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Abstract

Peer-to-peer businesses such as Airbnb have recently given rise to new travel trends in which electronic
word of mouth, in the form of online consumer reviews (OCRs, henceforth), is the main trust mechanism
with a threefold purpose: to make informed decisions regarding accommodation, gain good reputation,
and manage the relational component as continuity from the offline stage of the experience. In the light
of the above, this study will analyse 120 reviews (60 positive and 60 negative) written by Airbnb travellers
and linked to three different emotional orientations: delighted/satisfied, ambivalent/neutral, and dissatis-
fied/disappointed. Taking an illocutionary and stylistic domain perspective, the reviews will be examined
to understand how users manage relational work (Watts 1989, Locher and Watts 2005, Locher 2006, Locher
and Watts 2008), and to ascertain what is likely to be the ‘norm’ in this particular genre (i.e., OCRs) and
for the particular Virtual Community of Practice (VCoP, henceforth) (i.e., guests and hosts interacting
in Airbnb). The results show that being polite seems to be the norm (hence being politic), while being rude
or offensive is the exception. The data also suggest that users tend to be politic/polite through very
enthusiastic and friendly messages, while dissatisfaction and ambivalence are shown by means of a process
of depersonalisation, with a tone based on formality and distancing from the host. Information is also
obtained from what is not said, which creates the implicature of dissatisfaction. This seems to be implicitly
understood by the members of this VCoP, who seem to perceive sociability as pivotal to assess their
experience.
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Hay4Hag cTtaTbs
Pa6oTa Haag Me>K/IMYHOCTHBIMY OTHOLIEHUSIMHU
B O0T3bIBaX Ha cauTe Airbnb

Mapus ae aa O dpuangec-Jlonec
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Ctra. de Utrera, 1, 41013 Sevilla, Spain

AHHOTAIUSA

B mocrenHee BpeMs Ha TaKMX OHJAMH-IIIONIA/IKAX, Kak Airbnb, KOTOpbIe Aaal TOJYOK HOBBIM TYpH-
CTHYECKHM TEH/ICHIIMSAM, OHJIAH-OT3bIBbI MOTPEOUTENCH CTAHOBITCS OCHOBHBIM MEXaHHU3MOM JIOBEPHS
Y UMEIOT TPOSIKYIO 1IEJIb: TIPHHATHE 00OOCHOBAHHBIX PEIICHHI OTHOCHTEIILHO pa3MeIlCHHs, PHOOpETeHIe
XOpOIlel penyTaluu U yNpaBleHuEe MEKINYHOCTHBIMA OTHOUICHHSIMH KaK MPOAODKEHHUE OQIIaiiH-
oOueHus1. B cBeTe BhIlIECKa3aHHOTO B JAHHOM HCCJIEIOBaHUM OyIyT mpoaHanu3upoBaHbl 120 0T3bIBOB
(60 monoxwuTenbHBIX ¥ 60 OTPHIIATENBHBIX), HATUCAHHBIX ITyTENIECTBEHHUKAMH, BOCIIOJIb30BABIIUMHCS
caifrom Airbnb. OHM nepealoT TpHU Pa3IMYHbIX AIMOIMOHAIBHBIX COCTOSHUS: BOCXHIICHNE/YIOBIETBO-
peHue, aMOMBaJICHTHOCTE/HEUTPAIbHOCTh U HEYIOBJIETBOPEHHE/pa3oyapoBaHue. AKIEHT OyJeT chenaH
Ha WUIOKYTUBHOM M CTHJIMCTUYECKOM acHeKTaX C IIeJbI0 MOHATh, KaK BEJETCsl padoTa 1Mo BBICTPAHBAHHIO
OTHOIICHHH, WITH «persiironHas padora» (‘relational work’) (Watts 1989, Locher & Watts 2005, Locher
2006) ¥ BBIAICHUTD, YTO MOXKET OBITh «HOPMOID» B 3TOM KOHKPETHOM KaHpe (3JICKTPOHHOM OT3BIBE MOTpe-
Guteneil) 1 BUPTyaIbHOM cooOlIecTBe (T.€. TOCTH U X03s5€Ba oTellel, odmmatomuecs Ha caiite Airbnb).
Pe3ynbrarhl MOKa3bIBaIOT, YTO HOPMOH SIBJISIETCS BEXKIJIMBOCTbD, & TPYOOCTh MM OCKOPOJIEHHE — 3TO HCKIIIO-
yeHue. [TomyueHHbIE JaHHBIE TaK)Ke CBUACTEIBCTBYIOT O TOM, UTO I10JIb30BATENIH CKIOHHBI IPOSIBIIATH
BEXJIMBOCTh MOCPE/ICTBOM BOCTOPKEHHBIX U OYEHb JPYXKETFOOHBIX COOOLICHHH, B TO BpeMs KaK HEyJo-
BJIETBOPEHHOCTh U aMOWBAJICHTHOCTH MPOSIBIIAIOTCS UMIIEPCOHU(DUIIMPOBAHHO, Yepe3 OQUIMATIbHBIN CTHIIb
Y JMCTaHIMpOBaHue. MMIHIMTHO MHPOPMAIHS O HEYIOBICTBOPEHHOCTH TIEPENACTCs TAKKE uepe3 yMoll-
YaHKe O TeX WIM WHBIX MOMeHTax. [IpeacraBisiercs, YTO 3TO MOHUMAOT U YICHBI JAHHOTO COOOIIECTRa,
KOTOpBIC, TIO-BUAUMOMY, BOCIIPUHUMAIOT COOOIIIeHE HHPOPMAIIMK KaK HEOOXOTUMOE YCIIOBHE OIICHKH.

KioueBble ciioBa: ounatiH-omswiebl nompeoumenet, Airbnb, paboma Ha0 MeHCTUUHOCHBIMU OMHOUle-
HUSMU, BENHCTUBOCb, HEBEHCTUBOCHIb, TULO
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1. Introduction

Airbnb represents the most successful platform for accommodation sharing and
experiences to date (Forbes 2018, Sundadarajan 2014), and is presumably the most
popular platform for peer-to-peer accommodation in general. Its versatility (as it can be
used as a communication tool with hosts, accommodation booking, search of experiences
and posting of reviews, among others), popularity (established in many countries), social
nature', and the features of its review system (e.g. anonymity is not allowed, travellers
are also evaluated, and there is user-friendly communication system that enables online
interaction, among others) are characteristics that favour both its own success and trust

' While it is true that many travellers renting apartments via Airbnb are not likely to meet the
host (based on personal experience), travellers interested in meeting local people and attracted
by the social appeal of this CoP usually decide to rent a private room at the host’s house, so that
offline, interpersonal contact is possible during their stay. This study only focuses on the latter.
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among users. However, while the business and marketing literature provides a great
amount of information regarding this platform, studies regarding communication
in Airbnb, as well as its review system from a pragmatic perspective are almost non-
existent (but see Bridges and Vasquez 2016 and Herndndez-Lopez 2019). This study
aims to explore OCRs in Airbnb to bridge this gap.

Previous research has shown that, while OCRs as a genre have characteristics
of their own, every social platform will also constitute a separate Community of Practice
(CoP?) (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet 1992, Mills 2003), or VCoP (Dubé¢ et al. 2005)
with features that are not transferable to other types of OCRs. The literature has already
pointed out the differences between product-oriented and experiential OCRs (Vasquez
2011, 2014), as well as between business-to-peer and peer-to-peer travel patterns (Tus-
syadiah and Pesonen 2015). Airbnb has also been identified as a community of travellers
with interest in both practical aspects of the experience (Guttentag et al. 2017) and
socialising with locals in the target destination (Ert, Fleischer and Magen 2016). That
said, we believe Airbnb must be studied as a separate CoP where travellers constantly
interact in both the online and offline worlds, and whose review system is constrained
by the sense of community” its users have (Hernandez-Lopez 2019). It is precisely this
social nature that makes Airbnb a platform of interest from a relational point of view,
given that its review system has a threefold purpose: to make informed decisions
regarding accommodation in a travel destination (guests), gain good reputation (both
hosts and guests), and manage the relational component as continuity from the offline
stage of the experience (both hosts and guests).

In the light of the above, this study will analyse 60 positive and 60 neutral and/or
negative Airbnb reviews from an illocutionary and stylistic domain perspective. More
specifically, this paper focuses on how Airbnb guests, who have shared some time and

2 However, this CoP or VCoP is not among travellers themselves (who cannot interact via the
platform) but among travellers and hosts. Despite this limitation, the notion of CoP is still relevant
here in that the platform gathers individuals with similar interests, willing to share their knowledge
about accommodation. Also, their interactions, both in the form of personal contact and OCRs, will
have an impact on their knowledge and practice. It is through the process of sharing information and
experiences with the group that members learn from each other, while they obtain information that will
help them take decisions. VCoPs are usually found in the form of forums (Dubé et al. 2005).
Airbnb provides the opportunity to post a review and answer to reviews that have been posted about
each individual. See also footnote 3 for the notion of belonging in the platform.

? Due to the rapid growth of Airbnb since its foundation in 2008, its CEOs have made every effort
to enhance the sense of community of this platform, as well as its users’ sense of belonging. Apart from
the versatility of the platform, which allows for communication among users (mainly guest-hosts),
its advertising campaign enhances this sense of belonging (‘“belong anywhere™) and has been labelled
by business experts as a “global community”, as in https://www.thebrandingjournal.com/2014/07/
airbnbs-consistent-rebrand-focuses-sense-belonging-community/. Besides, hosts can also interact with
each other in a related website (https://community.withairbnb.com), so that they can express their
concerns and doubts, as well as explain their experiences via a public forum and private messages.
So as to contribute to this sense of community, one of its CEOs, Brian Chesky (@bchesky) usually
uses twitter to remind users that this is not an accommodation platform only to search a house, but
a community of users with common interests seeking a home.
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space with hosts (i.e., who rented a room at the host’s house), manage relational work
(Watts 1989, Locher and Watts 2005, Locher 2006, Locher and Watts 2008) in positive
reviews, vis-a-vis lukewarm and negative evaluations, so as to know what is likely to be
the norm of appropriateness in each case, and how guests manage polite, politic and
impolite messages addressed to the host and other readers. By adopting a genre approach
to relational work (cf. Garcés-Conejos Blitvich 2010 for a genre approach to the study
of im/politeness) and by looking at the intersection between genre and the features of this
CoP, we aim to understand how macro issues (e.g., previous contact, as mentioned
in reviews) and micro issues of the interaction (e.g., wording in the reviews) will help
ascertain what is the norm (i.e., expected, politic) and what is the exception in this review
system.

This paper will be structured as follows: first, a literature review on Airbnb as
a platform, an overview of politeness and OCRs, as well as relational work from a genre
perspective, is provided. Next, the results, presented in three different subsections
(1) delighted/satisfied users, 2) neutral or ambivalent users, and 3) dissatisfied users),
and a related discussion about relational work, is provided. The paper closes with some
conclusions.

2. Airbnb as a peer-to-peer marketplace

Airbnb belongs to the group of so-called peer-to-peer (P2P) marketplaces. Online
P2P marketplaces refer to individuals (consumers) who interact directly with other users
(sellers) who are non-employees, while the marketplace website is maintained by a third
party (Botsman and Rogers 2011). Examples of P2P markets are eBay (online auction
site) and Rent The Runaway (renting designer dresses), among many others. Within this
group, those offering a particular service, rather than a product, are the most popular,
in that users seek unique experiences in which social interaction is central (Ert, Fleischer
and Magen 2016: 62). Some examples include food services (Eatwith, VoulezVousDiner),
taxi services (Uber, BlaBlaCar), and accommodation services (CouchSurf, Airbnb,
Vayable, Love Home Swap). This group of P2P markets has also been identified as
collaborative consumption (Pizam 2014: 118), and its main trust mechanism is known
as experiential OCRs (Vasquez 2011, 2014).

Airbnb defines itself as “a social website that connects people who have space to
spare with those who are looking for a place to stay”, with special emphasis on those
interested in having a “personal, meaningful experience” (Airbnb website). Indeed,
Airbnb’s emphasis on its social appeal (Ert, Fleischer and Magen 2016) implies creating
networks as a form of social capital (Burt 2000, Wong and Salaff 1998) in a system
in which their members trade with a personal commodity: their living spaces. In this
sense, each member’s network capital is based on trust in others and self-built reputation
(Rosen et al. 2011), with a twofold function: more opportunities to host other travellers
and the construction of a sense of community within this network.

In line with social networks, each member creates a personal profile including age,
gender, location, education, and any other personal details that they may want to let
others know. Members may choose to be either host or guest, although combining both
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roles in the same profile is also possible. This fact is key to understanding the complexity
of this dynamic system, as each member may be evaluated as a host (similar to business-
to-peer platforms), but also as a guest. Guests will be allowed to read their host’s review
(and vice versa) on condition that they post their own review about the host. Thus, this
system ensures that their opinions are not biased by the other parties’ comments.

In line with business-to-peer platforms (B2P) such as TripAdvisor, guests use,
on the one hand, star ratings to evaluate features of their listings (i.e. their properties),
and experience (mainly cleanliness, location, veracity and communication), together with
the written texts used to share their experience. However, personal interaction and the
fact that the Airbnb experience is built among peers (and not between businesses and
peers), make this platform have characteristics of its own, mainly because it is not only
the room or apartment to rent that matters, but also personal interaction (Bridges and
Vasquez 2016, Cansoy and Schor 2016), and it is precisely this personal interaction
in the offline component of the experience that may have an impact on reviews.

3. Politeness, the genre of OCRs, and travellers’ websites as VCoP

The emergence of online sites for communication, business and leisure has marked
a shift from situated politeness to globalized politeness, in which it is the affordances
of the system, together with culture and other sociological variables, that have an impact
on interaction. Such is the case in OCRs; overall, they have been studied as a genre
to understand how users manage face, politeness and other relational issues. A case
in point is Véasquez (2011, 2014), who found that complaints in TripAdvisor are rather
different from face-to-face complaints, in that prosumers (i.e., consumers who are also
producers of online content) attempt to maintain public self-image or social identity,
rather than the other’s face. This is partly given by the system, as the experience under
review is usually based on an institution (e.g., a hotel). Ho (2017) also studied experien-
tial OCRs from the angle of the reviewed institution to understand how managers
respond to complaints, with attempts to recover face and enhance rapport.

In the sharing economy business, Dayter and Riidiger examined users’ complaints
in CouchSurfing and found that conflictive reviews are expressed in a way that balances
“the obligation to write honest references” with “the desire to protect face” (2014: 194).
The accumulation of social capital is also a motivation to avoid blunt criticism. Therefore,
even when the complaint is obvious, the insertion of positive elements helps ensure both
positive self-presentation and the reaftirmation of solidarity with the addressee (p. 207).
In line with this, Bridges and Vasquez (2016) use the term “lukewarm” review to desig-
nate those evaluations that are not explicitly negative but cannot be classified as positive
either, and explain the reasons for this positivity bias in Airbnb (host-guest social inter-
action or personal acquaintance, the reciprocity of the review system, the sense of
mutual trust on this online community and lack of anonymity, which means that every
contribution to the website is also a contribution to building host and guest identities).

One of the latest contributions to this area of research is Hernandez-Lopez (2019),
who examined positive Airbnb reviews written by British speakers. The author found
that 1) reviews in this platform have characteristics of their own, such as reciprocity,
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considering the host as part of the experience, importance given to the host’s personal
traits and identity, etc. 2) personal acquaintance with the service provider has an impact
on the way reviewers write their evaluations, and 3) these reviews are, in fact, social
reviews in that users take the opportunity to not only inform other readers but also
contact the host and ensure a certain continuity in terms of the relationship established
during the offline component of the experience.

The above-mentioned studies reveal two facts: 1) that the review genre is not
homogeneous across platforms; and 2) that the affordances of the website, together
with the pragmatic affordances (Virtanen 2017) of the review system constrain relational
considerations (e.g. politeness, rapport, etc.). It is at this point that we see that, while
genre (i.e., text genre) has been advocated as a useful unit of analysis in politeness studies
(cf. Garcés-Conejos Blitvich 2010, Garcés-Conejos Blitvich and Sifianou 2019),
the specific profile of each CoP must be taken into account as well. For the purpose
of this study, therefore, the features of Airbnb as a CoP will be taken into account
to understand its review system as a genre. The CoP found in Airbnb is that of a com-
munity of travellers and hosts with a sense of belonging®, where guests, or travellers,
are interested in accommodation offered by local people or peers, and are often attracted
by the system’s social appeal (Hernandez-Lopez 2019). Hosts, in turn, often show interest
in offering accommodation with differentiating characteristics (e.g., unique experience,
low price, very friendly hosts, or great location, among others). This review system,
as a genre, involves mutual evaluations (guest and host), and is addressed to both
a wider audience (i.e., other travellers) and the person that is being evaluated, be it the
host or the guest. Users are not kept in anonymity and strive to gain good reputation
in order to be shown as trustworthy and gain more users. It is by looking at the intersec-
tion of this CoP and this review system as a genre that relational considerations will
be examined.

4. A genre approach to relational work

The abovementioned studies show that, while OCRs are not a new field of study
in politeness studies, its paths of research are scarce and, in the case of peer-to-peer
consumption, almost non-existent. In the case of Airbnb, given its social nature (Hernan-
dez-Lopez 2019, Sthapit and Jiménes-Barreto 2019), we contend that a model within
interpersonal communication that is wide enough to cover the versatility of the online
milieu is needed. In this sense, politeness will be understood as

a fundamentally discursive concept, that is, one which does not have an objective
existence outside of the discourses in which it is oriented to or talked about by users
and observers of (different varieties of) a language. (Haugh 2019: 201)

Something that can be deducted with certainty from this definition is that politeness
is shaped in the ongoing dynamics of interaction, in line with the so-called ‘third wave
of politeness studies’ (Garcés-Conejos Blitvich and Sifianou 2019). This third wave

* On the sociability of Airbnb, see footnote 3.
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includes approaches such as Arundale’s (1999, 2006) face constitution, Spencer-
Oatey’s (2000, 2008) rapport management, or Watts’ (1989) relational work (see also
Locher and Watts 2005, Watts 2005, Locher 2006). Despite their differences in scope
and approach, all of them consider that politeness is not an ever-present phenomenon
but is given in specific situations, and that interlocutors need not be interested in being
polite only. Thus, while rapport management (Spencer-Oatey 2008) acknowledges that
there are at least four rapport orientations (rapport enhancement, rapport maintenance,
rapport neglect and rapport challenge), relational work (Watts 1989, Locher and Watts
2005, Watts 2005, Locher 2006) also aims to cover the entire spectrum of interper-
sonal behaviour, from negatively marked behaviour (i.e., impoliteness or rudeness),
via non-marked or politic behaviour, which involves being appropriate to the interac-
tion in question, to positively marked behaviour (i.e., politeness) (Locher 2006: 250).
Thus, depending on the interlocutors’ intention, they may engage in face-enhancing,
face-maintaining and face-aggravating relational work (Locher and Watts 2008, Angouri
and Locher 2012).

Relational work is defined as “‘the work’ individuals invest in negotiating relation-
ships with others” (Locher and Watts 2005: 10) and acknowledges that most of the time
it is the unmarked form, rather than politeness or impoliteness, that is expressed and
perceived in interaction. Also, appropriateness in interaction is subject to the specificities
of the context in question. Thus, participants familiar with a particular CoP invest
in appropriate degrees of relational work and are likely to share what they deem appro-
priate locally, at the same time as constantly negotiating what is and what is not
appropriate, what is polite, impolite or over-polite’. While it is true that negotiation is
not something new when it comes to research on politeness or the relational component
in general (cf. Fraser 1990), what constitutes a fundamental shift of perspective is that
much of the relational work will be assessed as non-marked (‘appropriate’ or just
‘normal’, a lay person may say), or behaviour that participants construct as being
“appropriate to the ongoing social interaction” (Watts 2003: 276). Within this discursive
approach (Locher 2006, but also Garcés-Conejos Blitivich and Sifianou 2019, among
others), the researchers’ main task should be to identify what is appropriate and the
expected norm, while what is polite or impolite is also subject to participants’ evalua-
tions. This perspective is inclusive, given that politeness may include a variety of styles
based on intentions and linked to speech style, such as friendliness, distance, respect,
modesty, individuality or solidarity, to name a few (cf. for instance, Barros Garcia and
Terkourafi 2014, for a discussion regarding rapprochement and distancing contexts).

(133

> Hernandez-Lopez and Fernandez-Amaya (2019) also include the category ‘very polite’, as dif-
ferent from ‘polite’. They requested a number of participants to rate their hotel experience as ‘very
polite’, ‘polite’, ‘neutral’ or ‘impolite’, and explain why. The findings revealed that, while ‘very polite’
is linked to behaviour that goes beyond the travellers’ expectations, ‘polite’ was marked when com-
munication matched their (high) expectations and where interaction was considered appropriate.
The category ‘neutral” was associated with indifference, and impoliteness with a bad hotel service
in general.
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5. Methodology
5.1. Data

The data of this study consist of a sample of 120 Airbnb reviews: 60 reviews with
a positive valence (i.e., experiences that have been depicted in positive terms) and
60 reviews with a negative valence (i.e., reviews in which there is at least one negative
comment).

The selection of the corpus responds to a series of criteria:

1. Any destination within the UK.

2. Any review written in English.

3. Travellers staying in a private room for two people at the host’s house. This
option has been selected because we understand that it gives more opportunities to
interact with the host(s) than those cases in which whole apartments are rented. It is
assumed that sharing some time and space with hosts will potentially give more
opportunities to engage in interpersonal communication that may have an impact
on the final write-up of the review.

4. Only experienced users (i.e, those with more than five reviews) were considered
to ensure that they are knowledgeable of the underlying norms of behaviour of this CoP,
and familiarized with the review genre. As expressed by Locher (2006: 253),

interactants participating in the same speech event and being familiar with the
norms of behavior established in this particular type of interaction over time will
of course be more likely to have approximate evaluations than interactants who
are newcomers to a particular community.

Finding positive reviews is easy in Airbnb, given that more than 90% belong to
very satisfied users (cf. Bulchand-Gidumal and Melian Gonzalez 2019). In this sense,
and after considering the abovementioned selection criteria, the 60 positive reviews
were selected randomly out of an initial selection of 230 positive reviews of
accommodation in Bristol. In turn, and given the difficulty to find neutral/negative
reviews in one single destination, the selection of this second group was not random, but
the result of detailed reading of reviews at different destinations (Glasgow, Bristol,
London, Edinburgh, Birmingham, Lancaster and Belfast). Those reviews that described
any type of fault, disagreement, criticism or ambiguity were collected as part of this
data set. At times, some reviews are ambivalent in meaning but include the reply of
disappointed hosts. In these cases, we understand that the review has a negative
valence as well. Regarding ethical considerations, all the reviews are open access
in the platform. Examples in this paper have been anonymized.

5.2. Procedure

The analysis of the data will be based on the computer-mediated discourse analysis
(CMDA) perspective proposed by Herring (2004: 339), “grounded in empirical, textual
observations” and “informed by a linguistics perspective”. More specifically, data will
be examined considering an illocutionary (i.e., the performance of certain speech acts)
and stylistic (e.g. choice of tone or choice of genre-bound lexis) domain perspective
to understand how travellers manage relational work.

Data will be organised attending to the users’ emotional stance: (1) delighted
or satisfied, (2) lukewarm or ambivalent, and (3) (very) dissatisfied. Whereas (1) and (3)
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will be reviews that are unequivocally positive or negative, (2) includes reviews that
either mix positive and negative comments, or are ambiguous in tone and/or intention.
In all three cases, the role of content, specific speech acts and tone, for instance, will be
examined to determine the type of relational work reflected in reviews. Thus, this analysis
will hopefully contribute to understand what constitutes appropriate or politic behaviour
in this particular genre (experiential reviews) and CoP (travellers in the sharing economy).

Given that we do not always count on the addressee’s replies (i.e., they are optional)
and the interpretation of other readers, we are aware of the fact that it may be difficult
to differentiate between lukewarm and negative reviews. For this reason, we consider
that reviews have a negative valence when there is at least one negative comment or note
of dispraise in the review (even when the rest of the information in it is positive). Within
this group, lukewarm reviews are those that are ambivalent in tone and wording, or those
with compensation strategies to minimize the expressed fault (e.g., “It was very noisy
but [the host] was super friendly and understanding, and we would give it a second
chance”). Clearly negative reviews are those with scarce mitigation or clear disap-
pointment, as in “Not clean at all. I wouldn’t recommend”. We will consider that reviews
have a positive valence when these are unequivocally positive, and their users’ emotional
stance is that of clear satisfaction, as in the following review: “The property was beautiful
and I really felt the luxury of a top hotel. The hosts made every effort to print a map,
knowing where I was going to meet friends later. Really kind. Thanks for a great stay.
I would definitely book it again”.

Following Locher (2006), we will deem a message as polite when there is “positive
concern for the addressee” (251), and a message will be impolite when there is lack
of concern for the addressee’s face or reputation, or when there is the desire of the
speaker to attack face or clearly damage the host’s reputation. In order to classify reviews,
the host’s reply (if there is any) will also be taken into account to understand how the
review has been interpreted. Besides, the sample was coded twice in order to ensure
validity of these classifications.

6. Results

The vast majority of reviews present features that orient towards enhancing the
relational component. Overall, users not only aim to express what they think but also try
to not damage the relationship at hand (either by enhancing it or by avoiding damaging it).
Besides, there are a number of reviews that shows dissatisfaction and scarce concern for
the other’s face. This group, which constitutes a minority, is oriented towards aggravat-
ing the relational component. Table 1 below summarizes the findings in numbers.

Table 1
Classification of reviews according to the users’ emotional orientation
(delighted/satisfied, neutral/moderately satisfied and dissatisfied/disappointed)
Data sets Reylews with a posi- Reviews with a negative valence (60)
tive valence (60)
Emotional Delighted/ Lukewarm/ Dissatisfied/ Other*
orientation satisfied ambivalent disappointed
Number of reviews 60 36 23 1

*There was one review that did not seem to fit any of these categories. Due to space constraints, this ‘other’ category will be left out.
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In what follows, the different types of reviews will be examined, attending to the
users’ emotional orientation (delighted/satisfied, neutral/ambivalent or dissatisfied).
A number of reviews will be presented to illustrate the features of language in each
of the groups presented in Table 1. The analysis will take a stylistic and illocutionary
perspective to understand how this has an impact on relational work.

6.1. Delighted and satisfied users

Airbnb has been characterised by its positivity bias (e.g., Bulchand-Gidumal and
Melian-Gonzalez 2019), in which almost everyone seems to be satisfied, and even
delighted® with the Airbnb experience. Within this group, reviews are a good opportunity
to enhance the relational work built with the host, inform a wide readership of potential
travellers belonging to the same community and enhance self-face and reputation as
ideal traveller. Also, the tone and intention of this group of reviews seem to be influenced
by the presence of the host as main reader, given that the style echoes face-to-face inter-
action at times. Below, Review 1 and Review 2 are illustrative of this group of reviews:

Review 1

[The host]” runs the best air BnB you could wish for — comfortable, stylish, great proximity

to the city centre. It’s better than most five star hotels we’ve been to! Sarah went above

and beyond what we expected with the additional touches of drinks, snacks, toiletries &
breakfast. Our stay in Brighton was totally made by how brilliant this air BnB was. We can’t
thank you enough or wait to stay again!

Review 2

‘Wow’ pretty much says it all!!!! [The hosts] are really lovely and couldn’t be more perfect
hosts. We arrived to tea/coffee & biscuits and maps and listings (restaurants/pubs/shops
etc). The apartment is really beautiful and spotlessly clean, even with the 2 adorable cats
& dog! © The room is lovely with the most comfortable bed I have ever slept in. I can’t
rate this highly enough — if you stay here you will be thrilled! ©

As can be seen in these reviews, from a stylistic and illocutionary domain perspec-
tive, this group of reviews includes constant hyperbolic language (such as “It’s better
than most five star hotels” or “Sarah went above and beyond what we expected”), ex-
treme adjectives (such as “brilliant”), exclamation marks, positive emoticons, informal
language (such as “wow”), and a number of expressive speech acts such as constant
praise (e.g. “[the hosts] are really lovely” or “you will be thrilled!”), enthusiastic ‘thank
yous’, wishes to come back (“we can’t thank you enough or wait to stay again!”), and
direct recommendations (“I can’t rate this highly enough — if you stay here you will be
thrilled! ©”). Also, there are constant signs of emotional language (e.g., “wow”) em-
bedded in personal narrative. All the reviews in this group of positive evaluations include
at least three of these characteristics, which point towards personalisation (by naming

5 The hospitality and marketing literature differentiates between ‘customer satisfaction’ and “cus-
tomer delight’, which refer to different degrees of satisfaction or happiness (cf. for example, Torres
and Kline 2013).

7 As indicated in the methodology section, the reviews have been anonymized. “The host” will
refer to the hidden name of the host.
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the host, or using ‘you’, for instance), as if they were semi-letters that show awareness
of the readership (host and other users), denote that the host-guest relationship was
positive and that there is the willingness to enhance the relational component and the
host’s face by means of this constant praise. This personalisation is common (to varying
degrees) in the 60 positive reviews found.

These features are linked to a specific attitude and intention, and a type of relational
work that may well be termed as ‘enthusiastic friendliness’. In this sense, the way to show
that the experience was very positive is through communicative involvement and infor-
mality, so as to leave clear that the experience was truly positive. By adding enthusiasm
to the written message, users express their emotional orientation (i.e., their degree of
(dis)satisfaction) and show that their message is reliable®. This constant friendliness
and closeness has not been pointed out as typical in research on platforms of similar
nature (e.g., TripAdvisor).

6.2. Lukewarm or ambiguous reviews

Within this group, comprising 36 reviews, there are two differentiated sets: those
that are apparently neutral or not very enthusiastic in tone (11 in total), and those that
include information about faults, but users invest much effort in expressing that it was
something minimal or that other aspects of the experience were very positive, instead
(25 in total). What these two groups have in common is that they cannot be classed as
either positive or negative in essence. They are likely to leave a similar impression
on the reader: that the experience was somehow improvable.

6.2.1. Reviews with neutral comments

Something to note here is that, given the readers’ interest in reading other reviews
(i.e., finding successful experiences), anything that is not very positive may be interpreted
as negative. In other words, readers in this CoP are likely to seek very positive reviews
as guides to know which options are better for them, in a way that something that is not
‘excellent’ or ‘very good’ is likely to be improvable. This shows the review system’s
sensitivity to “attribute framing” (Levin et al. 1998, Kamoen et al. 2015). Attribute
framing refers to a cognitive bias in which the brain makes interpretative decisions
depending on whether the information is presented in either positive or negative
terms. Thus, while ‘good’ and ‘not bad’ are semantically equivalent, in this CoP, ‘not
bad’ creates the implicature that a) there was something that actually went wrong, or
b) the experience was not so positive to be expressed in more enthusiastic, unequivocally
positive terms. Thus, lack of enthusiasm or further explanations imply the perception that
something negative happened. This was found in 11 reviews in our corpus. In sum,
neutrality is semantic (i.e., the wording is neither too positive nor too negative). However,
from a pragmatic point of view, these reviews are not likely to be understood as neutral

¥ It is worth remembering that the main trust mechanism in Airbnb is precisely the writing up
of references, and therefore, they must sound reliable and honest in order to be useful (Rosen
etal. 2011).
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but as negative. In other words, enthusiasm implies that the experience is worth it, while
lack of enthusiasm may imply that something went wrong. Review 3 and review 4
illustrate this group of reviews:

Review 3

OK place. The location is in walking distance to central Belfast. The house is fine, and we
had no problems. We had to share a key with other guests whilst we were there but this was
only temporary. [The host] wasn’t there, but shared instructions for how to get into the
flat and was contactable by phone.

Review 4
Room was big and clean. [The host] greeted us on arrival and showed us all we needed
to know. Good place to stay if you just want a base to do your own thing.

Again, the stylistic domain may explain the emotional orientation of the user (i.e.,
lukewarm or ambivalent). To start with, this lack of enthusiasm denotes that users did
not have the best of experiences. They also reveal that the relationship with the host
was brief, disappointing or non-existent. Review 3, in particular, is very meaningful and
illustrative of this seemingly neutral tone: the experience was not wonderful, but “OK”,
the house was not excellent, but “fine”, and there were two aspects of the experience
that were improvable (sharing the key and absence of the host). While it is not something
that the guest may have expected, he acknowledges that the key sharing was temporary
and that the host was easy to contact.

In review 4 there is a mixture of personalisation (as in “[The host] greeted us”)
and distancing from the host (as in “room was big and clean”). Here, relational work
seems to be oriented towards neutrality in tone as well. In contrast to the previous
group, these are depersonalised, with a special focus on the accommodation (and not
the host). The lack of expressive speech acts (wishes, recommending, thanking, etc.)
and the implicature created with the inclusion of ‘just’ in “if you just want a base to do
your own thing” also informs readers of this lukewarm tone, so that what is not said (e.g.,
this place is not perfect if you expect constant sociability or and outstanding place)
creates the implicature that the experience is improvable.

6.2.2. Dispraise with mitigation

In line with those reviews that show semantic neutrality, there are 25 reviews in the
corpus under analysis that present mixed features: fault is addressed, mentioned or some-
how expressed, but users, at the same time, invest time and effort in mitigating the infor-
mation provided and expressing that other aspects of the experience went as expected.
In this sense, this group of reviews shows a clearer awareness of the importance of
relational work, despite one-time dispraise. Review 5 and review 6 illustrate this group:

Review 5

Listing is accurate. Kitchen was a bit small and toilet had some troubles, but [the host]

was helpful. The location was good and the listing affordable.

Review 6

The apartment was good just as seen in the pictures, but not as clean as expected. There
were no towels for us and it took some time until we got them. I think we maybe had bad
luck because after we left everything was cleaned up and taken care of. The check-in and
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out times were really flexible and especially the [SENSITIVE CONTENTS HIDDEN]’
were really friendly and helpful. It was quiet although the underground station is very
close and you can get around quick to central London. All in all I would recommend the
apartment because I think we just had bad luck with the circumstances and I would give
it a chance again.

Response from [the host]:

I am very sorry to read that. As I was out of town for 3 weeks and therefore throughout
your stay, I couldn’t make sure that my high standard were followed as usual. I do hope
that your holiday in London was not spoiled by these circumstances, thus do not
hesitate to contact me in future, I will make sure your stay will be as great as it will
ever be.

In line with the reviews that show semantic neutrality, this group of reviews shows
a displacement of focus from the host to the experience in general (i.e., objectification
of the experience), on the one hand, and with an attempt to mitigate fault by means of
a sandwiched structure (i.e., alternating praise that enhances or saves face, dispraise that
points towards the fault, and praise that shows some compensation for what has been
said). This can be seen in review 5, where the guest explains that the toilet had some
kind of fault, but “[The host] was very helpful”. Justifying fault, as in review 6 (“‘we just
had bad luck’), among other relational strategies, shows the high awareness of the users
being read by the host, but, at the same time, the need to be honest in this CoP. In this
sense, mitigating fault sometimes includes features found in positive reviews, such
as recommending or wishes to come back, among others. However, and as corroborated
by the host’s reply in review 6, the review cannot be considered as positive, given the
lack of enthusiasm and the complaint regarding cleanliness. From a relational work
perspective, there is a tendency towards formalisation of the relationship, achieved
by means of depersonalisation (i.e., not focusing on the person), objectification of the
experience, and the use of more formal language (i.e., avoidance of friendly terms, as
in positive reviews), with gradable adjectives and focus on descriptions, rather than
emotions. Absence of the speech acts found in the previous group (thanking, wishes,
recommending), as well as absence of emoticons'® are also a feature of this group of
reviews. The effect that is achieved is that the writer is, to say the least, not delighted.

In sum, these neutral reviews (semantically speaking) may create the implicature
of negativity from a pragmatic viewpoint. This is so, mostly, because Airbnb is a review
system in which satisfaction is expected to be expressed in very positive terms, with
displays of the emotional orientation of the user and unequivocally positive messages
addressed to both the host and other users. Also, and in line with Vasquez (2011), users
may not want to appear as ‘moaners’, given that their reviews also contribute to building
their own identity and reputation in the website. Not addressing the host, directing the
focus of attention to features of the accommodation instead of the host, or justifying fault

% Capitalised phrase added by Airbnb.
19 According to Chairunnisa and Benedictus (2017: 124) in their study on WhatsApp, users with
negative emotions usually refrain from making an emoticon that shows their present emotion.
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may create the implicature that the user is trying to communicate something else.
Therefore, in terms of relational work, adopting a neutral tone is by no means related
to being politic, first because neutrality involves negativity in the Airbnb context, and
second, because the hosts, to whom these comments are addressed, do not seem very
satisfied with the comment posted (see review 6) and may even feel that their reputation
is being damaged.

6.3. Dissatisfied Users

This group of reviews is characterised by the unequivocally negative tone and
intention of their contents (i.e., expressing that the experience was dissatisfactory).
In the data set under examination, 23 examples were found. Review 7 and review 8
illustrate this group:

Review 7

The room was unclean. We found used towels in bathroom, that was full of hairs. Nobody
show up during our stay. For 79 euros we expected at least a clean place to sleep. We
escaped early in the morning with more questions than satisfaction.

Response from [the host]:

I’'m amazed!!! Firstly the house was clean for your stay like it is left for all the guests.
When I’'m not there myself I check with the housekeeper daily to ensure the bed, towels
and room are clean and ready for the purpose. Please read their reviews of praise for
the cleanliness!! The price is not 79 euros, it is 47 pounds, which converts to 67 ... were
you at the correct house? I messaged you twice during your stay I got no reply.
Regards, [the host].

Review 8

The room is not an ensuite. The flat is very loud and there’s a constant coming and going
of people until very late at night (2am in the morning). The flat is kept in extremely
unhygienic conditions. I felt quite unsafe during my stay.

Response from [the host]:

The room was an (URL HIDDEN)'' and the flat is very safe. I offered this woman
everything and she said no. I offered to cook breakfast she said no. I didn’t give you
the keys because I didn’t feel safe myself and I wanted to know when you cam in and
out. I have a lot of reviews from other guest that says otherwise. I think if you have a lot
of phobias u should stay away from Airbnb and book a hotel. If you don’t like people
stay from Airbnb. I had only a friend in the flat that came to visit and we were just
watching tv. I think you are a paranoid and all what you said was absolutely bogus.
I wish I didn’t meet you anymore.

As can be seen in the two reviews used as an illustration of this group, users prefer
to write in a more depersonalised, objectified style (“the room was unclean”, “nobody
show up”’), with no mention of the host directly, and a tendency towards formality (e.g.
passive voice), rather than informality (e.g., “Wow!”, in review 2), with descriptive

accounts of what went wrong (and no mention of positive aspects of the experience).

""" Information hidden by Airbnb.
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There is clear distancing from the host, as in “nobody show up”, or “The flat is kept
in extremely unhygienic conditions”, with attempts to show objectivity in the guest’s
descriptions. As with very positive reviews, from a stylistic point of view there is
a preference for extreme adjectives and adverbs, this time to show the negative side
of the experience (e.g., “extremely unhygienic”). According to Edwards (2000), the use
of these ‘extreme case formulations’ is motivated by particular intentions by the speaker,
such as commitment and certainty. In the case of the data set examined, the intentionality
behind these extreme case formulations may be communicating trust in what is being
said, as well as leaving clear that the message is unequivocally negative (in this group
of reviews) or positive (in the case of the first group analysed).

Besides, the use of exclamation marks is common in this group of reviews (in both
guests’ and hosts’ reviews) in order to emphasize anger, disappointment or frustration.
While positive reviews included details of how wonderful the experience was, this type
of reviews tends to be shorter in form, focused on fault, rather than on the host, and
with no mitigation. Clearly, the relationship with the host did not seem to go as well
as expected. This supports previous findings that reveal that, when the relationship with
the host is not good, the experience overall is rated as bad in Airbnb (cf. Sthapit and
Jiménez-Barreto 2019). Besides, showing frustration was common here, as can be seen
in the wording and tone (e.g. “I felt quite unsafe’’). The absence of speech acts that are
common in very satisfactory experiences (e.g., signs of gratefulness) also shows how
little attention is paid to relational concerns when drafting the reviews in this group.
Regarding face concerns, reviewers may have a twofold intention: they have written
comments that are face-aggravating towards the host, and they warn other fellow
travellers. Thus, they seem to be engaging in relational work with the other travellers
(at least indirectly).

7. Relational work in Airbnb reviews: discussion

Overall, the findings suggest that users tend to enhance the relational component
in Airbnb reviews mainly by showing friendliness and enthusiasm and by presenting their
experience as highly emotional. This is likely to occur in the vast majority of reviews
overall, as more than 90% of the reviews in this system are positive (cf. for example,
Bridges and Véasquez 2016, Bulchand-Gidumal and Melian-Gonzalez 2019). The features
found to express positivity were common in all 60 reviews under examination (e.g.,
hyperbolic language, host-addressing, signs of gratefulness, constant praise, friendliness,
etc.). This points to the idea that what seems to be the norm in the system is to be
publicly and ostensively face-enhancing through effusive friendliness and informality.
In this sense, being polite with the host is also being politic (i.e., as expected), and the
way to be polite/politic is by means of displays of friendship, closeness, solidarity and
informality.

In contrast, those reviews with a negative bias were of three types: those expressed
in a neutral, lukewarm tone, those that included some dispraise combined with praise
or positive comments , and those that involve face attack and were clearly negative.
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The analysis showed that semantically neutral reviews are by no means related to being
politic. As expressed in the results section, semantic neutrality creates the implicature
of pragmatic rudeness, and this idea is reinforced by the host’s reply (whenever there
was any), usually offended by this seemingly neutral (and unfair?) evaluation. Interest-
ingly enough, the way to express dissatisfaction to different degrees is by means of
formality and distancing from the host, in a way that, while polite/politic behaviour
in positive reviews is built on the basis of an effusive and friendly tone, impolite
behaviour (if it can be considered impolite) is characterised by being formal, deper-
sonalised and distant. Hence, respectful distance (a tone that is opposite to the one used
in positive reviews) communicates dissatisfaction in this VCoP, and may be interpreted
as face-aggravating towards the host. Other readers, however, may find it useful, given
that negative reviews give them valuable information not only to help them take deci-
sions, but also about the reviewer, who may have felt the moral obligation to be honest
to other travellers.

This is revealing in that the dichotomy closeness-distance, or friendliness (which
implies informality)-formality (which implies distancing from the addressee) needs not
refer to two poles of politeness, but two different attitudes. Given that friendliness is the
expected norm in this VCoP, moving away from said friendliness creates the implicature
that the experience did not run smoothly. Lack of compensation strategies, but also lack
of illocutionary enhancers such as ‘thank you’, illustrates how users neglect the relational
component in order to show their frustration, for instance, in the face of what they had
experienced. It is in this group of reviews that users try to save their own face (by
demonstrating credibility, for instance), while the others’ face is either disregarded or
attacked.

Finally, those reviews that are ambivalent (i.e., those expressing fault but with
mitigation and compensation strategies) seem to respond to two purposes: being honest
with the other members in the same CoP and trying not to damage the relational compo-
nent with the host in a way that more relational work is needed. Guests seem to engage
in face-maintaining or face-enhancing relational work. These are cases in which
the relationship was not bad, but users felt the moral obligation of expressing that there
were some minor faults. Again, users wanted to express dissatisfaction while being
politic and polite, in a way that self and other face are saved.

Something that these findings suggest is that, in a global environment such as
Airbnb, the dichotomies closeness-distance and involvement-independence, are not only
cultural orientations necessarily, as stated in previous studies (cf., e.g., Barros Garcia
and Terkourafi 2014), but are also subject to the users’ milieu. Thus, each orientation will
serve specific purposes: friendliness would be at the polite/politic end, while formality
would be at the impolite, or face-aggravating, end of the continuum. In this sense,
the tone and style of the reviews are likely to be the continuation of the relational work
established during the offline stage of the experience. As a VCoP, the relationship comes
first, and this is reflected in the positivity bias of these reviews as a genre.

The above-mentioned ideas are summarized in Figure 1.
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Delighted or Neutral or Dissatisfied or
satisfied lukewarm frustrated
Enhancing the relational Neglecting the relational
component component
Delighted Ambivalent Dissatisfied
and satisfied L’E;':;efaa‘;ﬁ:’t's’; Neutral users
Polite and politic
Polite Impolite
(the ‘norm’) P

Enthusiastic friendliness Formalisation, distance

+Personalisation + Objectification

Figure 1. The relationship between polite/politic/impolite and satisfaction/dissatisfaction

The analysis developed in the previous section may bring about consequences
in terms of what is considered to be polite, politic or impolite. While impoliteness/
rudeness may be present in reviews with a clearly negative bias, the boundaries between
polite and politic are blurred, given that what is expected, the norm, is being polite
in the form of effusive friendliness and closeness, echoing a letter structure that is more
typical among friends than among almost strangers in an accommodation website.
In turn, those that express some kind of fault but try to compensate for what is being said
attempt to be polite with the host. They show concern about the relational component,
despite minor faults. This form of politeness, however, is more related to routine
formulae, formality and distance, a kind of depersonalisation or objectification, as it
were. While delighted and satisfied users seek direct contact with the host as continuity
of previous experience, (moderately) dissatisfied users seek the provision of information
in a way that credibility does not become an issue, and therefore, their self-image is not
jeopardised. Finally, very dissatisfied users prioritize in showing displays of frustration
through messages that might be rude or offensive, but useful for their fellow travellers.

8. Conclusions

Despite the multicultural background that a globalised platform such as Airbnb
involves, the reviews under examination present stable pragmalinguistic features that
may be, in a way, conditioned by two constraints: first, as a genre, there is a stylistic
pattern that is well-known by its users (experienced reviewers and travellers) that they
want to follow. This is due to the fact that any deviation from the norm may have
an impact on the users’ role and identity in this community of practice (travellers who
engage with peers). And second, the way the reviews are drafted greatly depends on the
offline component of the experience, the relational work developed therein, and the
importance given to faults, vis-a-vis the nature of host-guest relationship engaged.
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In a review system with a strong positivity bias such as Airbnb, the norm, being
politic, is in fact being polite, and more specifically, it is being friendly, informal in tone
and lively in the way the experience is recalled. Thus, while it is true that this review
genre includes the type of descriptions found in other reviews (e.g. TripAdvisor), the
social awareness of this particular CoP has an impact on the way information is drafted,
the importance given to im/politeness and the tone chosen. This may bring about con-
sequences not only to shape the pragmatic features of this relatively new platform
in the sharing economy (vis-a-vis business-to-peer platforms such as TripAdvisor), but
also to be able to identify the meanings that lie behind what is (and is not) said.
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Caenenusi 06 aBTope:

MAPUA AE JTA O SPHAHJIEC-JIOIIEC npenoaaer B YHuBepcutete um. [1admo ae OnaBune. OHa
MMEET JIOKTOPCKYIO CTEIIeHb B 00JIaCTH aHTJIMHCKOTO s3bIKa W JMHIBUCTHKH (yHHBepcuTeT [1abio
ne OnaBuze) U cTeneHb MarucTpa MpuKiIagHoi JUHIBUCTUKY (bupkOek, JIOHIOHCKUI YHUBEPCUTET).
PaGorana B I'punBuuckoM yHuBepcutete (JlonnoH, BemxoOputanus), EBponetickoil mkone 6usHeca
B Jlonmone, YauBepcutere Yamp0s! (Mcnanms). Ee mccrenoBarensckie HHTEPECH BKIFOYAOT KPOCc-
KyJTbTYPHYIO 1 MEXKKYJIBTYPHYI0 KOMMYHHUKAIIHIO B O(JIAiH M OHJIAWH KOHTEKCTAaX, (HE)BEXKIMBOCTS,
VIIpaBJICHHE B3aMMOOTHOIIICHHUSIMH, BEICHIE TISPErOBOPOB M MEKIMYHOCTHOE 0o0IIeHre. B HacTosiee
BpeMsi OHa paboTaeT HaJl OHJIalH-KOMMYHHUKanueH Ha riatdopmax Airbnb u BlablaCar. Ee nocnemnsss
nyonukanus — Technology Mediated Service Encounters (John Benjamins, 2019).

Konmaxkmmuasn ungpopmayus: mariolahl@upo.es





