurfing community in different cities” [8] 
18

 http://www.opencouchsurfing.org/tag/bewelcome/ accessed June 2016 
19

 In particular the verification was a donation of 25$ to the organization with which the user certified its identity (through credit card) and stated 

address (through post card with a code sent to his address). Verified members had an icon on their profiles proving their status. 
20

 More information about the contract is not available. 
21

 “The most common type of tax-exempt nonprofit organization falls under category 501(c)(3), whereby a nonprofit organization is exempt from 

federal income tax if its activities have the following purposes: charitable, religious, educational, scientific, literary, testing for public safety, fostering 
amateur sports competition, or preventing cruelty to children or animals“ (26 U.S.C. § 501). 

http://www.opencouchsurfing.org/tag/bewelcome/
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registered as a charitable organization and applied for an official non-profit status at IRS having as reason the 

cultural exchanges that accommodate. Yet, IRS22 could not understand the charitable character of such a 

network as for them it was not guaranteed that members would act accordingly [8]. Thus, since 2011, it has 

been operating as a for-profit corporation and as a result the collectives of volunteers no longer exist and its 

mission statement has changed declaring: “We envision a world made better by travel and travel made richer 

by connection. Couchsurfers share their lives with the people they encounter, fostering cultural exchange and 

mutual respect” (couchsurfing.com, 2016). 

For-profit phase 

After the final rejection of the non-profit status, CS announced, in its official blog, the change of legal status to 

for-profit, in August 2011. The organization was liquidated and its assets were sold to the private corporation 

Better World Through Travel, which was later renamed to CouchSurfing International, Inc., registered in 

Delaware, USA, and headquartered in San Francisco, USA. 

Since the structural transformation, several changes to the platform in terms of features, functions and 

technology were observed. Moreover, CS implemented a number of organizational and strategical shifts. 

These, significant for the company and users, events are analyzed below in order to identify the course and 

goals of CouchSurfing during its new era as well as users’ opinion about them.  

The for-profit phase is separated in three different time periods associated with changes in the management 

focus and strategic goals.  

Initial period - Communicating the change  

(August 2011- May 2012) 

In the initial phase, the co-founder and President of CouchSurfing, Daniel Hoffer, was the CEO and the main 

focus of the management was to communicate this fundamental change to members as well as to raise and 

invest capital funds on hiring new people. 

Transition to for-profit 

First of all, in an attempt to justify the transition to a for-profit corporation and convince the users that the 

change in status would not have an impact on the spirit of the service and community, a number of official 

announcements and promotional videos were published. The cutting edge of this effort was the B-corporation 
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 IRS rejection letter : https://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-wd/1125045.pdf accessed June 2016 

https://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-wd/1125045.pdf
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status certification23 for which CS had applied and achieved to gain, as a company with socially responsible 

mission.  

In the official announcement, the company stated that “(their) mission and vision (wouldn’t) change. Becoming 

a B Corporation (would made them) accountable to (their) core values”[1]. In addition, the first round of 

funding was announced and the company claimed that this support would allow CS to deliver more of the 

desired features users have been demanding for [1]. The raised amount was 7.6 million dollars and the general 

partner of Benchmark Capital (investor), Matt Cohler, who joined the board of directors in CouchSurfing, had 

pointed, based on his experience at Facebook and LinkedIn that the initial primary focus would be on the user 

base building rather than on revenue generation [14]. Despite the management team’s emphasizing the need 

to find alternative means to render CS financially sustainable, as the company could not accept any more 

donations, the initial investment gave them the time to come up with the best possible solution, as declared by 

the company [15]. Furthermore, Fenton claimed that he personally answered 1500 emails from members and 

visited 12 popular CouchSurfing cities to discuss the transition with local communities [16]. He wrote in the 

official blog about the company’s need to evolve in order to meet reality and promised to the members that 

the platform’s features would continue to be free with money not being the ultimate purpose [17].  

Moreover, the company hired the same public relations firm as Facebook and started to present stylized video-

messages of the founders who were reported to have gone through an “intensive media-training program” in 

order to create an understanding about their competitors and the occasions that they give up their initial 

ideals [16]. CS started to have the professional look and messaging style of a corporation. For instance, in a 

promotional video the founders said: ”we have been trying for the last four years to get certified as a 501c3 

charity[…]rather than continue trying to force fit our entire organization into a model that does not reflect who 

we are, we should take on a structure that fits better and enable us to maximize our ability to achieve our 

mission and our full potential[…]a new approach, it’s a different type of social responsible entity called the B 

corporation, that short of structure enables us to achieve the idealistic integrity of a non-profit as well as the 

efficiency and flexibility of a more traditional company[…]hire more people, improve the site and deliver the 

features (users) have been asking for” [18]. In a similar manner, Hoffer pointed out that the previous structure 

did not favor innovation because of legislative regulations whereas the B-corp status permitted to accept 

investment money, gain flexibility and nimbleness and at the same time remain consistent with the social 
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 “B Corps are for-profit companies certified by the nonprofit B Lab to meet rigorous standards of social and environmental performance, 

accountability, and transparency” (https://www.bcorporation.net/what-are-b-corps) accessed June 2016. 

https://www.bcorporation.net/what-are-b-corps


  Page 48 
 

mission. Additionally, he claimed that the first order of business would be intensive hiring especially at the 

technical level [19]. In a later announcement, just three months before he stepped down from the CEO 

position, he highlighted all the important and unique facts that had taken place throughout the last year, like 

the change of the legal structure and the organization’s development, and he mentioned that well qualified 

and skilled workforce would continue to be hired across all levels of the company [20]. 

 

Reactions 

In contrast, industry observers seemed to have a different opinion about CouchSurfing’s transition. For 

example, Allen Bromberger, partner at Perlman & Perlman, a law firm specialized in non-profit law in New York 

City, expressed the opinion that benefit corporation24 status would be more suitable for the case of CS as, in 

contrast with the B-corp certification that did not offer the needed reassurance to members, it constituted a 

legal structure that would serve the interests of all stakeholders including community members [16]. In 

addition, Gordon Beattie, the founder of Beattie Communications in London, a large Public Relationship firm, 

criticized CS’s claim of being a certified B corporation when in reality they were a C corporation (for-profit firm 

that is taxed separately from its owners) and advised them to be honest in front of the community. Even 

though this could lead to dissatisfaction of some dedicated members and made them leave the platform, this 

would not necessarily be harmful as new people on board would refresh the mindset of the company and 

encourage innovation, he claimed [16].  

Apart from the opinions about CouchSurfing’s marketing regarding the transition, a tech blogger pointed out 

that even though the founders tried to support the opposite, they found themselves in an industry, in which, 

despite CS being considered a pioneer, it was the competitors that were able to receive funding. He basically 

claimed that this fact motivated the organization to act accordingly. To be more specific, companies like 

AirBnB, OneFineStay and Tripping had raised significant amounts of money coming from investors [22]. 

Another point to note is that competitive, free services were offered from other platforms such as Hospitality 

Club and BeWelcome, although each had smaller member base compared to CS [23]. 
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 Benefit Corporations: 1) have an expanded purpose beyond maximizing share value to explicitly include general and specific public benefit; 2) are 

required to consider/balance the impact of their decisions not only on shareholders but also on their stakeholders; and 3) are required to make available 
to the public an annual benefit report that assesses their overall social and environmental performance against a third party standard. Such report does 
not need to certified or audited by a third party, but use the standard as an assessment tool. (http://benefitcorp.net/faq) accessed June 2016 

http://benefitcorp.net/faq
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Likewise, the public relation efforts led to negative reactions from some of the community members. The 

volunteers, who had helped to keep CouchSurfing afloat, felt that their work for the community was stolen 

from them. A group against the status change counting more than 3,000 members25, was formed on the 

site[16], and an online petition against the new legal status was created and collected 882 signatures 

(change.org, 2011). Despite the sonorous users’ complaints, Fenton claimed that only few of them left the 

community [16]. As CS’s function was largely based on voluntary work, many of the most dedicated and active 

members were infuriated to the idea that the company would make profits to the detriment of their time and 

contribution. For others, privacy issues regarding the transition of CouchSurfing into business, such as 

provision of users’ information to advertisers, were raised as well. Few members felt that the organization had 

broken their trust by no longer supporting an anticapitalistic ideology as a consequence of being 

incorporated[21]. Additionally, a volunteer reported that CouchSurfing, originally, was not intended to make 

money from a platform whose code and content were products of crowdsourcing from members and 

developers. He actually claimed that the platform was not the founders’ property to sell [8]. In another blog, it 

is stated that none of the volunteers, who were contributing to the platform under the impression that it 

would remain nonprofit, received any compensation from the incorporation. After the transition, CS was more 

a service than a community and “herein (lied) the problem: Couchsurfing (had) an identity-crisis“[24].  

In general, this type of arguments with members can lead to two directions. Users may achieve changes by 

being vocal or react without any significant result. Regardless the final outcome, one can realize, by examining 

such quarrels, why people get furious when they are taken for granted and are exploited by the company [21]. 

In this regard, as one can interpret the most frequent words of the signatories from the online petition against 

the new legal status (fig.9, next page), the protesters mainly raised concerns about the ‘community’ and its 

‘members’. CS was ‘non-profit’ for many ‘years’ and the ‘system’ was ‘built’ from ‘volunteers’. The decision of 

the ‘founders’ (‘cassey’) to transform the ‘organization’ to a ‘for-profit’ ‘private’ ‘corporation’ and their 

intention to generate ‘profit’ and raise ‘money’, changed the ‘spirit’ and the initial ‘idea’ behind CouchSurfing 

and made it a ‘commercial’ ‘website’ like ‘facebook’.  
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 Group not found due to changes in the website that make it inaccessible (group deleted). 
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Figure 9: Word cloud a 

 

 

 

Second period-Growing the organization  

(May 2012-October 2013) 

Despite members’ complaints, CouchSurfing’s user base continued scaling up and it reached about 3 million 

users in 2012. This increase underlined the need for a formal IT strategy and a more professional approach to 

management and development, according to company’s administration which, on April 25th of this year, 

announced the new CEO, Tony Espinoza. “We were looking for someone with experience that I didn't have in 

running a Web company[…]Tony had the skills and connections to help us grow” Hoffer said [16]. Moreover, 

the co-founders wrote in the official blog that the choice of Espinoza was due to his alignment with the spirit of 

the community combined with his technical expertise that made him the perfect candidate for CouchSurfing’s 

evolvement [25]. Two months after the change of CEO, Fenton announced that he and Hoffer would step back 

from the daily activities related to the company’s operation but they would continue to be members of the 

Board of Directors having a significant influence on the company’s strategy [26].  
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In that period, the main focus relied on growing the organization across all dimensions. Increase in the number 

of users, hiring new employees, raise a new bigger round of funding, fixing the website as well as changing and 

adding features to the platform are some of the most important events that are described in depth below. 

Website rebuild and Mobile applications 

The first mobile applications for Apple and Android devices were launched, providing a platform where users 

were able to search and view profiles as well as send and receive couchrequests [27][28]. Furthermore, the 

company promised that interesting features would come up as well as website’s upgrades, in order to improve 

the platform and enhance users’ experience. Nevertheless, as the Head of Engineering said in the official blog, 

the existing website was “unsustainable”, “limiting” and “complex”, creating problems in technician’s efforts 

to offer new features to users [29]. For this reason, the engineers started to work and add features on a new 

programming code which aimed to give a “faster”, “more reliable” and “simpler” website to users [29]. Later 

on, a web developer pointed out that the team was already working on an entirely new website that would 

make a remarkable difference in terms of operation, design and features [30].  

Additionally, 15 million dollars of funds were raised and helped the company to focus on the website’s rebuild, 

mobile application’s upgrade, maintenance of the current employees as well as on hiring new staff without 

having to concern over finances [31]. Likewise, the CEO underlined the importance of the website and its 

rebuilding process by saying “that’s what we need to focus on” [32]. The site needed improvements to meet 

the demands of the increasing user base. 

New Features  

The company’s official announcements indicated that users started to notice several changes and new features 

in the platform during that time. An improved search engine, new “home”, “surf” and “group” buttons as well 

as a new “drop down menu” aiming to make simpler the navigation in the site were introduced [33][34]. 

However, the new search function made it very hard for users to access crucial information, and as result 

members who used to host a big number of people frequently, all of a sudden stopped receiving requests. On 

the other hand, travelers, in the process of finding accommodation, ended up asking hosts who were not 

accepting guests at that period [8]. 

Furthermore, the new event system included activities and meetings and was part of the new “Place Pages” 

feature. After its launching, users were able to create events once or on a regular basis, follow events and get 
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updates from the organizers who were able to communicate massively with the attendants and share events 

with their friends on CS [35]. Later updates in the system gave the option to organizers to let attendants invite 

other members as well [36]. Additionally, the option of organizing the upcoming events and browsing them in 

a calendar view was introduced [37]. Finally, the new home page was released, in which users could see a 

dashboard of activities and they were able to view and manage incoming guests, requests, responses and 

events that they were invited to or were attending [38]. 

Place Pages and Privacy Policy 

One of the most controversial changes was the release of the Place Pages which came to replace the City 

Groups feature of the site. Place Page was a feature where users could obtain information about each city 

through its page. Events, local discussions and photos could be shared from community members in this 

centralized place [31] which was constantly changing since its release [33]. The shift to this new feature 

occurred on the 6th of December 2012 and made some members create a Facebook protesting event, but 

without any outcome [5]. For the record, it attracted 4.683 supporters (facebook.com, 2012). City groups were 

built by members who created content about a particular city and provided contact details and other useful 

information resulting in “something like a travel and activity Wikipedia of each city”, as the event organizers 

underpinned (facebook.com, 2012).  

According to a tech blog [8], information from City Groups simply disappeared and the core members saw this 

change as a move that destroyed communities, which were operating in an ideal manner, in favor of creating 

new communities with a better design and potentials for profit generation. The new Place Pages disclosed 

members’ images and names no matter their security setting [8]. In other words, Place Pages started to raise 

security and privacy issues to the members as well. More specifically, a main problem was that the message 

boards did not have members as administrators, like City Groups, and they could not be marked as private. 

Moreover, posts on the pages (often containing personal information like phone number) were set default as 

public and they could be detected from Google search engine26 and be viewed by people who were not logged 

in to CouchSurfing. Changes which partially solved this problem (e.g. Google search engine was not allowed to 

list comments from Place Pages and new conversation threads and comments were set as visible only to 

logged in members by default) were implemented from the company later on [39]. 
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 http://imgur.com/a/AxatW/ [39] accessed June 2016 
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It should be noted that privacy issues had started to emerge before the release of Place Pages regarding the 

newly announced Privacy Policy and Terms of Use, on September 2012 [40]. In the above petition’s 

description, the new Terms of Use was characterized by the organizers as “much worse than[…]any significant 

social network one can think of” (facebook.com, 2012). These changes decreased the users’ autonomy and 

control of their content and were viewed as a deterioration of the quality of the interactions and the 

platform’s unique identity; they were even described as “unacceptable” by Germany’s Federal Commissioner 

for Data Protection [8]. Nonetheless, the company had announced that the updates took place in order to 

align the Terms of Use with new services , for example, mobile apps and the privacy law of U.S. [40]. Yet, in a 

later announcement, the company claimed that they had applied small changes to the terms27 and based on 

users’ feedback, the rights that CouchSurfing had to member content were “further limited” [41]. 

As one can interpret the most frequent words of the protesters (fig.10), concerns regarding the ‘community’ 

and its ‘members’ were raised again. The deletion of ‘city’’groups’ and the introduction of the new 

‘place’’page’ feature was perceived as a threat in the ‘safety’ of the platform. Moreover, for one more time 

users support that the ‘company’ (‘casey’) aims to generate ‘profit’ and make ‘money’ from these ‘changes’ as 

well as the word ‘bewelcome’ appears in their comments. 

 

Figure 10: Word cloud b 
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 https://docs.google.com/file/d/0B0Ig8MWDfIEmU3JQS0NlRVl5cFE/edit accessed June 2016 - New terms of use, the changes are highlighted in 

redline. 

https://docs.google.com/file/d/0B0Ig8MWDfIEmU3JQS0NlRVl5cFE/edit


  Page 54 
 

Feedback 

As described above, the voluntary work of members, which played an important role during early days, 

stopped to exist due to the new legal structure in 2011 and City Groups, in which users submitted content 

collectively, were discontinued in 2012. In addition, the feedback forum, where members openly discussed 

features and policies, was closed down on February 2013. Instead, members were redirected to the private 

feedback forms and were invited to apply as Beta testers of new features [42]. During that time, the company 

announced the start of using beta groups of members for the testing of upcoming features, with “Events” 

feature first tested [33]. Additionally, in a previous announcement, the company had pointed out that monthly 

webcasts, in which all community members would be able to join, be updated about CS and get answers to 

their questions, would take place [43]. The organization claimed that forums were not very efficient in the 

exchange of feedback between members and CS staff. Contrariwise, the beta testing of “Events” was very 

helpful during the development of that feature and the company planned to extend it to other features in the 

near future. Users could take a screenshot of the content that they wanted to save from the forum as the 

discussions would become inaccessible after the deletion [42]. The way that CS developed systems, which was 

based on data obtained from users and their actions in the site, was presented to the community. This data 

was analyzed in order to understand the user needs making the company capable of creating features that 

satisfied them (Minimum Viable Product, or MVP28), according to company’s announcement [44]. 

Censorship  

The users had, once again, a different opinion about the new way of exchanging feedback. The closure of the 

feedback forum was believed to be due to the increasing number of negative comments from the members 

about the changes in the website and policies, that “was becoming embarrassing” for the company [45]. 

Moreover, the without notice deletion of the profiles of two dedicated members, Don Shine and Justin Holt, 

who had volunteered as ambassadors for Chicago and Berlin respectively, empowered those members’ claims 

of CouchSurfing’s censorship on the community [46]. These two members were very critical about the changes 

in the platform, especially about the deletion of City Groups and safety issues. In particular, Holt admitted that 

he questioned, abruptly and aggressively, the management decisions on different issues but he did not believe 

that this could be a reason for removal from the community [46]. On the other hand, Don Shine, who had 
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 “The basic MVP strategy is to gather validating data that tells you what your community needs, then build a system to satisfy those needs. Once 

you’ve released this system you can learn from the ways people use it. By first assessing user needs, then testing whether we met those needs by 
releasing a minimum viable product, we’re trying to find what is called ‘product-market fit’. Product-market fit means that you built a system that meets 
your user’s needs” [44]. 
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saved the entire feedback forum and reposted it elsewhere in order for its content to be available to the 

members [45], created a Facebook protesting event against the censorship on CouchSurfing, which gathered 

585 supporters (facebook.com, 2013a). The company, with two announcements, claimed that the Trust and 

Safety team of CouchSurfing “(did) not remove member accounts for dissenting opinion” [47] and posted in 

the forum that “duplicate profiles”, “safety-related reports” which proved that a user was a threat for 

community’s safety, “member privacy violations” where a member violated other member’s privacy (e.g. 

“scraping data that contains user information and publicly posting it elsewhere”) and “threatening or harassing 

members or employees”, were reasons for profile deletion [48].  

After interpreting the word cloud below (fig.11), one can realize, that for one more time, concerns regarding 

the ‘community’ and its ‘members’ were raised. The protesters discussed ‘safety’ and ‘privacy’ ‘issues’, claimed 

CouchSurfing’s ‘censorship’ on the community due to the ‘deletion’ of the ‘forum’, ‘posts’, ‘comments’ and 

‘user’ (‘account’/’profile’/‘don’). Moreover, the word ‘bewelcome’ appeared, once again, in their comments. 

 

 

Figure 11: Word cloud c 

 

In this regard, at the same period, another Facebook event, where the organizers invited CS members to join 

them in the competitive platform BeWelcome, was organized (facebook.com, 2013b). After interpreting the 

word cloud from users’ comments on this event (fig.12), one can understand that the supporters called other 

‘active’ ‘community’ ‘members’ to create a ‘profile’ in BeWelcome which is a ‘free’ ‘website’ and considered by 
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them as ‘better’ than CS. However, words like ‘references’, ‘reference’ and ‘friends’ show that members who 

were using CouchSurfing for ‘years’ may have a ‘reason’ to ‘stay’ there and therefore it is hard for them to 

‘leave’ the ‘site’. 

 

Figure 12: Word cloud d 

 

 
Table 4: Classified users' Facebook comments 

 

Changes at Headquarters 

In October 2013, changes were announced at Headquarters as Espinoza stepped down from his position as 

CEO. He stated that during his administration the community had grown across all dimensions and reached 
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seven million members [49]. In addition, he declared that CS would shift its focus, from desktop to mobile 

platform.  

The rapid growth of the user base did not impress members who characterized it as “fairly meaningless” [50]. 

The increasing number of users, instead of helping the community to sustain and evolve, resulted in the 

decrease of the quality of interactions as new members did not espouse the mission of CouchSurfing. CS “lost 

sight of its mission as Espinoza focused only on adding members” and users became merely seekers of free 

accommodation rather than dedicated travelers supporting the organization’s mission [50]. Moreover, users’ 

experience from staying with hosts shifted “from pleasant to uncomfortable, from a soul-nourishing adventure 

to a creepy or even terrifying ordeal” as reported from members [50]. A blogger states that the rapid growth of 

user base decreased the community feeling and increased the number of negative stories involving for 

example discourteous hosts, dirty houses and disagreeable experiences. In addition, there was an increase in 

the already existing gender imbalance, with more male than female users, in the platform. Male users started 

to send flirty messages to female users, attend events in order to meet girls and host only female travelers. For 

example, experienced male users with a big number of references had difficulties finding hosts while girls 

without complete profiles, references and related experiences from CouchSurfing could easily find a place [51]. 

As for the mobile applications, CS received mainly positive comments in Facebook (table 4) but diverse reviews 

with iPhone users rating the app with four stars while the Android version had more negative reviews (1 star) 

than positive (5 stars) in the corresponding marketplaces [8]. 

However, the changes were not only focused on the CEO but also on the employees. There were layoffs of 40-

50% of the stuff and rumors about a monthly burn rate, during Espinoza’s administration, equal to 

$800,000[52][53][54]. An industry observer realized that these layoffs showed that the company had “a long 

cash runway at (that) moment to figure out ways to turn that around” [52]. Espinoza, as stated above, had 

focused on increasing the number of employees and fixing the old website. Yet, according to another tech 

blog, CS’s change of direction from the web to the mobile platform indicated that overall investment in the 

website was not the wisest move as the company’s future lied on the mobile application. It was also 

underpinned that the staff’s increase did not lead to the intended outcome of turning this potential asset into 

the actual desired growth [53]. Those problems were added to the user’s complaints related to 

administration’s decisions and platform’s features, having as a result changes regarding the staff.  
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As one former employee reported, the company was “stuck inside a cycle of enormous expectations—burning 

through ideas without ever hitting on new features that would generate venture-worthy profits” [54]. At this 

period the company managed to bring a new big round of investment but didn’t achieve to create additional 

revenue streams. The only way for the organization to make money was its verification process which stayed 

the same as before. In several cases, the CEO had stated the importance of keeping surfing and hosting for free 

and had underpinned that CS did not plan to put advertisements in the platform or anything else that could 

harm the community spirit and members’ experience [32][55][56]. CS was perceived to lack a sustainable 

revenue model. 

 

 

Third period-Sustaining the business  

(October 2013-June 2016) 

 

After Tony Espinoza’s resigning, Jennifer Billock, the community experience manager of CS, was appointed as 

interim CEO while the board of directors would search for a new CEO [49]. However, ten months later, in 

August 2014, Billock announced that she would continue as CEO long term [57]. 

As Espinoza stated in his resigning letter in the official blog, the company’s fast organic growth called for the 

crystallization and reinforcement of CS’s core values. Because of this, he approached Billock whom he 

considered to be the ideal candidate “to focus on (the) community and transform the way (the company) 

work(ed) from the inside out” [49]. Espinoza had a “stormy tenure” as CEO of CouchSurfing, according to a 

tech-blogger, who stated that the new CEO, had a difficult task to carry out; lift “the doomsday anxiety of 

some long-time members” and figure out “how to make enough money to sustain the business” [58]. 

Moreover, it was observed that a small but active number of devoted members were asking for people 

embracing the core values of the community to fill in executives’ positions [58]. Billock was considered a 

person close to the community and one of the first announcements in the official blog, after her appointment 

as interim CEO, was about the recent launching of the new Ambassadors program [59]. Even though 

ambassadors existed also in the non-profit phase, as stated above, the goal of the new Ambassadors program 

was to recognize and highlight the value of the most engaged members of the community, in the words of 
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Billock. Because of this, CS added members from all over the world to the program, in order to spread its 

mission. The ambassadors would organize leisure, social and educational events for their local 

communities[59]. The “couch crashes” program, which is a series of events happening in a specific city for a 

couple of days where attendants could meet local members, the city and its culture better, was introduced 

later on [60][61]. Furthermore, the company encouraged users to spread generosity by sharing underutilized 

assets like medical supplies [62] and released programs like the “staff in the wild”, in which employees from 

headquarters (even Billock participated [72]) travelled around the world in order to connect with members of 

the community in different countries([63]-[75]). Such initiatives denoted the direction of the new 

administration in enhancing the community feeling and proving the social mission of CouchSurfing.  

Nevertheless, at this period, the company’s main focus was on the business perspective of the organization. CS 

experienced major changes in the platform and a new revenue model was applied.  

 

Rebuilding technical infrastructure 

The need to rebuild the site and its underlying technologies was a central element for the new CEO, who had 

joined the company in 2012, when another uncompleted attempt of rebuilding was taking place. There had 

been many attempts to rebuild the platform and this was part of the current problem according to Billock; the 

system “(was) a complex web of multiple sites in various states of repair, that need(ed) to talk to one 

another[…]It (was) time to rebuild it” [76]. 

Moreover, the evolution and growth of the community had created a need for a more reliable and transparent 

system that remunerated positive community attitude and acts, while at the same time it confined the 

options/benefits of members who were not actively involved in CouchSurfing [76]. As with any other major 

change and developing feature, the organization had included beta testers who gave feedback about the 

rebuilding process of CS’s technology [77]. In a later announcement, the company stated that both website 

and mobile applications had been beta tested for weeks and the new Couchsurfing (Android, iOS apps and 

website) was easier to use, thanks to enhancements such updated interfaces [78]. In addition, the new system 

would make the team capable of building better features in shorter time and in a more reliable way, according 

to company’s statements [78]. 
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However, before the announcement of the rebuilding process, the company had claimed that the overall 

performance had improved and unexpected outages had considerably decreased [79](fig.13).  

 

 

Figure 13:Website improvement, sourced from http://blog.couchsurfing.com/website-stability-improvements/ accessed June 2016 

 

 

Mobile apps 

Additionally, the shift of focus on mobile application development resulted in the release of new mobile 

applications, for IOS and Android platforms, in June 2014. Users were able to search and join events, find 

hosts, send and receive messages and couch requests as well as upload photos and get notifications. 

Nevertheless, constant improvements to the applications were promised in order to perform better as they 

were still relying on a relatively old back end hence problems could arise [80]. In other words, the technical 

upgrade began with the release of the new mobile application whose new code base differed almost 

completely from the previous ones enabling the company to start adding new features [58]. As Billock had 

stated, few months before the release of the new platform, the first mobile updates resulted in triple daily 

users’ activity with the mobile apps in only two months [57]. Likewise, a tech-blogger stated an upward trend 

of users’ engagement with the mobile applications [58]. He also pointed out that “Billock credited the 

increased activity on the app to new messaging features, which (made) it easier for a host and a guest to 

finalize trip details via their mobile devices while being on the go” [58]. 

 

 

http://blog.couchsurfing.com/website-stability-improvements/


  Page 61 
 

The new CouchSurfing 

 

On the other hand, the rebuilding process was completed in November 2014 and the team announced the 

launching of a completely new website and technical infrastructure as well as new updated mobile 

apps[81][82]. There were major changes in the entire platform which was rebuilt “from the webservers to the 

databases”[83]. In the official announcement, the CEO stated that apart from fixing the technical 

infrastructure, the team exploited the opportunity to view CouchSurfing “from a product and design 

perspective” and she presented some highlights of the various things that had changed [83]. In particular, 

there were improvements, according to the company, on the mobile operation of the platform and on the 

relevance of the searching engine machine which highlighted recently logged in members with complete 

profiles. CS started to encourage users to complete their profiles in order to use features of the site in an effort 

to limit potential spam users, guide new members and improve the quality of the community’s experiences. 

Moreover, the inbox changed by taking a unified character of messages and requests and users were able to 

connect with their Facebook account in order to find Facebook friends in CS. The “vouching” feature, which 

was a signal of trustworthiness shown as a badge on a user’s profile, was discontinued, “since references 

(were) the primary way to endorse other members” according to the company’s perspective; despite this, the 

existing vouches of the members would still be displayed in a dedicated section29 of their profile page [83]. 

Finally, the company promised new features that would follow after the major change [84]. 

Nevertheless, the release of the new website and the upgrade of the User Interface collected mainly negative 

comments in Facebook (table 5) and made some dedicated members react by asking the company to bring 

back the old website. They were disappointed and upset about the changes, so they created an online petition 

gathering support only from 817 members, in order to press the administration to relaunch the old platform 

(change.com, 2014).  

 

 

                                                           
29

https://support.couchsurfing.org/hc/en-us/articles/203376904-What-are-Vouches- accessed June 2016 

https://support.couchsurfing.org/hc/en-us/articles/203376904-What-are-Vouches-
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As one can see in the word cloud below (fig.14), ‘community’ ‘members’ raised concerns about the ‘design’ 

and ‘interface’ of the new ‘website’. They didn’t like these ‘changes’ and the new ‘features’ and they asked the 

administration to bring ‘back’ the ‘old’ ‘system’. Protesters stated issues regarding the ‘search’ function of the 

new site (e.g. ‘difficult’, ‘hard’, ‘find’ ‘information’, ‘hosts’, ‘travellers’, ‘profiles’, ‘references’, ‘requests’) as 

well as problems with specific ‘groups’ and claims that CS ‘lost’ its ’spirit’ .  

 

 
Figure 14: Word cloud e 

 

 

 

 
Table 5: Classified users' Facebook comments 
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New Revenue model 

Few months before the release of the new platform, Billock had stated that one of the main reasons that the 

company had not introduced new revenue streams yet, was the technical system which she had characterized 

as “old and brittle” [58]. She had continued by highlighting the need of a new and fresh system which would 

allow members all over the world to connect more efficiently in order to create value for the community [58]. 

Moreover, she had claimed that the company is “strongly backed” and has a “substantial runway” that made 

CS capable of not creating monetization processes before the platform being on the desired and sufficient 

operational level [58]. The company had focused on delivering a new better system to users before trying to 

create revenues.  

However, after the release of the entirely new platform, the company’s focus shifted to the creation of 

additional revenue streams that would make the team able to create new features for the platform [85]. Based 

on a blog source, few days after the release of the new platform, Fenton said: “now that the company has 

tackled its legal, financial and technical issues…users should expect to see a lot of changes in the product 

itself”[54]. One of the first announcements, in 2015, was about the revenue plans of the company. The CEO 

claimed that the company had not focused on monetization until that point as the main focus was on building 

a new, strong and reliable platform where CS could constantly improve and add new features. The further 

building of new features and tools in order to satisfy users’ needs and wants made the building of new revenue 

streams very important, according to Billock’s words. She supported that internet companies like CouchSurfing 

have three ways to generate profits; “Freemium/subscription, Advertising (and) Transaction fees” [85]. So, CS 

would start experimenting with a Freemium model, because the existed verification process fell into this 

category, as well as with advertisements. For this reason, upcoming changes and upgrades to the verification 

feature were promised [85]. As one can see in the figure 15 (next page), nowadays, the verification status 

provides some additional advantages to members who are highlighted as verified members in the search 

results and don’t see advertisements. In addition, users, apart from verifying their address and payment, can 

verify their phone numbers too. Finally, the process requires an annual subscription fee of 20$. 
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Figure 15: New verification system, left icon source: www.couchsurfing.com ,                   

right icon source: https://www.couchsurfing.com/get_verified/USD, both accessed June 2016 

 

This move of putting advertisements in the platform was contrasting with the previous claims of the company, 

as stated above, that CS would not apply an advertising model [32][55][56]. Billock claimed that there was a 

change of plans due to the necessity of learning and beginning the creation of “additional revenue to fund the 

ongoing development of this service” [85].  

In other words, the release of the new platform came together with significant changes in the company’s 

scope and goals. According to an industry related article, Fenton believed that the platform’s relaunch marked 

“the completion of a total rebirth of CouchSurfing itself” apart from just a product update [54]. Even though 

some users complained about changes in the platform, Billock believed that the organization “(had) retained 

most of the magic of CouchSurfing” and found such reactions to be expected reporting that: “change is 

hard[…]but it’s also inevitable” [54]. In 2016, the company announced the launching of the “CouchSurfing 

store”, an additional revenue stream for the company, in which users could buy CouchSurfing products/gifts 

such as t-shirts and bracelets [86]. 

New features  

In the first half of 2015, CS had made over a thousand improvements, as claimed by the company, with many 

of them being unnoticed to the users; for instance, “back-end safety, abuse prevention and management 

tools” [87]. A visible improvement was the new mailbox which enabled users to create message templates, 

archive messages, see the sender’s profile overview, filter messages and have a view of messages and couch 

http://www.couchsurfing.com/
https://www.couchsurfing.com/get_verified/USD
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requests history [88]. On the other hand, the company introduced a mandatory email confirmation 

requirement for all users, in an effort to protect the community from spam members [89]. Furthermore, users 

who had connected their profiles with Facebook would be able to add Facebook friends (who were using CS) 

on CS with one click from their home page [89]. Finally, events were enhanced allowing organizers to use 

promotion tools, email members, invite phone contacts and select all or multiple CS friends to invite [89][90].  

 

Hosting Search 

Another noteworthy feature, that users could notice, was the radius search to find hosts in specific geographic 

areas as well as the search for other couchsurfers nearby through the mobile app. In addition, the company 

claimed that the host searching results were enhanced by having a better geographic proximity and by 

showing more about host’s experiences and activities [90]. It announced that hosting improvements were 

observed in the system after the implemented changes; “There was an increase in the overall number of 

Couchrequests being sent[…]fewer number of hosts received any request at all (and) the Couchrequest 

response rate was up” [87].  

Further improvements in the host’s searching process were tested, later that year, in some cities. Users had 

the option to set the desired travel dates and the system would only show results of members that were 

available to host at that time period [91]. More specifically, next year, this hosting feature was finally applied 

into the system and the company announced new features in the profile editing. Users could provide more 

details about their hosting preferences in order to receive the right amount of targeted requests. On the other 

hand, travelers could choose dates and the number of fellow travelers during the host searching in order to get 

potential hosts that met these requirements [92]. Moreover, the “friends in common” feature was developed 

allowing users to see common friends with other couchsurfers through profile viewing, host search, messages 

and couchrequests. In addition, the organization suggested to its members to connect their CS profile with 

Facebook in order to see which Facebook friends had a CS profile. This feature came after the hosting 

preferences in an effort to make the community more personal and strengthen the connection between the 

members, according to company’s claims [93]. Correspondingly, the new “mutual interests” feature, where 

users were able to see the common interests they had with their potential hosts or guests, was introduced 

[94]. 
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Reference system 

A cornerstone of CouchSurfing is the references/reviews provided by guests and hosts. These consist of brief 

descriptions of the personal interactions and how the respective surfer and host behaved during the stay. The 

enhancements in the reference system, which were introduced in 2015, modified a lot of elements from the 

existed system. First of all, users were prompted, through reference reminders, to leave a reference either as a 

“host” or “guest”, only if they had arranged their activity through the platform (couchrequests). Otherwise, 

they could leave a reference as a “friend” or “other”. Secondly, the time limit to leave a reference as a host or 

guest was established in 14 days and neither reference was published on the profiles until both participants 

had submitted their feedback (double-blind system). All the types of references could not be edited or deleted 

any more. Users also had the option to submit private confidential feedback to the Trust and Safety 

team[95][96]. 

Furthermore, the “positive”, “neutral” and “negative” reference tag was replaced by the option “I would stay 

with…again” and “I would host…again”[97]. In addition, references from “friends” or “others” could be 

complemented by publicly classifying the referenced person as being recommended or not. The results of this 

final step of the reference process were then displayed as a numerical count on the corresponding section of 

each member’s profile page. 

The company claimed that the new reference system and the reference reminders from CS increased the 

number of references and the number of reports addressed to the Trust and Safety team of CS, enhancing the 

effort of improving the safety and quality of the platform’s services [96]. 

New mobile features 

Apart from the improvements that came with the updated applications, after the release of the new platform 

and the added features later in 2015 such as “travelers nearby”, the company aimed to further improve users’ 

experience with the mobile applications in 2016. To be more specific, CS team announced the “map” feature 

that would display the user’s CouchSurfing activity (hosting or staying) around the world. In this way, more 

information about each user became available, aiming to provide a better overview of his profile and 

CouchSurfing experience. The number of surfers that a member had hosted and the number of hosts that they 

had offered him accommodation, together with the reference tags from the interactions, would be presented 

in the experience section of his profile. Furthermore, descriptive “tags” for users highlighting their CS 

experience to other members were introduced. In particular, when a member left a reference for a guest or 
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host, he was urged to select feedback tags that best matched the person he met and interacted with. This 

feature could provide more details about a person by showing his good traits as well as inform the 

organization about the potential risks. Positive tags like “clean home”, “wanted to hang out”, would be 

displayed on the user’s profile through the new “praise” section30[97]. As one can see in the respective 

marketplaces, Apple users31 have rated the application with five stars and Android users32 with four stars. 

User Base  
 

 
Figure 16: User base statistics 

 

 

Figure 17: User base growth 

                                                           
30

 https://support.couchsurfing.org/hc/en-us/articles/216359187-What-does-the-Experience-section-on-my-Couchsurfing-Profile-Show-   
31

 https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/couchsurfing-travel-app/id525642917?mt=8  
32

 https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.couchsurfing.mobile.android&hl=en     all links accessed June 2016 

https://support.couchsurfing.org/hc/en-us/articles/216359187-What-does-the-Experience-section-on-my-Couchsurfing-Profile-Show-
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/couchsurfing-travel-app/id525642917?mt=8
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.couchsurfing.mobile.android&hl=en
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Discussion 

Apart from the obvious distinction of non-profit and for-profit eras, the present research distinguishes three 

time periods in company’s evolution, during the later era, which are connected with different management 

focus accompanied by administration and strategic direction changes.  

 

CouchSurfing and Sharing Economy 

First of all, it is important to note that during the non-profit phase, the organization’s operation depended on a 

“commons-based peer-production” mode of production (Benkler, 2002), where volunteers, organized in 

collectives, were contributing to the development (coding) and other core tasks of the organization. CS could 

be characterized as an organization that supported both sharing economies of production and consumption 

(John 2012). In other words, CS was involving P2P Collaborative Consumption and Collaborative Production 

practices (Botsman, 2013), during its non-profit era. This fact empowers the opinion, which was stated above, 

that CouchSurfing, which is pioneer in the sector and does not charge users for “sharing”, is one of the best 

examples in the Sharing Economy. Yet, in line with Wittel’s (2011) claim, CS’s core concept of allowing 

strangers to sleep on one’s couch is not just a direct product of the couch being underused but it is based on 

social structures, which give to this kind of behavior a meaning. This ‘authentic‘ case of Sharing Economy led to 

dedicated members in CouchSurfing who, especially after the crash in 2006, were believing that the 

organization would remain non-profit, probably like Wikipedia by involving volunteers and accepting 

donations. However, the company, after the final rejection of the official non-profit status application, in 2011, 

started to operate as a for-profit corporation. That shift created mainly disappointment to dedicated members 

and made some of them to protest against it. As the Thesis’s Findings indicate, concerns regarding CS’s course 

and goals, in this new era, were raised from these members who strongly criticized founders’ move to 

incorporate the organization.  

At this point, it is important to note that the change of the legal status made CS incapable of accepting 

donations and including volunteers in its processes. So, it stopped to be a common-based peer product, a fact 

that weakened the Sharing Economy character of the organization. However, users are urged to co-create 

value by referencing, uploading pictures and providing content in general like urging for profile completion, as 

well as by participating in programs, like Ambassadors. In line with scholar’s related work on the case company 
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(Smaliukiene et al., 2015; Yannopoulou et al., 2013), co-creation is proved to be a very crucial element of CS 

according to the thesis’s findings.  

 

The transitional stage 

Due to this huge change, during the initial for-profit period, the company’s focus was on presenting the new 

legal status to members by persuading them that CS’s spirit and idea would remain the same. The B-corp 

certification, as a company with social responsible mission, was the fundamental promotion tool for the 

management team.  

It is obvious that, the company aimed to maintain the preexisting relationships that CouchSurfing had with its 

members from the non-profit era. One of the most important goals for the organization was to retain its good 

reputation and non-profit character by persuading the crowd that it would continue in the same, appropriate 

for the community, direction. Additionally, the first round of raising funds gave to CS a higher financial power, 

which would make the company able to hire new people and improve the platform by offering more features 

to users. In the networked market that CS is operating, its significantly bigger user base compared to its 

competitors (e.g. BeWelcome), and the presence of strong positive network effects, created a potential for a 

winner-take-all battle even though the multihoming costs are not high (Eisenmann et al., 2006). Because of 

this, CouchSurfing could benefit from in this ‘battle’ by keeping its good reputation and the preexisting 

relationships with users, as well as by having a high financial power (Eisenmann et al., 2006).  

However, industry observers claimed that the promotion of the new legal status was not convincing and stated 

that CS could approach this fundamental change in different ways. On the other hand, dedicated members felt 

betrayed from the organization’s decision to be incorporated and raised privacy as well as ethical concerns. 

Despite their contradiction and protests, the user base continued growing as one can see in the fig.17. 

Additionally, for the record, CouchSurfing is not any more in the list of B-Corp certified corporations33.  

 

 

 

 
                                                           
33

 https://www.bcorporation.net/community/find-a-b-corp?search=couchsurfing accessed August 2016 

https://www.bcorporation.net/community/find-a-b-corp?search=couchsurfing
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Strategic moves 

Organization’s growth and problems 

The continuous growth of users created the need for a more formal IT strategy, according to the founders, 

who started slowly to step back from the organization’s operations. The choice of an experienced in web 

companies person like Tony Espinoza, for the CEO position, aimed to help in the company’s evolvement. In this 

new period for the company, the main focus of the management was on organization’s growth across all 

dimensions. A new bigger round of funding, the biggest in company’s history so far34, an increase in stuff 

members as well as an increase in user base were results of company’s strategic direction.  

That time period can be characterized as turbulent because many users’ complaints regarding the 

management actions were observed. Espinoza’s decision to step back and the layoff of staff that came after, as 

well as the rumors of very high monthly burn rates for the company, showed the existence of serious problems 

for the company at that moment. The lack of a sustainable revenue model was obvious. Even though the 

company achieved to raise a second round of funding that helped in hiring more people and adding features to 

the platform, it failed to create new revenue sources. Basically, the administration was claiming that CS did not 

plan to create revenues by harming members’ experience. For example the CEO had stated several times CS’s 

intention to not include advertisements in the platform. In other words, the management did not intend to 

add another side in the platform, due to the threat of negative cross-side network effects presence 

(Eisenmann et al., 2006).  

To be more specific, CS was a two-sided platform at that moment, operating as an economic catalyst (Evans & 

Schmalensee, 2007) that brought two different interest groups, travelers and hosts, in the platform and made 

them capable of exchanging value by facilitating matching between them. Nevertheless, the participants on 

each side of the platform were the same economic agents and according to Evans (2009), in such a case, the 

company should just attract a sufficient number of them in the platform and motivate them to display 

different types of behavior.  

It can be said, at this point, that CS’s success was an outcome of members’ alignment with organization’s 

mission which had created a core group of loyal members. They were hosting travelers very often and made 

the company capable to offer enough choices to maintain the installed base and attract more users. These 

                                                           
34

 https://www.crunchbase.com/organization/couchsurfing-international#/entity accessed August 2016 

https://www.crunchbase.com/organization/couchsurfing-international#/entity
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members had created a “social proof” that this new way of travelling by meeting new people and staying with 

strangers was worth a try (Botsman & Rogers, 2011). Such factors contributed to the constant increase of users 

since the platform’s release. In other words, the big user base of CS and its experienced and dedicated 

members, who were familiar with the community’s goals, had created a critical mass of users who were able to 

interact with a sufficient number of potential hosts/guests. This fact, which is very crucial for MSPs 

(Evans,2009) and Sharing Economy platforms (Botsman & Rogers, 2011), created positive network effects 

which were not possible for someone to find in any other rival network.  

In this regard, the company aimed to increase the user base in order to further enhance the positive network 

effects (Botsman & Rogers, 2011) and increase the value of this asset for the company. By approaching more 

members to the platform and by avoiding adding new sides, the management team tried to address the first 

MSP’s strategic challenge of choosing the sides that participate in the platform (Hagiu, 2014). 

At this moment, it is important to state that the already existing platform’s user base and success, from the 

non-profit phase, showed that the company had partially solved the initial chicken-and-egg problem (Evans, 

2009). Yet, the surge of new users joining the platform was treated negatively from some members who 

supported that new users were merely seekers of free accommodation rather than dedicated travelers aligned 

with CouchSurfing’s mission. In other words, this fast increase as well as the new search function and the 

related site’s navigation features resulted in the creation of negative same-side and cross-side network effects 

(Eisenmann et al., 2006). In other words, it can be stated that the big growth of user base, without any 

education about community’s standards, demand of content provision and sufficient regulation to prevent the 

platform from low-quality users, raised the threat of market failure due to information asymmetry (Kreps, 

2004). 

On the other hand, the management team took several decisions related to the platform’s design, which is the 

second strategic challenge for MSPs (Hagiu, 2014). Such decisions were mainly met with criticism from users. 

First of all, the decision to replace City Groups with Place Pages was perceived negatively and drove many 

members to protest against it. This move can be considered a strategic trade-off during this period (Hagiu, 

2014). CouchSurfing wanted to create a centralized place where events, discussions and in general activities 

related to each city would be brought together, helping in the efforts of remodeling the platform. 

Contrariwise, the members saw this change as a new distraction to the community, as crucial member-
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generated content for each city simply disappeared. The new Place Pages feature was perceived from the 

members as a new potential way of creating profits for the company that raised privacy issues as well.  

Moreover, the decision to remove the feedback forum was perceived as the company’s reaction to the 

negative comments about the management’s decisions, especially after the deletion of City Groups. Issues 

about CS’s censorship on the community were raised from members after those changes and protests were 

created for one more time. Those dissatisfied members started to urge other CS members to move in the rival 

non-profit platform, BeWelcome. Yet, in line with Schopf’s (2015) claims that few members left the platform 

even though they were informed that the rival non-profit platform of BeWelcome existed, the thesis’s findings 

show that the user base continued to grow reaching 12 million members while BeWelcome numbers around 

90.000 members35. 

However, the management team refused those statements and claimed that these decisions were taken in 

favor of the community’s interest. To be more specific, new more effective, according to the company, ways of 

feedback, for instance, beta testing started to take place in order for the team to be capable of creating 

features that satisfied the users and avoid strategic trade-offs (Hagiu, 2014). In this regard, the utilization of 

users’ data and the use of data analytics in the decision making about features development aimed to 

contribute in company’s efforts to gain insights about its users and their preferences and try to improve 

platform’s design by offering features that created value and were highly used by members (LaValle et al., 

2011). 

Apart from those design decisions that created several concerns to users, at that time CS released the first 

mobile applications which were equipped with just basic and simple functionalities. That feature was met with 

more positivity from users and it can be considered as complement to the core web product which helped in 

the creation of positive indirect network effects to users (McIntyre & Chintakananda, 2014).  

Evolving and sustaining the business 

In this regard, even though the company had mainly focused on the web product at that period, by adding new 

features while simultaneously attempting to rebuild it, when the CEO, Tony Espinoza, resigned from his 

position, he emphasized the shift of the company’s focus to the mobile applications development. Moreover, 

he underpinned CS’s need to strengthen its connection with the community and its core values. For this 
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 https://www.bewelcome.org/stats  accessed August 2016 

https://www.bewelcome.org/stats
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reason, Jennifer Billock who had spent a lot of time on community issues, by being CouchSurfing’s community 

experience manager, was positioned as CEO. 

First of all, the release of new mobile applications was one of the first achieved goals of the new 

administration and led to a significant increase in usage and better reviews from the users in the 

corresponding marketplaces. The added features offered a more complete and functional mobile platform to 

users compared to first release. In line with scholars’ statements (Hamari et al., 2015; Belk, 2014; Bardhi & 

Eckhardt, 2012) the increase in usage of the mobile apps was due to the easiness and instantaneously 

information exchange, as users were able to exchange messages and finalize trip details at any place any 

moment.  

Moreover, the reintroduction of the Ambassadors program and the community related events that followed 

showed the company’s efforts to restore its relationships with the community. However, the rebuilding of the 

platform and the entirely new system that was finally released in 2014 disappointed a small part of members. 

Once again, they protested online although they did not approach a significant amount of supporters and 

other online protests have not been observed since then. 

Before providing a reliable and modern system, according to the company, the creation of new profit sources 

was not in its plans. However, after releasing the new platform, they created a new revenue stream by adding 

one more side into the platform, that of “the advertisers”. The need to create profits, according 

administration’s words, drove the company to announce that the older plans of not putting advertisements in 

the platform had changed. In other words, the management team reconsidered its decision and faced in a 

different way the first strategic challenge for MSPs (Hagiu, 2014). Due to the threat of negative cross side 

network effects presence, the company had not added this side into the platform before. Yet, in 2015, with 

more than ten million users registered in CS (fig.16), the company decided to approach advertisers. It can be 

demonstrated that the administration followed the two-step strategy, which is considered ideal in such cases 

(Evans, 2009); therefore it started to approach advertisers when there was a significant number of users in the 

platform.  

In that new revenue model, CS charges advertisers because they are willing to pay in order to find potential 

customers from its user base (Eisenmann’s et al., 2006). Moreover, the company kept its verification process, 

although the process changed and became a yearly subscription fee (20$) with which users enjoy additional 

benefits such as no advertisements or being highlighted in search results, apart from increased profile 
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credibility. In this way, members who do not like the presence of advertisements have the option to exclude 

them from the platform. In other words, CS applied a freemium model (Wang & Chin, 2011), in which free 

services (free members) or at subsidized prices services (verified members) are provided to users and the 

company focuses on generating profits from the verified members and the advertisers (Hagiu, 2014).  

Except this decision regarding the pricing structure, which is another strategic challenge for MSPs (Hagiu, 

2014), CS took many decisions about the design of the platform by adding several features to the website and 

mobile applications. In particular, the release of radius search to find hosts in specific geographic areas as well 

as the search for other couchsurfers nearby through the mobile app increased the quantity and quality of 

couchrequests, according to company’s announcements. This fact, together with the later release of hosting 

preferences aimed to improve the interactions into the platform and strengthen the positive cross side 

network effects (Eisenmann et al., 2006). In this regard, the company applied new governance rules by 

requiring profile completion from users in order to use features of the platform such as sending requests and 

mandatory email confirmation in order to register to the platform. Those efforts aimed to improve users’ 

experiences and support the continuously increasing number of users by avoiding the creation of negative 

network effects in the community.  

Moreover, the changes in the reference system and the sending of reference reminders, which increased the 

number of references according to company’s announcements, were other applications of stricter governance 

rules having as a goal to increase and secure platform’s quality. The need to estimate the risks of interacting 

with other members in this huge community was essential. In line with related work in CouchSurfing (Tan, 

2010; Dén-Nagy’s & Király’s ,2014; Parigi, 2013; Molz 2007; 2014b) and Sharing Economy platforms in general 

(Botsman & Rogers, 2011; Gansky, 2012), the notion of trust is a viable element for CS and, in that period, the 

management team aimed to further strengthen the most important trust mechanism, the references.  

In other words, the company sought to ensure that users’ growth would not reduce the quality of the platform 

by harming members’ experiences. Actually, the administration aimed to address the last strategic challenge 

for MSPs which is the application of governance rules, in order to eliminate the threat of a lemon market 

failure (Hagiu, 2014) as well as market failure due to information asymmetry (Kreps, 2004). 
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Maintaining the user base 

Apart from stating specific crucial events about company’s strategic choices in each of the identified time 

periods, it is important to underline management’s continuously efforts of increasing users’ switching costs, 

since the company’s incorporation. In line with Shapiro & Varian (1999a) the switching costs and the lock-in of 

customers were crucial factors for CouchSurfing. Even though, as stated above, the installed user base of CS 

was generating positive cross side network effects and the company had achieved to reach a critical mass of 

users before its transition to for-profit, the company was releasing new features in an effort to increase users’ 

procedural, relational and financial switching costs (Burnham et al., 2003).  

First of all, the added functionalities, for which users were informed about and urged to try, intended to 

increase the perceived complexity of the platform for them, aiming to enhance the procedural switching costs. 

The uniqueness of CS’s platform, the enhancements of its reputation system and the introduction of new 

features, such as friends in common and mutual interests as well as mobile features, like map and praise, 

demonstrated the efforts to increase the users’ relational switching costs. Moreover, the promotion of local 

events increased the breadth of product use which was not only focused in the hospitality exchange domain. 

In this regard, the newly released mobile feature, hangouts36, which motivates users to find other members 

nearby, willing to hangout and enable them to arrange meetings through the platform, contributes in such 

efforts. CS’s heterogeneity and the increased breadth of product use aimed to strengthen the relational 

switching costs. Additionally, the verification service is considered an extra added service capable of increasing 

the financial switching costs and the perceived complexity to users (Burnham et al., 2003). 

Business Orientation 

It can be demonstrated that CouchSurfing evolved to a for-profit corporation by replacing the notion of 

openness, which has been one of the most important characteristic of the organization during its non-profit 

era, with notions of profitability and revenue generation. To be more specific, in line with our related work 

(Marton et al., forthcoming), the thesis’s findings indicate that CS was born as an experiment based on the 

principle of openness and grew to a business model striving to prove its business legitimacy. In particular, the 

company, after its incorporation, selected (Suchman, 1995) a strategic geographical position by relocating to 

Silicon Valley and it conformed (Suchman, 1995) to existing structures by supporting professionalism (e.g. 

capital funding), technological advancements (e.g. smartphone apps) and monetization processes (e.g. 

                                                           
36

 http://blog.couchsurfing.com/product-update-make-a-new-friend-with-couchsurfing-hangouts/ accessed July 2016 

http://blog.couchsurfing.com/product-update-make-a-new-friend-with-couchsurfing-hangouts/
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freemium model) (Marton et al., forthcoming). Moreover, the findings of the thesis indicate that CouchSurfing 

evolved, in the process of building a sustainable business model, by successfully addressing the strategic 

challenges that it faced when a person close to the community was placed in an executive position. Then, CS 

continued growing its user base by applying rules that secure the quality of the interactions and by offering 

new features, functionalities and community programs through its platform. In this way, users’ complaints 

started to eliminate and the company, after achieving to release a completely new platform in terms of 

website, technical infrastructure and mobile applications, applied a freemium business model by keeping but 

partially changing its identity verification service to a yearly premium subscription. Additionally, it created a 

new revenue stream by adding advertisements into the platform while it kept its core characteristic of offering 

non-monetary transactions between its members. 

 

 

Conclusion 

To conclude, as we saw above, CouchSurfing during its evolution towards the building of a sustainable business 

model, it kept some of its core characteristics, such as platform’s non-monetary transactions and verification 

service; although the verification service became a yearly premium subscription service, instead of an onetime 

fee, part of the new freemium business model which includes a new revenue stream from advertisements. To 

implement such changes in its business model, CouchSurfing released an entire new and modern platform. 

Significant changes in company’s operation, since its incorporation, drove the administration to take several 

strategic decisions. Most of the company’s efforts, over the years, were aiming to strengthen the positive 

network effects and switching costs in the effort to attract more users while maintaining the installed user 

base. To be more specific, strategic challenges regarding platform’s participants, design, pricing structure and 

regulations were faced and addressed successfully after the placement of a person close to the community in 

the administrative position of CEO. Moreover, complaints regarding the new legal status, platform’s changes 

and company’s decisions about community’s potentials in the platform were mainly coming from experienced 

and dedicated members. However, they did not affect company’s evolvement as the protests did not gather 

significant amount of supporters and did not achieve changes into the platform while in parallel the user base 
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continued to grow. In addition, elimination of complaints is observed during the present administration’s 

(CEO’s) period even though significant changes continued to occur. 

Limitations and Future Challenges 

In this regard, future studies would be interesting to include statistical data about users’ activities and 

engagement with the platform in order to offer a more holistic picture of CS’s evolvement. In a similar manner, 

financial data, in terms of paid subscriptions and advertisements would broaden and further enhance the 

purpose of a future research as well as they would show if the company has actually achieved a sustainable 

business model. Even though this study tried to add as many as possible events about the case company from 

different sources, a future study in which such data will be provided by the company, can result in more 

significant findings and inferences. 

On the other hand, the uniqueness of the case and the raised users’ concerns about company’s activities which 

resulted in online protesting events, of which the researcher became aware of after the examination of the 

empirical data, stimulated the research to further examine users’ reactions and reasons of dissatisfaction. Even 

though none of them approached a significant number of supporters or affected company’s course, all the 

comments were collected from the online protests in an effort to explore and visualize protesters’ main 

thoughts. However, the examination of users’ reactions through company’s official Facebook page did not 

offer significant insights as expected. To be more specific, Facebook posts related to important topics about 

organizational changes and platform features either did not exist or did not collect a significant number of 

users’ comments. Because of this, the researcher suggests that future research includes more sources of data 

from other social networks (e.g. Twitter) or blog discussions. In this way, the thesis’s findings and main 

conclusions can be verified and extended to examine company’s business model in future studies. In addition, 

cooperation with CouchSurfing in terms of data provision from users’ feedback as well as permission to 

conduct online surveys through its platform could possibly obtain more valuable insights regarding users’ 

reactions on company’s events. 

Finally, unlike other Sharing Economy platforms, one can think that CouchSurfing’s business model is more 

similar to social network which supports offline social networking (real life meetings), free-of-charge 

accommodation in terms of hospitality among its members and charges users for extra premium features, 

rather than an accommodation rental service. For example, while Airbnb is mainly about P2P accommodation 

renting which links hosts with guests and generate profits by applying transaction fees to users, CS aims to 
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create a community in a global scale by connecting its members with people, who can iterate them into the 

culture of a place showing them the ‘local experience’ and possibly host them for free for few days. In other 

words, even though both companies are operating under the Sharing Economy umbrella and are mainly 

focused on the travel domain, Airbnb’s core characteristic is to find accommodation whilst CS’s is to connect 

people. This fact made the company willing to keep the interactions in the platform for free as the provision of 

accommodation is considered an extension of its core concept of connectedness and togetherness.  

For these reasons, the examination of its strategic moves was a more complicated task compared to other 

Sharing Economy platform cases. However, the theoretical background of the thesis enabled the researcher to 

interpret CouchSurfing’s management activities and create an understanding behind the examined in the Case 

Study events. In this way, the thesis provided an examination of CS’s course and goals since its incorporation, 

from a business and strategical perspective. Such a study for the case company had not been implemented 

from other scholars before. However, the fact that CouchSurfing changed its legal status to for-profit and its 

ongoing process of achieving sustainability by implementing significant changes in its operation and platform 

made the thesis’s concept a very interesting topic for examination and the thesis’s findings a promising start 

for future research on the case company.  
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Appendices 

*All the used data (including blogs) are provided in the USB stick/attachment data files. 

A. Timeline of Events 

Date Event Blog 

2011   

24.08.11 Announce B corporation, 

receive funds 

New era for 

couchsurfing 

27.08.11 Answer questions about 

organization’s 

A letter from co-

founder Casey 

http://blog.couchsurfing.com/product-update-maps-praise-and-references/
http://www.couchsurfing.com/about/about-us/
https://books.google.dk/books?id=WyBTCwAAQBAJ&pg=PT684&lpg=PT684&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.dk/books?id=WyBTCwAAQBAJ&pg=PT684&lpg=PT684&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://www.change.org/p/petition-against-the-new-legal-status-of-couchsurfing/c
https://www.change.org/p/petition-against-the-new-legal-status-of-couchsurfing/c
https://www.change.org/p/couchsurfers-want-their-web-site-back-nov-2014/c
https://www.facebook.com/events/134863673334252/
https://www.facebook.com/events/147008412126669/
https://www.facebook.com/events/378343315592387/
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transformation Fenton 

 

14.09.11 Myths and facts about the 

conversion to B corp. 

Myths and Facts 

Couchsurfing’s 

conversion to a 

B Corp. 

2012   

25.04.12 New CEO-Espinoza Announcing our 

new CEO  

31.05.12 App and site upgrade (on 

the way), I-phone app 

We’re going 

mobile  

26.06.12 Android app Our Android 

App is Here  

28.06.12 CERI (Couchsurfing cultural 

exchange research institute) 

A letter from 

Casey  

14.08.12 Website update (easier 

searching) 

Bringing our 

website up to 

date 

22.08.12 15 million in funds to 

improve site (rebuilt) and 

app (enhance), in next 

months “place pages” 

Couchsurfing 

raises $15 

million to 

improve our 

website and 

mobile apps 

21.09.12 Information about new 

privacy policy and terms of 

use 

More 

information on 

our new Privacy 

Policy and 

Terms of Use 

21.12.12 First all-community webcast Archived 
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Couchsurfing 

Webcast Ready 

to Watch 

2013   

24.01.13 Changes to places-activities-

community details, add 

home and surf buttons, beta 

group members (for testing) 

Big Things Have 

Small 

Beginnings. 

Community 

Update 

29.01.13 Second live webcast January 

Couchsurfing 

Webcast Panel 

30.01.13 Home and surf buttons, 

changes in drop-down 

menu, add group button, 

more of hosting module, 

coming up features and 

changes 

Still Waters Run 

Deep. 

Community 

Update 

06.02.13 Changes to “places”, 

Remove the community 

details on February 12th  

Place Page 

design updates 

and retiring 

Community 

Details.Commun

ity Update 

 

13.02.13 

 

Launching “events” in 

March, more activities and 

meetings to events, 

activities and events on 

place pages, when this is 

 

Launching 

Events in Early 

March. 

Community 

Update 
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done-shut down activities 

and meetings 

01.03.13 Reasons of member’s profile 

removal, safety and profile 

deletion 

Community 

Safety and 

Profile Deletion 

06.03.13 Software development 

(MVP-data from users/what 

they need), ideas from MVP 

about the events 

Learning Quickly 

and Iterating 

Against Real 

Data 

19.06.13 New features in the 

“events” 

Updates to the 

Couchsurfing 

Events System 

24.06.13 Changes in terms of use Changes to our 

Terms of Use 

27.06.13 Few more changes in the 

“events” (co-organizers and 

calendar view), Shut down 

activities on July 9th  

The 

Couchsurfing 

Events System. 

Now With Co-

Organizers and 

Calendar 

02.07.13 Priorities for the 2nd half of 

2013 

The Future of 

Couchsurfing 

04.09.13 Start of “out in the wild”-

release stories in the blog 

Couchsurfing 

Staff Are 

Heading Out 

into the Wild 

05.09.13 Guide to verification A Beginner’s 

Guide to 

Verification 

09.09.13 Launching of “global events” A New Way to 
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Discover 

Couchsurfing 

Events Around 

the World 

03.10.13 Next(upcoming)-new 

dashboard, increase 

stability, new app 

Wondering 

what we’re up 

to at CSHQ 

10.10.13 Changes at HQ-interim CEP 

J.Billock 

Changes at HQ 

14.10.13 Plans on increasing website 

stability 

Increasing 

Website 

Stability 

16.10.13 Couchsurfing ambassadors 

program 

Our 

Couchsurfing 

Ambassador 

Program 

31.10.13 New home page, no longer 

local “place” page but 

dashboard of activities 

Your new Home 

Page is here 

2014   

16.04.14 Website stability 

improvements, upcoming 

speed improvements and 

mobile app 

Website 

Stability 

Improvements 

10.06.14 New mobile app Couchsurfing. 

there’s an app 

for that 

19.06.14 International couchsurfing 

day on June 12th  

International 

Couchsurfing 

Day, June 12 
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2014 

 

 

09.07.14 Difficulties in rebuilt (many 

attempts) 

Hammertime 

Post Office 

11.08.14 CEO (long term)-J.Billock Couchsurfing 

HQ Leadership 

Update 

24.09.14 Beta testing is underway 

(feedback about rebuilt) 

Beta testing is 

underway 

22.10.14 Rebuilding technical 

infrastructure-new release 

Rebuilding our 

technical 

infrastructure 

04.11.14 Inside the rebuilt (engineers’ 

and beta testers’ work) 

Inside the 

Rebuild 

.Couchsurfing ---

-----engineers 

and beta testers 

at work 

12.11.14 Big changes (next week)-

entirely new site and 

updated apps 

An all new 

Couchsurfing is 

coming next 

week 

18.11.14 About to launch the new 

couchsurfing, new site-new 

apps-new technical 

infrastructure 

The future of 

Couchsurfing is 

on the way 

19.11.14 The changes in couchsurfing What’s changed 

on Couchsurfing 

03.12.14 Upcoming changes after the What’s next on 
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major change Couchsurfing 

2015   

13.01.15 Changes and plans for new 

changes, language-inbox-

calendar 

What’s Changed 

& What’s Next. 

Language, 

Inbox, Calendar 

19.01.15 Revenues at couchsurfing, 

additional revenue streams 

Ask the CEO. 

Revenue at 

Couchsurfing 

02.02.15 New updates to 

couchsurfing services 

Product 

Updates. 

Travelers 

Nearby, Events 

and Radius 

Search 

24.03.15 New inbox on couchsurfing Announcing the 

New Inbox on 

Couchsurfing 

11.05.15 New features-updated 

services, adding friends and 

event invites (also from 

Facebook) 

What’s New & 

Next . Adding 

Friends & Event 

Invites 

22.06.15 International couchsurfing 

day 

International 

Couchsurfing 

Day at CSHQ 

01.07.15 Product update, the changes 

that have happened 

(announced last December), 

inbox and contacts have not 

been released yet, there is a 

Product update. 

here’s the latest 
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hosting improvement 

13.07.15 Couch crashes event 5 Couch Crashes 

You Don’t Want 

to Miss This 

Summer 

08.09.15 Announcement about the 

death of Dahlia Yehia, an 

American Couchsurfer 

Remembering 

Dahlia 

15.09.15 Testing new features for 

more successful 

connections, new search 

feature 

Testing New 

Features for 

More Successful 

Connections 

30.09.15 More couch crashes events 5 More Couch 

Crashes You 

Don’t Want to 

Miss – Fall 

Edition 

15.10.15 Enhancements to the 

reference system 

Product Update. 

Enhancements 

to the 

Reference 

System 

 

2016   

19.01.16 Maps-praise-references on 

profiles, trying to improve 

safety 

Product Update. 

Maps, Praise, 

and References 

on your Profile 

29.01.16 Features of reference 

system, increase in number 

Product Update. 

Thanks for Your 
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of references, increase in 

confidential reports to the 

trust and safety team 

Feedback about 

the Reference 

System 

10.02.16 Announcing the 

couchsurfing store 

Announcing the 

Couchsurfing 

Store 

11.02.16 New hosting preferences, 

host search enhancements 

Product Update. 

Host 

Preferences and 

Search 

Enhancements 

29.03.16 Announcing “friends in 

common” 

Product Update. 

Introducing 

“Friends in 

Common”! 
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B. Facebook Graph Api Explorer 

1)Register as Facebook developer 

2)Choose “Graph Api Explorer” option in this page https://developers.facebook.com/tools-and-support/ 

               i) Fetching CouchSurfing Facebook posts 

1. Get CouchSurfing posts by simply writing in the get command “CouchSurfing/posts” or by using 

CouchSurfing page ID “57133737851/posts” (Access token is generated automatically from 

Facebook and it is renewed by pressing “Submit” when the token is expired after 60 minutes) 

 
 

2. Use the “next” link from the paging class (at the bottom of the window) to see more posts (next 

page). Its page has been set as limit 100 posts by adding “?limit=100” to the get command 

(maximum permitted limit of posts in one page) 

 
3. Data from Facebook Graph Api calls is provided in JSON format. Copy the fetched posts from the 

window, paste them in a notepad (use Notepad ++) and save them in .json format. Then use a 

JSON to CSV converter (https://json-csv.com/ ) and the fetched data are organized in a CSV table 

structure format. 

https://developers.facebook.com/tools-and-support/
https://json-csv.com/
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4. See subfolder “CS posts” in the “Data CS Facebook page” folder. Marked in yellow the selected 

posts. 

5. See in the table below the selected posts with their ID and date in the parenthesis organized 

according to the four categories of CS examined events. 

Technology User’s experience Organization Communication 

Hey All - the CouchSurfing 

servers are temporarily 

offline - we are working to 

bring them back as soon as 

possible!(10150332636922

852) (13.10.2011) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Have you checked out the new Activity 

system yet? It's super easy to use! 

(323999720944514) (05.12.2011) 

We're hiring! We 

need some talented 

engineers to join our 

team and build the 

features that will 

make it easier for you 

to find a couch, host 

a surfer, attend an 

event, and meet new 

people all over the 

world. Spread the 

word! 

(261381060575458) 

(28.10.2011) 

Hi CouchSurfers! Please don't use 

the Facebook page to find a couch... 

a CouchSurfing profile has a lot of 

information on it that's designed to 

help you make safer decisions. We 

get worried when we see you 

posting your contact info on here! 

There are a lot of tricks and tips that 

can improve your chances of finding 

a couch using the CS website, check 

back over the next couple of days 

and I'll be sharing some of them. 

(10150321908942852) (04.10.2011) 

We are bringing the site 

back up slowly around the 

world - if you don't have it 

yet, just wait! 

(10150332900712852) 

(13.10.2011) 

Exciting news! Surfers looking for a 

couch can now post open 

CouchRequests to the community. To 

see the ones in your area, go to 

CouchSearch, type in your location, and 

check the "Surfers looking for a couch" 

box. Happy hosting/surfing! 

(10150418054877852) (08.12.2011) 

We are hiring for PHP 

developers and 

Systems 

Administrators! 

Spread the word.... 

it's a chance to work 

with a great, 

passionate team, 

doing something to 

make the world 

better.(22145521127

6062)(21.01.2012) 

Wow! We just passed 100,000 

"likes." Pretty cool! Thanks for being 

here, everyone! 

(10150331799897852) (12.10.2011) 

The guys responsible for 

our iPhone & Android apps. 

Thanks team! 

http://www.couchsurfing.or

g/mobile 

(10150915566892852)(26.0

Find out more about the new Open 

CouchRequest feature here. We really 

think that giving hosts the ability to 

send invitations will only lead to more 

positive experiences. Read the article 

and let us know your 

Exciting stuff! We 

would love to see 

more awareness of 

and governmental 

support for B Corps 

(like CouchSurfing) 

Make it easy for CouchSurfers to find 

your Activity with a CouchSurfing 

banner! We're ready to distribute a 

new batch, so, if you haven't 

requested yours yet, here's your 

chance! Just fill out the form below. 

http://www.couchsurfing.org/mobile
http://www.couchsurfing.org/mobile
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6.2012) thoughts!(33188294017164) 

(08.12.2011) 

here in the US. 

(139324162865720)(

25.04.2012) 

(200473440056754)(13.03.2012) 

Hey Everyone - We are 

having some issues with our 

servers. We are working on 

it and will get it up as soon 

as possible. Sorry about this 

outage. 

(10150975174042852)(26.0

7.2012) 

Have you guys checked out the new 

video about CS Activities? Tell us what 

you think! 

(321389187901417)(06.01.2012) 

The CouchSurfing 

community has 

grown beyond our 

wildest dreams. We 

need to make sure 

our website keeps 

up! To help us get 

there, we’ve hired a 

new CEO who has 20 

years of experience 

building great 

websites and 

software. Check out 

this letter from co-

founders Casey and 

Dan with more info. 

(288403531245015)(

25.04.2012) 

Do you run a Facebook page, 

website, etc for your local CS 

community? If so, please message us 

through our page! We want to hear 

from you. CouchSurfing EgYpT, 

CouchSurfing Lille, CS Auckland - 

Couchsurfing, Couchsurfing Iceland, 

etc...(10150874291227852)(05.06.2

012) 

Update: the website is 

back! Sorry for the long 

outage. We know it's an 

issue and we have a lot 

going on to prevent future 

site problems like this. 

More info on this coming 

next week. Thanks so much 

for your patience and our 

deep apologies who anyone 

who got stuck in an internet 

cafe somewhere waiting for 

us to get the problem 

sorted! 

(10150975357292852)(26.0

7.2012) 

We've simplified searches and 

CouchStatuses to make it easier for 

members to find each other based on 

their preferences. 

(179147682194330)(14.02.2012) 

Our press release 

announcing our new 

CEO, Tony Espinoza. 

We're really happy to 

have him on board. 

Check out our 

previous post on our 

timeline for a short 

video introduction. 

(371142626269237)(

25.04.2012) 

Happy International CouchSurfing 

Day! 13 years ago today we 

registered "www.couchsurfing.com". 

Did your community celebrate? 

Share your photos with us! 

(456128874397559)(12.06.2012) 
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Another update: the site 

may take a short time to be 

back up everywhere, so 

some regions may continue 

to see outage. But the 

problem is resolved and 

service should be restored 

shortly worldwide. 

(10150975372547852)(26.0

7.2012) 

We just launched our first new 

navigation for the website since 2009! 

Check it out and let us know what you 

think! (394187063943592)(28.03.2012) 

Big news! We're 

really pleased to 

announce that we've 

secured a new round 

of funding so that we 

can continue working 

on a major upgrade 

to our site. Check out 

the blog post for 

more information. 

(408743572523388)(

22.08.2012) 

Our full infographic is available on 

the website! 

http://www.couchsurfing.org/statist

ics 

(10150927727242852)(02.07.2012) 

We're on the lookout for 

San Francisco-based 

Couchsurfers who want to 

join our Feedback Panel as 

we build the new website. 

Interested? 

http://bit.ly/UsJnYl 

(10151183762017852)(14.1

2.2012) 

We've got big news! This is going to be 

an exciting summer (or winter, 

depending on your hemisphere). 

(343837292353364)(01.06.2012) 

Let's try this again 

with a link that 

works! Our CEO talks 

a bit about investors, 

our new round of 

funding, and the 

improvements we're 

making to the site. 

(320172781412064)(

24.08.2012) 

CouchSurfers all over the place! 

Another shot from our new 

infographic, which can be seen here: 

http://www.couchsurfing.org/statist

ics 

(10150929858292852)(03.07.2012) 

We're currently 

experiencing a database 

outage that we're in the 

process of fixing. Messaging 

and couchrequests for 

some users are not working 

as a result. We apologize for 

any inconvenience - this is a 

great example of why we're 

working so hard to rebuild 

the underlying site 

technology.    

http://www.couchsurfing.or

g/news/cs-

organization/bringing-our-

The first ever CouchSurfing mobile app 

(it's free!) just released for iPhone! 

(280101735421130)(06.06.2012) 

We’re so excited to 

bring long-time 

member Massimo 

Bennardo to the 

Couchsurfing offices. 

He’ll work with the 

rest of our 

Community team to 

develop a strong 

connection between 

HQ and our 

members. Join us in 

wishing him a warm 

welcome! 

http://bit.ly/17w58f

More interesting statistics! See the 

rest on the website at 

http://www.couchsurfing.org/statist

ics 

(10150934138507852)(05.07.2012) 

http://www.couchsurfing.org/statistics
http://www.couchsurfing.org/statistics
http://bit.ly/UsJnYl
http://www.couchsurfing.org/statistics
http://www.couchsurfing.org/statistics
http://www.couchsurfing.org/news/cs-organization/bringing-our-website-up-to-date/
http://www.couchsurfing.org/news/cs-organization/bringing-our-website-up-to-date/
http://www.couchsurfing.org/news/cs-organization/bringing-our-website-up-to-date/
http://bit.ly/17w58fW
http://www.couchsurfing.org/statistics
http://www.couchsurfing.org/statistics
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website-up-to-date/ 

(551552971540176)(07.01.

2013) 

W 

(1015159271583785

2)(06.08.2013) 

We had some problems 

with our hosting provider 

last night which made 

certain parts of the 

Couchsurfing website 

inaccessible. We're so sorry 

for any hassle this might 

have caused. Everything's 

fixed now and we're back 

up and running. Thanks for 

your patience!( 

10151439728042852)(08.05

.2013) 

Our iPhone app is currently 18th in the 

free travel category of the Canadian 

app store, 27th in the travel category 

of the French store, and 49th in the 

travel category of the US store. Thank 

you! We're so happy that CouchSurfers 

are using the app. Stay tuned for 

Android (very, very soon!). 

(308242772595728)(07.06.2012) 

Verification! What is 

it?    Shall we let the 

beautiful Malia 

explain it for us? 

Watch the video 

below for all the fun 

details....( 

10151648245542852

)(05.09.2013) 

Host. Surf. Join an Activity. Do it 

today! 

(10151099909442852)(12.10.2012) 

Hey Couchsurfers! At 

around 3pm PST today, we 

are expecting about 30 

mins of downtime for a 

database upgrade. Parts of 

the site may not be 

functional during the 

downtime, but we'll be back 

up and running as soon as 

possible. We appreciate 

your understanding! 

(10151475500692852)(31.0

5.2013) 

Our free mobile app is now on Android! 

Take CouchSurfing with you, wherever 

you go.( 

377476398972705)(26.06.2012) 

Stewie and Gabe 

work well together in 

a meeting at 

Couchsurfing 

headquarters!( 

10152251545722852

)(10.07.2014) 

Join us for a live Q&A on Thursday 

December 20 at 10am PST (6pm 

UTC) with our CEO & Community 

PM. They’ll be answering your 

questions - ask anything you want to 

know about Couchsurfing. Post your 

questions below and we’ll get to as 

many as possible during that hour. 

Or log onto Twitter and use  

#cswebcast to ask your questions 

live. http://cs.ht/webcast 

(10151189068692852)(18.12.2012) 

And we're back! Thanks for 

bearing with us everyone, 

we have completed our 

scheduled site 

maintenance. Site 

functionality should now be 

restored.  Happy surfing! 

(10151475894177852)(31.0

16 huge CouchSurfing events worth 

packing your bag for this month. 

Browse our interactive map, calendar, 

and list of events! 

(279547885485538)(06.07.2012) 

Our CEO Jen is 

currently 

couchsurfing in 

Austin! Instead of a 

traditional couch, Jen 

will be surfing this 

dumpster, which has 

been converted and 

Our live Q&A is starting in 30 

minutes. We're looking forward to 

seeing you there! 

http://cs.ht/webcast 

(531969926820804)(20.12.2012) 

http://www.couchsurfing.org/news/cs-organization/bringing-our-website-up-to-date/
http://bit.ly/17w58fW
http://cs.ht/webcast
http://cs.ht/webcast
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5.2013) refinished as part of a 

sustainable micro-

housing project by 

”Professor 

Dumpster” in Austin!( 

10152397234912852

)(19.09.2014) 

We're having a few blips 

with our servers today - 

apologies if the site is 

running slow or you're 

unable to load certain 

pages. We should be back 

up and running soon. 

Thanks so much for your 

patience!( 

10151485287342852)(06.06

.2013) 

Couchsurfing's got a new look — and a 

new logo! Find out why we made the 

change. 

(552144654811675)(12.11.2012) 

Check out our brand-

new online store 

where you can order 

Couchsurfing shirts 

and accessories! 

(1015329144065285

2)(23.11.2015) 

Our webcast starts in just under 2 

hours (6pm GMT)! Join us for our 

panel discussion with all your 

questions live here: 

http://www.couchsurfing.org/about

/project/webcast/ 

(10151249097577852)(27.01.2013) 

And we're back! Our servers 

are happy again and you 

guys are rockstars for 

sticking with us. Happy 

surfing! 

(10151485326212852)(06.0

6.2013) 

This week we're launching something 

new at Couchsurfing. Place Pages will 

make it easier for you to explore 

locations and stay plugged into what's 

happening in your area. Stay tuned for 

its launch in the coming days!    Learn 

more about what's coming up from our 

CEO, Tony: http://bit.ly/11AwfXa 

(383698148382958)(05.12.2012) 

Need a gift for your 

next Couchsurfing 

host or travel buddy? 

Check out the new 

Couchsurfing store! 

http://goo.gl/kDDnnY 

(1015343974112785

2)(11.02.2016) 

We're working on a new 

Ambassador Program for University 

students and we'd love to talk to 

you.      Interested? Fill out a short 

survey here: http://bit.ly/138AICS 

(10151315408162852)(21.02.2013) 

Hi Couchsurfers! We are 

having a little trouble with 

our server and are working 

to resolve the issues ASAP. 

We apologize for any 

inconvenience and truly 

appreciate your 

understanding!( 

10151543101237852)(09.07

.2013) 

We're currently in the process of 

launching Place Pages, and during this 

time city groups are currently down. 

We're excited to bring Place Pages into 

the world and we're almost there! Stay 

tuned, we'll keep everyone 

updated.(10151171729717852)(05.12.

2012) 

 Join us at Couchsurfing HQ in San 

Francisco on June 12th to celebrate 

International Couchsurfing Day!    

We’re proving food from around the 

world, crafts, music and games. So 

stop by, bring a friend and chat with 

amazing fellow Couchsurfers and the 

CS team.     RSVP here: 

http://bit.ly/18o6CeG 

(10151472194387852)(29.05.2013) 

http://www.couchsurfing.org/about/project/webcast/
http://www.couchsurfing.org/about/project/webcast/
http://bit.ly/11AwfXa
http://goo.gl/kDDnnY
http://bit.ly/138AICS
http://bit.ly/18o6CeG
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Hello Couchsurfers, the site 

is currently down. Our 

Engineering Team is 

working on a resolution and 

the outage appears to be 

related to a server issue. 

We will let you know as 

soon as we are back up and 

running, thank you for your 

patience!( 

10151553147302852)(15.07

.2013) 

Hi Couchsurfers - Some major city 

groups are still unavailable at this time. 

This migration process is taking longer 

than anticipated and we are working to 

address it quickly.    If you haven't read 

it yet, you can read more about Place 

Pages and future updates of 

Couchsurfing here: 

http://bit.ly/11AwfXa 

(363840437044552)(06.12.2012) 

 14 years ago today, Couchsurfing.org 

was born. In those 14 years, 

Couchsurfing has touched the lives 

of people in 100,000 cities across the 

globe. Just last year alone, 10.4 

million couches were surfed.     

Couchsurfing is so much more than a 

website, it's a community of people 

like you who inspire us every day. 

And for that we thank you. Happy 

International Couchsurfing Day! 

(10151494850677852)(12.06.2013) 

Starting at 4pm PST we'll be 

performing scheduled 

maintenance to our 

website. The planned 

downtime will be 6 hours. 

(The good news is that 

we're replacing our main 

database server with a 

much more reliable one to 

prevent continued 

problems with the site.) 

Thanks for bearing with us! 

(10151588847602852)(04.0

8.2013) 

Place Pages have come to 

Couchsurfing. Explore locations all over 

the world, connect with fellow 

Couchsurfers, and find events in the 

area.    http://bit.ly/SIzWqx  << San 

Francisco's Place Page 

(10151172558197852)(06.12.2012) 

 We had such a fantastic time 

celebrating the 14th anniversary of 

when Couchsurfing.org was first 

registered. Over 150 Couchsurfers 

visited us at CSHQ for music, food 

and great conversation!( 

10151497530447852)(14.06.2013) 

Couchsurfing will be down 

for maintenance on 9 

August from 00:00 to 04:00 

GMT. During the downtime, 

go exploring! Make a new 

friend, cook dinner or 

watch this funny video 

http://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=eQVP0Dk9LhM    

We're so sorry for the 

inconvenience, we realize 

We're aiming to launch an update to 

Place Pages later next week. If you're 

keen to know the changes, check out 

this letter from one of our community 

managers! http://bit.ly/RivPTP 

(10151175751592852)(09.12.2012) 

 Starting tomorrow, we will be 

sending one staff member per week 

to go Couchsurfing out in the wild 

and to create connection with the 

community! http://bit.ly/1a9YQGw 

(10151647974002852)(05.09.2013) 

http://bit.ly/11AwfXa
http://bit.ly/RivPTP
http://bit.ly/1a9YQGw
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how frustrating this can be! 

Please visit our Support 

center or follow @cs_help 

on Twitter if you need to 

reach us during this time, 

and we'll respond as quickly 

as we can. 

(10151595893967852)(08.0

8.2013) 

Everything went very 

smoothly and the 

maintenance is complete. 

We're up and running on 

the new database server!  

Thanks everyone for your 

patience while we have 

been working through this.( 

10151596438387852)(08.08

.2013) 

We're launching a new Events system 

in early March to make it easier to 

create repeating events, mass-message 

attendees and share with friends. Read 

about the update here: 

http://bit.ly/ZpDnax 

(10151312785662852)(20.02.2013) 

 Join us in celebrating International 

Couchsurfing Day on June 12th at 

the Couchsurfing Headquarters in 

San Francisco! RSVP on the event 

page here: http://bit.ly/KBgM5c 

(10152113923922852)(01.05.2014) 

We're experiencing a bit of 

site downtime and are 

working to get it back up 

and running as soon as 

possible. Apologies for the 

hassle!( 

10151678110637852)(20.09

.2013) 

Notice anything different lately?    Our 

new Events system is up and running! 

You can now create repeating events, 

follow events, invite your friends and 

mass-message attendees.( 

10151367695897852)(20.03.2013) 

 We are thrilled to be hosting our 

annual International Couchsurfing 

Day celebration tomorrow at HQ! 

Couchsurfing Engineer Alex is busy 

getting his DJ booth all set up for the 

big party. (10152191829777852) 

(11.06.2014) 

And we're back (the site 

issues are now resolved)! 

Thanks everyone for your 

patience. 

(10151678412607852)(20.0

9.2013) 

The Global Events page features some 

of the most interesting and unique 

events happening worldwide. If there's 

an event you think we should know 

about, click to feature it or post a link 

in the comments below! 

http://bit.ly/14QBpg2 

(10151660672947852)(12.09.2013) 

 International Couchsurfing Day 2014 

was a huge success at CSHQ! With 

facepainting, a photo booth, 

bubbles, and live performances from 

They Run By Night and our in-house 

DJ Alex, we celebrated 15 years of 

Couchsurfing in style! 

(10152195614007852)(13.06.2014) 

It looks like we're still 

seeing some server issues. 

Have you ever forgotten to write a 

reference?    Check your profile to see 

 On June 12, we celebrated the 15th 

anniversary of when 

http://bit.ly/ZpDnax
http://bit.ly/KBgM5c
http://bit.ly/14QBpg2
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Huge apologies, but thanks 

everyone for keeping us 

updated on what you're 

experiencing. We're on it 

and will keep you posted! 

(10151679054352852)(20.0

9.2013) 

your new "home" page with an 

overview of your activities. Time to 

catch up on those forgotten 

references.. or simply send a nice 

message to your favorite host!( 

10151764733832852)(04.11.2013) 

Couchsurfing.org was first 

registered. With face painting, a 

photo booth, bubbles, live music 

performances and food trucks we 

celebrated in style! Our more than 

200 guests from all over the world 

made it the most memorable event 

at our office so far!( 

10152209910472852)(19.06.2014) 

We are happy to report that 

the website and server 

issues have been resolved. 

We appreciate your 

patience and thank you so 

much for bearing with us!( 

10151679288322852)(20.09

.2013) 

We've just launched our new Resource 

Center with tips for Couchsurfers - 

check it out here: bit.ly/1aHM8AK 

(10201631337079120)(22.01.2014) 

 We had such a fantastic time 

celebrating International 

Couchsurfing Day with all of you last 

week: http://bit.ly/SWOmpI !( 

10152210135262852)(19.06.2014) 

We've been having a few 

intermittent site issues and 

site slowness. After 

resetting our servers we 

should be back up and 

running. As always, 

apologies for the giant pain. 

We're working on a better 

monitoring system and 

can't thank you enough for 

your patience.( 

10151691253972852)(26.09

.2013) 

Are you a Couchsurfer and an Android 

user? Try the brand new Couchsurfing 

mobile app for Android (Beta). Join the 

Beta and find plenty of new features 

here: bit.ly/1oP5QRr 

(10152194024657852)(12.06.2014) 

 Our Community Manager Martina 

just got back from the Madison 

CouchCrash where she had an 

incredible time sharing memorable 

moments, participating in planned 

events, and enjoying tasty meals 

with the community there!    Join in 

the fun at the upcoming Twin Cities 

CouchCrash August 7-10 

(http://bit.ly/1l9tAey) or the St. 

Louis CouchCrash September 18-21 

(http://bit.ly/1jUP3wU).( 

10152264775617852)(17.07.2014) 

Our site is currently 

experiencing some server 

issues that our engineering 

team is hard at work trying 

to resolve. We sincerely 

apologize for any 

inconvenience that this may 

Our brand new Couchsurfing mobile 

app is now available for Android and 

iOS devices!    Try it out here: 

http://bit.ly/1pRvl6E 

(10152212129477852)(20.06.2014) 

 Event CS international day 

https://www.facebook.com/couchsu

rfing/posts/387352948140278 

(387352948140278)(31.05.2015) 

http://bit.ly/1pRvl6E
https://www.facebook.com/couchsurfing/posts/387352948140278
https://www.facebook.com/couchsurfing/posts/387352948140278
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cause, and are looking into 

the situation. Please bear 

with us!( 

10151719314937852)(12.10

.2013) 

The site is now back up and 

running! Thanks for your 

patience and 

understanding.( 

10151719496602852)(13.10

.2013) 

Hi Couchsurfers, we are currently 

working to launch a brand new 

Couchsurfing. While we switch to the 

new platform, the website is down and 

should be back up in 24-48 hours. We 

apologize for any inconvenience this 

may cause and appreciate your 

patience while we make the transition 

to a rebuilt website and new mobile 

apps as smooth as possible.    Follow us 

on Twitter for updates about when we 

expect to have service restored, and 

check out the following video from our 

CEO Jennifer Billock for more details 

about Couchsurfing and the rebuild. 

(10152519112322852)(18.11.2014) 

 Get excited!     International 

Couchsurfing Day (#CSDay) is this 

Friday, June 12th    Look for events 

in celebration happening near you - 

and if you don't see one - you can 

create one! 

http://www.couchsurfing.com/even

ts 

(10152968089137852)(10.06.2015) 

Hi Couchsurfers, as you may 

have experienced, there 

were some major hardware 

and network failures at our 

host server site over the 

weekend that regrettably 

caused site outages and 

slow page loads. We are 

making increased overall 

site stability a priority and 

are launching a 3 month 

project to get completely 

off of that host provider. 

We sincerely appreciate 

your understanding as we 

work to overcome the 

Curious about what we've been 

working on and what's coming next for 

Couchsurfing? Head on over to our 

blog to find out: http://bit.ly/17IiUDS 

(10152656111447852)(15.01.2015) 

 We're happy to have had over 300 

people attend International 

Couchsurfing Day (or #CSDay) at 

Couchsurfing Headquarters in San 

Francisco on Friday, June 12th.    

Couchsurfers came from far and 

wide - volunteering to take 

photographs, play music, and 

otherwise contribute to this great 

event. The party, which felt more 

like a festival was full of interactive 

music, food, and art. We had a live 

painter, a canvas painting station, 

incredible music by the Genie, 

collaborative grilled cheese 

(Couchsurfers brought creative D.I.Y. 

http://www.couchsurfing.com/events
http://www.couchsurfing.com/events
http://bit.ly/17IiUDS
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hardware failures and 

recovery times at this host 

site. 

(10151722568537852)(14.1

0.2013) 

toppings), the Gilibus (a converted 

bus), and even a Guatemalan food 

truck!    With couches sprung about, 

people mixed, mingled, and felt the 

Couchsurfing vibe throughout the 

building and even onto the street. 

There was chalk art on the street 

and people having a jovial time 

hanging out on the cushions in the 

bus.    And of course, what would a 

party be without a photo booth? 

When Couchsurfers entered the 

party, there was a self-operated 

photo booth complete with chalk 

boards, magical wands, sunglasses, 

and an orange Couchsurfing 

banner.( 

10152984890637852)(12.06.2015) 

This conversation with our 

Director of Dev Ops, Sylvain 

Niles, details how we're 

working to combat some of 

the issues with website 

performance and stability: 

http://bit.ly/165Yoe5 

(10151723106897852)(15.1

0.2013) 

Check out our new Host Preferences 

and Search Enhancements! Now you’ll 

have an easier time finding an available 

host, and receive fewer requests when 

you’re busy! http://goo.gl/52Qrxd 

(10153441217677852)(11.02.2016) 

 Happy International Couchsurfing 

Day! What are you doing to 

celebrate? Show us with pictures 

and comments below. And if you do 

any social posts, remember to tag 

them with #CSDay :) 

(10152972058412852)(12.06.2015) 

Our Dev Ops team is 

actively looking into the 

current issue on the site. 

We'll keep you updated as 

functionality is restored.( 

10151723967792852)(15.10

.2013) 

Calling all Couchsurfers with Android 

devices!    Our next update to the 

Android app will finally include the 

ability to comment on events! If you 

want to try it now and help us make 

our apps the best they can be, join our 

public Beta. Just click the link below to 

sign up!    

https://play.google.com/apps/testing/c

om.couchsurfing.mobile.android 

 Excited for party tonight! 

(10152972276032852)(12.06.2015) 

http://bit.ly/165Yoe5
http://goo.gl/52Qrxd
https://play.google.com/apps/testing/com.couchsurfing.mobile.android
https://play.google.com/apps/testing/com.couchsurfing.mobile.android


  Page 112 
 

(10153546807937852)(26.03.2016) 

We're going to have a short 

downtime for less than an 

hour to make some 

database changes today at 

6:00 PM UTC (that is 8:00 

PM in Paris, 11:00 AM in 

San Francisco). We 

appreciate your 

understanding!( 

10151737962457852)(23.10

.2013) 

Introducing the "Friends in Common" 

feature! Now you'll be able to see at a 

glance whether you have a mutual 

friend when searching for hosts or 

looking at profiles of Couchsurfing 

members. 

(10153561093867852)(30.03.2016) 

 One of our favorites from the photo 

booth at the #CSDay party at 

Couchsurfing HQ last Friday    What 

do you think is going on here? Give 

us your best caption!( 

10152982990732852)(17.06.2015 

Hello Couchsurfers! Our 

website is currently down 

for a scheduled 

maintenance from 9 PM 

UTC, lasting for 

approximately 4 hours. 

During the downtime, we'll 

be working hard to resolve 

some of the recent site 

issues and improve overall 

site stability. Thanks for 

your understanding!( 

10151836505062852)(06.12

.2013) 

We're excited to share City Pages with 

you! Now there's a central hub for 

everything you need to know about 

Couchsurfing in your destination. 

(10153630986712852)(02.05.2016) 

 The incredible #csgenerosity of local 

hosts makes couch crashes a success 

across the globe!    Read more about 

what goes into throwing a successful 

couch crash, and for information and 

dates of upcoming couch crashes 

around the globe: 

http://bit.ly/1Ob8Rqh 

(10153046770922852) (14.07.2015) 

We made our necessary 

updates and the website 

has been restored. Thank 

you for your patience. Have 

a great Couchsurfing 

weekend!( 

10151836911937852)(07.12

.2013) 

  Couch Crashes and Couchsurfing 

Camps bring locals and travelers 

together to experience the best a 

place has to offer!    Have you 

attended any of these incredible 

events?( 

10153272158567852)(11.11.2015) 

Hello Couchsurfers! We 

have a scheduled downtime 

for today, Wednesday, the 

  We've restarted our Staff in the Wild 

program! Every month, we're 

sending one of our employees 

http://bit.ly/1Ob8Rqh


  Page 113 
 

19th of Feb, at 9:00 PM UTC 

(that is 10:00 PM in Paris, 

1:00 PM in San Francisco) 

that will last for 

approximately 6 hours. 

Please check your local 

timezone for exact time and 

date. We will be making 

major changes to our 

servers to address current 

site stability issues. It's a big 

change and there may be 

some hiccups when the site 

comes back up. Thank you 

in advance for your 

patience! Follow 

@Couchsurfing on Twitter 

for updates.( 

10151980888507852)()19.0

2.2014) 

Couchsurfing, out of the office and 

into the wild, to make sure we are 

always connected to the community. 

Follow @couchsurfinginthewild on 

Instagram to explore Sydney, 

Australia with Iryna! 

(10153490527512852)(08.03.2016) 

The site is still mostly down 

after the changes we made 

to our servers yesterday. 

While we're working 

through the issues, we can't 

accurately estimate when 

the site will be back up as 

new issues may arise. We 

sincerely appreciate your 

patience and understanding 

as we work to increase 

stability and functionality 

on Couchsurfing. Additional 

details can be found here: 

bit.ly/1mwqaYQ 

(10151982833797852)(20.0

2.2014) 
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We've been improving 

overall website stability, 

and now are working on 

faster load times and our 

mobile apps. Read more 

about what we're up to at 

HQ on our blog: 

http://bit.ly/1l9R8kl 

(10152085484602852)(17.0

4.2014) 

   

Hello Couchsurfers, we are 

currently experiencing 

some website issues but 

our team is hard at work to 

restore functionality. We 

apologize for any 

inconvenience and we will 

keep you posted once the 

site is back! 

(10152187735972852)(09.0

6.2014) 

   

Calling all Couchsurfers with 

Android devices: join our 

open beta program to 

access the latest features, 

try the newest designs, and 

share your feedback on the 

Couchsurfing Travel App! 

Sign up here: 

http://bit.ly/1NSX4g0? 

(10153135499937852)(26.0

8.2015) 

   

Thanks for Your Feedback 

about the Reference 

System! Check out our blog 

post: http://goo.gl/86PlGG 

(10153417427432852)(29.0

   

http://bit.ly/1l9R8kl
http://bit.ly/1NSX4g0
http://goo.gl/86PlGG
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1.2016) 

 

        ii) Fetching Users’ comments from CS Facebook posts 

1. Use CouchSurfing ID and Post ID (“CouchSurfing ID_Post ID”) in the GET command and choose the 

fields “message” for post’s message, “created_time” for post’s date and “comments” to fetch users’ 

comments (set comments “limit” in the maximum permitted values for one page which is 100). 

 
 

2. Use the “next” link in the paging class at the bottom of the window if there are more than 100 

comments available. 

 
 

3. Copy the comments from the window, paste them in a notepad (use Notepad ++) and save them in a 

.json format. Then use a JSON to CSV converter (https://json-csv.com/ ) and the fetched data are 

organized in a CSV table structure format. 

4. See subfolder “User comments” in the “Data CS Facebook page” folder.  

5. The merging of the different files that contained posts’ comments was implemented through 

command prompt (cmd) by giving the command “copy *.csv {name of merging file}.csv” after opening 

https://json-csv.com/
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in the cmd the direction of the folder that contains the files by giving the command “cd {direction of 

the folder}” 

e.g. merging of the fetched comments from the chosen posts of 2011 

 

       iii) Fetching user posts on Facebook protesting event pages 

1. Use Facebook event’s ID 

e.g.    

in the GET command and select to extract the news feed of the page by using the “feed” option and 

setting the “limit” to 100 
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2. Use the “next” link in the paging class at the bottom of the window if there are more than 100 

comments available. 

 
 

3. Copy the news feed from the window, paste them in a notepad (use Notepad ++) and save them in a 

.json format. Then use a JSON to CSV converter (https://json-csv.com/ ) and the fetched data are 

organized in a CSV table structure format. Keep only the “messages” (posts).  

4. Copy the messages and save them in .txt format to use them for the Word clouds 

 

 

 

 

C. RapidMiner (For final results see the corresponding provided datasets) 
i) Model Building Process 

1. Main process  

“Store” operator stores the word vector and “Store(2)” operator stores the model. 

 

 

https://json-csv.com/
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2. “Process Documents from Data” Process. 

 

3. “Validation” Process. The “Performance” operator provides the confusion matrix. 
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4. Classification of the testing data-Process. 

Apply the “word vector” of the best model and the best “model” from the main process 

on the testing data. The “Write CSV”operator provides the classified dataset in a .csv file 

 

 

D. Confusion Matrices 

 
1) Naïve bayes Confusion Matrix-3 classes (W-NaiveBayesMultinomial operator with default settings,    

from the Weka extension in RapidMiner) 
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2) Support Vector Machine-3 classes (LibSVM operator in RapidMiner) 

 

 

 

 

3) Decision tree-3 classes (Decision Tree operator in Rpidminer) 
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4) K-Nearest Neighbor-3 classes (k-NN operator in RapidMiner) 

 

 

 

5) Naïve Bayes-2 classes (Naïve Bayes operator in RapidMiner) 
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6) Support Vector Machine-2 classes (SVM operator in RapidMiner) 

 

 

 

 

7) Decision Tree-2 classes (Decision Tree operator in RapidMiner) 
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8) K-Nearest Neighbor-2 classes (K-NN operator in RapidMiner) 

 

 

E. Word Clouds 

 
1. Go to http://www.wordle.net/create  

2. Paste the comments from the TXT file 

 

3. Click “Go” and create the word cloud. 

4. Then in the “Language” option select “make all words lower-case” and “Remove common English 

words”. 

5. In the “Font” option select “Coolvetica”. 

6. In the “Layout” option select “Rounded edges” and “Horizontal”. 

7. In the “Color” option select “Chilled Summer” and “Lots of Variation”. 

8. Remove unrelated/common/without adding insights words (the deleted words of each cloud are 

provided in a dedicated .TXT file in the corresponding data files) 

http://www.wordle.net/create

