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Abstract 
 

Tourism is a field of study that is in continuous evolution, with many and various implications. Due 

to its nature, Tourism may represent an important tool for destination development, especially for 

those peripheral areas that suffer from marginalization and distance issues. This research focuses on 

the peripheral urban area of Östersund in Sweden. In the broad field of study of tourism has been 

recognised a literature gap regarding the role of online accommodation platforms used as a tool for 

destination development. In particularly this research investigate and linger on the online platform: 

Couchsurfing. The results demonstrate that although the interesting and potential use of such a type 

of accommodation platform, the little use and the small number of active members limit and 

prevent the platform to be considered an efficient tool of destination development yet. Moreover, 

the absence of evidence and outcomes of its role in the development of the destination prevent 

destination developers to show enough interest. However, the platform's interesting cultural 

exchange value needs to be further considered. 
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1.	INTRODUCTION	
 
 
 

Nowadays, with the growing of populations, cities and metropolitan areas attract a lot of 

attention. On the other hand, remoteness and exclusion is a problem that affects some places that 

are distant from principal and central urbanized large cities. Especially the gap between urban 

metropolitan centres and peripheral areas is widening and the depopulation of remote regions is 

increasing (Boesh et al., 2012). Peripheral areas can suffer from economic exclusion due to lack of 

connections, their distance from big centres of wealth and limited local markets (Brown & Hall, 

2000).  

Tourism represents for these areas a good tool of improvement and development, limiting 

therefore social and economic exclusion. New forms of tourism are considered to foster 

development in such peripheral destinations, especially through the use of technology and the 

Internet. Accommodation platforms are a subject of interest due to their potential and consequences 

in the tourism field. 

There is indeed a lot of attention and criticism regarding online accommodation platforms 

(Celata et al., 2017). The concepts are different and each one, due to its nature, has different effects 

and outcomes. There are many platforms that offer accommodation, but this study focuses on a 

particular concept that does not implicate any payment: Couchsurfing. This is an online platform 

that permits people to open up their houses to visitors and let them sleep on their couches or spare 

rooms for free, with the only supposed aim of gaining cultural exchange. Such a characteristic helps 

to focus on human relationships and to understand the meaning behind the share of human values, 

with a focus on a different touristic experience of the place that is lived through the eyes of the 

locals. 

This thesis has the purpose to analyse and study the phenomenon of Couchsurfing and its 

connection with tourism in a peripheral urban place like Östersund, a city immerse in unspoiled 

nature of around 50000 inhabitants in the middle of Sweden in the Jämtland region. This work has 

the aim to cover and develop theoretical knowledge through a qualitative approach. 

Since the concept of Couchsurfing has been chosen as the main topic of the paper, the next 

pages will give a better understanding of theories regarding the subject, with the objective to have a 

deeper overview on the concept itself and inherent ideals. More specifically, it will be explained the 

general situation regarding the topic of Couchsurfing and its possible implications in peripheral 

urban areas taken Östersund as the location of the research. 
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2.	PROBLEM	STATEMENT	
 
 
 
 

The city of Östersund is a peripheral urban area, and has great potential for tourism because 

of its natural resources such as forests, lakes and mountains, and with the development of new 

hosting platforms, the city and its inhabitants could take advantage from sharing and evaluating 

their culture and background. In the last decades, peripheral territories have suffered big effects and 

changes regarding the migration of marginalised dwellers to urban areas in search of different 

lifestyles, employment and services that are in lack or not available in these areas (Fonseca & 

Ramos, 2012).  Efforts to overcome problems are continuously researched by regional 

organizations and bodies to reduce the gap and distances between peripheral areas and big centres 

of development. More than physical distances and lack of transportations and connections, the 

situation is complicated by differences of markets, communities and networking. Therefore these 

destinations have to face both spatial and socio-economic marginalisation (Smith, 2010). Hence, 

these territories are affected by a wide range of problems, such as depopulation, demographic 

ageing, loss of commerce and services, heritage deterioration, etc. (Fonseca et al., 2012). 

In search of initiatives to revitalize the economies of these territories, tourism often emerges 

as one of the most promising candidates. In fact, tourism has become a recurrent and strategic 

subject in a wide range of public speeches, written documents and policies, often aiming to provide 

sustainability to the economy of peripheral territories. As a matter of fact, Östersund is a relatively 

new city, since its role as a military outpost for Sweden has declined, the city has been making 

efforts to diversify its economy. Tourism is one part of this effort. A touristic platform could be 

considered a great opportunity to help the city in enhancing and give value to its characteristics and 

uniqueness. Revitalisation and enhancement of countryside capital are characteristics needed for 

peripheral destinations (Garrod, et al., 2006). 

The city of Östersund is indeed a quite a peripheral place for tourists but the potential is 

maybe exactly behind this fact. Indeed the place is immersed and blended in unspoiled nature. Such 

a trait could be the key of differentiation from a touristic perspective. In order to value and promote 

genuinely the place, local people could have a major role. Hosting platforms represent an important 

tool to allow tourists to get in contact with the local community and get the real vibe of the place 

without passing through monotonous hotel chains that do not permit a close connection with the 

soul of the place.  
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This study focuses on Couchsurfing, an online platform that allows people to offer, and 

request, accommodation for free through the sharing space in your property, such as a couch, an 

extra bed, or a room. Such sharing is meant to encourage the meeting of new people and the 

exchange of simple life experiences, like talking and having dinner together with strangers. 

Destination development of peripheral areas needs active citizenship (Salvatore et al., 2018) and the 

involvement of the local community. Local people are involved in classic tourism processes where 

the concept of sharing is little known. Therefore, Couchsurfing represents a good touristic 

instrument, which may help the process of understanding a local perspective throughout the 

meeting between tourists and local hosts. In customer-to-customer platforms, it is recurrent the 

phenomenon of co-creation of values (Rihova et al., 2018), where guests take an active role in the 

experience (Bridges & Vásquez, 2018; Moon et al., 2019). Hence, the potential ability of locals to 

play a major role in the development of the city. 

A further possible solution and implementation for such an online accommodation platform 

relies in its potential of supporting destination development. Virtual connections between tourists 

and hosts represent and support development with the aim of decreasing marginalization (Gössling 

& Lane, 2015). Using Couchsurfing as a tool of encouragement for proposing and adding value to 

the stay, and consequentially to the visit, this research concentrates in these terms to better 

understand a final and more general repercussion to the city's touristic offer. However, the 

development and the fast growth of Couchsurfing has raised critiques. Such a big phenomenon in 

evolution needs to be approached through different lenses in order to have an insight view of the 

process behind it and its mechanism of function.  

Thus, it is important to analyse its outcomes and repercussions, and to find out more about 

the use and the potential behind such an online concept. Indeed, the interest of such a research is a 

better understanding of the connections behind the relations among local people, tourists, and the 

touristic destination.  

Nowadays, the market of sharing economy receives a lot of attention, and online 

accommodation platforms create competition for hotels and the whole hospitality sector. New 

technologies make possible to transform the commercial nature of online networks into online 

communities, with moral and ethical components outcomes (Germann & Molz, 2013). Indeed, the 

original purpose of CouchSurfing.org, was focusing in building and fostering networking among 

people with the final aim of creating a better world by increasing cross-cultural understanding (Heo, 

2016). This research has the aim of contributing to the understanding of destination development by 

underlining the influence of sociocultural aspects, that are often not included in many theoretical 

models and strategies for the planning of destination development (Murphy and Murphy, 2004; 
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Gibson, 2006; Reed, 1997). Consequently, such a study direction may help in potentially finding 

possible solutions and opportunities in such a new field of study. 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

3.	RESEARCH	QUESTIONS	
 
 
 
 

• What role could Couchsurfing play in the destination development of Östersund? 

• How do destination developers see the connection between Couchsurfing and destination 

development in Östersund? 

• What are the limitations for Couchsurfing's role within destination development in 

Östersund?   
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4.	LITERATURE	REVIEW	
 
 
 
 
 

4.1	The	concept	of	Couchsurfing	
 
 

Through the years, peer-to-peer online platforms have created new trends, new business 

models and also led to changes in customers' experiences (Casais et al., 2020). The concept of an 

online platform as Couchsurfing has become more and more popular through the years, and it has 

attracted a lot of attention. People who are interested in meeting new people, sharing time, space 

and earning experiences found in this platform a great solution that combines travelling with a local 

insight. As a matter of fact, Couchsurfing is currently reaching a global community of 14 million 

people in more than 200,000 cities, made up of people who share their life and experiences, 

fostering cultural exchange and mutual respect (Couchsurfing website, n.d.).  

Couchsurfing has the aim of creating social experiences through the act of travelling, 

permitting the people to transform from strangers to friends. 70% of the Couchsurfing community is 

between eighteen and thirty years old, whereas only 3% are over fifty (Ghoshal, 2012). It is 

therefore quite clear that such a concept is more common among the young and those belonging to 

the Generation Y, also known as Millennials, representing those people born between the 1980s and 

late 1990s whose lifestyles and mind-sets are supposed to differ from older people. To generalise, 

they are a generation dependent on technology, Internet, and more specifically on social media, 

with a constant need of interaction with one another through these channels (Doyle, 2016). As a 

matter of fact, it is important to understand the era in which a person was born, because it shapes 

their early life and as a consequence, creates in them a worldview that modifies both their values 

and the way they behave and socialize with the environment (Wolf et al., 2005), giving in this way 

the opportunity to better understanding human's behaviours and values. For young people the need 

of discovery is essential, and in particular, Generation Y is considered the best educated, tolerant 

and open-minded towards different lifestyles (Wolburg & Pokrywczynski, 2001), but also more 

ethnically diverse and more interested in having positive social habits that separate and distinguish 

them with previous generations (Beirne, 2008).  

Moreover, Generation Y members espouse individuality and diversity, but at the same time 

still look for group association (Sullivan & Heitmeyer, 2008). It is clear that such generation's traits 

embrace the concept of Couchsurfing and foster its ideals. Young travellers (millennials) are indeed 
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shifting from hotels to common lodges by using sharing economy platforms such as Airbnb, 

Couchsurfing, RedDoorz and Airy (Mufti, 2018). 

According to Zgolli & Zaiem (2018), it is interesting to find out the main reasons and 

advantages behind being hosted through Couchsurfing. These might include saving money, cultural 

experience, social interaction, self-discovery, social responsibility, and professional reasons such as 

job opportunities (derived by the potential of meeting new people and therefore possible 

connections in the working market through the word of mouth). When guests look for experiences, 

they don't only seek fundamental needs' satisfaction, or saving money, but also, and most 

importantly social appeal, regarding sense of belonging to a community, and interactions with local 

hosts (Tussyadiah & Pesonen, 2018). In other words, travellers want to develop social and 

psychological links from that experience through the connections with local people (Casais et al., 

2020). 

Similarly, Rosen et al. (2011) suggest that the use of the website has a priority on finding a 

free place to stay while traveling, with however added functions such as meeting new local people, 

exchanging information, and providing cultural exchanges.  

Nevertheless, the concept regarding the rediscovery of the city is very interesting. Indeed, 

with the use of the platform, local hosts can meet each other and share experiences and mutual 

connections through organised events that have the aim of valuing and fostering a deeper 

connection with the neighbourhood and the city, and yet on the other hand, they get more connected 

to local people, and local businesses perhaps. Moreover, on the website of the platform, the contact 

among hosts or "surfers" is promoted and encouraged: "Many cities have weekly language 

exchanges, dance classes, hikes and dinners to make new friends." (Couchsurfing website, n.d.). By 

being a member of the platform, it is possible to see and participate to events that take place nearby 

and to be able to meet many new people.  

As suggested on the website, Couchsurfing is presented through five values: share your life, 

create connection, offer kindness, stay curious and leave it better than you found it (Couchsurfing 

website, n.d.), so it is clear that the concept behind it, is not merely a free accommodation but it is 

rather proposed as a more meaningful and alternative way of travelling, involving emotions, 

feelings, experiences and personal traits. In fact, the concept of community, which derives from 

being part of such a sharing economy, is quite enrooted: "Couchsurfing is represented as a way to 

learn from other cultures and to achieve the cosmopolitan utopia" (Chen, 2018, p. 106).  

Furthermore, it is important to understand that this concept of Couchsurfing is getting 

popular due to the fact that, as remarked by Zgolli & Zaiem (2018), social interaction can represent 

a form or a source of satisfaction. It is therefore a concept with the main traits of other platforms 
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with the difference that rather than money, the exchange value is experience. However, 

Couchsurfing can be seen as a business where satisfaction of hosts and visitors is still an important 

feature.  

As a matter of fact, Couchsurfing relies on its customers' value of  co-creation, due to the 

reason that relationships among surfers cannot be completely controlled but instead encouraged 

with personality and personal inputs. Online travel service providers are therefore able to integrate 

customer-to-customer (guest-to-host) interactions and value co-creation through their platforms. 

This is a successful and important factor of growth and development (Smaliukiene et al., 2015). The 

interaction with hosts is considered as a key motivation for those who look for shared 

accommodations, with the objective and the aim of living authentic experiences and face loneliness 

(Farmaki & Stergiou, 2019). Service providers, through the promotion of customer relations, 

intensify and create more value throughout the use of customers' own resources, such as time, 

knowledge, experience, preferences etc. (Smaliukiene et al., 2015). Hence, Couchsurfing could play 

a potential role in encouraging and evaluate such traits. 

 

 

 

4.2	An	insight	of	couchsurfers,	Couchsurfing	and	its	community	
 

 

It is interesting that couchsurfers have the recurrent "fear" of being simply tourists and doing 

touristic, dull and tedious activities that "normal" tourists do (Leonard, 2011). In a world where 

masses are overwhelming, people tend to differentiate and chase something unique that allows them 

to feel somehow different.  

The Couchsurfing platform indeed offers travellers the promise of being able to experience 

the local environment and connect their stay to authentic local experiences (Ghoshal, 2012). As a 

matter of fact, couchsurfers seek out alternative experiences, which allow them to interact more 

with people and have a more unique insight of the place through a local perspective.  

However, such behaviour leads to discussions about the meaning and reasons behind the 

research of these alternative experiences. The criticism starts from the need of being part a group, 

hiding behind values of sharing, but instead with the real intention of being part of an elite minority 

that can be differentiated from the masses of tourism: "Couchsurfing was organized for hospitality 

exchange, but now it is practiced as a stylish way of travel" (Chen, 2018, 106). Couchsurfing can 

indeed give to its users the feeling of being part of a community, with its social, and emotional 
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benefits that can derive from it (Rosen et al. 2011). Couchsurfers, in fact, would consider 

themselves and other members as similar and therefore grouping each other into the same social 

category, shifting from being a pure hospitality and alternative accommodation, to a travelling style 

with its own practices and values (Chen, 2018). As suggested by Chen (2018), such behaviour leads 

to a connection with the Goffman's metaphor of stage/backstage through which hosts and guests, in 

order to represent some values, choose to appear in a certain way in the "world" of Couchsurfing.  

From a touristic perspective, it is therefore clear how this concept supports in parallel 

McCannell's (1973) idea of "stage authenticity", fostered by technology and the virtual environment 

where people "meet" each other first. People create images of themselves on the platform, in order 

to show themselves how they want to appear. The criticism behind this behaviour revolves around 

the fact that, even though it is a human characteristic to reach acceptance and adapt to a situation, 

both couchsurfers hosts and guests are not really showing a true image of themselves, but instead, 

while meeting other "users", they present an idealized image of couchsurfers, showing an image of 

themselves based on what couchsurfing expects from them, following ideals behind it and acting as 

they belong to that world (Chen, 2018). Nowadays society gives pressure in this sense to be 

accepted and cool; such a mind-set is difficult to separate from habits and daily routines.  

Moreover, it is interesting how people in Couchsurfing groups interact on a less personal 

level, and their relationship is temporary and goal-oriented (Luo & Zhang, 2016), showing that the 

concept of sharing needs to be carefully addressed. Such a statement suggests that people often 

have a rooted will of getting personal benefits. This reveals that many actions taken in the name of 

"sharing" and other pure ideals are in reality not as truthful as they seem.  

For this reason, Couchsurfing represents a great tool of sharing, but at the same time, it is 

quite complicated to look at it as a pure and genuine platform of untouched values. 

However, it is obvious that this concept, requests and demands trust for both guests and 

hosts. The motivations behind sleeping in a stranger's house, or hosting a stranger, is indeed an 

issue, or a subject that needs to be further analysed. Couchsurfing could have been considered quite 

odd and outlandish few decades ago, but nowadays, the World Wide Web has shaped new ideals in 

people's mind-sets. With the development of technologies and the Internet people have many 

interactions in their daily life through smartphones and other instruments that permits online 

relations. Such ”normality" in sharing and contacting unknown people through a screen raises the 

criticisms that try to figure out what are the boundaries of trust in such nowadays' environments.  

It is indeed often the case where new generations are so used to technologies, that the habit 

of chatting and connecting with complete strangers, has shaped new boundaries in terms of being 

more open and willing to interact without fear. As mentioned before, especially new generations 
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show such traits, encouraged by long use of Facebook, AIM, MySpace, and LinkedIn that shaped 

their confidence in Internet interactions (Leonard, 2011). Even the most intimate relationships are 

now often dictated by online, impersonal interactions such as on the popular Tinder dating app.  

Nevertheless, it is clear, as stated before, how Couchsurfing can be seen as an online and 

offline community, since it has the traits to be as such, and its members feel as they belong to a 

same group that shares similar values and ideals. The success of Couchsurfing lies in its members’ 

homogeneity, trust, and reciprocal mechanism, providing a good world model, or paradigm, that is 

able to create a friendly and multicultural community (Liu et al., 2016). Therefore, it can be then 

considered a favourable feature for the functionality of Couchsurfing that its members recognise 

each other under a similar group of people, because it allows faith and trust toward each other.  

Due to membership and group attachment, Couchsurfing members tend to ascribe positive 

and favourable characteristics toward other couchsurfers, such as integrity, trustworthiness, and 

cooperativeness (Luo & Zhang, 2016). As a matter of fact, for such platforms trust is an important 

value that is necessary for their growth and development. In order to function and survive, online 

communities require trust to be always present among the members (Feng et al., 2004). Through 

friendship options that permit the members to link themselves, earning references, being verified, 

being promoted and suggested by others, connections may then be established. Therefore, these 

features play a significant role in creating the initial foundation of trust, helping to build 

connections among participants with the aim of strengthening relations (Rosen et al., 2011).  

Usually, when people get in contact with each other, for a matter of manners imposed by 

social habits, the first stage of the relationship assumes courtesy and deference (Yang, 1998). 

However, recent studies demonstrated that in a tourism community, such as Couchsurfing that 

involves both online and offline interactions, trust can be considered as a dynamic concept that can 

be divided into different stages; interpersonal trust is firstly built in an online world, then 

transferred "offline" in the real world and finally back to the virtual world. It works as in the 

following stages: i) an early "fragile" stage is created by the online world, where references, links 

and vouching, photos, represent and contribute to trust implanting; ii) afterwards the middle stage 

begins, where trust is formed in the real world by interactions, through face-to-face exchange, and 

social behaviours; iii) in the last stage, the interactions returns back in the virtual world, where the 

two parties started the connections, and then trust is maintained (Luo & Zhang, 2016).  

It is now clear the importance of the community and the interaction among people for such 

an online platform as Couchsurfing. In the next section it will be introduced destination 

development, with the aim to understand better its possible connection with the use of an 

accommodation-sharing platform.  
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4.3	Destination	Development		
 
 

There are many factors and variables involved along the changing process of tourism, for 

this reason it is important that such a phenomena like tourism is considered as a multifaceted 

reality. A tourism destination can be considered as a geographical region with a political 

jurisdiction that attracts tourists through its history, culture, nature and attractions, providing 

visitors a range of experiences from satisfying to memorable (Bornhorst, 2010, p. 572). "In the 

Scandinavian context, destinations are marketed as geographically defined areas based on 

administrative borders" (Åberg, 2014, p. 230). 

Comprehending the nature of tourism destinations is essential, and for this reason it is 

important to remark that touristic destinations need to be seen as complex systems in which the 

products are a result of co-production processes (Ramirez, 1999). Destination development is 

commonly approached as a task of Destination Management Organizations (DMOs), strategic 

leaders in destination development with the primary function of driving and coordinating all the 

elements that make up a destination (marketing, attractions, amenities, access, and pricing) 

(UNWTO, 2007).  

Furthermore the literature widely depicts entrepreneurs as actors exclusively motivated by 

self-interest, with the only goal of maximizing profit, and an individual’s personal utility, leaving 

small businesses and enterprises scarce attention (Miller et al., 2012). Such view needs to be 

carefully reconsidered due to the potential of the collaboration of different stakeholders who are not 

directly involved in the tourism sector and its economic mind-set.  

Sure enough, community participation in the destination development is fundamental, and 

since tourism is a community business there is the need of community active participation, so to 

favour the flourishing of businesses (Teshome et al., 2018). Therefore, this way of thinking 

encourages the understanding of connections and behaviours that may derive from such a broad 

field of study. Tourism has the ability to connect different realities, gather different mind-sets, 

creates interactions among people and provoking new trends, styles and behaviours. Hence, it is 

essential to consider the sharing of resources and relationships among places, local communities 

and visitors. Tourism destinations can be seen as networks of individual actors, with dynamic and 

complex connections, suggesting that their nature is anything but static (Gibson et al., 2005). 
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From here starts the interest in destination development with the aim of finding in tourism a 

tool of improvement that can benefit communities and destinations, and with the goal of developing 

and finding better strategies of application.  

Hence, it is important to underline the importance of collaboration and its meaning, because 

of the resulting benefits that may derive from it: "Collaboration occurs when a group of 

autonomous stakeholders of a problem domain engage in an interactive process, using shared rules, 

norms, and structures to act or decide on issues related to that domain" (Woon & Gray, 1991, p 

146). Destination development management, in the Scandinavian context, comprehends marketing, 

planning and internal communication and therefore collaboration (Åberg, 2014). In fact, innovation 

in tourism may be implemented through the cooperation and partnerships among the stakeholders of 

the destination (Kofler et al., 2018). 

In order to reach collaboration, it is mandatory to avoid different stakeholders and 

organizations of a same destination working independently, caring solely on personal image and 

communication with their own customers, but instead sharing a common perspective regarding the 

marketing image of the destination (Haugland et al., 2011).  

Moreover, common ownership control has the ability to reduce conflicts, costs and 

opportunistic behaviours permitting the destination actors to develop plans and objectives in a more 

unified and coherent way (Aarstad, 2013). Thus it is essential including stakeholders in the 

management of tourism planning and to consider the use of public-private partnership and 

collaborations (Bramwell & Lane, 2000). 

This suggests that collaboration between the parties and institutions of a same destination is 

fundamental in order to channel the efforts in the same direction. Considering destinations as  

networking systems, tourism literature has recognized and highlighted the need of collaboration in 

order to encourage the development of such touristic areas. It is necessary to understand mind-sets 

and values behind stakeholders, to successfully build harmony and meeting the deeds and needs of 

the different actors involved. As suggested by Gibson et al (2005), within a tourism network, it is 

important to not only linger over on values and attitudes of individual actors, but instead also 

broaden the frame, and extent the interest to social groups and intra-groups processes.  

This suggests the importance in comprehending the complexity behind collaboration, due to 

the involvement of different individuals, various mind-sets and many realities, understanding and 

identifying conditions through which collaboration can exist and what the situation may require 

(Baggio, 2010). Destinations are vulnerable to modification and they must be considered as open 

and changing systems.  
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The exchanges of relations are continuous and it is necessary to notice that communities are 

directly affected by the development of tourism industries, and as a consequence, by the 

interactions with tourists (Sharpley, 2014). Such movement keeps re-shaping and developing 

scenarios, and for this reason it is hard to treat different destinations with similar developing plans. 

The uniqueness of each situation brings to create and shape different destination development 

approaches for different locations.  

Deterministic attempts are most likely to fail because they fail to account for the dynamic 

nature of tourism destinations. The ability of destination managers to adapt to the needs and 

features of a destination is necessary and crucial (Bieger et al., 2009). Therefore, adaptive attitudes 

are more effective thanks to flexible approaches that can react and be adopted in case of 

modifications that may occur within the system (Baggio, 2010). 

Moreover it is essential to note the importance of the role that Destination Marketing Organisations 

(DMOs) can play to improve the development of a touristic destination. According to Bornhorst et 

al. (2010), a DMOs' ability to interact effectively with stakeholders in the destination is important 

for its success and the development / improvement of touristic plans. DMOs can be seen as 

conveners as they assume responsibility for convening participants and facilitate networks' 

development (Larson & Gymòthy, 2012). Hence DMOs can create bonds and connections among 

destinations' characters, strengthening the relations and gather the efforts toward the same direction. 

Such a process can help and enhance the promotion and reinforce the development of a destination.  

Nevertheless the collaboration between different stakeholders, organisations and groups of 

people in a destination is hard to be applied. The problem lies in the diversity of views and in the 

conflicting interests that limit the achievement of unity (Wickens et al., 2015). Bowen et al. (2017), 

identifies that government, tourism entrepreneurs, local community and non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs) are presumed to be the most powerful stakeholders of a tourism destination, 

yet it is common that the problems arise because of inequality of powers and because of a lack of 

collaboration. Following this reasoning it is important to note that the problem often relies in the 

fact that actors of a destination are unequal in terms of superiority and inferiority.  

Personal interests create decisions that may not be made in favour of an affected 

community, and economic aspects often take higher priority than social and environmental concerns 

(Zubair, et al., 2011). Hence, the balance is disturbed by the fact that some stakeholder groups are 

regularly not integrated or are even totally ignored by others, and some sub-stakeholder groups, too, 

are marginalized within a larger stakeholder grouping (Bowen et al., 2017).  
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4.4	Peripheral	Tourism	&	Destination	Development	
 

 

Peripheral locations can be identified as marginal areas within countries or regions, whereas 

distances and connections create difficulties in the socio-economic development of the area; these 

locations are therefore disadvantaged due to their distance from populations and economic centres, 

resulting time-consuming and costly to reach (Nash & Martin, 2003). Peripheral areas can be 

economically marginal due to lack of connections, their distance from centres of wealth, their 

limited local markets and finally their economic leakages (Brown & Hall, 2000).  

To better understand the meaning, aside from geographical locations, the term “periphery” itself has 

social, political and economic implications, that has often become a synonym for marginalisation, 

economic disadvantage, lack of technological infrastructure and political weakness (Salvatore et al., 

2018). Therefore, with these perspectives, the term ‘peripheral’ is commonly used to refer to both 

spatial and socio-economic marginalisation (Smith, 2010). 

Such marginal places are then often in need of help because of the lack of connections and 

lack of jobs that results in loss of population and consequently to the abandonment of the place 

(Christmann 2016). Moreover, peripheral places have to deal with other issues such as resource 

availability and material deprivation caused by weak connections and long distances. Thus, the 

problem of peripheral areas often regards the decrease and the aging of the population, that have 

frequently culminated in critical situations where innovation and development have been prevented 

by poor exchange between socio-economic actors (Salvatore, et al., 2018). Such traits represent 

obstacles for the locals and for entrepreneurs in creating new businesses and activities.  

It is therefore clear that a similar situation creates difficulties, and make efforts harder and 

goals more difficult to be achieved. For these reasons, these areas have usually been characterised 

and affected by low levels of autonomy in planning capability, and with their poor access to and 

from markets, they suffer from being excluded from popular touristic itineraries, apart from a small 

groups of independent tourists (Salvatore et al., 2018). 

Therefore, the relationship between tourism and peripheral areas is a focus of attention, due 

to the potential of these places of attracting people. Contemporary tourism can play an important 

role in peripheral contexts as a driver of change, especially regarding revitalisation and 

enhancement of countryside capital (Garrod, et al., 2006). Hence, tourism can be seen as a 

representing channel of economic development for peripheral areas that includes an extended range 

of cultural and business activities. However, there are several internal and external factors that can 

threaten this development, including competition, community support and participation, funding, 
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human skills, remoteness (regarding accessibility and distance), facilities and appeal of the 

attractions (Fonseca & Ramos, 2012). 

As a result, it is important to note that the relation between peripheral areas and tourism 

directs toward the perspective of mass tourism's downgrading and the related emergence of the new 

tourist practices (Fiorello & Bo, 2012) which are particularly and positively sensitive to a sense of 

place and connected with heritage and locals (Jepson & Sharpley, 2015). 

Moreover, tourism in peripheral areas has been seen in opposition to mass tourism, due to 

the necessity in finding meditation, relaxation and connection with the place. Indeed, according to 

Kastenholz et al. (2012), the absence of stress factors such as pollution, congestion, noise and busy 

schedules, is a crucial factor that helps to define the contrast between urban areas and more remote 

places. Therefore, isolation and remoteness have come to represent for people peace and 

distinctiveness, considered to be a way of getting in touch with the place's nature (Salvatore et al., 

2018). 

From here, peripheral destinations could take advantage from their nature, providing an 

escape from busy metropolitan environments and places with the ability of offering relaxation and 

peaceful landscapes, from flora and fauna, as keys through which tourism and leisure activities can 

benefit, since people are attracted to aesthetically pleasant environments (Osti & Cicero, 2018). 

This feature can be seen as a potential strength that may help to foster the creation of a touristic 

destination image. Valuing traditions and cultural backgrounds may also help the development of 

strategies that aim to create sustainability through tourism. Such a concept is important for the 

fostering of local support in regional activities and planning.  

Local development finds its basis in the integration of tourism with the whole economy 

(Olivieri, 2014). It is interesting how the connection between destination development and 

peripheral tourism can benefit areas since tourism can be considered less costly and easier to 

establish compared to other different economic development strategies such as manufacturing 

(Wilson et al. 2001). New tourist phenomena in peripheral areas, may represent important drivers of 

change because of their ability in favouring landscape conservation (Salvatore, 2015), reactivating 

and restoring abandonment through conservation, landscape making, active citizenship, and tourist 

economy (Salvatore et al., 2018). As mentioned in the previous chapters, it is important to note how 

important is creativity and adaptation, for the development of a marginalized destination. Without 

innovative, committed, and risk-taking entrepreneurs a destination has very little chance to thrive 

and be successful (Komppula, 2014). 
Therefore, considering technology as a potential creative tool of development, tourism may 

benefit from its use. Websites, and more generally the Internet, enable peripheral places to be 
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reached and discovered, making easier for people to organise their trips (Heo, 2016) and helping to 

fill the gap created by distances throughout the virtual connection between tourists and hosts 

(Gössling & Lane, 2015).  

These destinations benefit from online platforms because they allow and facilitate such 

marginal locations to be seen on the Web and therefore to get more attention. Therefore, Internet 

can help peripheral developing areas directly to access consumers, and assisting small scale's 

businesses (Bramwell & Chaperon 2013). 

This is a factor that a peripheral destination might consider in order to apply destination 

development and foster competitiveness. Hence, being able to be visible and gain attention is a 

major achievement that destinations need to reach in order to be successful. The core of destination 

management relies on the sustainable use of comparative advantages that create competitive 

advantages (Crouch & Ritchie, 1999). 

The importance of competitiveness relies on the destination's ability to attract tourists 

(Enright & Newton, 2004), and in order to achieve this, a destination needs to ensure that the 

overall appeal, and the touristic experience, is superior to other destinations that may attract the 

potential visitors (Dwyer & Kim, 2003). For this reason, places immersed in nature might receive 

much attention due to their features that make them unique, such as position, landscape and possible 

outdoor activities.  

Indeed, some characteristics of the peripheral areas that are disadvantageous for economic 

development can be also positive attractions for tourists (Brown & Hall, 2000). Specifically, despite 

the fact of connections, transportation and complexity in reaching the destination, tourists, for this 

very reason, may think worth visiting places due to unchanged and unspoilt landscapes (Müller & 

Jansson, 2007). 

In order to foster such a direction, there is the need of a better understanding the 

destination's characters (such as bodies, authorities and organizations) that may have a role in 

developing such plans. It is also important to consider that the state of competitiveness of a 

destination can effectively be increased by the quality of services, tourist organizations and 

infrastructures, and even though there is still no universal recipe for creating and determining 

tourism competitiveness, the integration of tourism products and services in an appropriate manner 

can contribute to support and build a destination's competitiveness (Tsai et al. 2009).  

However, as suggested by Wilson et al. (2001), destination development in peripheral areas 

can be seen as a local activity that does not have the necessity to be related or dependent from 

external businesses that belong on a wider and bigger scale. Moreover, as argued by Komppula 

(2014), DMOs (Destinaion Marketing Organzations) and touristic organizations for the destination 
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development receive much attention despite small/medium businesses, supply services and 

entrepreneurs. Indeed, local activities and initiatives can represent a great potential from which 

tourism could benefit. Therefore such small-scale activities may deserve more attention, in order to 

be supported, promoted and shared by entities, organizations and municipalities.  

As highlighted by Komppula (2014), the application of competitive environments for the 

development of such areas are represented by "municipalities, that have a crucial role as facilitators 

of the entrepreneurial environment, but without innovative, committed, and risk-taking 

entrepreneurs no destination will flourish". Hence, the roles of entrepreneurs are essential for the 

development and functioning of tourism destinations, because of their ability in identifying tourism 

potential, encouraging others to be part of the development activity, and developing networks, 

without them, the destination and local tourism products would have a hard time to emerge or 

evolve (Mottiar et al. 2018). 

Furthermore, in the research by Wilson et al. (2001), results demonstrate how important is 

the approach of the community toward tourism development, suggesting also that peripheral 

destination development and entrepreneurship cannot work and be successful without the 

participation and the collaboration of business stakeholders that are directly and indirectly involved 

in tourism. Indeed, a special focus on inhabitants is essential, due to the importance of the role that 

they represent, since competitiveness can be also regarded as "the ability of a destination to provide 

a high standard of living for residents of the destination” (Crouch & Ritchie, 1999, p. 137). 

Destination development, receives indeed much attention in northern Scandinavia, following the 

standards of  “the community approach” to tourism production (Flagestad and Hope, 2001). 

For this reason, it is necessary "good community leadership, support and participation of 

local government, strategic planning, coordination and cooperation between businesspersons and 

local leadership, and widespread community support for tourism" (Wilson et al. 2001, p 137).  

Furthermore, actors with genuine interests in local development such as various 

stakeholders, personal investment in the area and networking channels may help the stimulation of 

communities to actively participate in the tourism activity; such behaviour helps to facilitate their 

involvement in the planning, organization and management of the resources in the implementation 

stage (Ertuna & Kirbas 2012).  
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4.5	Couchsurfing	as	a	tool	of	Destination	Development	in	peripheral	areas.	
 

The sharing economy has attracted much attention through the years. The share of 

accommodations provides a different experience from hotels, offering extra benefits such access to 

the kitchen, flexibility and personal suggestions and information from hosts about the best places to 

visit (Pizam, 2014). Airb&b is considered the major example of sharing economy as online peer-to-

peer platform (Casais et al., 2020), taking through the years more attention than Couchsurfing. 

However, very little to no research has been done regarding how tourists using peer-to-peer 

sharing services evaluate their perceived value of experiences compared to tourists who use 

traditional tourism services (Heo, 2016). As previously discussed, even though technology is an 

important and potential tool for destination development, it is clear that profits and economic 

interests are an important motivational factor of destination development efforts. The sharing 

economy business has attracted a lot of attention through the years, because of its ability of creating 

economic values. Despite this, Couchsurfing does not create direct tourism commercialization, 

representing little interest for DMOs and other stakeholders.  

Almost no research has been conducted on the role of Couchsurfing in tourism development, 

but the interest starts, and has its basis, on the positive potential regarding the act of hosting tourists 

and its concept of sharing. As mentioned before, it is already clear how a sense of community can 

be originated by such online platforms, and especially members of the Couchsurfing community 

show a quite rooted connection with each other and also demonstrate a strong sense of belonging, 

due to the ability to meet in groups.  

Indeed, couchsurfers, according to results, when they gather together and participate to 

organised engagement activities prove to show and perceive a stronger sense of community 

compared to the ones that had only communicated through the online instruments of the platform 

(Rosen et al. 2011). Having the real physical contact of the person can enhance and complete the 

"virtual connection" established before. Through a computer or a smartphone it is in fact not 

possible to achieve the same level of interaction that face to face meetings can accomplish; features 

like getting real physical contact with the other person, being in the same place, the possibility to 

share a meal, have a face to face conversation can definitely give another level of emotional 

involvement.  

Through the platform of Couchsurfing, what has just been mentioned is possible thanks to 

some tools and features that permits such real life meetings. For the members, and in general for the 

whole community, such ability is fundamental; sites like Facebook, do not put so much effort in 

promoting and give the members the opportunity to meet each other, not giving the chance to have 

face to face interactions and therefore sharing personal stories (Rosen et al 2011). However it is also 
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necessary to say that a platform like Facebook does not have the same concepts as Couchsurfing, 

differing also regarding the service provided. Therefore Couchsurfing symbolises an idealistic tool 

that has advantageous and favourable characteristics, representing a great concept through which 

fostering people's interaction.  

As a consequence, it is obvious that meeting and sharing does create connections among 

people, strengthened by the feeling of belonging to a same community. Hence, toward this 

direction, conviviality of people creates social benefits that represent the core of the concept of 

sharing, enriching experiences and creating uniqueness. Therefore, Couchsurfing can be considered 

more than just a "simple" social network free of charge, but a platform that contributes in promoting 

cultural exchange and fosters the help among people through the simple act of offering a spare 

couch to the whole community (Liu et al 2016).  

The contact with people helps in creating social benefits, but thinking in a more 

individualistic dimension, it also has reflections on personalities and self-improvements. As a 

matter of fact, according to Tan (2010), some Couchsurfers feel in a way alienated from their home 

culture, finding themselves seeking acceptance from such a community. Indeed, the feeling of being 

a member creates self-security, sense of purposefulness and self-confidence.  

Furthermore, in a certain way of thinking, Couchsurfing can also help in terms of loneliness, 

giving the opportunity to people who feel alone, to spend time together with new people without 

much effort and through a simple, convenient and fair "excuse". In some cases, the use of Internet 

may decrease offline communications and amplify loneliness (Kraut et al., 1998). Couchsurfing 

always combines the virtual context with reality, taking down in this way of thinking any critique. 

Couchsurfers' shared values contribute to the solidarity within the community; search for self-

identification, belonging, learning, seeking for help and saving money are the main reasons and 

benefits sought by the members (Akulich et al 2017).  Hence, toward this way of thinking, the 

destination could benefit from the locals through Couchsurfing, valuing their potential in offering 

tourists a different perspective in a unique way. However, in order to do so, it is important to build 

and structure future plans and organise the dynamics and processes that permit improvements and 

developments. 

As previously mentioned, destination development relies on connections, communication, 

and planning. In order to achieve goals and targets it is important to understand how valuable is the 

collaboration with the actors in the touristic destination.  

Couchsurfers, then bring an important contribution to the destination due to the fact that 

they visit bars, they go to restaurants, they attend events and they participate in a range of activities 

as other tourists do (Schuckert et al. 2018). However, because couchsurfers tend to prefer those 
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activities that make the experience more "authentic" (Molz, 2014), they favour places and events 

that are not included in the itineraries of mass tourists (Chung & Buhalis, 2009). For this reason, 

they are more likely to support niche businesses or activities that involve the local community. 

Following this line of thinking, they are more likely to meet local people and have interactions with 

them. Such behaviour fosters tourists-locals connections and helps to create a stronger bond 

between these two stakeholders. As previously mentioned, it is clear that communication and 

interaction is important, therefore, through couchsurfing such feature is sustained and fostered.  

Sharing local experiences with local people, make couchsurfers a type of tourist that values 

and engages with the locals. Hence, Couchsurfing represents a good territory where locals and 

tourists mind-sets can meet and collaborate in these terms. Such a sharing economy fosters what is 

known as "collaborative consumption", which allows to access temporary to services and products 

thanks to the collaboration of other consumers or intermediaries (Decrop et al. 2018).  

Couchsurfing could be an important concept to reason on when it comes to competitiveness. 

Furthermore, it can also represent a topic of attention through which creating or reinforcing the 

destination's appeal, valuing the touristic experience and finally applying a touristic 

concept/mentality to follow with the aim of evaluating the essence of the destination. The sharing 

economy is growing fast, and this creates competition, prices decrease, alternative accommodations, 

increased social welfare, new jobs, fulfilment of customer needs, encouragement of small 

entrepreneurs, better communication, collaboration and knowledge of traditions and cultures (Onete 

et al., 2018).  

It is important to note that tourism particularly helps two types of small businesses, more 

specifically those ones directly involved in tourism like attractions and hotels/motels, and those 

indirectly involved in tourism like gas stations, grocery stores and other local activities (Wilson et 

al. 2001). Hence, focusing on the second type of businesses, that are indirectly involved, 

Couchsurfing represents a great potential instrument that may have benefits on such local 

businesses. Indeed, couchsurfers, differently than other tourists, are more willing, motivated and 

involved in experiencing autochthones and not stay in a "touristic bubble". Such behaviour 

potentially contributes in supporting the local population and creates or strengthens the connection 

between tourism and locals.  

Generally, the interests of the local population, might not be adequately considered by the 

developers (Hohl & Tisdell, 1995). Furthermore as previously mentioned, the prevailing DMO 

approach, regarding destination competitiveness development, needs to be challenged in favour of 

collaborations between small enterprises (Komppula, 2014).  
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It is also important to highlight the roles of SEs (Social Entrepreneurs) because of their 

ability of being opportunists, catalysts, and network architects (Mottiar et al. 2018), such feature 

have a positive outcome on the destination development.  

However, to apply such approach there is the need of support from higher levels and 

institutions, in order to achieve organization, collaboration, structure and plans of implementation. 

Municipalities, in these terms have a crucial role as facilitators of the entrepreneurial environment 

(Komppula, 2014), and therefore they cover an essential position for peripheral development due to 

their ability of being both mediators and coordinators. Therefore, Couchsurfing could be a creative 

way of destination development, if run and stimulated by the local community with the support of 

the municipality. 

It is moreover necessary to consider the importance of the sociocultural context, due to its 

profound influence on the nature of networks and  relationships: "deeply embedded behaviours and 

attitudes can result in drastically different approaches to networks and relationships  within 

communities that are only a few miles apart in geographical terms" (Saxena & Ilbery, 2008). Hence 

it is the task of the municipality to consider such features and increase the knowledge of the cultural 

background in order to take the right choices.  

Moreover, another advantage of using Couchsurfing as a tool for destination development 

relies in the fact that Sweden is seen as a trustworthy country. Indeed, despite the increasing 

immigration, the statistics on trust regarding the country are high and stable (Wallman & 

Wollebæk, 2013). Such characteristic might bring a positive perspective on Couchsurfing and 

enforces competitiveness throughout the mind-sets of the swedes.  

Additionally, role of Couchsurfing on events is also interesting. With the share of 

accommodations through the locals, the platform can also represent an opportunity for the 

destination to benefit its touristic appeal. Unlike some businesses, local people may be enthusiastic 

in supporting and participating in the creation of events, and local areas need to find ways to 

capitalise on this goodwill, promoting and fostering social development (Smith, 2010).  
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5.	METHOD	
 
 
 

This study is a qualitative research, more specifically exploratory research that seeks to 

understand the perspectives of people towards the potential of the sharing of resources and 

collaboration among people, and regarding the different points of view about the evaluation of a 

place through Couchsurfing. I have decided to use a qualitative approach because of the nature of 

this research, which has a focus on people's opinions and interactions. In fact a qualitative method is 

chosen to explore inner experiences of participants, explore areas and topics not yet thoroughly 

researched, and take a holistic and comprehensive approach regarding the study of the phenomena 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2015). Therefore, the research focuses on people's experiences throughout the 

use of Couchsurfing, to better understand their personal perspectives and how they can be useful for 

such a study. Moreover, there is very little attention and focus about the connection between 

Couchsurfing and tourism, enabling this study to investigate and build knowledge in an unexplored 

area of research. Hence, for these reasons, a qualitative approach was preferred to a quantitative 

approach, since it was intended to give value to the comprehension of social situations, and 

interactions among people with the building of trust and the connection with the participants (Coles 

et al., 2013). Due the complexity of such interactions, a quantitative approach has been considered 

not suitable due to its inability to discover people’s emotions and characteristics through the 

analysis of numbers. Moreover, the benefit of choosing a qualitative approach, is the ability of the 

interviewer to explore the topic in the environment of the interviewee, and also because it enables 

the interviewer to be able to understand and have a more holistic overview of the setting by 

immersing themselves in the social context of participants (Cresswell, 2013).  

In order to collect the data, I have decided to conduct both unstructured and semi-structured 

interviews. The ability of adopting such an approach allowed me to conduct and funnel the 

interview towards a desired direction: depending on the situation and the direction of the 

conversation I opted for either following the planned questions, or being in that sense more open, 

and let the participants speaking freely regarding the topics. With this, it was indeed possible to 

temporarily change the pre-set structure to focus on interesting topics and curiosity that were 

considered valuable for the research.  Therefore, flexibility was the advantage of this way of 

interaction, due to the fact that participants had the ability to add anything that they considered 

relevant to the discussion (Corbin & Strauss 2015). Moreover, meeting people face-to-face and 

sitting in front of them, allowed me to have a better understanding of their behaviours thanks to the 

possibility of noticing their state of emotions. Being aware of the tone of their voices, the position 
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of their body, and the gestures used, helped me to gain a superior overview than just calling or 

texting with them. Through the use of the five senses, observation covered an important role in 

terms of understanding the real meaning behind comments and statements (Cresswell, 2013). 

The interviews lasted around thirty minutes each, but since the meeting was quite informal, 

the actual time spent with the interviewees was more; during off- record time, casual chatting was 

preferred in order to know more and have a holistic perspective of the situation background. The 

locations chosen were inside environments. Quiet cafes in the city centre were preferred to make 

the encounter more informal and therefore gaining a more relaxed conversation and free from 

excessive distractions (Creswell, 2013). The aim of fostering such a relaxed atmosphere was based 

on the fact that the interviewers, after feeling confortable, were more willing to be open and share 

frankly their points of view without any constraint. On the other hand the negative side regarding a 

face-to-face encounter relied on the possibility of coming across off-topic discussions that filled the 

interview with unimportant information.  

It was considered important and valuable for the interview to have a different point of view 

regarding the connection between tourism and Couchsurfing. For this reason, someone involved 

with the destination development of the Östersund's Municipality was contacted and interviewed. 

The interview aimed to better understand what the perceptions are of the Municipality toward a 

phenomenon such Couchsurfing in tourism terms. More particularly the questions revolved around 

the Municipality's view on the role that Couchsurfing may give tourism development and its role, 

influence and use that may derivate by being fostered as an alternative way of travelling in a 

peripheral area like Östersund. 

In addition to interviews, I have decided to combine along with the data collection also the 

experience of being hosted as a couchsurfer, with the aim of having a better insight of the 

phenomena and gain more value to support the data collection. Three nights were spent at 

couchsurfers hosts at three different places. Therefore participant observation was adopted as a 

method to increase the potential of understanding more and personally experiencing Couchsurfing. 

The observation of participants was considered useful because of its potential in individualizing 

characteristics and features about hosts' behaviours. A qualitative research assumes the involvement 

of the researcher due to its nature of being a study that is based on interpretation of data (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2015). For this reason it is important to notice and take in consideration the involvement of 

the researcher in the data collection and the analysis. Indeed, each information gets somehow 

filtered through the mind-set of the researcher, and therefore it is essential to contemplate this in the 

data analysis and results.  
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The participants were contacted through the Couchsurfing platform. Additionally, an actor 

of the destination development of the city was interviewed in order to hear the perspective of the 

municipality on Couchsurfing.  

The selection of participants on the online Couchsurfing platform has followed some 

research criteria such as: last access (or last log-in), replying time, status regarding the acceptance 

or not acceptance of guests, and response rate. Such aspects were taken in consideration to increase 

the possibility of obtaining contacts and making possible the encounter, and so the interview. These 

characteristics were also chosen as filters with the aim of reaching reliable people and simulate as 

closer as possible a couchsurfer visiting Östersund.  

On the Couchsurfing platform, 40 people were contacted following the selection criteria 

mentioned above and one actor working in the destination development sector was positively 

reached through e-mail. Out of the 40 people of the Couchsurfing community, only 7 responded 

positively. Out of this number, few other people responded as not being willing for conducting the 

interview due to holidays/not being in town, busy, change of city residence, or other reasons. 

The interviews were then recorded with the consent of the participants and then transcribed 

afterwards. The texts were then analysed using open coding first and then after keywords and 

themes were highlighted, axial coding was used to develop theoretical categories (Cresswell, 2013). 

After the categories were identified, selective coding was finally used to clearly highlight categories 

and state the concepts through the support of the literature review. 

The Couchsurfing participants were mostly young people between 20 and 35 years old. 

They all have different jobs, and some are students. Overall they were kind and open people, 

willing to share their houses and be helpful. Due to their Couchsurfing background, they all seemed 

happy to contribute and interested in participating in the research. Here below is presented a table 

with a list of names of the participants.  

 

 

 

 

Couchsurfing hosts Destination development actor 
Robert Bjorn 

Helene  

 Hans  

Matilda  

Lisa  
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Hilda  

Conrad  

 
 

 
5.1	Ethical	considerations	
 

 

When it comes to qualitative research, because of the intrusive approach that is caused by 

the interaction with people, ethical issues must be considered as a main focus. The understanding of 

ethical issues endorses: trust given by the represented institution, awareness of people involved and 

their capability in pointing out possible ethical issues not considered and finally the comprehension 

that the study does not represent threats or conflict of interests with its participants (Coles et al. 

 2013).  

Ethical issues are involved in three different major areas, more specifically regarding 

participants, research and researcher (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). Participants need to feel reassured, 

and in order to achieve this, before and during the interview, it was sought an atmosphere of mutual 

trust. Hence, relaxation was fostered, with the aim of reducing as much as possible the potential 

power imbalance between the researcher and the participants (Creswell, 2013). To further build 

trust between interviewees and interviewer the location of the recording were selected by the former 

and agreed regarding time and approximate duration. Moreover, during the interviews and the 

behaviour with participants, it was kept in mind the importance of being impartial and neutral in 

front of any comments or topic, so to not give any impression of judgement that could may provoke 

resentment or offense. This was also considered for the benefit of the research. Hence, the role of 

the researcher was taken in consideration as a human being, capable of being emotionally involved. 

Indeed, when a researcher starts to feel too sensitive to the subject and not capable in maintaining 

always a critical perspective forgetting the porpoise of the research, it is important that he or she 

understands the situation and puts aside the research for the benefit of the study's results (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2015). For this reason, when meeting the participants I kept personal beliefs, judgements 

and opinions to myself, which I felt could have distorted the course of the data collection.  

The risk of sharing personal information was also taken in consideration. In order to protect 

the anonymity of the informants, to the interviewees are given invented names. Every information 

they shared was carefully considered when using quotation so they cannot be tracked or identified. 
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Moreover the participants were assured that the recordings are not spread and that the transcriptions 

of the conversations are only accessible by my supervisor and me for academic reasons. 

 

 
 

5.2	Limitations	
 

 

 During the development of the study, time constraints were a major limitation. Quite 

a few potential interviewees, due to a busy period, holidays and other reasons were not able to 

perform interviews or participate in the data collection during the study period, but instead they 

were willing to do it after the completion of the research time. This of course couldn't meet the need 

of the researcher and sadly prevented their participation in the study. Moreover it was not easy to 

contact people due to a scarce presence of active couchsurfers in town. Another important thing to 

note is that the Couchsurfing platform lacks an efficient message exchange forum. Many 

interviewees told me they had received the notification of my message days after the actual time it 

was sent. This influenced the ability of reaching them quickly, and keep a short time gap between 

the messages. This potentially interfered with their willingness to help and in their interest. Indeed, 

some of the couchsurfers, after have answered positively and being ready to help, haven't replied 

anymore. This of course could have had many reasons but I suppose that this had in some way 

decreased the chances. 

English was the language chosen for the interviews, due to the ability to simulate and 

demonstrate better a typical couchsurfing experience with a foreigner visiting the place. Swedish 

couldn't be taken into consideration because of the inability of the interviewer to speak the 

language.  Moreover, given the fact that Swedish was the mother tongue of most of the participants, 

every thought was expressed in a second language mind-set. Although the level of the spoken 

language was more than satisfactory, some key-words and concepts have "suffered" a quite basic 

and rough translation. This interfered partially in clarity and openness, affecting the performance of 

the dialogues.  

Observations and the Couchsurfing experience of three nights were conducted without being 

undercover. Hosts knew the intention and this have possibly distorted some information or 

behaviour. The absence of knowledge may have encouraged participants to behave more freely and 

treat the guest as in a real situation.  

Moreover, the numbers on the Couchsurfing platform cannot be taken as very reliable, due 

to the fact that the platform also shows people that have hosted in Östersund but are not currently 
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living in the city anymore. Furthermore, another reason is because many people apparently are not 

active, so the majority seems to currently not be using the platform. 

With the filters used (6 months last log-in, maybe/accepting guests and few more) only around 50 

people appeared on the website, but if it is added the variable "have references" less than 30 people 

appear on the selection.  

 

6.	STUDY	AREA	
 

 
Figure 1: Map of Sweden (Hanzeontwerpfabriek.nl) 
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In this thesis I focus on the town of Östersund. Östersund is located in the centre of 

Sweden’s north. Östersund is the capital of the region of Jämtland, around 7 hours by car north 

from the country's capital, Stockholm.  

Historically, Jämtland was an independent republic during the Viking Age, but in the 16th 

and 17th centuries became contested and duelled between the Swedish and Danish/Norwegians 

kingdoms. Jämtland was fought many times during the years 1563 - 1677. Eventually, the Swedes 

managed to conquer Jämtland and began to oppress the Norwegian-minded population in the region 

(bo-oscarsson.org, 2016). Therefore Jämtland represents a border region, with Östersund as an 

outpost.  

Notably, in the region is present the St. Olavsleden path, a result of the resurgence of an old 

pilgrim's path, which follows the route that King Olav took from Selangår in Sweden to Stiklestad 

in Norway, and it represents an attraction for pilgrims and visitors. 

The region has a population of around 127,000 people (visitsweden.se) and the municipality 

of Östersund alone includes around half of the people living in the whole region with a population 

of 63 227 inhabitants (SCB.se, 2018). Therefore, because of the vastness of the region, the density 

of the population in Jämtland is very low, with an average of 2,7 inhabitants per square kilometre 

(SCB.se, 2018). This is, in part, a result of the fact that Östersund is the only major urban centre of 

the whole area. Geographically, the region presents mountains on the western border with Norway. 

Many lakes and forests cover the entire land. Tourism predominantly revolves around nature-based 

recreation such as hiking, fishing, skiing and mountain biking. 

Jämtland has a lot to offer in terms of wilderness, scenery and activities in nature. 

Consequently, Östersund represents a strategic outpost, from which it is possible to go out and 

explore the region’s unspoiled surroundings, partaking in sports and relaxating. The city lies on 

Storsjön (The Big Lake) and offers a wide range of activities during the whole year. The town has 

been famous for its beautiful scenery during wintertime, giving it the reputation of being the 

"Winter City" due to its winters that cover the city of snow and ice.  

Östersund is important for its position as a gateway for highly popular tourist destinations 

for hiking and skiing, for example, places like Åre (around 1 hour and a half from Östersund by 

car). Hence, the city itself is commonly used as a pathway toward some more notorious destinations 

but for Swedish tourists it lacks for this reason of a strong touristic "name", since the majority of 

them go to the nearby famous destination Åre. However International tourists see Östersund as a 

pathway along the E45 to the North Cape. 
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However, Östersund itself offers a pleasant city centre, attractions, activities and events for 

the young, old and families (JHT.se, 2018). The city was awarded in 2018 the title of "best 

Sweden's city shopping" due to its variety of restaurants and pleasant surroundings, genuine 

welcoming atmosphere, characteristic craft shops, small boutiques and a wide range of gastronomic 

offerings (visitöstersund.se). Moreover, Östersund has been part of the UNESCO Creative City of 

Gastronomy programme since July 2010 (UNESCO.com, 2017) due to its gastronomic culture and 

sustainable food. The city has been awarded due to its culinary traditions that support small 

entrepreneurs and small scale producers and farmers. Furthermore, Östersund, as the main market 

of the region, represents a workspace for producers, strengthening rural-urban connections and 

fostering sustainability (UNESCO.com, 2017). This shows the effort of the city to develop in 

touristic terms, create cultural values and increase its destination appeal through such ventures that 

are important and essential for the development and promotion of its potential. Therefore with this 

mind-set Östersund demonstrates interest and eagerness toward new forms of destination 

development.  

The town offers a variety of touristic accommodations, from classic lodging such hostels, 

B&B, hotels, to few more characterful forms of accommodation like farmhouses and camping sites 

(visitöstersund.se). However, online platforms for accommodation are not named, and the whole 

offer relies on the above mentioned forms of lodging. For this reason, the promotion of 

Couchsurfing could be an interesting initiative that may allow the city to offer accommodation 

through its inhabitants. 

Östersund is also a host city of the Biathlon World Championship, and many visitors each 

year travel to the city for this event. Therefore the town has to offer enough accommodation for a 

sudden big number of tourists and athletes. The city's tourist website suggests alternative 

accommodation outside Östersund to handle the flux of people that want to attend the event 

(Visitöstersund, 2019).  
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7.	RESULTS	
 

 
 
 

In this section I will propose the results obtained from the analysis of the data collected. 

This chapter will present the outcomes of the coding of interviews, observations and experience of 

being hosted as a couchsurfer guest. 

I will firstly explain and generally depict the touristic situation according to the destination 

development actor interviewed. The results then, are divided in two main sections, and more 

specifically I will focus on: limitations and potential.  

Firstly I propose the limitations regarding the connection between Couchsurfing and tourism 

in a peripheral area such as Östersund, and successively the Couchsurfing potential role on the 

destination development in the same destination. 

Then the results are presented with themes that were highlighted during the data analysis, 

under limitations and potential. Each paragraph represents a theme, and the aim of this structure 

aims to understand the main topic evaluated during the interviews so to answer the research 

questions.   

Moreover, along the chapter, participants' thoughts, provided during the interviews, are 

mentioned with "quotes" with the aim of supporting the concepts explained and give more value to 

the argumentation. It is also important to note that all the participants are presented as hosts, but, 

due to the fact that some of them have experienced, or are currently couchsurfing as guests too, 

during the interviews they enriched or supported their views with personal thoughts collected as 

guests. This means that, along their quotations, they seldom refer to their personal thoughts and 

opinions through the share of past adventures. 

 

 

7.1	What	is	the	touristic	situation	in	Östersund?	

 
The tourism market in Östersund seems to be represented mainly by Norwegian visitors, with also 

quite many Germans and Swedes.  

 

Norway is the biggest market.  We have 111000 guests nights from Norway. We have a total of 

472000 guest nights and 111000 come from Norway. We know that Germans love Sweden, they are 

more into elks, nature Swedish design, royal family etc." 
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(Bjorn) 

 

Moreover it is necessary and important to underline the reason why tourists visit a destination like 

Östersund. So there are two categories of tourists: passengers and final destination visitors: 

 

 

• Passengers 

 

The actual problem for a place like Östersund is that according to the destination developer a lot 

of tourists come here with the intention of reaching other destinations, so they generally don't 

stop for many nights in the city: 

 

"...we have guests from destinations that come here, and they have Östersund as a final destination 

but not that many because they want to ski. So they come from Berlin and they maybe stay here a 

couple of nights and then they go to Åre." 

(Bjorn) 

 

Furthermore the city is also used as a transport hub, through which people find connections toward 

other places: 

 

"...actually we see from London that sometimes is cheaper to buy tickets with Easyjet to Östersund, 

and then take the train to Stockholm. Or the SAS flights to Stockholm. Or people renting a car and 

go somewhere else, for business or pleasure. In the summer a lot of people are travelling through 

Sweden, through Östersund. Either they are on the way north or the way south. Or to Sundsvall so 

east and west." 

(Bjorn) 

 

 

 

• Final destination visitors 

 

Östersund offers many possibilities, but often, especially young people, leave the city in search of 

new opportunities. Family visits are common in Östersund, and many people return for holidays 

and spend time with relatives and friends: 
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"...we're already used to know that people in this area come here to stay with relatives and friends. 

So it's kind of a Couchsurfing but already with people you know. We call them "returners" when 

they come during Christmas, summer, holidays etc. So many people are already living on couches 

but with relatives, with family or friends they know." 

(Bjorn) 

 

In addition sports events like Biathlon and other competition represents a reason for visiting the 

place: 

 

"Biathlon, special Olympics, big soccer tournament, we have youth winter games with six sports, 

events, and they attract people... We have now for the Special Olympics booked every room in 

Östersund. Completely full, no room left" 

(Bjorn) 

 

However it seems that another big share of the touristic city market, regarding final destination 

visitors are weekend arrivals. Tourists aim for shopping and food: 

 

"So they come for culture, shopping and restaurants in the week-ends. These are final destination." 

(Bjorn) 

 

 

7.2	What	is	the	situation	of	Couchsurfing	in	Östersund?	
 
The city, organises yearly events, and during its most famous event (Biathlon), has asked 

ordinary people to open their homes to tourists in return for a fee. Such initiative was made with the 

aim of supporting the high number of visitors expected for the event.  

For this reason, Couchsurfing could further represent a great potential, due to its ability of 

creating further lodging and therefore helping the town in such terms. 

At the moment the platform of Couchsurfing shows around 740 hosts in Östersund, divided 

by gender respectively almost 400 male hosts and 330 female, plus a small number of undefined 

gender accounts (Couchsurfing.com). With regards to age, it appears that younger people dominate 

the platform in Östersund with 410 hosts being between 18 and 30 years old, of which 207 are male 

and 190 are female. (Couchsurfing.com). Between the age of 31 and 40 years, there are 223 hosts, 
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of which 130 are male and 90 are female. Between 41 years and 50, there are 56 hosts, of which 29 

are male and 27 are female, and finally over 50 years old, there are only 40 hosts, 25 are male and 

15 are female. (Couchsurfing.com). 

This seems to show that Couchsurfing in Östersund is mostly used by 18 and 30, with also 

by a considerable number between 31 and 40. Moreover the numbers clearly point out that there is a 

consistent decrease of people's accounts over 40, suggesting the popularity of the platform remains 

strongest among younger generations and not so with the older generations. Östersund could benefit 

from dynamism of its young citizens, representing therefore a useful example to better understand 

similar realities of peripheral areas and remote urban destinations, through the evaluation of their 

nature and culture with the help of Couchsurfing and its ability to possibly shift more attention on 

the local community and its networking. 

 

 

7.3	Limitations	
 

 

Location issue 

 

Whilst Östersund does have transport connections, its remote location renders it difficult to reach. 

The local airport of Åre-Östersund represents the fastest way to reach the city, and flights depart 

everyday to and from the capital, Stockholm. Moreover the airport gives accessibility to Europe, 

because without an airport, Östersund would need to be reached only by car or by train. Given its 

remote location and the sheer size of the region of Jämtland, getting to Östersund by car or train 

represents a slow and cumbersome mode of transport. In summary:  

 

"It’s not easy to go here or to go from here."  

(Hilda) 

 

"...we are the only city in the inland in North of Sweden, there are no more up. All the other cities 

are on the coast." 

(Bjorn) 
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Östersund is also quite isolated from other urban areas, and such a characteristic forces people to 

travel for a relatively long time to visit other urban centres. Although there are quite good 

connections by train to other cities, such journeys are time consuming. Winter represents a further 

obstacle in these terms because of the weather that slows down connections due to snow and ice.  

Furthermore, due to its isolation, youngsters that are looking for jobs and chasing different lifestyle 

experiences are moving away from peripheral areas like Östersund: 

 

"...you want to move to Stockholm, and Gothenburg, and Malmo. You want to live in a big city 

because that is were you have the jobs. My kids don't leave here anymore, they live in Stockholm, 

London, Barcelona, and they want to have something new. They grew up in a small village, in Åre 

and it's a small. Östersund is a small city, when you grow up you want to do something else and 

maybe you come home." 

(Bjorn) 

 

According to interviewees, Östersund was not considered as the final destination for couchsurfers. 

The majority of their guests viewed the town as just a place of passage to reach other places. 

According to the hosts interviewed, Norway, especially Trondheim, and the north of Sweden were 

the main directions of travel for those passing through: 

 

"Östersund it's on the way"  

(Hans) 

 

"they were just passing by"  

(Hilda) 

 

"many hitchhiking"   

(Robert) 

 

Indeed, as suggested by most of them, hitchhiking, travelling and exploring were the most common 

reasons why visitors travelled and couchsurfed in town. As clearly and commonly stated, students, 

travellers, and young people were the majority of the interviewee’s guests (Robert, Helene, Hans, 

Matilda, Lisa, Conrad). 

Therefore visiting Östersund itself was not a major trip motivation but rather part of a planned/not-

planned voyage, visited out of curiosity/exploratory reasons:  
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"A Spanish girl has been up in the north and was going to Stockholm but the trip was too long so 

she decided to stay on the way." 

(Hilda) 

 

However it is important to mention that some visits have been done with the intention to participate 

in events such as biathlon and summer festivals or concerts (Robert, Helene):  

 

"I had like ten offers to ask if I can host them and so we had a lot of people at home during that 

week... And during the Biathlon some people just came to watch the competition."  

(Robert, talking about the Biathlon week) 

 

"And the Australian boy he was going here because there was a festival in the summer and there 

was some guy playing he wanted to see, so he checked out if there were any couchsurfers." 

"or they people were going to watch the Biathlon or going to some other competition or sports 

events." 

(Hilda) 

 

It is therefore clear that the position and the attractiveness of the place render difficult the visit. 

Guests find themselves in the city because they are on the way to other destinations. This is also due 

to the fact that the city is the only transportation hub in the whole region, hence, visitors are in a 

way "forced" to go through Östersund before accessing more remote areas or simply continuing 

their trip. The situation leads to understand tourists' motivational reasons and attractiveness that 

need to be understood and considered concerning the destination. This helps to introduce the next 

paragraph regarding the image of Östersund. 

 

 
Lack of image 

 
Participants commonly agreed that Östersund does not represent such a desirable and attractive 

destination that is worth travelling to. During the conversations, it was very clear to understand that 

they considered it hard to imagine how tourists would be so attracted to come here: 

 

" One reason is that we are in the end of the world... here it's like you’re not passing anything. "  
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"Because a traveller don't say “yes ok I'm going to go to the end of the world where is cold, I don't 

know nothing about it, so I don't really know what the point is”."  

"I don't think they think Östersund is culturally interesting or it has some features that I cannot find 

in Åre or other touristic destinations with already a touristic image"  

(Matilda) 

 

"...why do you go to Östersund? Is there something famous? I don’t think there is something super 

special... Also people in Sweden don’t even know where Östersund is."  

(Hilda) 

 

"...compared to other cities, you don’t come here if you don’t want to come here."  

(Conrad) 

 

"People just come here in winter time and want to see snow"  

(Helene) 

 

"Not much to see, everything interesting is almost outside of the city". 

"they stop here because they need accommodation, otherwise they wouldn't stay here"  

(Hans) 

 

These therefore represent clear visions that local people do not have a positive consideration on the 

touristic appeal of the city, but instead define the place as not interesting due to its weak touristic 

stereotypical attractiveness. It is now clear that is important to take in consideration the different 

perceptions that inhabitants and tourists may have of a place. Locals do understand the value of the 

place, but in contrast to tourists, unspoiled nature and beautiful scenery may become "ordinary" 

after living in the place for years: 

 

"Because since I'm from here I'm a bit blind on what we have, I mean, it's hard to see but if you 

look at Dutch people they are really amazed.... For others is insane. I don't even see how this is 

super desirable but for people are not used to it, it is. To them is a paradise". 

(Matilda) 

 

For this reason the distinction between locals' and visitors' point of view of the place is an important 

issue that needs to be considered. Tourists may experience the place with a different mind set than 
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expected by the city's inhabitants. Therefore the understanding of outsiders' point of view and the 

difference on how locals and tourists think, may develop and encourage positivity in terms of 

destination development and promotion.  

 

 

Too expensive for Couchsurfing? 

 

Even though Couchsurfing gives the opportunity of having accommodations for free, in peripheral 

areas like Östersund, the act of Couchsurfing may be affected by long routes. Indeed, distances 

require transportation and this cannot be afforded by everyone, especially, as already stated, by 

students, hitchhikers, and young travellers:  

 

"...people that are travelling, young, students"  

(Robert) 

 

Because of the well-known high costs of life in Sweden, people need to have a significant budget in 

order to travel here:  

 

”if you come here you come with a budget"  

(Hans) 

 

However this reasoning can be criticised by the fact that people save money on 

accommodations so they may afford the trip (Matilda) and travellers are not only students and they 

have a job, so they choose Couchsurfing because of the experience not because it's cheap (Matilda, 

Lisa).  

Moreover, as a personal observation, Östersund indeed represents a quite expensive 

destination for European standards, but this fact, generally concerns Sweden. Food, accommodation 

and leisure activities can represent a barrier that "scares" potential tourists away because of high 

prices. Especially transportation is a main issue that creates difficulties in terms of costs. The access 

to the city is quite affordable, particularly by train, but the problem insists in reaching points of 

interests around the city in the nearby area. Indeed hiking trails, activities in nature and viewpoints 

require personal transportation since busses, shuffles and trains cover only basic routes. 
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Therefore, for Couchsurfers is a great opportunity to spend time with hosts and "gain" 

through them the ability of reaching desired places. Talking with hosts gives couchsurfers the 

opportunity to ask for tips and information on how to move in the area in a cheaper way. 

 

 

 
Couchsurfing community in Östersund 

 

The data clearly showed a lack of connection among the Couchsurfing community in Östersund. 

None of the participants was involved in the community, and neither knew other hosts in town:  

 

"We don’t know any other couchsurfers."  

(Conrad) 

 

"I don’t think I met a person that told me is a host, too."  

(Robert) 

 

This has suggested that there is no activity on the platform in Östersund, and even though 

Couchsurfing tries to promote these kinds of relations and networking among its members, 

apparently the city does not have enough activity to encourage and foster events, meet-ups etc. 

Compared to bigger cities, Östersund is a small place, where hosts and surfers do not have 

so much chances and motivation to gather maybe due to the small number of people participating. 

Moreover, throughout the search of couchsurfers on the platform it was possible to 

understand that although the number of hosts reaches over seven hundred, the actual active hosts 

seem to be around twenty, thirty people. This was understood by the application of research filters 

on the website. Indeed, after the application of the latters, only few were visible and through the 

access of each personal page, it was possible to see the last access. This suggested if hosts where 

active in a relatively recent timeframe. Eventually only around twenty-five people were considered 

active. 

Furthermore, no events were noted for a period over 4 months. Gatherings and other features 

such as meet-ups are not used by Couchsurfers in Östersund. Such a big number of people on the 

platform with such scarce activity may be explained by the fact that many members are enrolled on 

the website only with the porpoise of being guests and couchsurf while travelling. They in fact seem 

to not be interested in hosting but rather being hosted. 
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Such feature tells that the Couchsurfing community lacks connections among hosts and 

therefore it cannot be seen as a real community. 

 

 
Municipality's lack of motivation 

 

It must be considered that Couchsurfing is an alternative way of travelling, and hotels and the whole 

touristic accommodation industry would negatively be influenced money wise by such a 

phenomenon on a big scale: 

 

Of course the hotels will not make any money but I think as long as we don't have too many hotel 

rooms and we have a mix of travellers everyone will be fine. I think we have about 62 % occupancy 

for hotels and it's growing, that is quite good. 

(Bjorn) 

 

Moreover, since Couchsurfing as already stated, has difficulties in being promoted in such a 

peripheral area like Östersund, it was interesting to understand which other bodies and authorities 

may help in promoting. The municipality was asked if it can play a part in that, but the obviously it 

seemed that money represent a limitation: 

 

...so it's because it's non-profit the question is who will start promoting it. But I don't know if 

Couchsurfing has a lot of money to advertise. Otherwise you have to have the couchsurfing 

community of Östersund that through a Facebook page or something try to advertise that if this is 

possible. 

(Bjorn) 

 

 

Problem with the app 

 

It was noted by many interviewees (Robert, Hans, Hilda, Conrad) that there were significant delays 

in receiving messages through both platform and app. Notifications are not immediate and 

messages can take a while before being seen:  
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"Maybe the app isn’t super good. If you write something to me it can take 12 hours before I get this 

notification that I got a message."  

(Hilda) 

 

"But I think it might depend. I mean the Couchsurfing app is good, but it could be a lot better! 

Because once I had a couchsurfer waiting outside of my apartment for ten minutes because I didn’t 

get a notification. I checked my phone manually without notifications. And I got the notifications ten 

days later... And the messaging is really slow. So you text them that you are somewhere and they 

get the message five to ten minutes later and then you are somewhere else." 

(Robert) 

 

During the couchsurfing experience it was noted that messages were in fact slow and notifications 

did not advise both parts (host/guest) on time. The reception of texts and messages was always not 

immediate, causing in a couple of situations inconveniences. This feature therefore is a further 

limitation that may negatively affect the couchsurfing experience. 

 

 

 

7.4	Potential	
 

 

A growing market 

 
According to the municipality of Östersund, the occupancy in Östersund is growing and there are 

plans for developing tourism in the destination by increasing the accommodation offer and 

establishing new activities: 

 

"I think we have about 62 % occupancy for hotels and it's growing, that is quite good. 

We are aiming to be more internationalised. We want to do our own market in London, 

Copenhagen and Berlin... we think we can have a market in Germany because when we went down 

to Berlin a couple of weeks ago and we met Germans... they said that it's more interesting to go to 

Östersund and explore the area, see elks, ice-skating on the lake and things like that in winter, and 

in summer other stuff." 

(Bjorn) 
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There are also intentions to expand the market and increase the accommodation capacity by 

increasing the number of rooms available: 

 

"...we want to drive people to come here, as I said we have only 850 commercial rooms, and it will 

be more because on Fröson park there will be more, there will be a new hotel on the bus square, 

starting to build in a couple of years, they're talking about an hotel over by the football arena, and 

so there will be more room" 

(Bjorn) 

 

Furthermore, because of the recent prize that UNESCO assigned to Östersund as a gastronomic 

city, the motivation seems to be very positive, fostering the municipality's wills and efforts: 

 

"Because of the gastronomic award by UNESCO. We will continue working with that. There are a 

lot of small farmers, that produce cheeses and meat, mushroom and everything from the forests, 

and we will discuss, we have a meeting in January with the residents to discuss how can we make 

the food industry and the food travel more commercial. Today in the fall, there is a harvest festival, 

and we have meeting to look how we can make it bigger. So when there is this festival we want to 

make realise it through restaurants in the city. Instead of taking cars to go in outside of the city we 

instead rent out electric bikes so we can be sustainable so it's good for the environment. We 

organise tickets and we take you to 5 different farms, and then you end up in the city again in the 

restaurants." 

(Bjorn) 

 

So the city tries to make new efforts trying to take advantage from resources. Such a process seems 

to develop positive initiatives and increase creativity and ambition: 

 

"...we'll see but we will try to be more internationalised, more international commercial on the 

destination. And we will continue the marketing in Norway. Östersund is an old traditional 

commercial city, 100 years back. So we will continue growing the city and make it more interesting 

to visit in the city centre with restaurants, new kinds of stores etc. And then we have to look at new 

tourists attractions." 

(Bjorn) 
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What efforts do hosts for "promoting" Östersund? 

 

Being a host means that you are hosting people as a "hobby", therefore, people are supposed to have 

a daily life not based on Couchsurfing. In this sense what is a Couchsurfing experience cannot be 

compared as a hotel stay, for the simple reason that people on the platform do not invest totally their 

time for that but instead have a "parallel" life. Sometimes hosts have more time to spend with their 

guests and sometimes less. Family and kids especially may represent a barrier towards accepting 

guests due to the fact such commitments make life very busy and also make the sharing of personal 

spaces with strangers more problematic. This highlights the difficulty regarding being responsible 

for surfers, especially in situations where hosts have families to take care of and kids: 

 

"So I wouldn't take responsibility also of someone I don't know"  

(Matilda) 

 

Moreover hosts struggle with the clash between their willingness to interact with the guests and 

show them Östersund and their various commitments and personal reasons which make it hard to 

achieve a balance:  

 

"Yeah, I mean I had people staying there when I was not even at home. I had a friend to let them in 

because I was at work or something." 

(Robert) 

 

Hosts also may be not interested in the act of showing to guests the place and things to do: 

 

"...when couchsurfers come here and we’re hosting we usually invite them for dinner and eat at 

home and maybe that’s not good for the tourists here."  

(Hilda, talking about not really showing around) 

 

However, even though some hosts clearly stated that they do not really take the responsibility for 

showing the place to people (Hans, Lisa, Hilda, Conrad), others do instead actively provides 

support to the couchsurfer during their visit and participate on activities and experiences: 

 

"When I have surfers I have made like a tour. If they want, I always take my car and drive them to 

the tower and we see the view all over the city, the ski slopes, both sides. And then I drive around 
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and we go to Arctura, to the Biathlon stadium and then we walk around there and if the tower is 

open we go up there. I also take them to other places, we went to Åre sometimes, we have been to a 

summer café, it’s one hour from here." 

(Helene) 

 

Nevertheless, hosts, even if not really participating and not really going along with guests, 

commonly expressed that they do participate indirectly to the "tourist visit" through suggestions, 

advices on what to do and other useful knowledge:  

 

"Some people are just passing by and stay for a while. It depends, if I recommend people to go 

somewhere it’s mostly out to the nature to do stuff for free."  

(Hilda) 

 
Trust 

 

After an analysis of the interviews, it was evident that hosts did not experience any problem with 

trust. None of them ever mentioned hostilities or any kind of similar issues with guests. Indeed, they 

only experienced positive relations. It was commonly mentioned how reviews positively represent a 

good filter in these terms. This idea was supported by the fact that the choice of trusting people 

relies on reviews:  

 

"I can trust someone because other people already trusted her/him"  

(Matilda) 

 

"...if somebody is kind enough to let you stay in their apartment while travelling for free, why 

should you take something? 

(Robert) 

 

Furthermore, it was noted that Couchsurfing in such a peripheral area as Östersund, represents a 

safe environment where people do not feel threatened due to the fact that only travelling here is 

enough of a barrier that filters only good mind-set visitors such as young and middle-aged 

travellers, and exploring tourists: 
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"I don't really think people coming to Östersund have bad intentions. First because they are not 

much and in a way "selected" people. Who comes to up here? They don't have bad intentions. There 

is always a chance but here is really really low I guess. In big cities people go and pass by so more 

flux, more people, more risks." 

(Lisa) 

 

Everything is supported by the fact that Swedish people are commonly regarded as kind and polite 

people, willing to help and share positivity: 

 

"I think also Sweden is one of the best countries for Couchsurfing, because they are so actually 

trusting and nice, so I think if they get the chance to do it, I think they would do it. I get the feeling 

Swedish people are trusting, I just have that feeling." 

(Lisa) 

 

Nevertheless Swedish people may be in some cases regarded as introvert: 

 

"...if we generalise we Swedes are cold and a little bit like distant and it take a while before we 

become friends or we welcome you into our house." 

(Bjorn) 

 

For this reason Couchsurfing may help in developing and fostering the exchange between 

foreigners and locals, helping through time, to achieve openness and willingness to reduce the 

cultural gap between Swedes and tourists: 

 

"I think Couchsurfing  can change this way on how we see people, surfers" 

(Bjorn) 

 

 

 

How Couchsurfing may help a peripheral place 

 

• Visiting a place because of Couchsurfing 
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According to some personal experiences shared by the interviewees, peripheral places were 

eventually reached because of the possibility of sleeping at the place through Couchsurfing during 

their travels as guests.  

 

"I stayed there and without Couchsurfing I wouldn’t have stayed there."  

(Conrad on his trip in France) 

 

"...without Couchsurfing we would have never ended up there. ...you end up in places you wouldn’t 

have gone to if you had not chosen Couchsurfing... Because some people who choose to go just with 

Couchsurfing wouldn’t go here if there weren’t any hosts. They would just choose another place. 

Because it isn’t that important where to go, just to go somewhere up north in Sweden and meet 

people and see the nature."  

(Hilda) 

 

Indeed, people that are using the app may be "attracted" by the place because of the 

Couchsurfing opportunity. In such a remote area, Couchsurfing therefore represents an incentive of 

"stopping by" and may increase the chances of changing people's travel plans in favour of 

peripheral areas. The willingness of discovery, supported by the opportunity of couchsurfing, can 

represent a positive factor for peripheral areas.   

Moreover curiosity may affect the travelling choice. Tourists that are exploring Sweden, 

might be interested in the possibility of staying in such different and "exotic" place like Östersund: 

 

"Maybe it’s enough that you heard the name before and you don’t need to remember what someone 

told you about Östersund, but if you look at the map there’s something familiar with the name and 

then you choose it. I could think like that when I go somewhere. There’s a bigger chance that I 

choose a place I’ve heard the name of event though I don’t know anything about the city than that I 

take a random city that I never heard of. So if it’s in my mind I choose it."  

(Hilda) 

 

 

• Get involved in the social networking through Couchsurfing 

 

Another positive side of Couchsurfing relies in the fact that couchsurfers, are able to 

establish connections with their hosts, local people. Experiencing the place through the eyes of local 
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people, their willingness and their ability of establishing more connections with the local 

community is obviously stronger than normal tourists staying at hotels. Visiting  local bars, cafès, 

shops and other places suggested by the hosts, increases the chances of amplifying networking 

bounds between couchsurfers and autochthones: 

 

"...we ended up buying tours from him because it felt good to do that since we stayed at his place... 

So maybe you somehow end up spending money at places you wouldn’t have if there were no 

hosts." 

(Hilda on her trip in Germany)  

 

Such a feature may help to explain that through Couchsurfing, visitors are more involved in 

contributing and spending money at a local level. This may have good outcomes on the community 

and therefore positively affect local businesses: 

 

"The big thing about Couchsurfing is that you also give money to the destination by buying clothes, 

eating, going to the restaurants, do tourism, rent a bike, and also what happens you will change 

and develop the look on people." 

(Bjorn) 

 

"And then it’s really good for tourism because you see more things and probably spend more 

money and you go home and tell everyone what a good place it was."  

(Hilda) 

 

 

 

 

Uniqueness 

 

Specifically in Östersund, culture is solid, but does not have the chance to be "externalized" 

to the visitors, in the sense that locals and visitors do not have much chance to create bonds and 

connections. Hence tourists do not have the opportunity to get involved in the local community and 

understanding and experiencing who are the locals and what they do: 
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"There is a lot of culture here [Östersund] but is not easy to show it to tourists because they don't 

get to know the locals so much and the locals have the culture"  

(Matilda). 

 

Nevertheless, compared to other tourists, couchsurfers have the possibility of experiencing a 

place with different eyes. By being hosted in locals' houses, they have the chance of knowing them, 

and by talking and sharing time with them, they have the opportunity of understanding and 

increasing their knowledge on the place they are visiting. This creates a stronger connection 

between couchsurfers and the place, which leads to a more enhanced experienced of the local 

lifestyle.  

According to the interviews, it was possible to understand that there was a strong connection 

between being a host and a surfer. Indeed, all of the participants pointed out that they did or still 

couchsurfed themselves. This enables them to understand the perception of their guests, and allows 

them to be comprehensive and sympathetic toward the needs and wills of other couchsurfers:  

 

"...her experience was very different from what it would have been if she didn't couchsurf"  

(Matilda, talking about her guest) 

 

Moreover, according to the results, the interviewees seem to share a common sense 

regarding the distinction between "normal tourists" and couchsurfers: 

 

"You get to know the place in another way... you see more of the city for real, like the people and 

how they live. You don’t get to know that if you got to a hotel and just meet other tourists."  

(Hilda) 

 

"I want to see the local, I don’t want to see the tourist traps." 

(Robert) 

 

"...a different and a more genuine experience than you would have if you stay at the hotel... 

Couchsurfing gives you the possibility to see things that are not on the tourist agenda " 

(Matilda) 

 

This mind-set obviously creates a stronger bound between hosts and guests, both willing to 

share a similar attitude on the experience. For this reason, through accompanying, or simply talking 



 47 

with their guests, hosts are more willing to introduce them to simple and hidden wonders that the 

place has to offer. Hosts prove to be more helpful and open to show their guests things that tourists 

don't do, hence, giving them a special experience as they would like to receive it: 

 

"Couchsurfing is more than a cheap accommodation."  

(Matilda) 

 

Moose-hunting, mushroom-picking, hiking and other activities can be done only with the 

help of people that know where to go and how to make it possible. Evaluation of hidden wonders is 

possible through the autochthones that have the knowledge of the place and the ability to access to 

unique opportunities: 

 

"In this sense Couchsurfing can help, because creates the chance to do these things and enjoy more 

what the place has to offer. Because they (hosts) can make these things possible, they have 

possibilities, they have tools, they can take tourists to places to do whatever"  

(Matilda) 

 

Moreover, the act of hosting people allows the hosts to get in contact with different people 

from other countries and cultures. This feature enables them to be more open and understanding 

toward issues like tolerance and respect of the different. This also includes curiosity, and motivation 

regarding the discovery of stories, experiences and so on: 

 

"It feels like you get a bit of travelling without going anywhere"  

(Hilda) 

 

"...if Couchsurfing is an advantage is not to help people financially, but is more kind of vision that 

is a way to make this cultural exchange happening... 

..get to travel without travelling"  

(Matilda) 

 

Enthusiasm and sharing the concept 

 

It is clear that the couchsurfing experience may be enhanced if the hosts are willing to show 

around the place and make their stay more "special" by being actively involved in the discovery of 
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the location. A place like Östersund has incredible potential, the only barrier is accessibility. As 

already stated in the previous paragraph, hosts have in these terms a great potential and opportunity 

in fostering such outcomes, because they have the experience and the knowledge of the place. 

Therefore, since Couchsurfing offers this opportunity, it is worth to consider what is the reason that 

motivates the hosts to share with visitors such beauty: enthusiasm (Robert, Helene, Matilda, Lisa). 

According to the results, enthusiasm was a remarkable key that underlined locals' 

motivation: 

 

"I also think that people really love this place, locals are attached by this place, and I know people 

they go and come back because people here are proud of this compared to small towns in the south. 

They grew up here they have a strong connection to the place... there are so many nature enthusiast 

who live here, so if Couchsurfing hosts are willing to help a bit with these kinds of experiences I 

think that could actually attract people "  

(Matilda) 

 

Indeed, people may have a potential to share their interests and their love for the place with 

guests. Proud people, through Couchsurfing have the possibility to show visitors what make them 

so proud, fulfilling therefore their desire of sharing. Hence enthusiasm can be a personal 

characteristic that could support the share of cultural and land values. 

 

"You need enthusiasm and if you connect these people that are already proud with Couchsurfing 

they would be probably interested, so people have a potential here. 

...nature enthusiasts are often very proud of what they do and where they are, so they would allow 

people to experience what they love, what they have, so they want to share, and Couchsurfing is 

perfect for this." 

(Matilda) 

 

 

Furthermore, as previously mentioned, the concept of Couchsurfing is apparently unknown 

among the inhabitants, or it's not used. For this reason, in order to create a Couchsurfing community 

the concept needs to be spread. Here relies the importance of enthusiasm and the efforts of people's 

motivation: 
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"...you would do it with events maybe like here in Norra Station (a café), you just invite people and 

share the concept of Couchsurfing. Spread the concept and hopefully get them applying. But you 

need motivation, somebody that do it. is into it. I cannot imagine it comes directly from people here 

in Östersund, that they say “let's Couchsurf all together”." 

(Lisa) 

 

"there is the need of someone that takes the lead, a fire-source, that have some positivity and asks 

friends to join, creates a community, involve people..."  

(Matilda) 

 

Hence, Couchsurfing needs to be "stimulated" by enthusiasm. Involvement of people and 

participation has to be achieved through motivation, and this is the point where individual 

motivation can make a difference. Couchsurfing gives the opportunity to establish contacts among 

the community and find people with similar interests. The motivation of an "enthusiast" person 

could play an important role in the involvement of others.  

 

"there must be a sense of community, and I think Couchsurfing has a potential with that but is not 

used" 

(Matilda) 

 

Such a perspective leads to the potential of creating a community network, through which, 

people strengthen the bound within themselves and within the place. This "power" of the 

community may encourage their ability in creating a connection between tourism and Couchsurfing 

by spreading their motivation to their guests. 

 

  

 

Flexibility 

 

Normal touristic styles of accommodation requires quite strict regulation on bookings 

compared to Couchsurfing. Couchsurfing allows flexibility on the bookings. It is possible to ask 

informally for lodging without much advance and in some occasion this can be very spontaneous, 

allowing guests to find a place to sleep on the same day.  
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"possible to book it without much advance" 

(Matilda) 

 

Moreover, since everything is very informal, it is possible to prolong the stay if the hosts 

agree and do not have any other guests expected to come. According to the interviews, it was 

mentioned by the hosts that some surfers decided to stay more and have the opportunity to visit and 

explore more of the area: 

 

"They asked if they could stay a few days more."  

(Robert) 

 

"I heard and read that a lot of people were supposed to stay one day but then ended up staying one 

week because they liked the place so much." 

(Hilda) 

 

Additionally, with the potential of a Couchsurfing community, it is important to consider 

also the benefits resulting the helping mechanism that would be established among its members: 

 

"And the community helping each other because if someone is contacted but they cannot host then 

they may ask to someone else and ask if they would replace them to host these people." 

(Matilda) 

 

Such a flexible networking could help in creating a positive hosting inner working that 

would benefit both visitors and members. 

 

8.	DISCUSSION	
 

 

In this chapter I will compare the obtained results with the literature, in order to discuss 

what are the outcomes of this comparison.  

This section is divided according to the research questions.  
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1. What role could Couchsurfing play in destination development in Östersund? 

 

 

The potential of younger generations 

 

Results confirmed that the population using Couchsurfing mainly relies on people aged 

between 18 and 30 years old  (Ghoshal, 2012). Interviewees noted that most of their guests are 

students, or young travellers, belonging to an age where curiosity, mind opening and adaptation of 

different lifestyles (Wolburg & Pokrywczynski, 2001) represent a good stimulation for 

Couchsurfing. This proved that those belonging to Generation Y are more willing to couchsurf due 

to their ability in being more exposed to technology, Internet and more specifically used to 

interaction among people through social media channels (Doyle, 2016).  

This incentivizes the potential of young generations in peripheral areas in being an 

important resource for the place. Indeed, their willingness to exchange values with different cultures 

through the use of Couchsurfing may positively affect the destination image. Therefore, young 

generation, through the fostering of cultural share, may have an essential role in destination 

development. For this reason, tourism bodies need to consider the ability, potential and 

responsibility that such generation possesses.  

 

 

Trust 

 

Participants have showed clear signs regarding trust issues. There was no bad experience 

mentioned. It was clearly stated that reviews represent good barrier for limiting bad behaviours. 

Group belonging in the community of Couchsurfing was also a positive factor that helps to foster 

trust in these terms.  

The feeling of being part of a group and affinity regarding way of thinking seemed to be a 

valuable reason that creates and supports trust. Indeed, the literature frame on this topic was 

confirmed. Member homogeneity and reciprocal mechanism of strangers' faith play an essential part 

in fostering friendly behaviours (Liu et al. 2016).  
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According to results, internet relations and the exchange of messages and reviews were also 

proved to be a safe and secure method through which selecting trusting people, gain confidence and 

approaching strangers with courtesy and positivity (Luo & Zhang, 2016; Yang, 1998).  

Furthermore, results have showed that the location of Östersund may represent a positive 

characteristic in terms of trust. Indeed, the distance and the effort for reaching the city could be a 

good "filter" for visitors. Travelling to Östersund may indeed limit and select number and type of 

tourists, based on willingness, motivation and mind-set. 

 

 

Peculiarity and the concept of the different 

 

The need of discovery and the willingness of meeting the different led to the desire of 

exploring a place in a special form. According to results, Couchsurfing confirms, and gives the 

opportunity to have a unique experience of the destination, differing from touristic "traditional 

touristic ways". The contact with the locals, culture and the possibility of visiting the place in a 

peculiar perspective represent a strong touristic motivational appeal. Literature was confirmed in 

these terms; cultural exchange was a fundamental reason for Couchsurfing, supporting the 

satisfaction originated by social interactions (Zgolli & Zaiem, 2018).  

Interviewees all shared the same view regarding the importance of differentiating "normal" 

tourists and couchsurfers. Such a sought factor underlines how important is the ability of 

experiencing a place in a unique way and the resulting given value. Very common indeed, was the 

recurrence of values and meanings behind the act of Couchsurfing. According to participants, 

meeting the locals was regarded as a main reason for the experience evaluation. Staying at their 

homes, talking with them and increasing the knowledge of the place through their personal stories 

were the researched winning factors of Couchsurfing. The ability of suppressing the fear of being a 

"normal" tourist, differing from dull and tedious activities by having a more unique insight of the 

place, were regarded as essential points. Such a perspective suggests that peripheral areas may have 

a positive outcome by this interaction between tourists and hosts, due to the exchange of culture and 

the share of the uniqueness of the place through its inhabitants. 

 

 

Networking and multicultural exchange 
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Destination development relies on networking. The connection between tourists and the 

destination is therefore essential. Couchsurfing in these terms seems to represent a potentially 

important tool of development. Economics must be considered when talking about development, 

and Couchsurfing, at first sight, seems not to foster increased income due to its essence. Hotel and 

other accommodation's actors may be negatively affected regarding the issue. Couchsurfing indeed 

lacks of direct economic benefits but it fosters indirect economic exchange through the participation 

of guests in the local networking such restaurants, bars, cafes, shops etc. 

The creation of alternative connections among surfers and locals may help in creating 

economic value in different terms. The visit of suggested places by hosts and the possibility of 

having a better insight of the place are valid reasons to think that Couchsurfing may help in 

destination development also on the economical level, preventing critical situations and poor 

exchange between socio-economic actors (Salvatore, Chiodo & Fantini, 2018) through sharing and 

collaboration. 

Moreover, the potential of culture exchange is very strong. Stakeholders are important due 

to their ability in creating networking, for this reason, to foster development, it is important that 

efforts of different actors take a same direction. Hence entrepreneurship has to be taken in 

consideration, and self interests, and profit maximization (Miller, Grimes, McMullen, & Vogus, 

2012) with Couchsurfing have the chance to be reconsidered in favour of common values and 

community participation (Teshome et al 2018). This may help a more truly local development of 

the destination in a more coherent and unified way (Aarstad, 2013). 

 

 

 

Events 

 

As already mentioned, events represent an opportunity to evaluate and create value behind 

Couchsurfing. In relatively small cities in peripheral areas, during big events, the places have to 

cope with big fluxes of visitors. The number of beds available in town could be increased by its 

residents through the use of the existing Couchsurfing platform. In this sense it is interesting how 

useful and potentially valuable could be Couchsurfing for such occasions.  

Initiatives can be pursued to spread benefits, and in a peripheral urban destination as Östersund, 

events may generate local awareness, that can contribute to the overall success of the organization, 

fostering and encouraging support and involvement at different levels and for different stakeholders 

(Smith, 2010).  
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Östersund offers quite a few annual events during the year, and specifically the Biathlon 

creates a solid image on the city. Many visitors come to Östersund to attend the competition. 

During this period, the city has the chance to show what it has to offer on a bigger stage of 

audience. For this reason, the local community can play an important role, by building and 

strengthening the cultural city image of the city. 

Couchsurfing may then support events, exhibitions and performances that are important 

instruments for urban planning and local economic development (Smith, 2010).  

 

 

2. How do destination developers see the connection between Couchsurfing and 

destination development in Östersund? 

 

Lack of interest 

 

The municipality seems to be hesitant and not really interested in putting efforts to support 

such an alternative style of accommodation such Couchsurfing due to lack of effective and 

immediate economic values that derive from it. Moreover there seems to be an absence of evidence 

regarding immediate cultural benefit. The lack of the literature regarding this topic further support 

scepticism and uncertainties. The shortage of previous researches gives no proof on how 

Couchsurfing may support the destination development.  

Moreover it seems that the literature, is widely focused on economic value when talking 

about destination development, leaving small space to the importance of cultural values (Teshome 

et al., 2018; Zubair, et al., 2011; Miller et al. 2012). Indeed, the local community is often not 

enough considered in destination development, wher economic aspects often take higher priority 

than social and environmental concerns (Zubair, et al., 2011).  

On the other hand, researches have underlined the importance of communication and 

collaboration for destination development. Efforts in supporting stakeholders networking have been 

considered necessary for the benefit of the destination development and tourism (Ramirez, 1999; 

Woon & Gray, 1991; Bramwell & Lane, 2000; Haugland et al., 2011). 

Especially DMO should focus on promoting and fostering collaboration (Bornhorst et al. 

2010; Larson & Gymòthy, 2012) because of their potential in building the connective net among the 

different stakeholders. Furthermore, the local community is considered to be a powerful 

stakeholder, as well as NGOs (Bowen et al., 2017) but it does require more attention. Internet can 

help the development of peripheral areas directly to access consumers, and assisting small scale's 
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businesses, revitalization of countryside capital, and supporting a community approach to tourism 

production (Flagestad and Hope, 2001; Bramwell & Chaperon 2013; Garrod, et al., 2006). 

Especially in peripheral areas, this collaboration is needed and required, because without it, 

the destination and local tourism products would have a hard time to emerge or evolve (Mottiar et 

al. 2018). 

The problem lies in the diversity of views and in the conflicting interests that limit the 

achievement of unity, along with powers inequality (Wickens et al., 2015; Bowen et al., 2017). 

With this it is clear that local communities deserve more attention starting with researches, due to 

their potential role in tourism and development that is often underestimate or ignored because of its 

indirect involvement in destination planning. 

Inhabitants and locals play indeed quite a big role in tourism and are very affected by the 

destination touristic choices, needing therefore more attention and active participation (Baggio, 

2011; Bowen et al., 2017). Couchsurfing hosts bring an important contribution to the destinations, 

due to the fact that guests visit bars, they go to restaurants, they attend events and they participate in 

a range of activities that are not included in itineraries of other tourists, thanks to the suggestion of 

the formers (Schuckert et al. 2018; Molz, 2014; Chung & Buhalis, 2009; Wilson et al., 2001). Such 

fact is even more valuable for a peripheral destination such Östersund due to the importance of 

small business evaluation and exchange of money at a local level, helping also to fill the gap 

created by distances throughout the virtual connection between tourists and hosts (Gössling & Lane, 

2015). 

The problem relies on the fact that proofs, guarantees and effects of this phenomenon are 

difficult to be seen and achieved. Destination development is greatly influenced by economic 

values, and choices and priorities are often taken in this perspective. The sharing economy business 

may be regarded as a potential tool to value communities and inhabitants, but efforts needs to be 

first supported and facilitated by different destination's stakeholders. It seems that efforts are taken 

more gladly with evident results. Therefore, cultural share and exchange between tourists and locals 

throughout online platforms such Couchsurfing, firstly requires more focus, attention and especially 

evidence (Heo, 2016). Destination development in these terms, needs to be further encouraged and 

motivated by researches and studies that concentrate on the interaction's potential between tourists 

and hosts through online accommodation platforms with the aim of evaluating cultural exchange's 

power.  

Hence, it appears that Couchsurfing cannot be regarded as a stable tool of destination 

development for Östersund yet, due to its inability of creating interests for DMOs because of the 
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small scale of use and also because of its lack of visible money involvement needed by 

entrepreneurs that seem to not be attracted by the solely cultural exchange (Miller et al. 2012).  

 

 

 

 

3. What are the limitations for Couchsurfing's role within destination development in 

Östersund? 

 

 

Weak platform's sense of community and use. 

 

The literature lacks of evidence regarding the use of Couchsurfing for destination 

development. However, according to results, it was possible to understand some background facts 

and implications of the situation in the location studied. The Couchsurfing community in Östersund 

has showed to have good spirit of participation but is negatively affected and limited by the low 

number of people that are actually actively using the platform.  

Furthermore, there are some limitations that render difficult a possible role of Couchsurfing 

in the destination development of Östersund. The city’s location prevents high fluxes of tourists and 

therefore the ability of more accommodation requests on Couchsurfing. Distances and travelling 

costs are therefore reasons that limit high number of visits, and so the possibility of having more 

people interested in different and alternative styles of accommodation. However, marginalization 

can be seen as a double effect. It is true that on one side as just mentioned represents a big barrier, 

but on the other hand cannot be considered only as a negative feature, due to the ability of making 

the place peculiar and unspoiled, which is a value and a motivation of attraction (Kastenholz et al., 

2012; Salvatore et al., 2018). 

Moreover, due to the few number of members active on the platform, Couchsurfing in 

Östersund lacks of a closed and unite community. Such a situation makes it difficult to create a 

sense of unity and foster collaboration among the hosts in developing the phenomenon. Indeed, 

members' initiatives are the only channel identified that may help the growth and spread of 

Couchsurfing. Participation creates sense of community and connection of the members (Rosen et 

al., 2011), helping to create the necessary collaboration for the destination development (Åberg, 

2014; Woon & Gray, 1991; Bramwell & Lane, 2000).  
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Therefore it is clear that active citizenship, a required feature for peripheral areas (Salvatore 

et al., 2018), is lacking and hence represents an important limitation for the place. 

Last, Couchsurfing misses the support and encouragement form DMOs, and therefore 

struggles to increase popularity without external help. Citizen alone have a small chance to 

collaborate without motivational fundamentals. The "underdeveloped" situation of Couchsurfing in 

such a peripheral place like Östersund represents a big barrier of development, due to the extra 

efforts potentially needed for creating a solid community through its inhabitants. It is clear that such 

circumstance represents a great limitation for Östersund. It is indeed hardly occurring a sudden 

participation, action and initiative from the locals without other destination's stakeholders support. 

 

 

9.	CONCLUSION	
 

This study aimed to understand the perspectives and connections between the development 

of a peripheral urban area and the online platform Couchsurfing, using the city of Östersund as 

place of research. The study has highlighted potentials and limitations regarding the role of 

Couchsurfing on the development of the destination. Through the use of interviews, observations 

and notes, results suggested that Couchsurfing did represented to a certain extent an interesting tool 

for destination development, but due to its small scale of use in the researched location and the 

absence of evident and immediate economic involvement, cannot be considered as an efficient tool 

for destination development yet.  

One of the major finding has been represented by its ability to connect hosts and visitors in a 

unique way, being able to highlight and enhance cultural exchange, but due to its characteristic of 

being unused and lacking of immediate effects (especially economic), lacks of evident and effective 

implications in the development of the destination.  

According to results, destination developers didn't show much interest for this reason on 

Couchsurfing and its potential use, because it seems indeed that economic aspects attracts more 

attention than cultural ones.  For this reason, there's the need of putting aside capitalisation in 

favour of the promotion, encouragement and support of social development (Smith, 2010). 

Couchsurfing's hosts have demonstrated to possess important features such as openness, 

willing of cultural values exchange and positive social interaction traits. These features are 

important points and also offer a good basis for a future development supported by the locals, but 

due to the small scale of participation, this cannot be defined a strength of implementation yet.  
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Another important finding has been the ability of Couchsurfing of offering a particular 

touristic experience, and giving the opportunity to guests to experiencing the place through the eyes 

of the locals, permitting them to see and appreciate the uniqueness of a place. Such a peripheral 

urban destination, with its unspoiled nature and cultural background, has a strong potential in 

creating a solid sense of place for tourists through its inhabitants. Therefore, the platform fosters 

and strengthens the bounds between locals and visitors, helping social interaction and encouraging 

positive relations through the involvement of the latters in the "local life". The Couchsurfing 

experience indeed promotes social interactions and the involvement of tourists at a local level 

through hosts' suggestion, tips and company on tourists' activities.  

Hence, Couchsurfing has been identified as an important tool of culture and heritage 

promotion, but due to a combination of lack of image, low popularity/participation and location 

issue, its role on the destination development cannot be considered as favourable at the moment.  

Furthermore it was confirmed the literature issue regarding the difficulties of such peripheral 

areas to improve and make efforts due to distances and exclusion. The difficulties rely in the lack of 

tourists' ease in reaching the destination. Such a characteristic seems to select niches of tourists that 

are apparently do not represent interests in Couchsurfing, also because of the low number of people 

visible as host on the online platform.  

However the tourism business in Östersund seems to be growing, and innovation and 

creativity seems to concentrate the efforts toward a good direction. New initiatives and the 

evaluation of gastronomy and local characteristic aspects such as nature, represent good starting 

points on which building destination development and perhaps creating in the future more 

opportunities for the use of Couchsurfing. 

The uniqueness of the surrounding nature and a strong cultural soul of the place may 

perform important roles regarding the touristic evaluation of the destination. The consequence of 

such hidden cultural background of the place has a potential on people enthusiasm, supporting 

tourism development in peripheral contexts as a driver of change regarding the revitalization and 

enhancement of the landscape capital (Garrod, et al., 2006). 

Enthusiasm and the will of sharing could indeed play its part through Couchsurfing, due the 

ability of the latter of offering a perfect scenario for locals in sharing and spreading the heritage of 

the place to the visitors. Community leadership was indeed a potential identified by results that 

through Couchsurfing could be enhanced and promoted.  

Local's support, participation and widespread community support for tourism are 

characteristics that may have a great role on the destination development (Wilson et al. 2001).  
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Furthermore, actors with genuine interest in local development such as various stakeholders, 

personal investment in the area and networking channels may help the stimulation of communities 

to actively participate in the tourism activity, such a behaviour and mind set helps to facilitate their 

involvement in the planning, organization and management of the resources in the implementation 

stage (Ertuna & Kirbas 2012).  

Hence, local entrepreneurship and personal initiatives through the use of Couchsurfing could 

favour the involvement of visitors on the local life, helping in creating deeper connections among 

the tourism stakeholders. Events and other competitions further represent an important opportunity 

in allowing Couchsurfing to play a bigger role in the development of the city. 

In conclusion, Couchsurfing and the whole field of study needs more attention and further 

researches that may help in defining and better understanding the concept with its use in destination 

development. 
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