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Predicting Chinese travelers’ intentions to use Airbnb

The purpose of this study is to develop and test a model explaining factors influencing
customer decision-making regarding Airbnb accommodations in China. This study builds on
the theory of planned behavior to develop a model to explain a decision-making process of
Chinese consumers when it comes to choosing Airbnb accommodation. The results of the
study were based on the analysis of 451 responses collected via WeChat. The findings
confirmed behavioral control, subjective norms, and attitude as statistically significant
predictors of intentions to book Airbnb by Chinese travelers.
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Introduction

Airbnb, short for airbed and breakfast, is a peer-to-peer internet platform that offers
individuals chances to become local hosts through renting their spare houses and rooms to
travelers for a short period of time (Birinci et al., 2018; Zervas et al., 2014). This platform has
gained popularity among travelers for an opportunity to experience the local lifestyle with
living in the homes of local people. Airbnb was created in the U.S, but later expanded
internationally. In this transition, it may encounter some problems, such as unfamiliarity with
the market, financial instability and environmental sustainability challenges (Van Paasschen,
2015). Therefore, to become successful in a new market the company should explore local
customers’ decision-making model and implement some adaptations based on their culture
and society (Zhao, 2016). The purpose of this study is to develop and test a model explaining
factors influencing customer decision-making regarding Airbnb accommodations in China.

Airbnb officially entered Chinese market on August 19th of 2015, however, did not gain
immediate popularity (Bie et al., 2017). Academic research highlighted dilemmas that Airbnb
faced in Chinese market, such as unfamiliarity of Chinese customer, keen competition, and
lack of trust (Cui, 2015; Qiu et al., 2016). Most of studies concentrate on the in-adaptability
and difficulties of Airbnb brand domestication in China rather than exploring Chinese people
decision-making process (Cui, 2015, Zhao, 2016). Therefore, the research problem of this
study is grounded in the lack of understanding of factors influencing behavior of Chinese
travelers when selecting Airbnb accommodations. This study builds on the theory of planned
behavior to develop a model to explain a decision-making process of Chinese consumers

when it comes to choosing Airbnb accommodation.
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Literature review
Airbnb in China

Airbnb entered China in 2015, but until 2016, the distribution of Airbnb hosts in China
mainly concentrated in Beijing and Shanghai, which indicated slow penetration and
differences in people attitudes toward this type of accommodation compared to the United
States, where the concept originated. At the same time, it also reflects great potential of the
Chinese market that Airbnb still needs to explore (Qiu et al., 2016). Previous studies in China
reveal that obstacles and difficulty that Airbnb confronts in China focus on the domestication
of Airbnb, the unfamiliarity that Airbnb has on China’s market and Chinese travelers and
lower consumers’ awareness on Airbnb slow down the pace of Airbnb’s development in
China (Qiu et al., 2016; Zhao, 2016)

Previous research mainly concentrated on Western markets and identified various factors
that influence travelers’ choice of Airbnb: consumer’s perceived authenticity (Birinci et al.,
2018; Grayson & Martinec, 2004; Liang, 2015; Steiner & Reisinger, 2006), price (Chang
1994; Liang, 2015; Moon et al., 2008), online reviews (Ert, & Magen, 2015; Fradkin et al.,
2015; Zervas, 2015), availability (Kennedy, & Dawson, 2017; Zervas, 2015; Zuev, 2015), and
trust level (Ert 2015; Kim et al., 2008; Lu et al., 2011). These studies provide some guidance
for understanding the behavior of Chinese consumers, however, variables that have been

identified through previous research should be tested in the new market environment.

Theoretical background

The theory of planned behavior (TPB) is a theory that combines people believes,
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attitudes and intentions to reveal the decision-making behind a certain behavior. This theory
was developed based on the theory of reasoned action by Icek Ajzen (Ajzen, 1991). Currently,
it has been widely utilized to analyze human behavior in different fields.

The theory of planned behavior suggests that people’s behavior is affected by three main
factors: attitude, subjective norm, and perceived behavioral control. The attitude refers to the
evaluation that people give to the behavior they may perform (Ajzen, 1985). In the context of
this research, attitudes refer to traveler’s evaluation of Airbnb as a potential accommodation
option. This research hypothesizes that traveler attitudes toward Airbnb will have an impact
on intentions to book this type of accommodation.

The subjective norm is the individual’s impression or perception of specific behavior,
which will be impacted by critical judgment from other individuals or groups (Ajzen, 1985).
Subjective norm includes social comments that individual received from other people when
the individual aims to engage in certain behavior. Previous research found that subjective
norms may not only be affected by the personal level differences, but also influenced by the
cultural and societal values and norms (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2001; Triandis, 1989) because
culture norms play a major role on marketing perception and consumer’s behavior
(Pookulangara & Koesler, 2011). In the context of this study, subjective norms may be
influenced by Chinese collectivist culture (Chen, 2000; Lam et al., 2003).

Perceived behavioral control refers to indispensable possession of resources and
opportunities that people have to implement a behavior. This variable plays a vital role for

individuals to perform particular behaviors because it described the perceived ease or

difficulty of performing specific behaviors (Ajzen, 2002a). This study hypothesizes that
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perceived behavioral control may be one of the factors influencing intentions to book Airbnb

accommodations for Chinese travelers.

Method

This study employed a quantitative method to develop and test the proposed research
model. The survey instrument was built in English and was translated into Chinese using
back translation method (Marin & Marin, 1991; McGorry, 2000). The survey was built using
Qualtrics platform and was distributed online. The survey started with a qualifying question
where participants were asked whether they have stayed in AirBnB in the last year. The
targeted population of this study are Chinese travelers who have stayed in AirBnB
accommodations. After the qualifying question, the survey continued with demographics
questions, after that, participants received questions about attitudes toward Airbnb, subjective
norm, perceived behavioral control, and their intention to stay in Airbnb. The survey items
were developed based on existing scales and used five-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1
(disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) and seven-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (extremely
disagree) to 7 (extremely agree). Prior to main data collection, a pilot test was conducted via
Facebook and WeChat to check the clarity of the survey and scale reliability.
Findings
Sample and Demographics

A total of 967 surveys were collected for this study via WeChat. Among these, 451
usable responses were retained for the data analysis stage after excluding those participants

who were not familiar with Airbnb and incomplete responses. Majority of respondents were
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female (71%), between 18 and 24 years of age (70%), attending a college or university

(67%).

Hypotheses Testing

Since this study tested the theory of planned behavior in the context of Airbnb in China,
partial least squares structural equation modelling (PLS SEM) was applied to test the model
(Hair, Ringle, & Sarstedt, 2011). The analysis of the model started with evaluation of the
measurement model. Internal consistency and convergent validity were confirmed using
Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability (CR), and average variance extracted (AVE).
Discriminant validity of the measurement model was checked and ensured through the
examination of the Fornell-Larcker criterion and cross-loadings (Hair et al., 2011).

The results of the model testing revealed that all path coefficients were statistically
significant. Behavioral control had the highest path coefficient among all variables affecting
intentions to book Airbnb accommodations by Chinese travelers. The path between attitudes

and intentions to use Airbnb accommodations was marginally significant at p = 0.049.
Conclusions

The purpose of this study was to understand the decision-making process of Chinese
travelers with regard to selecting Airbnb accommodations. The study tested the theory of
planned behavior in the context of selecting Airbnb accommodations by Chinese travelers.
All hypothesized relationships were found to be statistically significant.

This study contributes to the development of the theory of reasoned action by testing the

model in the context of Airbnb accommaodations in China. Overall, the model demonstrated a
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high level of explanatory power. The same may be said for subjective norm and behavioral
control. However, the construct of attitudes should be revisited in future research to include
more predictors and improve the amount of variance explained.

This study brings practical implications to understanding Chinese consumers’ behavior
with regard to selecting Airbnb accommodations. One of the important variables influencing
intentions of Chinese travelers to stay in Airbnb was behavioral control. This means that in
order to achieve success on Chinese market, Airbnb should make it easy for customers to
book travel by providing accommodation options in different places, user-friendly booking
interface, and affordable pricing. In addition, in the context of Chinese market social norms
seem to outweigh personal attitudes when selecting Airbnb accommodations. This finding
highlights the importance of the societal approval in Chinese culture. This means that in order
to be successful, Airbnb needs to finds its way to the hearts not only the target consumer, but
also to their circles (e.g., parents, siblings, children, friends, etc.).

This study validated the theory of planned behavior as a model explaining consumer
behavior of Chinese travelers when selecting Airbnb accommodations. This research may be
developed further by including additional variables that have been studied about selecting
Airbnb on other markets. Such variables may include perceived authenticity (Birinci et al.,
2018; Liang, 2015; Wang, 1999), online reviews (Chevalier & Mayzlin, 2006; Duan, Gu, &
Whinston, 2008), price (Liang, 2015; Moon et al., 2008) and availability (Qiu et al., 2016;

Hawlitschek et al., 2016).
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