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Abstract	


Hospitality exchange (HospEx) networks – online platforms facilitating the connection between a 
traveler and a local resident – embody many of the cyber-utopian promises intrinsic to the Web as it 
started out 25 years ago. Such sites have often been conceptualized as a new and daring trend in a 
booming ‘sharing industry’ and have been researched for topics such as trust, reputation, and online 
identities. Yet, a more critical look uncovers that crucial issues of ownership, power, digital labour, and 
organizational structures have often been left out.	


To fill this gap, this thesis investigates upon the antagonistic struggle between the commons and 
processes of commodification in the light of critical theory and political economy. The research shows 
that examples with characteristics of both concepts are manifested in the niche social networking 
space of HospEx platforms. The biggest of those platforms, Couchsurfing.org, changed its 
organizational orientation from a non-profit, commons-based project towards a for-profit company in 
2011 – an instance of commodification. An analysis of both quantitative and qualitative community 
data shows that the transformation consequently concerns a member on multiple levels. The 
structural change of ownership results in a loss of transparency and privacy, an alteration of the 
platform’s integrity, a sacrifice of the ‘uniqueness’ of the community, and a differing relationship 
between the user and the platform.	


To shed light on an antagonistic force and suggest an alternative, community-based governance 
approach, the work further explores the specifics of a platform guided by the logic of the commons. 
Interviews with volunteers of the non-commercial, non-profit HospEx platform BeWelcome.org 
helped to deepen an understanding of how a digital commons can be sustained and what challenges 
they face. The thesis concludes that the developments observed on Couchsurfing are not an 
exception but rather characteristic and part of a broader trend manifested in all areas of digital media, 
and indeed modern society in general: commodification processes frequently jeopardize the commons 
and incorporate them into the logic of capital.	


!
Keywords: commons, digital commons, commodification, critical theory, political economy of communication, 

Couchsurfing, BeWelcome, hospitality exchange network, hospex 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1. Introduction	


1.1. Background & Rationale	


The task of the thesis at hand is to study the relation of the commons and commodification processes 
on social media platforms. The commons are, based on the work of political economist Elinor Ostrom, 
to be understood as a resource shared by a group of people that is subject to social dilemmas 
(Ostrom 1990), whereas commodification, from a critical political economy perspective, refers to the 
“process of transforming use values into exchange values” (Mosco 1996 141). Internet researchers 
often neglect to critically engage with issues of power, digital labor, and processes of commodification 
when engaging with so-called ‘social media’ phenomena. Furthermore, important questions revolving 
around ownership and the commons are frequently left out. Using a illustrating case study 
exemplifying both the commodification process and the expansion of the digital commons, the thesis 
is striving to connect theoretical issues around power structures, political struggles, participatory 
democracy, and the strengthening of the commons with empirical data. The history of the Internet and 
the World Wide Web, departing from the usual utopian discourse, can also be told as a story of 
increasing commodification, from the Telecommunications Act of 1996 to the IPO of Facebook, and 
therefore as a story of struggle between commerce and the commons. Arm in arm goes the history 
of consumer culture and advertising, both shaping and shaped through the emergence of the Internet. 
An analysis of platforms fitting into the ‘social media’ frame promises fruitful results since the strive for 
a co-operative society is, at least in theory, especially alive in those realms. 	


Taking the case of hospitality exchange platforms, a niche of social networking sites connecting 
travelers with local residents on a global scale as empirical grounds, the research strives to investigate 
whether the current model of informational capitalism potentially endangers societally valuable 
projects by commodifying the ownership structures; the resulting strive for profits (and not necessarily 
user satisfaction) may have threatening and negative consequences for all the users of platforms and 
society at large. A discussion will add to and build upon recent work such as Sandoval (2014a), 
questioning the social in ‘social media,’ van Dijck (2013), analyzing the techno-cultural and socio-
economic aspects of major social media platforms, or Fuchs (2014a) elaborating on issues of unpaid 
digital labour of Internet prosumers. Thoughts going beyond the corporate ownership of social media 
platforms allow a vision of what potentials could be found in ‘truly social’ media and a commons-based 
Internet. The thesis at hand aims to add to the academic discourse by providing a theoretical 
discussion about the workings of commodification processes and the commons and then empirically 
examining current developments on hospitality exchange platforms in the light of critical Internet 
theory.	


1



1.2. Research Questions & Goals	


• What role do commodification processes on the one hand and the commons on the other play on 

hospitality exchange networks?	


• What have been the consequences of commodification processes on Couchsurfing.org?	


• How can alternative models of the digital commons best be organized and sustained, and what 

problems do such models face? What can be done at the policy level to overcome them? 	


Using an illustrating case study is promising in this context: the thesis will empirically investigate the 
niche social networking phenomenon of online hospitality exchange platforms where 
Couchsurfing.org (CS) and BeWelcome are two platforms dedicated to connect traveling strangers by 
means of sharing cultural experiences and free accommodation. CS’s relatively homogenous and alert 
user-base witnessed a transformation of a community-built, non-profit platform into a profit-
committed corporation and took thus a development characteristic for social media sites in general. 
BeWelcome stands as a considerably smaller, non-profit organization against this trend, setting big 
emphasis on maintaining a dedicated community of volunteers and travelers. The different 
organizational structures of those two web sites while at the same time persuing similar goals allows 
for a good illustration of processes of commodification and the logic of the commons.	


1.3. Relevance of Thesis	


A great paradox of the media in the 21st century is that, although more people than ever have the 
means to express themselves freely, corporate and state control of the media is favored through huge 
power asymmetries. Specifically, the Internet and so-called social media are predominantly controlled 
by corporations, leaving little material support for alternative Internet projects. All in all, such a mix 
“seems to represent an existential challenge to critical media [..] and the freedoms of expression, 
speech, information and opinion.”  The ecosystem of social media comprises of a few big players and 1

many small ones. Often, non-profit and specialized platforms are pushed out of public view by the 
dominant ones – in respect to cultural diversity, it is important to “point to the enormous reservoir of 
mostly young enthusiastic users who work on a balanced ecosystem and a diversified online 
sociality” (Van Dijck 2013 176) and acknowledge the specific niches cultivated by such players. This 
work strives to add to the literature by examining the case of a niche social networking phenomenon, 

2

 The Vienna 2014 International Conference ‘Freedom of Information Under Pressure. Control – Crisis – Culture’ composed a 1

‘Declaration on Freedom of Information and Expression,’ more information on http://freedom-of-information.info, accessed 
April 12th, 2014



online hospitality exchange, in the light of critical theory and political economy of communications. 
Although such services have been subject to numerous research endeavors, questions evolving 
around of ownership, power, and commodification have often been left out. Therefore, this thesis aims 
to fill that gap and sets the developments in line with research on other platforms, thereby painting a 
bigger picture of developments in social media and the Internet in general. 	


The aim is to shed light on the dialectic between two concepts in the context of digital media: the 
commons and commodification. Couchsurfing, with more than seven million members the by-far 
biggest online hospitality exchange network, was built on large extends by dedicated volunteer time, 
working under the promise that the site would become an official non-profit organization; that is, as a 
digital commons: shared by all, owned by no one. However, a “recurrent problem for any successful 
digital commons is the temptation to privatize and monetize the value generated by it” (Bollier 2011b 
online). In 2011, the owners of the platform accepted $22.6 million in venture capital. What changed 
through this is not the free service enjoyed by a community of travelers, but the fact that the platform 
now has obligations to create profits for the investors, wanting to see a return on their investment. 
From this development, several question arise: Are commodification processes, on Couchsurfing in 
particular and the Internet in general, problematic? Would non-commercial, commons-based 
alternatives be a better example? Does it matter who owns and governs a platform for the regular 
user?	


Murdock (2013 167) identifies the area around “gifting, sharing, and caring” as an urgent research 
challenge. Activities contributing to the commons, collaborative projects that produce material freely 
accessible to all, are grounded in such practices, and we need to “investigate the conditions that 
encourage and sustain this commitment, as well as the forces that deflect, dissipate, or subvert it.” 
Therefore, the thesis at hand will look at an alternative, non-profit, commons-based hospitality 
exchange platform, BeWelcome, to find out how alternative social media platforms work and can best 
be sustained. Going beyond criticism, those recommendations should be seen as a contribution 
towards commons-based social media.	


An exploration of all technical, economical, social, and cultural perspectives is needed to fully grasp 
how recent changes in our media landscape have “profoundly affected–if not driven–our experience 
of sociality” (Van Dijck 2013 5). Acknowledging the fact that the Internet is a technology omnipresent 
and neatly enmeshed in increasingly more fabrics of (Western) everyday life, McChesney (2013 3) 
claims that we are now, possibly for the first time in history, able to “make sense of the Internet 
experience and highlight the cutting-edge issues it poses for society,” but also to “better understand 
the decisions that society can make about what type of Internet we will and, accordingly, what type of 
humans we will be and will not be in future generations” (emphasis added). This thesis will strive to 

3



contribute to the conversation, for “there is immense and revolutionary potential implicit in the 
Internet” (ibid., 4f). The author does share this view and would thus like to see some of that potential 
to become a sustainable reality. Last but not least, the relevance of this thesis justified itself in 
retrospect by the amount of positive and encouraging feedback that was coming from the 
communities and people this work set out to investigate upon. A surprisingly big number of users 
participating in the surveys left personal messages expressing that they, too, deeply care about those 
issues, which personally justifies the direction this research has taken.	


1.4. Thesis Overview	


The thesis is structured as follows: 	


The literature review of chapter 2, Literature review, provides an introduction to the issues at hand and 
makes the reader familiar with the state of the art of the academic literature in those areas. 
Chapter 3, Methodology, proceeds to introduce the research design, explain as well as justify the 
methodology, and outline the data collection process. 
Chapter 4, Results & Analysis, presents the empirical results that were gathered during the data 
collection phase in a summarized manner and continues to connect the theory of the literature 
review with the analyzed data, thereby answering the research questions stated above. 
Chapter 5, Conclusion, summarizes the work by taking a normative stand on how the findings of this 
thesis translate to wider societal ground, and why we should care about the developments at hand; 
Future research directions are suggested at the end. 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2. Literature Review	


2.1. Introduction: A Short History of the Web	


To fully understand where we are today and where we could be heading, it is necessary to take a 
historic look at the development of the World Wide Web (WWW). Reconsidering the promises of 
the early Web, cloaked in romance, in the late 1980s and early 1990s, a previously unthinkable 
democratization of communication without the influences of governments and corporations come to 
mind. The entering of a new digital era promised, as did many other technological developments 
before it, the transformation of society, allowing to transcend time, space, an politics-as-usual. All 
information was supposed to be available to everybody on the planet, circumventing any censorship, 
educational resources could now reach students in the poorest nations, ending inequality, corruption, 
militarism, exploitation ... in short, “genuine democracy would become a realistic outcome for the bulk 
of humanity for the first time in history” (McChesney 2013 96).  For some reason, what was once 2

seen as inherent in its technology, the Web has failed to deliver much of those promises and many of 
are now considered utopian and optimistic. What happened?	


From Open to Commercial Medium 

The initial purpose of the WWW,  back when the first few university computer networks were 3

connected, was to freely share academic resources. Tim Berners-Lee’s idea was to invent a language, 
HTML, that would could universally understood by all participants. Because HTML’s standards were 
designed to be freely available, people soon started to write browsers that would enable users to 
read HTML-based web sites. During the 1990’s, the WWW was transformed from being a public 
service to a commerce-laden playing ground, or to use McChesney’s (2013 10) words, there has been 

5

 Put more poetically: “Imagine a world that all may enter without privilege or prejudice accorded by race, economic power, 2

military force, or station of birth. Imagine a world where anyone, anywhere may express his or her beliefs, no matter how singular, 
without fear of being coerced into silence or conformity. Imagine a global social space, without borders, without an elected 
government, a world that is both everywhere and nowhere. Imagine a world where legal concepts of property, expression, identity, 
movement, and context do not apply. Imagine a new home of Mind.” From John Perry Barlow’s famous ‘Declaration of the 
Independence of Cyberspace,’ written back in 1996. Available at https://projects.eff.org/~barlow/Declaration-Final.html, 
accessed May 7th, 2014

 To clarify, the ‘Internet’ describes roughly the hardware layer (i.e., the global network of computers being connected by the 3

Internet protocol, first defined in 1969 and describing how to send packets of information between pieces of software), 
whereas the ‘World Wide Web’ (WWW) is one service running on top of that layer (i.e., a software of hyperlinked pages, 
powered largely by HTTP protocol). Examples of other applications using IP protocols are e-mail or the file transfer 
protocol (FTP). The Web refers to any information that can be identified with a URL (Universal Resource Locator), making 
the URL the most fundamental piece of Web technology.The terms ‘Internet’ and ‘WWW’ describe two distinct entities 
but are often used as synonyms.



a “transition from noncommercial oasis to capitalist hot spot.”  The credo of deregulation and 4

privatization of many former public-sector services ran through a diversity of economic divisions and 
also affected the Internet as an emerging communications technology; the preferred solution to 
controversial issues was market self-regulation.  	
5

The Internet poses an existential challenge to many powerful corporations and whole industries, even, 
while at the same time offering previously unimagined promises. Curran (2012 59) comments that the 
mushrooming of commercial interests during the 1990s played a decisive role for the development of 
the Web, transforming it into a technology of mass surveillance and personal data the new currency 
to be sold to advertisers and agencies.  It was ultimately the belief in the myth that cyberspace was 6

opening up a new world rather than an ignorance of the laws of economics that kept investors 
enthusiastically bidding up stocks even after the crash of the dot.com bubble in 2000 (Mosco 2005). 
McChesney (2013 97) summarizes that “the tremendous promise of the digital revolution has been 
compromised by capitalist appropriation,” where the “forces of capital have triumphed” in the “great 
conflict between openness and a closed system of corporate profitability;” and “if only we could now 
erase the decade we lost and return to the utopia of the 1980s and 1990s by passing stricter laws, 
giving users more control, and building better encryption tools!” Morozov (2013 online) cries out 
nostalgically. In brief, “the rise of the internet was accompanied by the decline of its freedom” (Curran, 
Fenton, and Freedman 2012 57).	


The ‘Social’ in Social Media 

The invention of the WWW formed the basis for a new type of networked communication. Until the 
turn of the millennium, such networked media were mostly generic media, such as weblogs, list-
servers, or e-mail services. However, shortly after the turn of the millennium, those channels would 

6

 Formally, the backbone of the Internet was privatized in 1994/95 when the NSFNet was given over to the private sector. 4

See http://www.nsf.gov/news/news_summ.jsp?cntn_id=103050, accessed May 8th, 2014). The “symbolic coupe de grace for 
the public interest” came with the Telecommunications Act of 1996: public interest was surrendered to help corporations 
maximize profits, which was seen as “the new public interest.”

 See http://crainresearch.wordpress.com/dissertation-pdf/, accessed May 8th, 20145

 Both in the West (e.g., a strong continued reluctance against paying for web content) and the East (e.g., dissident hackers 6

outwitting authoritarian regimes in Egypt), a force striving for a renewal of the founding vision and tradition of the Web can 
be seen, showing a myriad of different manifestations. However, Curran sees such efforts as limited and ranks the Internet 
as on amongst other communication technologies who historically have not lived up to their prophecies about their 
impact. Curran consequently proposes to de-capitalize the world ‘Internet’, just as happened with the ‘Newspaper Press’ 
after 1880 as liberals realized that the medium broadly reflected the people who controlled the newspaper instead of 
becoming the “autonomous agency of moral and rational instruction,” as they earlier anticipated.



become interactive, now offering a two-way vehicle for networked sociality (Castells 2010): the Web 
2.0 was born and with it, forms of what is called ‘social’ media. 	
7

Social media are roughly seen as “a group of Internet-based applications that build on the ideological 
and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and exchange of user-generated 
content” (A. M. Kaplan and Haenlein 2010 60); they form a “new online layer through which people 
organize their lives” (Van Dijck 2013 4). Olsson (2014 203) summarizes that what unites the terms 
Web 2.0 and social media “is an insistence on the argument that the Internet today is very different 
from its pervious versions,” pointing to the fact that it is now “both updated (‘2.0’) and more 
interactive,” hence, “social.”	


From Networked Communication to Platformed Sociality 

To fully understand the state of social media as it is today, we need to return to the early 1970’s. Back 
then, computers were certainly very different than today and seen as “instruments of control, mostly 
wielded by Orwellian bureaucratic governments or by giant corporations” (Van Dijck 2013 9). It was 
due to the counterculture emerging in the 60’s and maturing in the late 70’s that those new 
technologies were inscribed with values of community and collectivity and eventually as “potential 
instruments of liberation rather than oppression” (ibid.). The predominating spirit was in lines with 
working towards the interest of a public good rather than for Big Money, a significant precursor and 
one of the cornerstones adopted by the early web culture. That period, however, “only lasted a few 
years;” soon, commercial players “incorporated the Web 1.0 and, virtually overnight, replaced 
dot.communism with dot.commercialism” (ibid. 10). After the turn of the millennium, the egalitarian 
spirit found new revival by the proclaimed advent of the Web 2.0.  Suddenly, the ordinary consumer 8

of media was suddenly seen as empowered, acting as a new class of ‘produsers’ (going back to Toffler 
1980) – creators that are at the same time users and distributors (Bruns 2008).	


A fitting illustration is given by van Dijck (2013 11) when she notes that the year 2006 was the apex 
of user euphoria when Time magazine selected “You” as the Person of the Year. Only four years later, 
“perhaps a symbolic rebalancing,” the Time’s cover featured Mark Zuckerberg as the Person of the 
Year, Facebook’s CEO (cf. Figure 2.1). When Zuckerberg took the badge of honor from “You,” his 

7

 The term ‘Web 2.0’ was originally coined by Tim O’Reilly (2005) and since then often used to characterize developments 7

on the Internet as a whole, highlighting apparently new possibilities such as to “harness collective intelligence” and a “richer 
user experience.” O’Reilly effort to catch the transforming web was primarily concerned with new and emerging technical 
features (“lightweight programming”), but at the same time described an “architecture of participation.” Applications of the 
concept are easily pointed out and, generally, “inspire precisely sharing, cooperation and participation” (Olsson 2013 11). As 
another popular buzz-word, ‘social media’ are commonly characterized as fostering collaboration, participation, social 
interaction, and sharing.

 Between 2000 and 2006, many social media platforms arose, many of them growing to be an essential part of today’s 8

web user’s daily routines: Wikipedia (2001), Facebook (2004), Couchsurfing (2004), YouTube (2005), or Twitter (2006).



company’s promise was (and still is) to make the world more open and transparent and “make the 
Web more social,” a corporate mantra that is echoed by many of the big tech companies, for example 
Google’s “do no evil” or Flickr’s “share you pictures, watch the world.” This is to say that social media 
companies today “still seem eager to align the benevolent halo of early web technology with the 
‘alternative’ corporate ethos” (ibid.).	


Figure 2.1: ‘Time Magazine’ Covers, 2006 (left) and 2010 (right)	


The rhetoric of ‘making the Web more social’ really means “making sociality technical”  (Van Dijck 9

2013 12). Not coincidentally, those very assumptions not also want to make the Web more social, but 
at the same time such online sociality is also made salable.	


Digital Giants & Monopoly Tendencies 

Another significant tendency to take into account when analyzing contemporary Internet 
developments is the one of monopoly creation. As McChesney (2013 130) points out, it is indeed 
“supremely ironic that the Internet, the much-ballyhooed champion of increased consumer power and 
cutthroat competition, has become one of the greatest generators of monopoly in economic history.” 
Looking at the largest U.S. corporations in terms of market value, in 2014 three out of the top four 
companies are Internet giants: (1) Apple, (3) Google, (4) Microsoft (number two in market value being 
the oil-giant Exxon Mobil).  That is to say that the “Internet monopolists sit at the commanding 10

8

 Even though key terms of the social media universe like ‘collaboration,’ or ‘friends,’ still resonate the utopian visions of the 9

early Web as an egalitarian space, the meaning of these words in reality is increasingly “informed by automated 
technologies that direct human sociality” (Van Dijck 2013 13)

 “U.S. Commerce – Stock Market Capitalization of the 50 Largest American Companies,” http://www.iweblists.com/us/10

commerce/MarketCapitalization.html, accessed February 1st, 2014. List usually subject to fluctuations, depending on the 
current stock price of the company.



heights of U.S. and world capitalism” (ibid.).  The profitability of successful Internet firms rests 11

elementarily on “establishing proprietary systems for which they control access and the terms of the 
relationship” (McChesney 2013 135).  Mergers and acquisitions of smaller tech companies by big 12

digital giants to increase their monopoly power and consequently ‘expand their empires’ are the state 
of the art and common practice online. 	
13

Figure 2.2: Tweeting Gas Stations and Cows with a Facebook-Page: Examples of Everyday Social Media Usage  
(seen by the Author around Uppsala, Sweden)	


Social media platforms increasingly blur the lines between the private and the public, establishing an in-
between space (Papacharissi 2009). The increasing importance and pervasiveness of such media for 
both business (cf. Schöpf 2013) and private spheres is clearly visible in everyday life (cf. Figure 2.2). On 
the other hand, skeptics view this development as “failed experiments in democratic 
participation” (van Dijk 2010 17), seeing the incorporation of platforms as hampering to the potential 
of the Web 2.0. In this light, commercial platforms utilize modes of surveillance to transform social 
capital into economic capital and users are exploited by first delivering data and then being forced to 
buy back their processed data (Scholz 2012). Remembering the Time Magazine covers above, the 

9

 Reasons driving Internet monopolies include the following: (1) Network effects, referring to the increased gains 11

experienced when a single resource or service is used by many; (2) The importance of technical standards, necessary for an 
effective and wide-spread use of any communication technology (McChesney 2013); (3) The use of patents, providing 
temporarily government protection of a monopoly license as a reward for innovation (ibid.), and (4) Copyright law, acting in 
a similar manner (Bilton 2012 online).

 McChesney (2013 140) further draws the comparison to imagine the Internet as a planet where each monopoly is like 12

a continent, resembling their monopoly base camp. Each empire then wants to be as self-contained as possible, drawing 
consumers into its world by offering an array of services and products, essentially to “gather extensive data in its cloud to 
be mined for prospective advertisers.”

 A recent is the $19 billion takeover of the mobile messaging service WhatsApp with its more than 400 million users by 13

Facebook, Inc. (http://www.theguardian.com/technology/2014/feb/19/facebook-buys-whatsapp-16bn-deal, accessed 
February 20th, 2014). One of the benefits of being a cash-flush giant is being “rich enough to buy up potential rivals.”



dictum about the “many wresting power from the few” had back-warded; now, the “few (platform 
owners) [are] wresting control from the many” (Van Dijck 2013 18).	


!
The task of the thesis at hand is to investigate upon those issues for one specific niche of social 
networking sites, namely the case of hospitality exchange platforms. Building on the theoretical 
foundations introduced above, the questions this work sets out to answer also circle around issues of 
ownership, participation, organizational structures, and openness. Having touched on the history of the 
Web and social media in a different and critical light will be helpful to situate trends observed in that 
niche into a larger context and, put in line with research done elsewhere, draw a larger picture on the 
relationship between digital media and society.	


The next chapter will introduce the theoretical frameworks necessary to grasp and conceptualize 
those observations: The political economy of communications and critical theory.	


!
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2.2. Critical Internet Studies	


2.2.1. Classical Political Economy	


Historically, where economics referred to the ordering of the home, political economy meant the laws 
of production of wealth at state level. The world ‘economics’ is rooted in the Greek language where 
‘oikos’ means ‘house’ and ‘nomos’ refers to ‘law,’ thus the management of the household. Further, the 
Greek term ‘polis’ stands for city-state, being the fundamental unit of political organization during that 
period of history, later incorporated in what is now the word ‘political.’ Predating even Adam Smith’s 
publication of Wealth of Nations, James Steuart noted that “What oeconomy is in a family, political 
oeconomy is in a state” (1767 1-2). Used during the 18th century to both justify and explain the 
acceleration of capitalism, political economy rejected state-supported and inefficient mercantilist 
policies; political economy emerged out of moral philosophy during that time as the study of states 
and markets. 	
14

When it comes to define the richly textured field of political economy, one finds a variety of 
contrasting approaches, ranging from processes of control and survival in social life to concerns with 
production, distribution, and consumption of resources. . One definition is given as “the study of the 
social relations, particularly the power relations, that mutually constitute the production, distribution, 
and consumption of resources” (Mosco 1996 25), or as an understanding of capitalism and its 
relationship to democracy (McChesney 2013). The concentration on social relations around the 
notion of power and the controlling of processes and people is as relevant as ever as advertising and 
marketing firms become the primary producers of valuable consumer information. A broad reading of 
political economy should remind us of a vast organic totality combined with a long history, one of four 
major features to be discussed in the next paragraph.	


(1) History has always had a central role in the mind of the political economist and priority 
was given to understand social change and historic transformations.  	
15

11

 Ever since the workings of Adam Smith and his followers, a variety of viewpoints and countless debates were held, 14

where the most important divide can be identified as the following: On the one hand, we find the classical emphasis on 
the market as the principle structure and the individual as the primary unit of analysis. Accompanied by a strong emphasis 
on mathematic formula and on empirical investigation of the marketplace behavior, this set of responses strived for a 
transformation of the political economy into the positivistic science of economics, now broadly understood as neoclassical 
economics, or the ‘orthodoxy.’ On the contrary, a second stream set greater concern about the social whole, history, and 
morel philosophy, thereby opposing the above trend and spawning a range of contemporary formulations, e.g. Neo-
Marxian or social movement approaches. The best-known critique of the political economy was established by Marx in his 
first volume of Kapital (1867) and since then the base for a range of movements and intellectual currents, including a wide 
range of communal, socialist, and democratic thinking (Mosco 1996).

 For the neoclassical participants like Smith, Ricardo, of Mill, this meant to strive for an understanding of how the capitalist 15

revolution transformed societies from agricultural to industrial ones. Critical political economists like Marx were focused 
on the dynamic forces within capitalism responsible for its growth. Generally speaking, a focus on the production and 
reproduction of invariant structures has always been a trend in the political economy.



(2) An analysis of the wider social totality means that the discipline does transcend classical 
academic boundaries and, since Smith’s ‘Wealth of Nations’, “has been taken up with the 
mutual constitution and multiple determination of social life” (Mosco 1996 29). A 
commitment to the social totality means “understanding the connection between the 
political and the economic” (ibid. 31).	


(3) A third characteristic would be the moral philosophy political economy is originally 
grounded upon, referring to social values and conceptions of appropriate social practices. 	
16

(4) The forth feature to be mentioned here is the one of praxis, to be understood most 
generally as “human activity and specifically to the free and creative activity by which 
people produce and change the world and themselves” (Mosco 1996 37). 	
17

The above lines introduced political economic thinking as a way of broadly analyzing society and set 
the stage to now proceed to a subset, focused on communications and the research tradition 
associated with it. 	


2.2.2. Political Economy of Communication	


Mosco’s ‘The Political Economy of Communication’ (1996), a vital necessity for a discussion of today’s 
media and the critical study of communications and a seminal introduction to the field, starts with the 
claim that political economy is a major perspective in communication research and acted as guidance 
to the work of numerous scholars worldwide over the past fifty years. According to McChesney 
(2013 13), political economy provides a “rudder as we make sense of the Internet” and should be the 
organizing principle for evaluating any talk of a digital revolution. For making sense of democracy 
without considering implications of contemporary corporate capitalism – including its defining features 
like marketing, advertising, commercialism, or the profit motive – would be “dubious”; Furthermore, 
the Internet’s role within society is also determined by the ways capitalism works and does not work. 
The flaw of an ignorance or under-appreciation of those workings is, according to McChesney, a 
phenomenon often seen with both skeptics and celebrants of digital technologies, but would be of 
crucial importance when trying to understand not only the Internet, but almost everything else of a 

12

 Such an analysis aims to explicitly show the moral positions of economic and political economic perspectives, 16

“particularly because moral viewpoints are often masked in theses perspectives” (Mosco 1996 34); that is to add most 
basic moral questions of equity, justice, and the public good to discussions formerly dominated by technical issues of 
efficiency (Murdock 2011).

 Praxis reached prominence in the work of Aristotle and occupies a central place in the work of Kant, Hegel, and Marx. It 17

has importance for both substantive and epistemological premises and “guides a theory of knowledge to view knowing as 
the ongoing product of theory and practice” (Mosco 1996 38).



social nature. Rightfully considering political economy aspects is, therefore, “the necessary missing 
ingredient to take the debate from parlor chitchat to serious social critique” (ibid. 19). Put differently:	


In order to understand the structure of our culture, its production, consumption and reproduction and 
of the role of the mass media in that process, we increasingly need to confront some of the central 
questions of political economy in general, the problem of productive and non-productive labour, the 
relation between the private and public sectors and the role of the state in capitalist accumulation, 
the role of advertising within late capitalism, etc. (Garnham 1979 145)	


Where traditional political economy sheds light on the relationship of capitalism and democracy, a 
more sophisticated approach is acquired for the sake of this study, the subfield of political economy of 
communication (PEC); PEC is, according to McChesney (2013 64), “ideally suited to address most of 
the central issues surrounding the digital revolution in considerable detail,” following two general lines 
of inquiry. First, PEC strives for a more accurate understanding of media markets and the 
corresponding role of the government by examining its subsidies, firms, institutions, market structures, 
and labor practices. Second, PEC has a strong historical component and an emphasis on the 
foundational role of government policies, therefore gaining insights in how media systems and policies 
came about and established as they are today. Generally, those two lines combined make for a critical 
look at the status quo and the existing power structures, not necessarily seen as the appropriate ones 
for a ‘free society’ as claimed by, for example, orthodox economics. The explicitly normative and critical 
basis of a PEC is a distinguishing quality of the field, as is its determination to evaluate how media and 
communication systems affect political and social power in society (ibid.). Policy debates will often 
determine and influence the content that is produced by a given media system because the structures 
and institutions regulating, controlling, and directing the media will be responsible for the logic of the 
media system. The role of PEC, then, is oriented toward making that logic most conducive to 
democratic values, an important task given that the “media are at the center of struggle for power and 
control in any society” (ibid. 65). Since the emergence of the Internet has disrupted most business 
models of existing communication industries and digital technologies generally now encompass all 
communication, the political economy of communication helps us to think large about “what type of 
cultural system digital technology makes possible,” thereby going beyond simply figuring out how to be 
more profitable online (ibid. 73). A critical political economy of social media, therefore, “is particularly 
interested in the power relations that govern the production, distribution and use of information of 
platforms like Facebook” (Fuchs 2014b 20).	
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Moral Economies of Communicative Action 

Murdock (2011; 2013) explores three systems of production and exchange – public goods, gifts (or, 
commons), and commodities – and the competing moral economics resulting from them, summarized 
in Table 2.1.	


Table 2.1: Three Moral Economies (adapted from Murdock 2013)	


Income inequalities  widen globally as economies all over the world have seen a redistribution of 18

income from the poor to the rich over the last two decades. This development raises “continuing 
research questions about the dynamics of exclusion from market-generated cultural resources” and 
suggests to construct a “comprehensive cultural commons which combines the moral economies of 
public goods and gifting is now a necessity, rather than an option” (Murdock 2013 169). How to 
construct such necessities for the realm of social media platforms is an important issue of the thesis at 
hand. However, what can often be observed is a take-over of moral economies based on ‘public 
goods’ and ‘gifts’ by the one based on ‘commodities’; a development also very applicable to the digital 
world.	


As one particular example amongst many, the empirical part will examine the transformation of a 
niche social networking site, Couchsurfing, from a non-profit, community-built platform into a for-
profit corporation. As an example of a commons-based initiative, the non-commercial and non-profit 
hospitality exchange network BeWelcome will be examined. A critical political economy of 
communications (PEC) is a helpful and necessary tool to shed light on the power relations governing 
the production, distribution and use of information. However, questions of sociality are left out and as 
platforms always evolve in tandem with their users; the next section will introduce another school of 

Goods Commodities Public goods Gifts (Commons)

Arenas Markets Polities Networks

Payments Prices Taxes Reciprocities

Relations Personal possession Shared access Co-creation

Identities Consumers Citizens Communards

Ethos Individual liberty Equality Mutuality

14

 Since the 1980s, “the share of national income going to the richest 1% of Americans has doubled, from 10% to 20%, 18

roughly where it was a century ago. Even more striking, the share going to the top 0.01% has quadrupled, from just over 
1% to almost 5%. That is a bigger slice of the national pie than the top 0.01% received 100 years ago. This is an 
extraordinary development, and it is not confined to America.” (Beddoes 2012 3)



thought, critical theory, to fill this gap. 
!

2.2.3. Critical Theory	


In the philosophical tradition, ‘critique’ is understood as methodical practice of doubt. The 
contemporary understanding of the word is still closely entrenched in the ideas of the Enlightenment 
and its critique of established authority and prejudice. Hence, through critique on those institutions, 
human beings are thought of as capable of autonomous self-thinking and free from political and 
religious authorities (Gasché 2007). Such a use of critique was labeled as “the age of criticism” in 
Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, where the Greek origins of the word (‘krinein’), had no negative 
connotations. Marx, starting with a critique on the institution of religion, tried to identify structures 
that are unjust. The word ‘theory,’ in the modern sense, is a “deductive system in view of the 
explication of given facts, and, hence, is dependent on a naturalistic view of the world, which theory 
advances while being grounded in it” (Gasché 2007 9). Fuchs (2009) reminds us that the two factors 
of empirical observation and theoretical assumptions are differently stressed and dependent on each 
other. Combining the notions of critique (understood in a positive sense) and theory (a construct 
helpful for the explanation of facts), we arrive at the following:	


A “dialectical critique of society doesn’t focus on that which exists in society but on the possibilities of 
existence” (Fuchs 2008 6). Dialectical reasoning, used by the critical theory approach as a method of 
analysis, is a philosophical method for understanding the world and based on the identification of 
contradictions. A contradiction is the tension between two opposing poles that require each other to 
exist but have opposing qualities, meaning that they can have “positive potentials and negative realities 
at the same time” (Fuchs 2014b 15); they are “the source of all dialectics” (Marx 1867 744).  The 19

tradition of political critique of technology is rooted in the works of Marx and was continued in the 
1930s by the Frankfurt School and the neo-Marxist philosophy of Marcuse (1969), Horkheimer, 
Adorno (Walter-Busch 2010), Habermas, and others. 	
20

A critical theory of technology is a “theory that interprets and evaluates how technology functions in 
society in order to arrive at independent normative judgements about this functioning” (Brey 2008 

15

 Examples include the contradictions between workers/capitalists, use value/exchange value, commodities/money, 19

subject/object, production/consumption, etc.

 Some crucial key points concerning critical theory as developed by the Frankfurt School are summarized by Fuchs and 20

Walter-Busch and have critical theory “identify differences of essence and appearance; being a lever of possible practice; 
transcend concrete reality and anticipate possible forms of being; comment on the concrete forms of being; oriented on 
the improvement of human existence and happiness for all; pointing out tendencies and real possibilities of development 
and human intervention, conditions, and perspectives of human practice; develop categories that question the world that is 
and that which existing society has done to humans; a deconstruction of ideologies; a transformation of the material 
conditions of existence; strive for a condition without exploitation and oppression.” (Walter-Busch 2010; Fuchs 2008 6f)



71). Taken specifically to the realms of the internet, Fuchs (2009 85) concludes that critical theory aims 
to point at the societal antagonisms that shape the relationship between Internet and society and 
furthermore identifies not yet realized development potentials; “it is dialectical, realistic, materialistic 
and a standpoint theory that opposes all forms of domination and exploitation and argues for the 
advancement of a cooperative society.”	


When analyzing science and technology in the light of critical theory, it is a theoretical understanding 
of commodity exchange “as a relation that permeates the whole of capitalism” (Söderberg 2010 240) 
that should serve as the starting point. Feenberg (2008) points out that, building upon Marx’ studies of 
the factory, technology nowadays transcends every aspect of our social life, ranging from medicine to 
transportation to entertainment; thus, technology has widespread effects on nature in general and 
human beings in particular. Building on and expanding the concept of the Frankfurt School, critical 
theory of technology aims to fill the gap for a theory of social struggle over technological design; it 
suggests “the possibility of radical transformation through political action that is closed by the logic of 
dystopia” (Feenberg 2008 14).	


2.2.4. Theoretical Framework - A Critical Theory of Social Media	


The theoretical discussion above outlined the framework necessary to critically engage with media in 
general and social media in particular. Political economy deals with and analyzes the structural features 
of capitalism, such as the causes of crises. A critical political economy of communication (PEC) is 
concerned with the power relations governing the production, distribution and use of information, de-
centering the media by primarily analyzing the workings of capitalism, thereby being committed to 
moral philosophy and praxis (Mosco 2009 2-5). Such an approach chooses organizational structures 
as the main focus and identifies the “concrete social actors who are power holders,” examining their 
“global networking and their local workings” (Castells 2009 430). What such a political economy 
approach leaves out, however, are questions of sociality: What is ‘social’ about social media? How do 
platforms shape and penetrate different forms of sociality? In other words, “institutional power 
structures alone do not yield insights into how platforms evolve in tandem with their users and 
content” (Van Dijck 2013 28).	


To fill this gap, critical theory helps to explain causes, conditions, and potentials and provides a “self-
understanding [...] of the age concerning its struggle and wishes” (Marx 1997 315). We are further 
reminded that “everything that exists in society is created by humans in social relationships and that 
social relationships can be changed” (Fuchs 2014b 17), implying a critique of (dominant) ideology as 
an important cornerstone. Following the Frankfurt School tradition means to see critical theory as a 
critique of domination and exploitation, as ethical and concerned with human happiness, as advancing 

16



struggles and political practice and as making use of dialectical reasoning. The approach sets big 
emphasis on ideology critique where ideology “encompasses strategies and attempts to make human 
subjects instrumental in the reproduction of domination and exploitation” (ibid. 22). Contrasting 
instrumental and critical ways of seeing, it was noted that administrative research on communication 
systems tends to examine ‘what is,’ and critical research rather focuses on the ‘why,’ incorporating 
political, social, and economic consequences, as well as being “likely to question the implications, for all 
members of society, of the power relations that emerge with scientific and technological 
innovation” (Mansell 2012 35).	


Both critical theories, the Frankfurt school and PEC, should be understood as being complementary. A 
methodological combination of the two approaches will be the guiding theoretical framework for this 
thesis, described by Fuchs (2014b 24) as a 	


“Critical theory of social media,” meaning that it “outlines the predominant forms of capital 
accumulation of social media, the class relations and modes of surplus value exploitation underlying 
theses capital accumulation models, and analyzes the ideologies underlying capitalist social media 
and the potentials and limits of alternative social media and struggles for a just society that enables 
commons-based digital media.”	


Robert Pappas’ 2003 documentary ‘Orwell Rolls in his Grave’  thematizes the the above and takes a 21

critical look at media concentration and the degree of corruption in US politics, making connections 
to the feverishly regulated world of George Orwell’s ‘1984’ and suggesting that reality is no longer a 
dire fictional account of government power. Thought the film is mainly concerned with mainstream 
media outlets such as TV and newspapers, the Internet is talked upon towards the end of the film. 
Interestingly, ten years ago, this new medium was still seen as a venue to circumvent the established 
power structures of big multinational media corporations. Somewhat optimistically, the film ends with 
a statement of Charles Lewis, a former investigative journalist and founder of the ‘Center for Public 
Integrity’: 	
22

There is a window of opportunity now most governments in most countries have not figured out how 
to limit access to the Internet and powerful companies have not figured out how to block 
information that is inconvenient or unfriendly to them or that they don’t like off of the Internet. At 
least in this brief window that we have before they have all figured out.	


Then, the narrating voice asks: “Will history repeat itself? Will the public find out about the threats of the 

Internet before its too late?” Now, in 2014, that old cliché holds some truth and history seems to indeed 
repeat itself, the window of opportunity has ceased, and the public has found out about the threats of 

17

 Available at https://vimeo.com/1841256, accessed May 8th, 201421

 http://www.publicintegrity.org/, accessed May 8th, 201422



the Internet, in a most spectacular fashion due to the revelations of whistleblower Edward Snowden in 
June 2013. This reality makes it difficult to imagine a suitable title for a follow-up documentation, as 
Orwell must now be jumping out of his grave altogether.	


Overall, this thesis strives to investigate upon the role of the commons versus the role of 
commodification processes on social media, to understand the workings of those processes and 
concepts, and to offer alternative solutions. To grasp the true potentials a commons-based social 
media and a co-operative society, the following chapter will introduce the reader to the classical as 
well as the digital commons. Key threads to the commons are their enclosure and commodification, 
therefore the focus of the follow-up chapter. 

18



2.3. The Commons versus Commodification	


!
The law locks up the man or woman  

Who steals the goose from off the common  
But leaves the greater villain loose 

Who steals the common from off the goose.	


The law demands that we atone  
When we take things we do not own 

But leaves the lords and ladies fine  
Who take things that are yours and mine.	


The poor and wretched don’t escape  
If they conspire the law to break;  
This must be so but they endure  

Those who conspire to make the law.	


The law locks up the man or woman  
Who steals the goose from off the common  

And geese will still a common lack 
Till they go and steal it back.	


– Anonymous 	
23

!
2.3.1. Introduction	


The verses starting this chapter poetically comment on the enclosure movement developing in 15th 
century Britain where previously commonly held land was transformed into private property, generally 
controlled by a single landowner. The poem manages to criticize processes of ‘privatization,’ being the 
conversion of something out of the property regime or commonly owned into private property. It 
illustrates the case by saying that one kind of “stealing” goose is legal, due to the changes in law that 
allow the giving to the “lords and ladies,” while another form, the taking off the commons by a 
commoner, let him being locked up. In a few lines, the poem takes a “slap at the legitimacy of state 

19

 Apart from being anonymous, the poem seems to be extremely hard to date. Boyle (2008) made an attempt and found 23

that it probably originated in the enclosure controversies of the 18th century; the first reference he was able to discover is 
from 1821.



power,” criticizes double standards, and exposes the controversial nature of property rights (Boyle 
2008 43). Suddenly, the commons became a commodity.	


In contrast to a commons, which describes a good produced collectively to be shared with all, a 
commodity is a good being produced for exchange. Where the germ form (Keimform) of communism 
is the common, the germ form of capitalism is the commodity (Hardt and Negri 2009 273). Hardt and 
Negri describe the common as “the common wealth of the material world ... and more significantly 
those results of social production that are necessary for social interaction and further production, such 
as knowledges, languages, codes, information, affects, and so forth” (ibid. viii). So, the commons are 
either physical or intellectual goods being both (partially) produced by capital and incorporated in 
alternative projects; the “capitalist command again and again privatizes economic, political, cultural, 
natural, and technological commons and strives to transform them into private property” (Allmer 
2013 18). The term commodification, then, describes the turning of a non-commercial object into a 
market commodity. Commodification is “the process of transforming things valued for their use into 
marketable products that are valued for what they can bring in exchange” (Mosco 2009 127); in other 
words, the “transformation of a social relationship into an exchange relationship between buyer and 
seller” (Fuchs and Dyer-Witheford 2013 6). 	
24

However, due to their increasingly digital nature, today’s cultural, intellectual, communication, and 
creative products are easily and quickly reproducible, and thereby questioning the capitalist logic of 
private property on a new level (Gorz 2010). The commons “come into friction with capital’s 
hegemony” (Allmer 2013 18). One of the main goals of this thesis is to establish an understanding of 
the antagonistic struggle of the commons versus processes of commodification on social media. 
Therefore, this chapter will proceed with a discussion of the those concept, taking the reader from the 
tragedy of the commons to business models of social media sites.	


2.3.2. The Commons	


The Tragedy of the Commons 

For hundreds of years, the grass lands of Britain were freely used by the local farmers, shepherds, and 
hunters to satisfy their basic needs. Those commons of pre-industrial England provided a range of 
essential supports for the people living on the island, ranging from grazing to firewood to foodstuffs. 

20

 As a clarification, commodification needs to be distinguished from processes of commercialization and objectification, 24

with which it tends to be associated. Commercialization specifically refers to “the creation of a relationship between an 
audience and an advertiser” (Mosco 2009 132), for example an increase in broadcast advertising after the 
commercialization of airwaves. Commodification is viewed as a broader process, since it can encompass more than 
commercialization, e.g. the commodification of labour. Objectification is a broader notion still, referring to the de-
humanization of a person or a relationship, taking on the character of a “thing;” Commodification is one specific form, 
where the “thing” is a commodity, i.e. an object with a value in the marketplace. (ibid.)



However, being a commoner didn’t simply mean to access those resources; much more, it was to 
engage in ‘communing’, that is, to participate in a moral economy grounded in a web of social relations 
emphasizing collective solidarity, mutual care, and responsible custodianship of scarce resources (Patel 
2010 97). The space of the commons was a “theatre within which the life of the community [was] 
enacted and made evident” (Hyde 2010 31). On top of satisfying the basic necessities of life, it also 
supported social arenas for leisure, ritual, and festivity (Murdock 2013).	


Between the 17th and 19th century, something changed: The passing of the Enclosure Acts  allowed 25

for the privatizing and fencing of the previously public, or common, land. Described by Polanyi (1957) 
in ‘The Great Transformation,’ low cost labour was suddenly needed to be centralized and in huge 
quantities to satisfy the needs of the upcoming industrialization. What, then, is it we are talking about 
when speaking of ‘the commons’?  Most generally, “a commons is a resource, most often land, and 26

refers both to the territory and the ways people allocate the goods that come from that land” (Patel 
2010 92), or in other words, it refers to “a shared resource that is vulnerable to social 
dilemmas” (Hess and Ostrom 2007 13).  This thesis follows the terminology of Hess and Ostrom 27

(2007 5) where the more general term the commons, then, is employed to “describe the complexity 
and variability of knowledge and information as resources” where “knowledge commons can consist 
of multiple types of goods and regimes and still have many characteristics of a commons,” to be 
discussed below. A key characteristic is that they belong to everyone (Cavanagh and Manders 2004).	


Hardin’s 1968 article ‘The Tragedy of the Commons’ became one of the most-cited and influential texts 
in the social sciences, still part of university curricula worldwide. It is a memorable metaphor for 
overpopulation and argues that, when facing a resource freely available and accessible by many, the 
resource will unavoidably be exploited, for everybody involved strives for her personal maximum 
good. To quote the dramatic words used by the author: “Ruin is the destination toward which all men 
rush, each persuing his own best interest in a society that believes in the freedom of the commons. 
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 Seen from a linguistic point of view, Williams (1983 70-72) points out that the word common has an “extraordinary 26

range of meanings” in the English language, stemming from the Latin word communis. Basically, this means that something is 
shared by many or all, contrasted with “lords and nobility.” It is connected to the word communication, which means to 
make something “common to many.” As Fuchs (2014b 242) points out, communication is an essential feature of human 
society and there can be “no society without communication; humans create and maintain social relationships by 
communication and thereby continuously reproduce their social existence”. Media, then, are means of communication, and 
the Internet being amongst those means. Therefore, both communication and means of communication are part of the 
commons of society, necessary for its survival, and hence, should be available for free and not owned privately by a class: 
“denying humans the means to communicate is like denying them fresh air to breathe.” (ibid.)

 Seen in a more nuanced way, commons analysts have differentiated between a commons as a (1) resource (system) and 27

a commons as a (2) property-rights regime. The first concept describes types of economic goods which are shared 
resource systems–called common-pool resources. The latter refers to a legal regime, a jointly owned legal set of rights–called 
common property.



Freedom in a commons brings ruin to all” (Hardin 1968 1244).  Since its publication, scholars have 28

successfully challenged and withdrawn the conclusions of Hardin’s study.  	
29

Solutions to the Tragedy 

Stiglitz (2006 163) claims that “the problem of the commons is easy to understand, and so, in some 
sense, is the solution: in one way or another, individuals have to be restricted in their use of it.” For that 
to happen, he proposes two alternatives: (1) the privatizing of the commons, potentially leading to 
income inequalities and posing difficulties when it comes to problems like fishery or global warming, 
and (2) social control, where governments are managing a common resource.	


Another solution altogether was put forward by Elinor Ostrom, the first woman receiving the Sveriges 
Riksbank Prize in Economic Sciences in Memory of Alfred Nobel in 2009. Setting her focus on 
communities, Ostrom discovered that such were often able to achieve sustainable rules and 
institutions as well as economical efficiency by utilizing a bottom-up approach. After conducting a large 
set of empirical studies on common-pool resource governance, Ostrom found an extremely rich 
variety of specific rules in place to make those systems long-term sustainable, as demonstrated in her 
landmark book, ‘Governing the Commons’ (1990 90-102); the question was “always not whether the 
commons are regulated, but how” (Murdock 2013 159). Ostrom was able to identify a set of 
principles that were absent in failed systems and in existence in all successful systems. These principles 
are:	


(1) Clearly defined boundaries should be in place. 	


(2) Rules in use are well matched to local needs and conditions.	


(3) Individuals affected by these rules can usually participate in modifying the rules.	


(4) The right of community members to devise their own rules is respected by external 
authorities.	


(5) A system for self-monitoring members’ behavior has been established.	
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 He sees humankind’s population problem as the root of that dilemma, since too many people would compete for too 28

little and finite resources. Hardin thus calls for an abandonment of the commons idea and for population control as the 
solution necessary. What is further disturbing with his theory is that those with less social conscience will be allowed to 
create the tragedy, even while others may strive for reaching the goal of social stability.

 Gardiner (2001 388) sets out to argue that Hardin’s arguments are “deeply flawed” and that the problem he conceives 29

“does not have the structure of a commons.” Patel (2010) points out that the main actor in his tale - homo economicus - 
does not exist in flesh and blood and an argument based on self-satisfaction in a word of scarcity does not hold; people 
aren’t always rapacious and untamable - only corporations are, driven by the profit motive. Hess and Ostrom (2007 11) 
add to the criticisms that Hardin was actually discussing open access rather than managed commons, and that he assumed 
little or no communication.



(6) A graduated system of sanctions is available.	


(7) Community members have access to low-cost conflict-resolution mechanisms.	


(8) Nested enterprises—that is, appropriation, provision, monitoring and sanctioning, conflict 
resolution, and other governance activities—are organized in a nested structure with 
multiple layers of activities.	


Cavengah et al. (2004 126) confirm this view: The “people whose lives depended on the commons 
were almost always excellent caretakers of it and remained so over many centuries.” That is to say that 
almost all actually existing commons, “both historical and contemporary, have been regulated by 
collectively agreed-upon rules of access and use” (Murdock 2013 159). In a later work, Hess and 
Ostrom (2007 7) point out that the findings above are to be seen as a helpful starting point for 
further investigations, but “in no way prescriptive–nor are they models.”	


Characteristics of a Commons 

To summarize, Bollier (2011a) lists some characteristics of how to grasp the concept of the commons. 
The commons are:	


• A self-organized system by which communities manage resources (with little or no reliance 
on the state or the market).	


• A social system for the long-term stewardship of resources that preserves shared values 
and community identity. 	


• The wealth that we create together or inherit and must pass on, enhanced or undiminished, 
to our children (e.g., nature, civic infrastructure, traditions, knowledge)	


Additionally, it is helpful for an understanding to list what the commons are not.	


• The commons are not a resource. Rather, it is a resource plus a community plus the 
protocols, norms, and values devised to manage a given resource.	


• There is no commons without commoning. Commoning describes the practices and norms, 
always dependent on the context, of how to manage a shared resource for collective 
benefit. There is no ‘standard template’, but as a general rule, a commons must be animated 
by bottom-up participation, personal responsibility, transparency and self-policing 
accountability.	
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• The commons is not only about natural resources. Contemporary struggles strive to find 
new structures of law, institutional structures, and social practices, enabling diverse sorts of 
commons to be protected from market enclosure and work on a large scale.	


One such realm is the extension of the concept of the commons to intangibles like information and 
knowledge. There is a fundamental difference between the digital commons and physical commons. In 
the former, the use of the commons by one does not detract from what is available to others; the 
enclosure represents an inefficient restriction on usage. In the case of physical commons like grazing 
land or fishing territories, usage by one reduces resources available to others. To “use economists’ 
jargon, in the former case the marginal cost of usage is zero; in the latter it is positive” (Stiglitz 2006 
180). This difference is at the heart of the next section on the digital commons.	


2.3.3. The Digital Commons	


This section explores how the theory of the commons, as outlined above, can be applied to the digital 
commons, being a “subset of Internet, virtual, and knowledge resources” (De Rosnay and Le Crosnier 
2012 1). The great virtue of the commons is that they can represent a responsive, effective way to 
manage resources according to the public interest, without command-and-control regulation. When 
Tim Berners-Lee originated the idea of what would become the foundation of the WWW 25 years 
ago, he imagined a horizontal network of connections in which each participant could receive as well 
as publish content without the mediation of a central point of control. Knowledge is the domain of 
the public and as such, as much as possible needs to be freely available (Felice and Variero 2012). Hess 
and Ostrom (2007 3f) argue that the scholarship on information and knowledge commons “is still in 
its early infancy”; the application of the commons-concept to information and knowledge as 
intangibles sparked around 1995, when people suddenly began to realize that behaviors seen on the 
Web–free riding, overuse, pollution–are quite like described in the ‘classical’ commons literature. 
Furthermore, the thought appeared that this new way of distributing information “was neither a 
private nor strictly a public resource” (ibid.). Since then, many scholars found it a useful concept to 
explain new dilemmas emerging from the digitalization of all sorts of data and was labeled everything 
from ‘digital,’ ‘virtual,’ ‘communications,’ ‘information,’ ‘technological,’ or ‘Internet’ commons. They all, 
essentially, “address the new shared territory of global distributed information” (ibid.). The term 
employed hereafter will be ‘digital commons.’ 	
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Enclosures of the Digital Commons 

The action of fencing off Britain’s previously commonly used grasslands can be seen as the first 
enclosure movement,  privatizing what was previously a public domain. Boyle (2008) talks about 30

“enclosing the commons of the mind” as the second enclosure movement, which also has had extra-
economic incentives just like the enclosures centuries earlier. Now, the main difference is that these 
enclosures are also aimed against cultural and information resources, against intangibles (May 2013). 
The notion of the enclosure of the commons has provided a “potent metaphor for expanding 
corporate media power in general and, in particular, for the commodification of digital 
networks” (Fuchs and Dyer-Witheford 2013 9). Bollier sees the enclosure of the commons as “one of 
the great unacknowledged problems of our time” and means with it the “expropriation and 
commercialization of shared resources, usually for private market gain” (2011a online).  Harvey 31

(2003) conceptualized such process of often violent incorporation of different spheres into capitalist 
accumulation circles with the term accumulation by dispossession; and “enclosure is about 
dispossession,” as a commons-based culture gets dismantled with a market order (i.e., money-based 
producer/consumer relationships instead of egalitarian co-production and co-governance) (Bollier 
2011a online) – Those heydays of neoliberal globalization constitute an era of “new enclosures” (de 
Angelis 2009). For the digital realm, the discourse was about an enclosure of the electronic frontier 
(Lindenschmidt 2004), as the “early academic-hacker traditions of Internet usage succumbed to 
dot.coms and e-commerce” (Fuchs and Dyer-Witheford 2013 9). 	
32

Altogether, “these new enclosures in the field of information, communication, culture, and creativity 
should not be taken lightly,” (Prodnik 2014 157) as they address crucial spheres affecting the way we 
as human beings lead our lives and reflect upon our society. An important element of enclosures and 
of central concern for this thesis is the process of commodification, to be discussed below.	
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 Although this process is often referred to as the (first) enclosure movement, it was actually a series of enclosures that 30

started in the 15th century and went on, with differing means, ends, and varieties of state involvement, until the 19th.

 Examples include the enforcement of copyright statutes to lock up culture, the patenting of genes, the privatization of 31

water, or attempts to transform an Internet based on open standards into a proprietary marketplace. Perelman (2002 5) 
argues that rise of intellectual property rights, significantly contributing to the rise of media and cultural conglomerates, 
“have contributed to one of the most massive redistributions of wealth that has ever occurred.” Without copyright, media 
conglomerates could not exist as it “protects corporate monopoly rights over culture,” and as a major policy, copyright 
encourages “wholesale privatization of our common culture.” (McChesney 2013 80)

 Such enclosures are, as in the terrestrial realm, met with resistance, albeit scattered; but movements like the Free and 32

Open Software (FOSS), peer-to-peer (P2P) file sharing, or hacktivism are examples of persistent insurrection.



2.3.4. Processes of Commodification	


The Commodity Form 

The classical political economists around Smith and Ricardo distinguished between the use value of a 
given product, referring to the value derived from the satisfaction of a specific human need or want, 
and the exchange value, being the value that the same product would be worth when exchanged. The 
commodity represents a specific product that is primarily thought and produced for the process of 
exchange; “Commodification is the process of transforming use values into exchange values” (Mosco 
2009 129). The commodity as the most visible form of capitalist production is one of the key analytical 
concepts in Marx’ Kapital. There was a tendency in the classical political economy of Smith and his 
followers to naturalize the commodity, to see it as a “nature-imposed necessity,” but for Marx, it was a 
“a social formation in which the process of production has mastery over man, instead of the opposite” 
(Marx 1867 175). Alternatives to commodification processes are found in private life, e.g. through the 
cultivation of intimacy, friendship, and kinship, as well as in public life, e.g. through the development of 
democracy and citizenship (Mosco 2009).	


Commodifying Content, Audiences, and Labour 

When applying the notion of a commodity to the media sphere, political economists necessarily start 
to think about the content. Generally speaking, the mainstreaming of the Internet “has advanced 
opportunities for commodification because it deepens and extends opportunities to measure and 
monitor, as well as to package and repackage, communication content” (Mosco 2009 12). Mosco 
(2005 156) documents how each step along the way to the digitization  of TV channels redefined the 33

commodification of content, for “the commodity to be measured, monitored and packaged in 
increasingly more specific and customized ways.” New, digital media are the next step in this 
“evolution” and expand opportunities to further commodify content. Media content producers tend 
to be oligopolistic and additionally, through the process of becoming conglomerates, a handful of 
gigantic firms control a given industry, e.g. network television, music recording, or film production. This 
has of course to do with the high costs of such productions that is only to be stemmed by big 
corporations. Media consolidation is a central concern for the political economy of communication 
since “concentrated control over culture (and journalism) instantly raises red flags in liberal 
democratic theory, for good reason” (McChesney 2013 74); Consequently, as firms will produce what 
is most profitable and easiest to produce to reach the target audience, the result is a narrow 
spectrum of content and producer sovereignty instead of consumer sovereignty.	
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 ‘Digitization’ refers to the transformation of communication (words, videos, pictures, sounds) into a common language, 33

providing the grist for cyberspace.



But apart from the content provided on the media, audiences too are subject to commodification 
processes. Smythe’s (1977) observation that audiences sell their attention in exchange to the content 
they receive was useful because it broadened the commodification debate beyond mere content. 
Taken to the Internet, Smythe’s theories need to be updated since the relationship between senders 
and receivers of content becomes more complex as users now participate actively in the creation 
process (cf. Fuchs 2014a; Fuchs 2012; Scholz 2012). Digital technologies allow for a vast refinement of 
the commodification of viewers compared to the Fordist system of delivering mass audiences to 
advertisers, having consumers being packaged and repackaged into neatly categorized containers (e.g., 
30-40 year old males interested in golf and sailing). Such a categorization is applied to almost every 
communication medium today and the commodification of audiences yields “great power” (Mosco 
2005 158). 	


Another important process of commodification is the one of media labour. Building on the classic 
work of Braverman (1998), who conceptualized classic labour as being constituted out of conception 
(i.e., the power to envision and design work), and execution (i.e., the power to carry it out). In the 
process of commodification, “capital acts to separate conception from execution” (Mosco 2009 13), 
thereby concentrating conceptual power in the hands of a managerial class, representing capital’s 
interests. More specifically, the next paragraphs will focus on how commodification processes came to 
shape the Web 2.0 as we know it today.	


2.3.5. The Commodification of the Digital Commons	


Social Media Business Models 

Looking at the way how social media companies have been monetizing their services means walking a 
fine line between obtaining user data and selling them. From the very beginning of the phenomena, 
the notion of “free”  was at the center of attention. As noted by van Dijck (2013), the word can 34

describe very different things, for example content distributed free of charge by platforms, content 
generated gratis by users, or content untainted by mainstream media. Out of this emerged what can 
be called “the concept of mutual gifting”–the exchange of user-generated content for access to 
services. However, when collective projects got taken over by corporate platforms, “ ‘free’ also came to 
mean something else: ‘paid for’ not in actual money but in users’ attention as well as their profiling and 
behavioral data” (ibid. 169). This makes user attention a resource to be monetized, as observed for 
mass media by Smythe (1981), but in the real of online platforms with a much-respected new twist: 
the possibility of mass customization.	
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 http://www.newyorker.com/arts/critics/books/2009/07/06/090706crbo_books_gladwell?currentPage=all, accessed April 34

10th, 2014



Where advertisements were previously broadcasted toward a mass audience, personalized messages 
can now be directly delivered into a users’ personal social space. More, since people tend to value 
things and items recommended by their friends, the novel category of “frustomers” emerges (Van 
Dijck 2013); together with the use of predictive analytics for customer recommendations and the 
interference in real-time trends, “customization seems to have become less the art of soliciting 
customers’ needs than the science of engineering their desires” (ibid. 170). This is to say that “free” 
content, as advocated by the early Web 2.0 enthusiasts, has come at a price, “albeit a price that is not 
equally valued by all users” (ibid.). One can either welcome personalized ads as a convenient service, 
as many users do, or declare it as a blatant invasion of ones personal privacy.	


In any case, as van Dijck (2013) observes, this business principle has become the status quo that now 
most users have gotten used to and will be very hard to reverse.  A recent 2012 study on the 35

monetization of privacy found that around one third of the users tested would be willing to pay more 
for a service when guaranteed that their personal data was not used for marketing purposes.  36

Sevigani (2013) finds that half of his sample would financially support, with an equal of or less then 
€10 per year, alternative social networking sites where users would be in full control of their privacy. 
However, those users rarely get the chance to choose this option. Even though some platforms offer a 
premium option for providing their services ad-free, this still does not mean that users are not tracked 
or that their data is not exploited for other purposes. Furthermore, the “biggest problem that haunts 
those customers wary of bartering their privacy for online services is probably the opacity of business 
models that are typically partly hidden in the (proprietary) algorithms companies deploy” (Van Dijck 
2013 171). In other words, users are left uninformed about how their data is exploited. Van Dijck 
further observes that users “find themselves in a double bind:” On the one hand, users are “agents in 
the production process,” essential for the value of a given platform and free to quit any time, while on 
the other hand, they are “consumers who have too little knowledge of platforms’ operational and 
economic logic” to fully understand their “locked in” position in “walled gardens” of online social 
spaces. Therefore, user rights movements call for a handling of governance that centers the user 
instead of the consumer.  More often then not, user data is collected for the sake of delivering 37

targeted advertisements to the eyeballs of the people in front of the screens.	
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 Although there is experimentation with other forms of monetizing online, for example the Wall Street Journal’s attempt 35

to charge fees for content, ultimately acquiring a large base of users providing “free” content that can then be sold to third 
parties is more profitable that the collection of fees.

 See European Union Agency for Network and Information Security (ENISA): ‘Study on monetising privacy. An economic 36

model for pricing personal information’, published February 28th, 2012. Available at: http://www.enisa.europa.eu/activities/
identity-and-trust/library/deliverables/monetising-privacy, accessed February 24th, 2014

 One such movement is Consumers International, stating that “as consumers, we're part of every transaction on the 37

planet. But while our money speaks, our voice is often not heard.” For more info, see http://
www.consumersinternational.org/who-we-are/about-us/, accessed February 24th, 2014



Targeted Advertisement  

In today’s online environment, most websites are commercial and they need to be profitable to 
sustain themselves. For the most part, this is done using (targeted) advertising; looking at the ten most 
accessed websites worldwide, only one has no advertisements (see Table 2.3). As noted above, 
extensive user surveillance systems to collect user data are implemented by the profit-oriented web 
services following such a logic; such data, then, is sold on to advertisers, who look for “information 
about potential customers that is as accurate as possible” (Sevignani 2013 734). Consequently, users 
using those services for (mostly) good reasons provide the providers with data used for monetary 
exchange with the advertising industry, willingly or unwillingly.	


Table 2.2: Top 10 Websites Worldwide 	
38

Advertising, due to its content, has always been a controversial undertaking, and can even “make the 
marketplace seem more absurd than efficient” (McChesney 2013 42). For, when under conditions of 
oligopoly, a market produces many similar products sold to similar prices, advertising strategies are 
essential to build a differentiating brand for consumers. This leads to two paradoxes of advertising, (1) 
the more alike the products are, the more advertising is necessary to convince consumers that they 
are different, and (2) the more firms do so, the more “commercial clutter there is in the media and 
culture” (ibid. 44). The function of advertising is to “increase people’s dissatisfaction with any current 
state of affairs” (Lane 2000 179), and to “gain the irrational edge” (Travis 2000). All this is what 
Postman (1993 170) termed a ‘technopoly,’ where at its core there is a “vast industry with license to 

Rank Site Category Organizational Form Advertising 

1 google.com Search Commercial Yes

2 facebook.com Social networking Commercial Yes

3 youtube.com Video sharing Commercial Yes

4 yahoo.com Portal / Search Commercial Yes

5 baidu.com Search Commercial Yes

6 wikipedia.org Encyclopedia Non-commercial No

7 qq.com Portal Commercial Yes

8 twitter.com Microblogging Commercial Yes

9 live.com Portal / Search Commercial Yes

10 linkedin.com Social networking Commercial Yes
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 Source: http://www.alexa.com/topsites, accessed April 10th, 201438



use all available symbols to further the interests of commerce, by devouring the psyches of 
consumers.” Such developments have spread advertising into “every available nook, cranny, and crevice 
of our society” (ibid.) and have made advertising is the advance army of capitalism (Rorty 1934). Put 
more drastically, advertising is the “the most sophisticated system of applied propaganda in the 
world” (McChesney 2013 44).	


Figure 2.3: Offline and Online User Protests against Advertisements 	
39

One of the initial claims of an emerging Internet, as discussed in chapter 2.1, was to provide an 
egalitarian place with equal access to consumer information that would make such “commercial 
propaganda look ridiculous” (ibid. 45), thereby radically improving our lives. Unfortunately, advertising 
won and the “hypercommercialization of our culture proceeds swiftly” (ibid.), and with the 
digitalization of data comes the opportunity to increasingly gather more fine-tuned consumer data 
and consequently deliver tailored advertisements to exactly the right consumer (group) (Mosco 2009; 
Mosco 2005), thereby making it more ‘effective.’	


2.3.6. Chapter Summary - Commodification of Everything?	


More than fifty years ago, Briggs criticized that “massive market interests have come to dominate an 
area of life which, until recently, was dominated by individuals themselves”(Briggs 1960) and arguably, 
the situation did not change for the better. Sandel (2012) documents the spread of commercialism 
and argues that we have drifted from having a market economy to being a market society in a variety 
of spheres, ranging from education to health to environmental protection. Looking at the digital world, 
the rapid growth of social media platforms since the turn of the millennium was accompanied by the 

30

 Seen in Uppsala, left (swe: ‘Ads, no thanks’), and while surfing on Facebook.com, right, using the Browser-Plugin AdBlock 39

Plus).



incorporation of sites by existing and new information companies and, “virtually overnight, replaced 
dot.communism by dot.commercialism” (Van Dijck 2013 10). Murdock (2013 163) argues that the 
worldwide embrace of marketization and the global generalization of consumer culture, is “arguably 
the most concerted threat to the possibility of using digital technologies to construct a new cultural 
commons.”  Van Dijck (2013 4) observes:	
40

Companies often appeared less interested in communities of users than in their data–a byproduct 
of making connections and staying connected online. Connectivity quickly evolved into a valuable 
resource as engineers found ways to code information into algorithms that helped brand a particular 
form of online sociality and make it profitable in online markets–serving a global market of social 
networking and user-generated content.	


Commodification – seen as the process of “making things exchangeable on markets either actually 
and/or discursively by framing things as if they were exchangeable” (Sevignani 2013 733) – is a helpful 
construct for naming such tendencies. Hyde (2010 58) argues that developments of commodification 
have turned the basis of the previous settlement upside down. Where once “everything belonged to 
the commons,” except for material removed “for a short term, and for good reasons,” now the point 
of departure is “the assumption of exclusive ownership;” Initiatives  constituting to “a new enclosure 41

movement” (Murdock 2013 164). However, as long as mass media have been around, the precision of 
the commodification process have been confounded, as people share books or leave a newspaper in 
a café. With digital technologies, sharing became ever easier and widespread, and Mosco calls it “no 
surprise that music file sharing has become a way to avoid the high price of a music CD” (2005 157). 
The “commodification of the commons through private media is not unchallenged” (Sandoval 2014b 
159). And, as Hardt and Negri point out, commercial media do also depend on the commons besides 
commodifying and appropriating them (2009 153).	


Sevignani (2013) notes that thoughts of developing non-commercial Internet services are almost 
absent looking at official political agendas, and processes of rethinking privacy face powerful resistance. 
However, the combination of technical, legislative, and self-regulatory measures can be an effective 
instrument for improving public policy. Concrete measures include:	
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 At the heard of it is the danger that most people’s online lives in Western economies are increasingly orchestrated by a 40

small number of mainly American corporations, led by Google, Facebook, Apple, and Amazon: “Rather than providing a 
public park, open to a variety of uses and serendipitous encounters, the Web is becoming a series of walled gardens 
tailored to already-established interests and preferences.” (Murdock 2013 163)

 As argued above, the economic base for most commercially organized Web activity relies on gathering and selling user 41

data and thus, “the Internet has become the vehicle for increasing intensified and personalized forms of promotional 
address” (Murdock 2013 164). This can either be done through online sales or increasingly, through utilizing unpaid labour 
of ‘prosumers’ into the development of new commodities, sold for the benefit of a selected few (cf. Fuchs 2014a). So, the 
audience commodity as identified by Smythe (1981), i.e. audience attention sold to advertisers, is now additionally milked 
for the productivity of unpaid labor.



(1) Legislation: Important elements including more rights for users, a commitment to data 
protection by design and default, and the right to be forgotten (Mayer-Schönberger 2011) 
are part of the EU initiative for a general data protection regulation. All such elements 
“would limit the commodification of privacy” (Sevignani 2013 737), where it is important 
that economic interests do not automatically outdo consumer privacy interests. Sevignani’s 
study further reveals that an “overwhelming” majority of users would welcome a mandatory 
opt-out option for targeted advertising. In the same vein, Van Dijck (2013 171) argues that 
offering consumers a way to “opt-out” of that prevailing logic or giving users the possibility 
to switch platforms “without paying the switching costs in terms of losing one’s entire online 
personal networked data” as well as offering a simple way to adjust the default tracking 
settings would optimize the situation for users. However, in the way of such an “opt-out” 
solution are not only techno-economic barriers, but also “social norms and the ideological 
imperatives and cultural logics that scaffold them” (idib.). Furthermore, a legal commitment 
to alternative Internet services is needed, similar to examples seen for public broadcasting.	


(2) Self-regulation: Here, it is crucial not to limit measures to corporations, as “[s]elf- regulation is 
possible not only beyond the state but also beyond the market” (Sevignani 2013 737). The 
issue was extensively discussed in chapter 2.3, but it is to be noted that examples of the 
digital commons like BeWelcome.org are actual outcomes of self-regulation and, according 
to Sevignani, “could participate in state funding” (ibid.), just as corporations are often 
financially supported to attract business. Bollier (2007 38) believes that markets and 
commons are not adversaries, but can rather exist in a synergetic manner, where they 
perform complementary tasks. To defend the commons, “is to recognize that human 
societies have collective needs and identities that the market cannot fulfill by itself.” 	


(3) Technology: Digital commons have also technical aspects. Here, switching to a de-centralized 
strategy and peer-to-peer technology can safeguard against undemocratic power 
aggregations in certain states or organizations. For example, the alternative social networking 
sites of BeWelcome.org or Diaspora* took concrete measures that protect them from 
being taken over by bigger corporations, gaining control of their user-base’s data.	


Those concrete and similar initiatives could help to resist commodification processes and “make 
alternative, non-commercial Internet services more powerful and popular” (Sevignani 2013 738) as 
well as to help avoiding structural threats to privacy; Furthermore, “possessive individualism on the 
Internet would decrease” (ibid.), and users would be helped to “reassert control over their community 
resources” (Bollier 2007 38) – a strengthening of the idea of the digital commons. Sandoval analyses 
that as of today, “media companies have been quite successful in capturing the social usage of media 
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that produces media commons and transforming it into a means for generating private 
profits” (2014b 159). To overcome this struggle, resistance in the form of a political movement is 
needed, taking up the contradiction for “the expansion of the social logic from productive forces to 
relations of production” (ibid.). Only then will there be success in establishing a commons-based 
media system that is then “truly social.”	


The task of the thesis at hand is to shed light on the processes of commodification and to put them 
into relation to communities valuing non-commercial projects organized around the principle of the 
commons. As the above discussion has shown, more often than not, such endeavors are subject to 
struggles and challenges, just as the poem starting this chapter warned us, albeit in a more poetic 
fashion: “And geese will still a common lack / Till they go and steal it back.” For, if we assume that 
enclosing the commons will bring us “prosperity, great science, and vibrant culture, well, we will look 
like very silly geese indeed” (Boyle 2008 248). 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2.4. Web Users as Consumers or Participants	


2.4.1. Introduction 	


The discussion about the commons and commodification processes ultimately begs the question of 
what role the user (can) play in this struggle. How does a user’s relationship to a given platform 
depend on ownership and governance? Although for many, a new empowerment of the users is at the 
heart of what is conceptualized as ‘social media,’ the following discussion will show that such a view is 
a too narrow one and perception can shift between the poles of being a passive consumer or an 
empowered participant. The organizational structures of a given platform – whether a platform is 
subscribed to the logic of the commons or the logic of the market – is intimately responsible for how 
users are treated. 	


Marx’ notion of the ‘General Intellect’ stresses the common character of knowledge, brought about by 
“communal labour, [that] however, simply involves the direct cooperation of individuals,” being 
“brought about partly by the cooperation of men now living, but partly also by building on earlier 
work” (Marx 1894 199). This can also be applied to the context of the Internet: Levine (2007 167f) 
takes the process of creating public knowledge as an additional good and views the Internet as a 
“particular kind of public resource,” a commons that is an “antidote to consumerism and to passive 
forms of citizenship.” Kranich (2007 85) argues that digital commons offer a way to respond to the 
challenge posed by enclosure, and at the same time they are vital in “building a fundamental institution 
for twenty-first century democracy.” However, in line with the arguments above, it is threatened by 
state control, but more significantly by corporate control: “Corporations can increase their profits by 
restricting access to the commons and by treating Internet users as consumers, not 
coproducers” (ibid. 268). The first section of this chapter will focus on the former treatment. 	


2.4.2. The User as a Commodity	


As touched on above, the rhetoric of openness and sharing as promoted by many big social media 
companies is rooted in the early forms of community-based online sociality, flourishing between 2000 
and 2006. Those communities valued the promises of this new space where they could communicate 
free from government intervention and market constrains; in a non-commercial, public, and alternative 
space. When companies took over online platforms, they tried to preserve such values and tried to 
“present themselves as pioneers of a joint public-private endeavor” (Van Dijck 2013 14). A hybrid 
ideological foundation was also nurtured by scholars, when for example promoting a “networked 
public sphere” that would “emerge alongside the commercial mass-media markets” (Benkler 2006 10). 
In other words, the new ‘Web 2.0’ sphere was seen as incorporating the potential to “promote 
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community over commerce, or, at the very least afford their peaceful coexistence” (Van Dijck 2013 
14). 	


This participatory spirit was what spurred the growth of many platforms in the first place. As 
platforms were still relatively small with a uniform user base, self-regulation and community-supported 
surveillance worked well. However, when numbers began to explode after 2005, the “focus of most 
platforms was diluted” (Van Dijck 2013 15) and soon, many of them were incorporated or taken over 
by bigger companies; the “spirit of ‘nonmarket peer production’ soon dwindled” (ibid.). During the 
following years, companies were eager to emphasize the users over profits and the development of 
for-profit business models posed a real challenge for the digital media industry (Vukanovic 2009). The 
balancing act between Silicon Valley’s venture capitalist culture demanding quick turnovers and not 
risking user boycotts led many managers to carefully experiment with monetizing schemes  while 42

trying to keep up the growth rates of the user base (Van Dijck 2013).	


Tapscott and Williams praise companies like Google or Yahoo for creating “new public squares, vibrant 
meeting places where your customers come back for the rich and engaging experiences,” and claim 
that “relationships, after all, are the one thing you cannot commoditize” (2006 44). However ironic, 
corporate platforms like Facebook and Google found that commoditizing relationships is precisely 
“the golden egg their geese produced” (Van Dijck 2013 16) – for users not only peer-produce 
content when engaging in social media, but inevitably, and often unintentionally, also profiling and 
behavioral data. We often get to hear how users are now able to accumulate social capital, but what 
this means in effect is that the owners of platforms are amassing economic capital (ibid.).	


An ‘Architecture of Participation’ for Whom? 

Olsson (2014 204f) stresses that one should also critically ask ‘who’ questions: For whom is this a 

participatory architecture? And what are the conditions for participation? Here, he notes that the answers 
vary quite extensively throughout the literature and thus further distinguishes between three sub-
categories:	
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 An illustrating example is the concept of ‘wikinomics’ (Tapscott and Williams 2006), an Internet business concept 42

promoting the merger between the market and the non-profit sector in the new, networked information environment. 
The concept borrows one particular element of Wikipedia’s model, namely user participation, and squeezes it for 
application in for-profit ventures, wiki-style peer production is put to the forefront of such ‘new business models.’ Van Dijck 
(2009) is critical of such models and unravels them as Web 2.0 newspeak and an example of how business gurus try to 
argue the universal benefits of a democratized and collectivist digital space, entirely inside commodity culture.



(1) For Corporations (And Capitalism More Generally): From a critical political economy point of 
view,  the participatory architecture does, for a very large extend, benefit the existing 43

economic and political elites; also, the conditions for participation are mainly decided on by 
those elites.	


(2) For Empowered Consumers: A theme mostly touched upon by ‘Web 2.0’ enthusiasts like 
Shirky (2009), Benkler (2006), or Anderson (2010b), agreeing that the new Web offers new 
forms of participation for individuals as consumers and as members of self-organized 
networks.	


(3) For Participating Citizens, making the connection to democratic principles and politics, 
concluding that the new media environment “offers new and hitherto unseen participatory 
possibilities, and as such it can become a participatory architecture for citizens (Olsson 2014 
207).	


This discussion shows that, depending on the viewpoint, the term ‘social media’ can be interpreted in 
very different fashions: It can be seen as either a facilitator for consumer empowerment, enabling new 
forms of interaction, or as merely an extension of corporate interests exploiting capitalistic logic. 
Lovink (2011 6) calls social media “a buzzword of the outgoing Web 2.0 era” and a “product of 
business management strategies;” therefore, it should be judged accordingly. Furthermore, users of 
social networks are said to be engaged in participation that values “co-creation” and “empowerment,” 
however, “the wages and working conditions of virtual workers are rarely examined” (2012 105), and 
the utopian visions can also be seen from a different angle. 	


Aspects of Digital Labour 

Participation in online spaces requires a whole set of preconditions, ranging from the obvious ones of 
suitable hardware devices like computer or smartphones to the infrastructure of a globe-spanning 
network to the content itself. As such a discussion would (and does) compose a work in its own right, 
it is nevertheless useful to refer to the fact that, generally speaking, a “particular problem of 

36

 Employing a critical perspective, we have to ask questions about the control over the boundary between public and 43

private life exercised by social media platform owners. As Mansell (2012 106) points out, the owners of sites like Facebook 
“continuously work behind the screen to tweak their sites’ privacy conditions,” claiming to be in the interest of their users. 
Even if modifications turn out not to fulfill that condition, users have “little choice but to continue using a site to maintain 
connection with their friends,” given the dominant, monopoly-like market position Facebook enjoys.



contemporary media and communication studies is the strong focus on the capital side of the creative 
and cultural economy and the neglect of the labour side” (Fuchs 2014a 5). 	
44

Apart from the labour going into the physical manufacturing of ICTs, another aspect is connected to 
the notion of ‘the prosumer’ and unpaid user labour. Smythe (1977; 1981) first argued that the 
audience of a medium (in his times, advertising-financed TV or newspapers) does work when being 
exposed to those advertisements (audience labour), and produce themselves as a commodity 
(audience commodity), then sold to advertisers. The business model of social media platforms 
generally allows users to create a profile free of charge and therefore manage and store all of their 
online behaviors. The online behavior and personal interests are then sold to advertising clients and 
money is exchanged for the access of user data. Its value lies in the multitude and requires permanent 
online surveillance. Such workings aim at “luring the prosumers into consumption and at manipulating 
their desires and needs in the interest of corporations and the commodities they offer” (Fuchs 2014b 
169). Apart from annoying advertisements, the danger lies in the fact that users becoming “double-
objects of commodification,” meaning that they are commodities themselves and through this 
commodification their consciousness becomes increasingly exposed to the commodity logic.  45

Andrejevic (2014 189) sees one aspect of our digital futures increasingly characterized by what he 
calls algorithmic alienation,  conceptualizing that a loss of control about our personal data is what 46

alienates us from it.	


The Parody of the Commons 

Potentially, the Internet could resemble a space where universal access to research, knowledge, and 
culture is made possible. However, as outlined above, our legal and social systems often won’t allow 
ideas of sharing to take hold. The reality of copyright laws, dating back to the days long before we 
could dream of a global network of universal access, effectively prohibits a creative culture of sharing. 
Wikipedia, the most famous example of a network-based, collaborative project, shows that common 
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 In a similar vain, Maxwell and Miller aim with their book ‘Greening the Media’ (2012) towards exposing the environmental 44

practices and impacts of media corporations and the toxic working conditions within the factories where our shiny devices 
emerge from. In their view, the “growth ideology and apolitical enchantment with media technologies found in most trade 
publications, entertainment news outlets, and fan culture” strongly requires a critical scholarship into media labour, 
adequately addressing the “physical nature of work and what it does to people and the environment” (Maxwell and Miller 
2012 16); For “the stakes appear extremely high for anyone who understands the extend of the ecological crisis” (ibid. 41).

 Fuchs (2014a) reminds us that the playful exploitation of unpaid Internet prosumers builds on the real sweat and blood 45

of the factory workers and miners, supplying the mineral base and assembly lines.

 “Automated decisions based on huge databases and complex forms of data mining will shape institutional decisions that 46

influence the life changes of a growing number of people in a growing range of contexts” (Andrejevic 2014 189). With this, 
Andrejevic wants to takes us beyond discussions of whether we want targeted advertising or not; rather, we ought to think 
about if we really want to create a world where “every detail of our behavior and communications with one another feeds 
into giant databases that are used to sort and evaluate us in ways that remain completely opaque to us, by a range of 
institutions whose imperatives are not necessarily our own” (idib.).



value is created through free engagement of the people and money is not a key incentive for 
participation (Bauwens 2009). However, seen within a socio-economic framework, Kostakis and 
Stavroulakis (2013 413) argue that the capitalist system in which commons-based peer production 
necessarily occurs “arguably seeks to incorporate commons-based, peer communities because of their 
cost-effective advantage” (ibid. 414), delivering high-quality products for low-cost labour. Therefore, 
they proceed, the current solution is only a temporary one because in the long run, it will be 
“undermined by means designed to maintain profit-driven relations of production into power.” This is 
what they call ‘the parody of the commons’: 	


The introduction of privatization in the management of the common resources realized either by the 
assignment of ownership to individuals or by the interference of state regulation, when capital is the 
prevailing force as well as the appropriation of the financial results. (Kostakis and Stavroulakis 2013 
416)	


As soon as a gradual destruction of a commons is realized (tragedy), private management is agreed 
upon or forced upon by the state. Therefore, the common resource remains common by its name 
only (parody). The two main features of the parody are institutional integration and external 
outsourcing; the parody will remain when capital accumulation is the necessary and prevailing logic. 	
47

2.4.3. The User as a Participant	


Contrasting the above perceptions, the idea of the commons – ranging from physical resources to the 
digital domain – constitutes a powerful yet hard-to-grasp concept that enables communities to govern 
a resource or platform in a sustainable and democratic way, allowing for a different relationship 
between the user and the platform. Truly understanding such a logic “requires that we first escape 
from the prevailing (prejudicial) categories of thought” (Bollier 2007 31). The commons provide an 
alternative to “government versus market” dichotomy  and an example of the “many aspects of social 48

and economic life around the world [that] should be off-limits to the processes of economic 
globalization” (Cavanagh and Manders 2004 106). 	
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 In a similar vein, de Angelis (2009 online) names capitalisms “schizophrenic relationship to the commons” ‘distorted 47

commons’ – ‘distorted’ because of the obvious problems generated by capital’s drive towards self-preservation in 
constituting the underlying commons and the resulting social injustice. On the one hand, continuous enclosures are 
required by capital as a social force (i.e., the destruction and commodification of previously non-commodified spaces), but 
on the other hand, capital also has to “accept the non-commodified and contribute to its constitution” (i.e., reconcile itself 
to the commons) “precisely because capitalism – as the set of economic exchanges and practices mediated and measured 
by money and driven by self-interest, economic calculus and profit – is not all-encompassing” (ibid.). That is to say that the 
forces of capital must in themselves also engage in the constitution of the commons.

 Kostakis and Stavroulakis (2013 413) consider the commons a “third sector alongside the market and the state.” But at 48

the same time, about 70% of all global media are controlled by ten mega-corporations – made possible by the 1996 
Telecommunications Act, effectively deregulating all communications industries (Jin 2013; McChesney 2013); the net result 
being a “substantial homogenization and narrowing of political and cultural perspectives offered by media” (Cavanagh and 
Manders 2004 122).



When productive labor is outsourced to users working in proprietary-based platforms, they effectively 
contribute to the accumulation of new media capital and increased profits for those companies, 
theoretically being “infinitely exploited” (Fuchs 2013). Hence, Terranova (2013 53) suggests to de-
privatize platforms and give ownership to the users, as “the wealth generated by free labour is social, 
so should be the mode of its return.” 	


As common-based peer production might be sustainable for the collective, it is not for the individual. 
For the long-term perspective, the creation of “commons-friendly, ethical enterprises, consisting of the 
commoners themselves, who also control their own governance and have ownership” is needed. Such 
enterprises would be “legally structured so that theirs is an obligation to support the circulation of the 
commons.”  In that way, “profit making is allowed, but profit-maximisation would not be the driving 49

force of economic development” (Kostakis and Stavroulakis 2013 421). This scenario transcends the 
fixation on pure rationality of our political-economic activities and consequently, users are motivated 
to act as active participants instead of passive consumers, thereby establishing social media 
alternatives.	


Social Media Alternatives 

As was shown throughout the discussions in this thesis, within the short history of social media, 
individual platforms always evolved along with their user dynamics. Moving from ideals of egalitarian 
interaction and the sharing of online creativity in the early part of the 21st century to a feeling of 
losing control over a once-informal sociality, the potential empowerment can be seen as a “double-
edged sword” (Van Dijck 2013 159). While some argue that users might enjoy their prescribed roles 
as consumers and passive followers, others see participation on social media as thoroughly 
commercialized and exploitive (e.g. Fuchs 2011). In any case, van Dijck (2013 160) observes that:	


A growing number of users are critical of connective [i.e. social] media’s underlying mechanisms and 
start to look for fitting responses; they may ultimately switch to platforms that allow more user 
control over data or to sites that are more transparent in terms of their business model or privacy 
policies, even though of switching costs  can be high.	
50

Over the last ten years, the relationship between users and platforms was often re-negotiated by both 
protest and appropriation, involving a redefinition of norms and values such as community or 
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 http://www.resilience.org/stories/2013-10-31/network-society-and-future-scenarios-for-a-collaborative-economy, 49

accessed April 6th, 2014

 “Switching costs” stems from microeconomics where it describes the negative costs that customers experience when 50

switching suppliers or products. Translated to social media, the switching costs are rather situated in psychological and 
emotional realms, occurring as users often cannot take their personal data and network of friends, often build up over 
many years, to an alternative platform. Therefore, it is a major barrier not to switch platform even if desired.



connectedness. An example is Flickr’s Commons space,  a community-valued part within an 51

otherwise commercial enterprise, or Couchsurfing’s transition to a for-profit company, to be discussed 
in detail below. Sandoval (2014b) suggests what it would mean for media to be ‘truly social’: Such 
media should be:	


(1) Socially owned (economy),	


(2) Socially controlled (politics), and based on	


(3) Socially inclusive values (culture).	


Further, truly social media are bound to “benefit all members of society rather than serving private 
profit interests” (ibid. 159). To create such a media system, it is necessary to consider alternatives to 
existing manifestations and have them based on the logic of the commons. An important factor for 
the ultimate robustness of a commons is that the community creating and maintaining it is unified in 
regards to its purpose and goals, that is to say, homogeneous; “Traditional commons analysis has 
demonstrated that small, homogenous groups are more likely to be able to sustain a commons,” and 
the same goes for the digital commons (Hess and Ostrom 2007 49). 	
52

Commons-based Internet 

Deriving from the above, a freedom of the commons includes the creation of a commons-based 
Internet. This is not an easy task to imagine, for, as John Maynard Keynes observed in 1936 when 
presenting his then-novel economic theories:	


The ideas which are here expressed so laboriously are extremely simple and should be obvious. The 
difficulty lies, not in the new ideas, but in escaping from the old ones, with ramify, for those brought 
up as most of us have been, into every corner of our minds. (Keynes 1997 viii)	


This is to say that Keynes was not concerned with the merits of his new ideas, but with the dead hand 
of the past. As Bollier (2007 27) points out, “so it is in talking about the commons.” The concept of the 
commons, also, is rather simple and obvious in itself, but our culture is “so steeped in a standard 
economic narrative about ‘how things work’” that the idea of the commons seems exotic; the rhetoric 
of self-made and heroic individual triumphs talks about community. The strength of the commons 
concept lies in its ability to fill a theoretical void by explaining the creation of significant value in a 
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 See https://www.flickr.com/commons, having as the two main objectives (1) to increase access to publicly-held 51

photography collections, and (2) to provide a way for the general public to contribute information and knowledge.

 To add a word of caution, “open source social media platforms are being used to support contests over power among 52

members of civil society, the corporate world, and the state, but theses platforms (as well as proprietary ones) are also in 
use by companies and the state for surveillance” (Mansell 2012 60).



sustained matter, operating outside the market system. The paradigm primarily focuses on social 
norms and rules, as well as legal mechanisms allowing people to share control and ownership of a 
given resource. Bollier (2007 29) sees the commons as “a new (i.e., newly recognized) cultural form,” 
unfolding in front of us. Similar to the emergence of environmentalism as a cultural and political 
movement since the 1950’s, developing a unified language to address diverse abuses of nature in a 
unified way, the concept of the digital commons, too, might play a similar role in our time and “can 
help us name and mentally organize a set of novel, seemingly disconnected phenomena that are not 
yet understood as related to each other to the health of our democratic polity” (Bollier 2007 30). 	


Generally speaking, “struggles for a commons-based Internet need to be connected to struggles for 
socialism” (Fuchs 2014b 259). Socialism maintains that creativity and co-operation, liberated from class 
power, are the very source of human value and consists of two main dimensions. (1), the economic 

foundation is seen as an important part for the functioning of a society, highlighting values of communal 
production, equality, and the workers’ control of production. In a socialist economy, the “means of 
production are socially owned” (Wright 2010 121). (2), for the political dimension, the concept of 
participatory democracy is a key feature. According to Held (2006 216), this resembles the “direct 
participation of citizens in the regulation of the key institutions of society, including the workplace and 
local community.” Wright (2010 121) defines what he calls ‘social power’ as power “rooted in the 
capacity to mobilize people for co-operative, voluntary collective actions of various sorts,” necessary 
for the allocation and usage of diverse resources for social purposes. The next section will discuss 
outcomes of voluntarily collective actions for the realm of hospitality exchange networks in more 
detail. 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2.5. Case Study: Hospitality Exchange Platforms	


2.5.1. Introduction	


Seen in its historical context, the concept of ‘hospitality’ harks back to Greek and Roman or 
Enlightenment antecedents where it entailed a “sacred obligation not just to accommodate the guest, 
but to protect the stranger who arrived at the door” (Lynch et al. 2011 4). Some thousand years later, 
research on the concept of hospitality is said to “bear on some of the most pressing social, cultural 
and political questions of our time” (ibid. 3). Hospitality exchange (‘HospEx’) then, refers to centrally 
organized networks of individual who trade accommodation without monetary exchange; the aim is 
to connect travelers with local residents in the cities they’re visiting. While such concepts find their 
roots in letter- and catalogue-based services after the second World War, networks increasingly 
moved towards using web sites where they have been growing exponentially since the early 2000’s. 
According to Bialski (2012), such an online-based connection between thousands of users is not 
unlike the search for a physical home, but in a virtual space; a habit she refers to as “emotional 
tourism.” This is how the usage of HospEx networks differs from mainstream package tours – meeting 
locals usually involves a lot of emotions. Furthermore, engaging in that style of traveling is to a certain 
extent not fully predictable and thus more likely to feature surprises (Bialski 2007). A central element 
of HospEx platforms besides their non-monetary character is thus intercultural exchange – there is no 
standardized code of conduct of how such encounters will happen, rather meeting with strangers 
builds on the values of openness under the premise of authenticity and mutual respect (Steinacher 
2012). Usually, one finds two distinct types of users on such platforms: A ‘host’, offering a place to stay, 
and a ‘surfer’ or ‘guest’, searching exactly that. A typical user usually embodies both types and moves 
fluidly between those roles (Bell 2012) - a host while at home, a surfer while traveling. The purpose of 
a HospEx platform is to connect the two, and over the years, many different such platforms emerged 
– Kühner and Pagès (2010) describe 36 different networks. The following lines will introduce some of 
the more popular hospitality exchange platforms and their key characteristics.	


2.5.2. The Emergence of Hospitality Exchange Platforms	


The idea of having an alternative way to travel and create a network of like-minded individuals pre-
dates the emergence of the Internet when in 1949, Bob Luitweller and his friends founded SERVAS 

International. The network describes itself as a “non-profit organization working to build understanding, 
tolerance and world peace”  and for many decades, communication was upheld by hand-written 53

letters and phone calls. Things got considerably easier and faster with online networks taking over; 
after the turn of the millennium and build on the principles of the Web 2.0, several HospEx platforms 
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 See http://www.servas.org/, accessed February 26th, 201453



emerged. Amongst the earliest was Hospitality Club,  founded in 2000 by a german student. There is 54

no registered organization behind the network, it contains advertisements, and its user base seems to 
be in decline. Initially started as a non-commercial project, there are however indications that the 
business model will be subject to changes (cf. Steinacher 2012). Based on the same basic principles as 
the two networks above, BeWelcome was founded in 2007 and explicitly states being “not-for-profit, 
open source, and exclusively run by members in a transparent and democratic way.”  Gaining a lot of 55

popularity in recent years, the platform AirBnB departs from the non-monetary ideals of the above 
and offers a “marketplace for people to list, discover, and book unique accommodations around the 
world.”  The business model aims to negotiate private accommodation away from the usual touristic 56

establishment like hostel or hostels, where the company obtains a certain percentage of the costs 
from both hosts (3%) and guests (6 - 12%, depending on the total price of their stay) – due to its 
commercial character, AirBnB does not count as a hospitality exchange as defined above, but still 
deserves to be mentioned here. By far the biggest HospEx network to date is Couchsurfing, with over 
seven million users in more than 100.000 cities around the globe.  Intimately connected to its size 57

and popularity is a story that deserves a whole chapter by itself: The story of its commodification. 	


2.5.3. The Commodification of the Couch	


Couchsurfing.org (CS) was launched in 2003  as a hospitality exchange network offering free 58

accommodation for global travelers, usually for a few nights at a time. Couchsurfing provides a 
platform to connect people who share passion for traveling. After signing up free of charge, new 
members are asked to complete a detailed personal profile: “As with other social networking sites, 
members’ profiles are at the heart of the Couchsurfing website” (Molz 2012c 217). Apart from 
biographical information like age, gender, and education, a CS profile also offers the possibility to 
inform others about one’s past travel experiences, one’s interests and philosophy, the ‘Types of People I 

enjoy’, or ‘One Amazing Thing I’ve Seen or Done.’ Additionally, there are possibilities of uploading photos 
and describing one’s – the couch being a “metaphor for the hospitality the host is willing to 
extend” (ibid. 218), but which can be any kind of sleeping surface, often literally a couch. 	
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 See http://www.hospitalityclub.org/, accessed February 26th, 201454

 See https://www.bewelcome.org/main, accessed February 26th, 201455

 See https://www.airbnb.com/about/about-us, accessed February 26th, 201456

 See https://www.Couchsurfing.org/n/about, accessed February 26th, 2014. There are no official figures of how many 57

active users the site has, but the number is estimated at around two million.

 The founding story has it that Casey Fenton, an American student, got the idea for the project when he found himself 58

with a flight to Iceland, but no place to stay; to find lodging, he e-mailed thousands of students at the University of 
Reykjavik asking for shelter for the weekend and accordingly, got dozens of positive replies. The idea to come up with an 
online service focusing on the connection between hosts and guests wasn’t a far throw from that experience.



CS users can either engage in ‘surfing’, meaning to contact members at a certain destination with the 
request to stay overnight at that person’s home, or ‘hosting’, meaning to accommodate such surfers. 
Also, it is common that users meet up for ‘a coffee’ to socialize and meet local people while traveling. 
In any case, the focus is on physically meeting people chosen through the means of an online platform, 
as is CS’s mission statement, to “create inspiring experiences.”  Thus, the platform is all about sharing 59

experiences, and offering sleeping surfaces, for reasons strictly disconnected from monetary profit.	


Initially, the CS platform was established in April 2003 as a non-profit corporation registered in the US 
state of New Hampshire. In 2006, the project almost collapsed and was already declared dead  due 60

to a database crash, but community efforts brought the site online again. In 2007, CS registered in 
New Hampshire as a charitable organization and for the following years, the founders had pleaded  61

with the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) to grant their website official ‘501(c)3 status’  by arguing that 62

the CS facilitates cultural exchange. However, CS was already negotiating with future investor 
Benchmark in 2010, where “founder” Dan Hoffer working at Benchmark, and by February 2011 it 
became clear that the status would not be approved, and upon receiving a determination letter from 
the IRS,  CS was given 30 days to file protest; CS’s management did not reply. After the deadline had 63

passed, the non-profit was closed down.	


In May 2011, ‘Better World Through Travel, Inc.’ was incorporated in Delaware, USA, under the 
ownership of Casey Fenton and Dan Hoffer, with the purpose of receiving the assets of ‘CouchSurfing 

International, Inc.’, the former non-profit organization. The rhetoric accompanying the transformation 
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 http://www.Couchsurfing.org/about, accessed January 18th, 2014. This ‘mission statement’ is however relatively new and 59

some see it as an effort to “rebrand” the site away from overnight stays, at least for statistical reasons. Counting “inspiring 
experiences” allows CS to count all meet-ups as if they were overnight stays, inflating the numbers.

 See Fenton’s letter to the community, http://techcrunch.com/2006/06/29/couchsurfing-deletes-itself-shuts-down, 60

accessed May 12th, 2014

 Some say that CS insiders “refused” to meet IRS rules about charitable organizations for 5 years, or that they “delayed 61

finishing their application proposal” for 5 years to benefit from tax advantages and exploit volunteer labor until the clock 
ran out. “Most informed people would doubt they pursued charitable status with any vigor. While they may have been 
willing to accept a charitable status that guaranteed the insiders special status and financial power, the IRS explains in their 
refusal letter that that was not acceptable.”  
(Source: personal conversation with a member who has had extensive oral dialogues with Fenton and Espinoza).

 Effectively a tax-exempt status for being a charitable non-profit organization, see  62

http://www.irs.gov/Charities-&-Non-Profits/Charitable-Organizations/Exemption-Requirements-Section-501(c)(3)-
Organizations, accessed January 18th, 2014.

 The conclusion of the letter states: “Because a substantial purpose of your organization is to confer economic benefits to your 63

members, you are operated to serve a private, rather than, a public interest. [..] Moreover, the private interests served by your 
activities outweigh the public interests. Therefore, you are not operated primarily for the common good of the community. You are 
not a social welfare organization as described in section 501(c)(4) of the Code or any other section of the Code.”  
Excerpt from: #19 2011 TNT 123-19 IRS DENIES EXEMPTION APPLICATION OF SOCIAL NETWORKING WEBSITE 
OPERATOR. (Section 170 -- Charitable Deduction) (LTR 201125045) (Release Date: MARCH 30, 2011)



was that Couchsurfing was now a ‘B Corporation’,  or ‘B corp’. There are no legal requirements 64

connected to that label, companies passing the evaluation theoretically process aim for business goals 
other than raw profit, such as transparency, sustainability, or environment-friendliness; in general, “to 
redefine success in business.”  The Couchsurfing leadership used the ‘B corp’ rhetoric after the 65

incorporation as a means to justify that such a change is “actually the best thing that could have 
happened,” because “economic crisis made survival difficult” and “the non-profit structure [. . .] can 
really limit our ability to innovate.” Leadership claimed that for “various legal reasons they had no 
choice but to convert to a for-profit structure” (Feldman 2012 6). Further, they argued that being a 
non-profit “isn’t Couchsurfing’s core identity. Our identity is our vision and mission: We get people 
together.”  In a letter to the community, Fenton declared that “Couchsurfing is not for sale, and 66

money is not our goal.”  However, the assets of Couchsurfing were indeed sold, and Fenton soon 67

found himself on the Board of Directors of a new corporation that had millions of dollars in 
investments. A ‘Certified B Corporation’ has no legal status and is merely a label granted out by another 
organization,  paid for by the business asking to receive the label.  Furthermore, a ‘B Corporation’ is 68 69

not to be confused with a ‘Benefit Corporation’,  an actual legal corporate form in the US designed for 70

for-profit entities that want to privilege society and the environment in addition to profit in their 
decision making process. 	


To summarize an arguably confusing discussion, Couchsurfing was approved by another company to 
be labelled a ‘certified B corporation’, deriving no legal obligations; it does not have the corporate 
form of a ‘benefit corporation’. From a legal point of view, Couchsurfing has been registered as a C 
corporation in the US State of Delaware since May 2011 (first under the name of ‘Better World 

Through Travel, Inc.’, which after the need for secrecy ended was renamed ‘Couchsurfing International, 

Inc.’), obliged under US jurisprudence to maximize stockholder profit. 	


Up until 2011, CS managed to be funded by voluntary user-donations; a user could decide to get 
‘verified’, meaning that by a donation of $25 via credit card, s/he would receive a post card with a 
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 http://www.guardian.co.uk/travel/2011/aug/26/Couchsurfing-investment-budget-travel, accessed January 18th, 2014.64

 http://www.bcorporation.net/what-are-b-corps, accessed January 18th, 2014.65

 As explained by founder Casey Fenton in an official video about the transformation: See https://www.youtube.com/66

watch?v=VCEh5wt0cU0, accessed March 26th, 2014

 See http://blog.couchsurfing.com/a-letter-from-co-founder-casey-fenton/, accessed March 26th, 201467

 See http://www.bcorporation.net/community/couchsurfing-international for Couchsurfing’s official certification. Accessed 68

May 7th, 2014.

 It can be added that Couchsurfing received the minimal possible score to pass the evaluation. 69

 See http://craigeverett.com/benefit-corporations.html for a list of current benefit corporations. 70



verification code.  That two-step process would then ensure that first, the person actually is the 71

person s/he claims to be (via credit card), and that the address s/he provided existed (via post card). 
After successful verification, the user does get no additional feature-benefits, but an icon signaling the 
verification status to other members. That, in turn, is likely to lead to higher trust amongst other users 
and thus to a higher success rate while surfing or hosting. Through this process primarily, but also 
through direct donations and merchandize sales, Couchsurfing received $6 million in revenue; a 
“significant sum, considering that the organization – with no fixed office and few paid staff – had very 
little overhead” (Feldman 2012 6).	


The changes in Couchsurfing’s business model to a for-profit corporation attracted investments of 
$7.6 million in August 2011  and another $15 million in August 2012,  leaving the company with 72 73

$22.6 million in venture capital.  This came as a “huge shock to the community,” by then exceeding 74

two million members (cf. Figure 2.4), as the platform had always been a not-for-profit endeavor with 
the expectation of becoming a “bonafide non-profit organization” (Marvelous 2013 online). Many of 
the dedicated members volunteering for the platform did not believe the narrative leadership 
communicated about the changes, but rather felt the transformation was an “outright theft of 
community-made, and therefore community-owned, resources” (Feldman 2012 6). As of the time of 
writing, there is no official communication concerning how Couchsurfing plans to create revenue,  75

the site does not show advertisements or feature a premium account model.	


!
!
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 This verification process still continues, and was still called a “donation” for a considerable time after the privatization. The 71

request to “Get verified and get more from Couchsurfing” is now presented to be the norm rather than optional and some 
people never discover how to sign up for free. If not yet verified, a “verify your account”-banner appears continuously 
beneath the navigation bar, “pushing” people to pay for verification.

 See http://techcrunch.com/2011/08/24/Couchsurfing-raises-7-6-m-will-users-cry-sell-out/. The investors are Benchmark, 72

Omidyar Network, and Point Nine Capital. Accessed March 23rd, 2014

 See http://techcrunch.com/2012/08/22/Couchsurfing-raises-15-million-series-b-from-general-catalyst-partners-others/. 73

The investors are General Catalyst Partners, Menlo Ventures, Benchmark Capital and Omidyar Network. Accessed March 
23rd, 2014.

 cf. http://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20120822005334/en, accessed January 18th, 2014.74

 There are, however, speculations and quite obviously, Couchsurfing will set an emphasis on leveraging its homogenous 75

member-base to connect with services such “Transportation, Travel Insurance, Gear etc.” moving into the direction to 
“work like the Facebook Platform where they will take a commission from 3rd-party sales.” See http://
workingholidayvisaguide.com/couchsurfing-masterplan/, accessed May 8th, 2014.



Figure 2.4: Couchsurfing’s Growth Rate 	
76

The interesting question is what such a development means for the ordinary user as well as for the 
whole community. Does the structure behind a platform matter, if everyone is still able to use the 
service just as before? Could it be seen as a good development since new investment means that 
more developers can be paid to implement handy features and make the site more user-friendly and 
ensure long-term survival? Or, is it likely that the owners of the platform finally grew aware of the fact 
that they are sitting on a gold mine, having accumulated more than seven million users with common 
interests and highly detailed personal profiles? In essence, what does this transformation mean for the 
established power relations between users and producers (Castells 2009)? And, what consequences 
does the for-profit incorporation of Couchsurfing have for its volunteers, as the platform was built as a 
commons? Those are some of the question this thesis sets out to answer. Before doing so, the current 
state of Couchsurfing research is examined to build upon.	


2.5.4. Existing Couchsurfing Research 	


Couchsurfing.org can be classified as a social media platform (Gillespie 2010) in the sense that it 
provides its users with a web-based space for mutual exchange and communication. This space, in 
turn, is basis for the mass of users developing a sense of belonging to a community (Rheingold 2000), 
which is expressed in a mutual engagement in alternative ways of traveling, sharing, and ‘open-
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 Members migrated from HospitalityClub (HC) to Couchsurfing (CS) in the years from 2006 to 2009, causing rapid 76

growth for CS. If total existing CS data (blue line) is extended in time, it would predict 19 millions members in 2017 (red 
line). But the rapid growth curve of CS, which was powered by the dieback of HC, stopped in 2009. Today, the green line, 
which uses post-2009 data, predicts only 15 millions members in 2017. Having reached seven million members in 2014 
gives validity to the green curve. Image from https://www.bewelcome.org/wiki/Hospex_data_research, accessed May 8th, 
2014.



mindedness’, if you will. Unlike Facebook, CS is not about taking offline relations online, that is, 
connecting with pre-existing friends, but rather about contacting strangers online for then meeting 
face-to-face on the road (Rosen, Lafontaine, and Hendrickson 2011). 	


Research on online hospitality networks and their implications are “only now being analysed in depth 
by researchers interested in overlapping questions of trust, intimacy, friendship, identity, technology, 
mobility and power” (Molz 2012c 219). Recent research on Couchsurfing.org seems to focus on 
those concepts, more specifically on ‘hospitality sharing’ and ‘cross-cultural interactions’ (Chen 2012), 
‘network hospitality’ (Molz 2012c), ‘mobile solidarity constructed around flows’ (Molz 2012a), ‘intimate 
tourism and emotional relations between strangers’ (Bialski 2007), ‘motivation’ and how motivation 
influences user representation (Liu 2012), the notion of ‘trust’ (Tan 2010) as well as ‘exploring 
elements such as sense of belonging and connectedness’ (Rosen, Lafontaine, and Hendrickson 2011). 
Goshal (2012 67) has identified authenticity and sociability as the two major sociological concerns 
regarding Couchsurfing and also notes that the platform’s change into a for-profit corporation does 
“undermine its core promise that it will never charge users for hosting or staying.” Steinacher (2012) 
included a question on Couchsurfing’s transition from a non-profit to for-profit orientation in her 
empirical section and refers to two expert interviews regarding the issue, but the main focus of the 
study is on issues of trust. Farooq (2012 47) discusses the platform’s transition, but falls into the trap 
of believing Couchsurfing’s PR rhetoric by concluding that the “B corporation may be an early 
incarnation of this potential economic paradigm shift,” “legalizing the subordination of profit to 
enhance social and environmental goals.” Feldman (2012) explicitly deals with the dynamics and 
mechanisms of user resistance and protest resulting from Couchsurfing’s transition to a for-profit 
company, highlighting the conflictual relationship between democracy, oppression, and capitalism. Apart 
from the latter exceptions, researchers have generally neglected to critically engage with issues of 
ownership, digital labor, and commodification.	


It can be argued that without the data provided by its users, the platform would be rather pointless. It 
thrives on the fact that there actually are people who are willing to share a bit of their living space 
with random strangers, for a limited amount of time, and share that particular interest within an online 
community. For that reason, notoriously detailed user profiles are created to paint (theoretically, at 
least) an as accurate and authentic online identity as possible. In terms of CS as an organization, as is 
the case with many ‘Web 2.0’ platforms, lines of who is a producer and who is a user become 
increasingly blurred. Notions of “participatory culture” (Deuze 2006) or “prod-usage” (Bruns, Highfield, 
and Lind 2012; Bruns 2008) have addressed this issue but also “mythologized, rather than analysed, 
these changes” (Olsson 2013 13). Olsson further questions that the former ‘users’ have gained power 
from the former ‘producers’, as suggested by the concepts above. It can be argued that, although 
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enjoying participatory opportunities provided by the platform, the users also work for the platform 
without payment by contributing all content; thus, the users are subject to exploitation (Fuchs 2014a). 
In the case of a non-profit platform built and maintained by users on a voluntarily basis, this seems 
perfectly fine, but in transforming the platform into a privately-owned for-profit business, complicated 
relationships arise, as only few people potentially gain from such a transition, and the bulk of the 
volunteers will walk away without any financial reward. 	


Generally speaking, hospitality exchange platforms “hark back to the early principles of non-
commercial, democratic, peer-to-peer communication, and community” (Molz 2012b 125). Due to its 
nature and core idea of non-monetary hospitality and culture exchange, Couchsurfing has never been 
about money; indeed, it could be claimed that most if its community does participate in the project 
for the sake of rejecting profit models and commercial tourism services. Doing so, the Couchsurfing 
platform helps to reassert “the ‘true’ intentions of the Internet: to create a global village of strangers 
meeting strangers” (ibid.).; such a non-commercial ethos echoes some of the rhetoric surrounding 
bulletin boards & multi-user domains in the early 1990s and in that sense, Couchsurfing appears to 
fulfill the original utopian promise of the Internet to unite strangers across geographical and cultural 
divides and to form a global community”(ibid.). 	


However, the change of ownership of the Couchsurfing platform in 2011 made many dedicated 
volunteers alarmed, wary, or frustrated; the processes of commodification that happened on CS seem 
to be totally at odds to the original spirit and ethic behind the project (Feldman 2012). At the same 
time, the core idea of hospitality exchange remains valued and important, however not necessarily 
bound to one particular platform. An alternative, commons-based platform will be discussed in the 
next paragraph: BeWelcome.org.	


2.5.5. A Non-profit HospEx Platform: BeWelcome	


The project BeWelcome.org grew out of the dissatisfaction with the non-transparent management 
and private ownership of the first online hospitality exchange platform Hospitality Club (HC), founded 
in the year 2000. Engaged volunteers set up the basis for a legally registered non-profit organization 
composed of the volunteers that built the project, named ‘HCvol,’ with the aim to encompass the HC 
platform within it. However, things turned out differently as imagined and the proposal was rejected by 
HC’s founder. Thereafter, the organization was renamed to BeVolunteer, and a team of dedicated 
members started in January 2007 to invest their energy in building a new platform, named 
BeWelcome. The organization is registered in Rennes, France, and BeWelcome is the only hospitality 
exchange platform being an officially registered non-profit.  	
77
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 For a more detailed history, see http://www.bevolunteer.org/about-bevolunteer/history/, accessed April 12th, 201477



Table 2.3: Three Hospitality Exchange Platforms in Comparison 	
78

Besides its non-commercial direction, the BeWelcome is run on an open-source code and has high 
commitments to democratic decision-making. Membership is free of charge and the project is entirely 
volunteer-run and financed through donations only, where the accounts are published once a year to 
guarantee transparency.  BeWelcome defines its mission as to “provide a platform for hospitality and 79

culture exchange and to manage the volunteers involved,”  where the privacy and safety of the 80

members are the main concerns. Table 2.4 provides a concluding comparison between the platforms 
discussed in this chapter. 

Hospitality Club Couchsurfing BeWelcome

Ownership Privately Owned C Corporation Non-Profit

Online Platform Closed Source Closed Source Open Source

Membership 250k - 650k 7 Million 60.000

Leadership Not democratic Not democratic Democratic

Website Static Website Dynamic Website Member-Defined

Organization Top-Down Top-Down Grassroots

Terms of Use (ToU) Basic ToU Restrictive ToU User-friendly ToU
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 Adapted from Frank Van Den Block’s presentation at the ‘Act Like a Local’ conference, 30th of November, 2013, Brussels78

 Available at http://www.bevolunteer.org/reports/financial-reports/, accessed April 12th, 201479

 See http://www.bewelcome.org/wiki/mission_and_objectives, accessed April 16th, 201480



2.6. Literature Review - Concluding Thoughts	


The discussions indicate that digital media in particular and modern society in general is characterized 
by an antagonistic struggle between the commons and processes of commodification, jeopardizing 
community-built projects with attempts to incorporate the commons into the predominant logic of 
capital. The popularity of social media platforms is easily recognized when looking at the most 
accessed web sites  worldwide: Facebook (rank 2), YouTube (rank 3), LinkedIn (rank 8), and Twitter 81

(rank 10). Such sites play an increasingly important part in our contemporary society by steering not 
only our communication flows but increasingly also our habits; and they, too, are characterized by 
asymmetrical economic power relations. More often than not, sites are in corporate ownership and 
consequently, the ‘price of free’ is that users do not obtain rights to participate in decision processes 
and do not benefit from profits generated through means of extensive user surveillance. This said, the 
utopian promises introducing a new era of user empowerment have to be critically questioned; we 
find that the media are “able to support both the expansion and the commodification of the 
commons” (Allmer 2013 17). Depending on the structural orientation of a platform, web users can be 
either participating citizens or passive consumers.	


The task of the thesis at hand is to investigate upon this very struggle. Critical Internet studies and a 
political economy of communications serve as guiding theoretical frameworks, enabling us to 
comprehend the contradictions occurring between processes of enclosure and commodification and 
the emancipatory and democratizing potentials of social media. Only a few studies (e.g. Allmer 2013; 
Fuchs 2014a; Sandoval 2014a; Van Dijck 2013) have combined critical theoretical background with 
empirical research in the context of digital media. This thesis will add to the list by examining the case 
of online hospitality exchange platforms, where both processes of commodification as well as 
commons-based projects could be identified. 	


The numerous sociological and psychological challenges and potentials emerging from online-
facilitated offline-interactions have been targeted by many studies; this study though is interested in 
examining the specifics with which kind of means such interactions are negotiated. In other words, does 
the ownership and monetary orientation of the web platform connecting people matter, and why? 
What is the role of the commons and how do commodification processes manifest? Are users aware 
of such processes and do the care? How can sustainable alternatives function?	


Empirical data is needed to practically address those questions and support or neglect the theoretical 
findings of other studies. The next section will introduce the research design, methodology, and data 
gathering procedures leading the way to find answers. 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 Taken from http://www.alexa.com/topsites, accessed March 27th, 201481



3. Methodology	


3.1. Introduction & Research Design	


This study follows Bryman’s (2012 46) approach and views a research design as providing the 
framework for the collection and analysis of data. A case study research design will be primarily used, 
not to be mixed up with a case study as a method. A case study as a research design “entails the 
detailed exploration of a specific case, which could be a community, organization, or person” (Bryman 
2012 45); Here, it is important to clarify the unit of analysis. For this study, the unit of analysis will be a 
specific niche of social networking sites known as hospitality exchange platforms. Such sites are to be 
understood as centrally organized social networks of individuals, generally travelers, who offer or seek 
accommodation without monetary exchange, usually mediated through an online platform. This study, 
then, looks at the specific development in the case of hospitality exchange platforms but sees them 
not as a unique feature, but rather as an illustrating example of much broader developments taking 
place online, affecting platforms with different focuses alike. Therefore, this study should rather be seen 
as having elements of both designs, a case study with cross-sectional elements. 	
82

Further, I would like to subscribe to what Milan (2013) calls ‘engaged research.’ With that, she is 
referring to “those inquiries into the social world which, without departing from systematic, evidence-
based, social science research, are designed to make a difference for disempowered communities and 
people beyond the academic community” (Milan 2010 856). Such a critical and emancipatory research 
interest is based upon a Marxian form of critique, derived from the humanistic insight that “man is the 
highest being for man, that is, with the categorical imperative to overthrow all circumstances in which 
man is humiliated, enslaved, abandoned, and despised” (Marx 2000 77). Such a form of critique is 
opposed to all forms of oppression, domination, and human exploitation.	


Out of the positivist dispute in German sociology, Habermas drew the conclusion that academic 
knowledge is never neutral, apolitical, or value-free, as it is always embedded in social contexts. 
Habermas (1976 220) held the view that “the research process, which is carried out by human 
subjects, belongs to the objective context which itself constitutes the object of cognition, by virtue of 
cognitive acts.” In other words, empirical data can never be objective observations of reality and 
theoretical considerations and analysis are inevitably related to the moral concepts and normative 
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 It is also recognized that researches using case study designs are usually concerned to “elucidate the unique features of 82

the case,” which is known as an idiographic approach (Bryman 2012 69). On the other hand, when researchers are more 
concerned with “generating statements that apply regardless of time and place,” known as a nomothetic approach, then the 
description of a cross-sectional design is more appropriate (ibid.). A cross-sectional research design entails “the collection 
of data on more than one case and at a single point in time in order to collect a body of quantitative or quantifiable data 
in connection with two or more variables.” (ibid. 58)



attitudes of the researcher. I am sharing this view, also as I am actively using hospitality exchange 
platforms, having gathered countless unforgettable experiences and having met lots of wonderful 
people over the years. Therefore, a completely neutral and objective standpoint will be impossible to 
achieve, as I bring my own concepts and attitudes to the table, but is at the same time not the aim of 
the research; the study at hand has to be seen in this context as well.	


3.2. Data Collection	


A mixed methods approach, defined as using at least one qualitative and one quantitative method for 
a study (Greene, Caracelli, and Graham 1989), was used to collect the empirical data necessary to 
inform the research questions. Kaplan and Duchon (1988 582) argue that “mixing methods can also 
lead to new insights and modes of analysis that are unlikely to occur if one method is used alone,” and 
Petter and Gallivan (2010) state that using both qualitative and quantitative methods would give 
researchers different “lenses” to understand and view the problem and increased the confidence of 
the data as well as for the interpretation. Following that reasoning, the qualitative research combines 
online ethnography, qualitative surveys, and interviews. The quantitative part was covered by an online 
questionnaire. The following paragraphs will explain those methods in detail.	


3.2.1. Online Ethnography	


To establish a feeling for the current state of the community, I joined local Couchsurfing meet-ups in 
Uppsala, Sweden and Innsbruck, Austria, during February and March 2014. At those locations, informal 
talks with participants were held and the interaction between members observed. By this, I tried to 
build an understanding of what kind of members came to those gatherings and tried to see whether 
there was a general awareness of Couchsurfing’s transition. Also, I could draw on my personal 
experience as being a member of the community since more than five years by talking to 
Couchsurfing friends. This is what Bryman (2012 663) refers to as type four of his typology of online 
ethnography  for qualitative researchers: The ‘study of online interaction plus offline research 83

methods.’ The observations made during those gatherings, building on the findings of the literature 
review, informed the first, predominantly quantitative survey.	
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 Those four types are: (1) Study of online interaction only with no participation. Examples of this would be the examination 83

of blogs or discussion groups without any participation or intervention by the researcher. (2) Study of online interaction only 
with some participation. Same as above, only that the researcher intervenes (overtly or covertly) in the ongoings of postings 
and discussions. (3) Study of online interaction plus online or offline interviews. Same as above, with the addition that the 
researcher further engages in more detail with some of the participants via online or offline interviews. (4) Study of online 
interaction plus offline research methods. Same as above, but the researcher additionally participates in offline events of the 
subjects studied, such as attending gatherings.



3.2.2. Quantitative Survey	


Objective & Utilization  

The questions were designed using the format of a web survey  and to be answered quickly, aimed at 84

gaining a broad response. The objective of this questionnaire was to establish a feeling whether the 
community is aware of Couchsurfing’s transition from non-profit to for-profit and whether users do 
care about such a change of ownership or not. This helped to inform the first research question on 
the role of the commons and commodification processes. A link to the quantitative questionnaire was 
placed in various discussion forums of the Couchsurfing web site  to get randomized and non-biased 85

responses. The total number of responses received, gather over the course of three weeks, was 
N=161. The data was analyzed using a spreadsheet application.	


Questions 

As a first set of questions, the survey asked the participant how long s/he has been a member of the 
community, and what her/his primary motivations for participation are, as well as an estimate on her/
his activity level (i.e., how engaged a user is). Those questions were asked to have the possibility of 
categorizing participants and to see whether outcomes differ for different user groups. For example, 
to check whether the awareness differs between newer, less engaged members and established, very 
engaged users. After this first set, the next question asked whether the participant had heard of 
Couchsurfing’s transition in 2011. If answered with ‘Yes’, then the next question would poke about the 
subject’s personal feeling about such a transition. On the last page, the user was finally asked whether 
s/he thinks that the experienced quality of the platform improved, stayed the same, or worsened since 
the transition. The nature of those questions was derived from the theoretical framework of political 
economy of communications, motivating an investigation into areas of organizational structures and 
Also, a text-box for additional thoughts or critique was provided. See Appendix 1 for the full 
questionnaire. 	
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 A web survey invites the participant to visit a web site at which the questionnaire can be found and completed online. 84

Web surveys feature an array of advantages compared to regular surveys, including a lower cost, a more appealing 
interface, faster response, unrestricted geographical reach, a better response to open questions, an interactive and 
responsive design, and an automatic transcription of results into a database. Disadvantages are a lower response rate, the 
restriction to online populations, and confidentiality and anonymity issues (Bryman 2012).

 The discussion forums can be found at www.Couchsurfing.org/groups/. The invitation to answer the questions of the 85

survey was places in a diverse set of interest groups, including: ‘Language Exchange!,’ ‘Friends,’ ‘Quit your job and travel!!!!!,’ 
‘Queer CouchSurfers,’ ‘Alternative Ways of Living & Consuming,’ ‘Vegans & Vegetarians,’ ‘Hitchhikers,’ ‘We are upset that CS 
has become a for-profit corporation,’ and ‘What am I doing with my life?.’



3.2.3. Qualitative Survey	


Objective & Utilization 

The objective for the qualitative survey was to dive more in-depth and gather data to understand the 
consequences of commodification processes on Couchsurfing, i.e., inform the second research 
question. Do members see a change within their community, and if so, what changed? How would 
users react to the appearance for advertisements or a premium account model? How do users 
imagine the future of the Couchsurfing platform, and what would they like to see changed?	


In contrast to the first survey, the second survey was distributed to selected individuals via a personal 
message over the platform. The subjects were selected based on the time they have been members of 
the platform (‘member since’ on their profile) and their activeness (‘profile views’ & ‘last login’ on their 
profile), where they were divided into two main groups: 	


(1) Newer members, being registered for three years or less (i.e., they registered after March 
2011).	


(2) Long-term and active members, where they were required to be a member for more than 
five years (i.e., they signed up for an account before March 2009). Also, to ensure their 
activeness, members being Couchsurfing Ambassadors  were specifically selected for 86

members of this category.	


The reason for dividing the sample into two groups is to get a comparative possibility and to see 
whether the attitudes and perceptions differ between the two groups. For example, the research 
might show that newer members have a different picture Couchsurfing’s privatization than longer-
term members. Other than selecting Couchsurfing members based on their activeness and the time 
they’ve been registered, the subjects were selected without bias and in a random fashion, utilizing the 
CouchSearch tool  on the web site, setting the geographical location to ‘everywhere’ (i.e., worldwide). 87

The distinction into those two groups was made to check whether there is an identifiable difference 
of opinion between members who potentially witnessed the transition from not-for-profit to for-
profit compared to members having signed up only after the transition happened. The total response 
rate to the qualitative survey was N=37 over a period of three weeks.	
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 “Ambassadors are Couchsurfers who exemplify [Couchsurfing’s] Core Values in the way they live and share their lives,” 86

i.e. highly engaged members, often volunteering to organize community events and such. See https://www.couchsurfing.org/
n/ambassadors

 Search accessible at www.Couchsurfing.org/search/in/everywhere/ 87



Questions 

The qualitative questionnaire started out with the same questions as the quantitative questionnaire 
explained above. Additionally however, to get a more in-depth perspective of the personal feelings of 
users, a set of open-ended, qualitative questions was asked. The first page of the survey asked 
questions of how the users think that the Couchsurfing web site has changed over the last three years 
and, possibly consequently, how their personal relationship to the platform varied. Then, it was asked 
whether they have heard of alternative hospitality exchange platforms and whether they also cultivate 
profiles there; if so, a follow-up question was how those platforms differ and the reasons behind using 
multiple platforms. The final set of questions tried to make the subject look ahead and describe how 
they would envision the future of the project, and also to imagine possible consequences of a further 
privatization of the platform (e.g., advertisements, a premium account model, etc.). 	
88

3.2.4. In-Depth Interviews	


Objective & Utilization 

Additionally to the surveys, four qualitative, in-depth expert interviews were conducted.  The 89

interviews aimed to inform the third research question of how alternative, commons-based social 
media platforms can best be sustained, and which challenges such models face. Thus, all interviewees 
are engaged with volunteer activities at the non-profit organization BeVolunteer, responsible for 
running the HospEx platform BeWelcome. For the selection process, a general letter of inquiry was 
sent via the online ‘Contact Us’ form,  asking for knowledgeable and engaged volunteers interested in 90

an interview for an academic study. Upon the request, four members took up the communication and 
interviews were arranged accordingly. As far as the format is concerned, a semi-structured interview  91

approach was employed. One interview was conducted via a face-to-face meeting in Uppsala, Sweden, 
two were conducted via a Skype online meeting, and one via an e-mail Interview. The three 
synchronous interviews lasted close to or little over two hours each. The subjects interviewed were: 	
92

• Alice, active member of BeVolunteer & forum moderator for BeWelcome.	
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 See Appendix II for the full set of questions.88

 In qualitative research, conducting interviews is probably the most widely employed method. The term ‘qualitative 89

interview’ usually encompasses both unstructured interviews and semi-structured interviews as the two main types. Those 
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• Anja Kühner, founding member of BeWelcome & active volunteer since the very beginning, 
economic journalist, and author of a book on HospEx networks (cf. Kühner, Pagès, and 
Schmidbauer 2010).	


• Frank van den Block, founding member of BeWelcome & previous member of the Board of 
Directors.	


• Greg, active member of BeVolunteer & the support team of BeWelcome.	


Questions 

The interviews were conducted in a semi-structured fashion, aiming to be a “conversation with a 
purpose” (Burgess 1984 102). All interviewees were given a rather detailed set of questions 
beforehand to inform them about which direction the interview should roughly take.  That interview 93

guide was also roughly followed in all interviews, making sure that all essential areas got sufficient 
coverage. The interviews generally started out with asking the subject about the role they occupy in 
volunteering for the project and how engaged they are. Then, they were invited to talk about the 
opportunities and challenges they experience when faced with a entirely volunteer-run, commons-
based social networking site. Issues of funding, size, and grassroots democracy were touched upon. 
Another cornerstone for the interview was the importance of Couchsurfing’s 2011 transition to a for-
profit company for the BeWelcome project. Resulting from that, commitments to a community and 
motivations for participations were discussed. As a final set of questions, the interview subjects were 
motivated to take a look ahead and philosophize about possible future developments of hospitality 
exchange platforms.	


3.3. Limitations of Data 	


The reader shall be reminded that the study at hand is conducted as a Master’s thesis project and 
therefore subject to a limited time frame and resources. This research strives to shed some critical 
light on a previously under-researched niche of social networking, namely hospitality exchange 
platforms, to consequently put the developments observed in line with research conducted for other 
spheres of the online world. Here, it is crucial to note that the total number of respondents (for CS: 
N=198; for BW: N=4) constitutes only a tiny fraction of the total population of the communities (CS: 
7 million; BW: 60.000) investigated upon, and therefore, statements about the general population can 
only have limited validity. Furthermore, the possibility that members having a stronger opinion about 
Couchsurfing’s transformation were more likely to respond to the questionnaires cannot be ruled out, 
and therefore, the results below might present a skewed picture of reality. Likewise, the interview 
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subjects are all heavily engaged in volunteering for the BeWelcome platform and therefore, have a 
different picture of the project as an ‘average’ user might entertain; to cover the perspective of 
volunteers is however the purpose of the third research question. From the researcher’s point of view, 
all measures were taken to ensure a random sample covering the widest array of opinions. Another 
limiting factor is connected to the nature of the qualitative questions: There is a possibility of an 
‘interview effect’, meaning that participants are led to answer certain questions in a particular way. 
Such an effect can not be ruled out, as, for example, asking multiple questions connected to 
Couchsurfing’s privatization to get a deeper understanding may lead to a change of mindset regarding 
the issue for a participant.	


A general critique on the limits of qualitative research include a number of points. Bryman (2012 
405f) notes that qualitative research is often said to be (1) too subjective / impressionistic, that is, it 
relies “too much on the researcher’s often unsystematic views about what is significant and important, 
and also upon the close personal relationships that the researcher frequently strikes up with the 
people studies” (Bryman 2012 405). (2) difficult to replicate, as research is unstructured and reliant 
upon the researchers ingenuity, a true replication is almost impossible; (3) problems of generalization, to 
be explained in the next paragraph; and (4) lack of transparency, as it is often difficult to see what 
exactly a researcher did to arrive at the given conclusions.	


An issue that is of great concern when employing a case study research design is the one of 
generalizability (or external validity), what Yin (2009) calls ‘analytic generalization’. In other words, about 
the question whether the case investigated is representative for a greater sample and whether the 
results can be applied more generally. Bryman (2012 70) answers that findings, of course, can not be 
generalized: “It is important to appreciate that case study researchers do not delude themselves that it 
is possible to identify typical cases that can be used to represent a certain class of objects.” That is to 
say that researchers ought not think that their case is a study with a sample of one. However, case 
study research does not necessarily need to be associated with an inductive approach, with means 
that it “can be associated with both theory generation and theory testing” (ibid. 71). Further, it is also 
common that researchers find themselves in a position to generalize “by drawing on findings from 
comparable cases investigated by others” (ibid. 71), a point important for this study.	


Put all together, the results are sufficient to inform the research questions investigation upon the role 
of the commons versus the role of commodification processes on hospitality exchange networks, the 
consequences of those commodification processes, and how commons-based social networks can be 
best sustained. To do so, the next chapter will present those results in a neutral way before proceeding 
to answer the research questions at hand. 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4. Results & Analysis	


!
“Facts are, in this universe, not even relevant unless they are organized in such  

a way that they systematically contradict an existing theory and simultaneously show  
that a new, refined version of that theory is born.” (Hancké 2009 5)	


4.1. Introduction	


This chapter begins by presenting the data gathered through the empirical methods explained above. 
A total number of N=161 subjects answered to the shorter, quantitative questionnaire, and a total 
number of N=37 individuals engaged with the more in-depth, qualitative survey. Additionally, four 
persons were interviewed in an extensive fashion to further deepen an understanding of the issues at 
hand.	


The analytical path will move from data to the research questions as follows: First, in section 4.2, the 
general, quantitative data of both surveys will be presented in an aggregated way. Those results will 
give a general overview of the constitution of the sample and superficial data about the attitudes of 
the community regarding the issues at hand. This will serve as a basis for section 4.3, which will present 
the most important findings coming from the qualitative data, nurtured by the open-ended questions 
of both surveys as well as the in-depth interviews. The goal is to find a set of systematic relationships 
between data and theory, and to get a deeper understanding by asking ‘why’ questions. The final section 

4.4 will set the results presented below in context with the theory introduced above and thereby 
inform the answering of the research questions in a holistic manner. Here, it shall be acknowledged 
that what Mosco (1996 3) calls an “inclusive, open, and non-reductionist perspective” to 
communications research means a general appreciation and sense that “all of social life cannot be 
subsumed under theory.” In other words, “analysis is marked by the conflict between knowing what 
social life is and the awareness that social life contains within it something that makes complete 
knowledge impossible” (ibid.). The analysis of this thesis needs to be seen in that light as well. 
Furthermore, Hancké (2009 7) informs us that “a problem does not so much exist to be researched, 
but has to be constructed as a specific empirical research question,” with strong logical links to 
theoretical debates; this chapter strives to do just that.	


!
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4.2. Presentation of Quantitative Results	


161 random members of the Couchsurfing community participated in answering the predominantly 
quantitative questionnaire.  As the introductory questions of the qualitative, in-depth survey 94

overlapped with the quantitative survey, the results from both surveys can be combined to arrive at a 
total number of N=198 respondents. Figure 4.1 shows the distribution of the participant’s 
membership time.	


Figure 4.1: Quantitative Participant’s Membership Distribution in Years	


From this distribution, we read that around half (47%) of the participants are members of the 
Couchsurfing community since three years or less (Group 1 - newer members), whereas the other half 
(53%) is constituted out of longer-term members, having an account since 3 years or longer (Group 2 

- long-term members). 	


Figure 4.2: Participant’s Activeness on the Couchsurfing Website	
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Asked for their activeness, both groups show a similar tendency - most members use the service to 
surf a few times per year, followed by hosting a few times per year. In other words, newer and long-
term member do not differ in their activeness of using the platform.	


Figure 4.3: Participant’s Motivation to Participate in the Couchsurfing Project	


The same picture is true when asked for the participant’s driving motivations to do Couchsurfing - 
Intercultural exchange is the most often ticked answer, for both groups. That is to say that there is no 
identifiable difference between newer and long-term members in terms of their motivation for being 
Couchsurfers.	


Figure 4.4: Participant’s Knowledge of Couchsurfing’s Transition	


Regarding the question of whether the participants were aware of Couchsurfing’s transition from not-
for-profit towards a for-profit corporation, a clear difference in the member’s knowledge becomes 
visible. The majority of the newer members is not aware that a transition did happen (61%), 
contrasted to the positive awareness of almost two-thirds of the longer-term members (76%).	
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Figure 4.5: Participant’s Personal Feelings about the Transition	


Those subjects having answered ‘Yes’ in the above question were additionally asked how they would 
feel about such a transition; the majority of the members sees this as a generally negative or 
worrisome development (65%), and 5% as a positive development. The long-term members have a 
bigger majority (69%) on that, compared to 58% of the newer members.	


Figure 4.6: Participant’s Personal Feelings about the Quality of the Couchsurfing Website	


Asked for the subjective feeling of how the quality of the website changed, the majority of the long-
term members think that it got worse (54%), compared to only 17% of the newer members, where 
45% did not see themselves in a position to meaningfully answer the question as they were not 
members long enough to experience changes. For an about equal percentage (16/21%), the 
experienced quality of the Couchsurfing platform generally improved.	
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4.3. Presentation of Qualitative Results	


4.3.1. Introduction	


Due to the nature of qualitative data, typically taking the form of a “large corpus of unstructured 
textual material,” they are “not straightforward to analyze” and clear-cut rules, as one would find in the 
quantitative realm, have “not been developed” (Bryman 2012 565). When analyzing qualitative data, 
the researcher has to be aware to not fall trap of what Miles and Huberman (1994) call ‘attractive 

nuisance:’ due to the richness of data, it might be difficult to find an analytical path through it. That 
richness can result in a failure of giving the data wider significance; in other words, it is crucial for the 
researcher “to guard against failing to carry out a true analysis” (Bryman 2012 565).	


This chapter will present and analyze the qualitative data gathered throughout the research process. 
That is, the data from the open-ended question of the quantitative surveys, the answers from the 
qualitative surveys, and the data from the in-depth interviews. The reader shall be reminded, however, 
that one cannot, from a sample size of roughly two hundred people, make valid generalized 
statements about the Couchsurfing or BeWelcome community as a whole. One does, however, get a 
good feeling of the direction the communities are taking, seen from a user’s perspective.	


4.3.2. Quantitative Questionnaire	


From the 161 participants responding to the predominantly quantitative questionnaire, 33 choose to 
add information by answering to the optional and open question of “Any thoughts you would like to 

add?” Of those, ten subjects could be classified as newer members (1-3 years), and 23 as long-term 
members (3-10 years).The following lines will work through those additional thoughts, find patterns, 
and quote exemplifying lines.	


Overall, 27 (82%) or of the comments featured a generally worried or negative tone, four (12%) are 
of neutral character (e.g., listing suggestions), and two (6%) were positive. For the latter category, one 
members comments on a general level that “СS is the best invention:),” and the other one likes the new 
features that were added, e.g. the possibility to broadcast to multiple hosts when visiting a city and not 
having a host yet.	


The neutral user comments are calls for missing functions (e.g., chat function, possibility to write two 
references for the same person), suggestions on how Couchsurfing could contribute to solve housing 
problems, or a comment that CS needs to show a “competitive edge other than being old” to motivate 
members not to migrate to alternative platforms.	
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For the generally negative or worried user comments, there are several streams identifiable. First of all, 
many members seem to be worried that Couchsurfing would be moving into the same direction as 
Facebook, thereby “losing its uniqueness” and focusing more on dating: “CS now is a kind of Facebook-

Hi5-like thing were guys are trying to pick up girls all the time. That was NOT the original aim of CS’s 

project.” Also, doubts arise when members ponder about commercializing strategies of the platform: 
multiple users are afraid that fees would be introduced, or that the appearance of advertisements 
would upset and thus have an impact on the “community composition and stability.”  
Another stream of comments is directed to the site’s usability, where members complain that the site 
was “much easier to handle when we became members,” “not very user friendly,” finding the “site quite 

unfriendly these days - it was far easier to navigate around previously,” that the “quality of the site got much 

too complicated,” and that the “functionality has worsened;” another user dislikes that the “look and 

organisation is change constantly, because it starts confusing me.” 
The majority of the comments, however, are directed towards the Couchsurfing community itself; next 
to the mentioned ‘dating’ aspect, users seem to whiteness “a lot more free accommodation users than 

before,” “a lot more people just looking for a free place to crash,” and that “in the last 2 years people totally 

abusing my hospitality,” using fake profiles and posting fake events. Generally, “new comers to the site are 

not the same type of people who usually enjoyed using couchsurfing in the past,” or to quote another 
users opinion, “the site was far friendlier and easier to use and seemed to contain better quality people 

when I first joined.” 
The notion of a change within the community is mirrored by many of the longer-term members as 
well. As one member comments,	


I used to be a very active member of the community and the group of my city. I deeply enjoyed the 
friendships and activities I’ve gained from the site, however after the transition, the quantity became 
more important than the quality and with changes from groups to pages, there’s not much of a 
community who tries to get to know eachother and share experiences.	


Another member observes the “degradation of relations between members,” exemplified by the case 
that people got their belongings stolen from a surfer, something that “would not have happened at the 

time CS was a real community.” A development that leaves this user with the “overall feeling is that CS is 

dead as a community of travelers.” Another users says that	


The people who have founded it were true, genuine travelers, and broad-minded individuals, who 
wanted to expand their life experience. With an incredible rapid change, today most CS’s members 
don’t seem to have the same values. The original model was idealized and now what we are trying 
to do is to reproduce it on a global scale. Another ridiculous attempt to play with people’s life, mind 
and body.	
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Many of the commentators put those developments in connection with Couchsurfing’s move away 
from a not-for-profit orientation. “The transition to a for profit corp. is very much at odds with what the 

essence of the platform is about. I hate it.” Now, “everything works more or less the same as before but 

now with huge expenses and no longer being a true community project,” installing a “fear for the future of 

the community.” As another member comments, “being for-profit does not mean it must work less well, 

indeed it could have led to improvements. Sadly it didn’t.” This long-term (7 years) member fells that	


The quality of the website declined very rapidly, and seemingly for no commercial benefit. I felt 
deeply betrayed, since the social capital which the network represented did not belong Casey Fenton. 
The short term and reductionistic thinking behind the changes greatly reduced that capital, and any 
financial capital one might associate with it.	


A 6-year long member engaged in volunteering further comments:	


Not listening to grassroots members properly is insulting as this network was also built on *our* 
voluntary time, effort, local ideas and generosity of spirit. Yes, we got a lot out, but we put a lot in too! 
CS seriously needs to learn about genuine and sustainable stakeholder engagement if it is to avoid 
becoming an online club 18-30 sex tourism website.	


Another long-term users shares the view that “it really got worse,” really believing in Couchsurfing back 
in 2009, but now being “worried about it changing so fast. To see this impoverishment as an effect of 

capitalism, I think is correct.” S/he further comments:	


There are many people who just see it as free accommodation and I don’t fit in this. You cannot 
always abuse people kindness, when you are all messed up with your schedule and travelling time, 
but you still want to grab a beer with nice company in a hidden place where you’re the only 
foreigner. Which kind of values are at stake here, by the side of the traveler? Of course that is what 
90% of the answers to this survey would tell you, that CS is getting worse, no respect anymore, and 
so on. But still, it’s disgusting to see good ideas used with low values. I mean you have to do it, to 
“consume” it, doesn’t matter how fast or how superficial it gets. Now we contemplate Couchsurfing 
instead of contemplating travelling. I also see Facebook links in the site now, but there’s a big 
difference between the two. At least there used to be one. Maybe we should repose the question, 
and see at the true reason of this barbarization. Maybe the crisis of capitalism of 2008-nowadays 
reflected the need for social renovation and actualization to modern times. And a project like 
Couchsurfing was the perfect paradigm for the new consumerism, to give people a commodity of the 
ultimate modernity.	


Another users adds the legitimate question: “Couchsurfing has always been free to users - why should I 

care who ‘owns’ it? If someone else can make a profit, presumably by advertising (Facebook has been worse 

about violating privacy), why should I care?” This question will be returned to below. 	


4.3.3. Qualitative Questionnaires	


The in-depth questions of the qualitative questionnaire were answered by 37 individuals. The following 
lines will summarize and analyze the most important findings, structured then same way the questions 
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were posed in the survey. The subject for the more extensive survey additionally featuring qualitative, 
open-ended questions were selected due to their experience and membership time. Eleven 
individuals (30%) can be assigned to Group 1 (newer members), where 26 individuals (70%) are 
longer-term members.	


Figure 4.7: Qualitative Participant’s Membership Distribution in Years	


• Describe how Couchsurfing has changed over the last three years. 

Obviously, for this question, only members that joined the project more than three years ago had a 
valid opinion; Therefore, this question is only answered by Group 2. To those members, the most 
significant change having occurred on Couchsurfing over the last three years was a decline in the 
quality of requests received for hosts, having become“generally shallow messages” (#14): Fifteen 
members stated concerns similar to this member’s (#15):	


- Quality of CR requests has gone through the drain. 
- CS gatherings have turned into hook-up places. 
- Many people now just look for a cheap place to stay and don’t bother to read one’s profile/look for 
a “match”.	


That is to say that the two themes of ‘free accommodation’ and ‘dating’ were often mentioned: This 
user mentioned having a “bad surprise while receiving requests from people who clearly just send them to 

have a place to sleep without paying” (#24), where another says that “requests got (in general) less 

personal, coming from almost empty profiles, people trying to avoid paying for hostels as the only purpose 

of using the website” (#27), or that there is a “decline in the quality of surfers,” often seeing “desperate 

attempts by people to search for a place to stay within a few hours” (#28). For some, this is connected 
to the rapid growth is Couchsurfing’s user base, thinking that the “rapid growth had lots of negative 

consequences. People who sign up don’t have the real cs spirit anymore” (#37). Put differently,	
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The explosive growth and popularity of CS over the last 3-5 years have attracted many new 
members who are not familiar with, or do not share the original CS vision. Many use CS as an 
opportunity for free accommodations or a dating site. From my experience the quality of the 
requests from new members had/have been more often disappointing. As a result I've taken a break 
from hosting, and from CS. (#30)	


Sometimes, the change in the nature of requests is connected to a change in values: “As more people 

join as more the experience has been diluted” (#36), in other words: 	


First requests were better that the ones that im receiving actually. The change is more than People 
guess that is almost an obligation being hosted when is only a really nice opportunity, so, People just 
send random requests with a copy/paste prototype of letter, and many times really poor words. 
(#34)	


Participant #32 concludes that Couchsurfing “[l]ost its originality and good reputation,” and #31 
comments that the it	


Is changed tremendously. I used to host several times a month - now I haven’t hosted in several 
months. The biggest change is, that the “responsibility” of finding a place to stay shifted from that of 
the surfer (previously) to that of the host (present).  It used to be a site of ppl. whom had 95

something to share - and was based on a mutuality - now, I honestly don’t know what it’s about. I 
used to be online every day - and had a very active life with CS. Hosting in the hundreds. - Now I'm 
hardly ever there anymore - and I get a random request once every few months.	


Interest in free accommodation rather than cultural exchange and the increasing difficulty to find hosts 
in large cities can lead to user frustration. “From this grows some sort of bitterness for the 

network” (#11). Participant #23:	


I see on average a worsening of the couch request that I receive.  
I saw the effort to make some professional development but actually I cant see improvement.	


As a side note I think it is really bad that still nobody has told us which will be the business model 
with specific reference to the revenues expected. Nobody has ever told us what revenues are 
forecasted to keep the CS running.	


Many of the participant’s comments also focused on the technical and usability aspects of the website 
itself: #27 thinks that the “usability improved greatly,” contrasting with other participants who 
comment that the “website has changed for the worse. It is hard to find anything anymore” (#21), is 
“difficult to navigate” (#35), and another “definitely didn’t like the new layout of the website: confusing. It’s 

not ‘my’ place anymore” (#27), and is now “more complicated as website to find host or surf” (#19). 	
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• Describe in what ways your relation to the CouchSurfing platform has changed over the 

last three years. 

As a follow-up question, participants were asked how their relation to the platform changed over the 
last three years. Likewise, the newer members could not answer this question. Participant #12 feels 
enthusiastic about the site and that“cs is the perfect thing that i will participate for the rest of my life!” 
where for some other participants, the relationship has “actually has not been changed” (#19) or they 
“have adapted to the platforms” (#20). Ten members actively stated that they now use the website less, 
either for personal reasons or for reasons connected to the community itself, recognizing 
Couchsurfing being used in a “different way by people who don't care about meeting and sharing I feel 

less likely to send and accept couch requests” (#24), thinking that the “site is overcrowded with people 

who don’t understand what CS is all about” (#16). Participant #34 feels that is couch “just was a place to 

sleep to them, no cultural exchange, just a few words,” and in a similar vein, it is now “more difficult to 
surf, new comers are not interested in hosting, they don’t understand the spirit of CS” (#37), and 
participant #35 “noticed that most of my incoming requests from surfers in the past year or two is coming 

from people who have never used the site before, or from people that have barely bothered to read my 

profile.” Participant #31 notes:	


I’ve gone from being a passionate member, contributing in my local community, hosting in the 
hundreds and in all regards living a life with CS - to now, hardly being online, hardly ever hosting and 
not taking part in the community. - In my opinion the site is no longer interesting - and I’m 
considering joining another. – If at all. I never fell out of love with the idea - just the way “they” now 
go about it. - I still love the idea very much - and would happily return to the good old days - 
before ...	


Another reason for “far less involvement” (#29) is given by member #32, who does “not trust CS at all 

with all my personal information or activities. I urge others to do the same.” Also, “over time, I am becoming 

less and less interested in keeping a for-profit company afloat freely,” as member #15 comments, stating 
that “CS has given me a lot, but now I feel disappointed in it.” For other, the relationship to the platform 
shifted to much that it swapped to another platform altogether: “I tried the BeWelcome instead and 

stayed there, from the beginning you can feel there it’s not about business, but genuine exchange.” (#27), 
or to AirBnB, where for participant #28, the “quality of the requester has been improved and I am able 

to monetize my property.”	


• Have you heard of other Hospitality Exchange platforms besides CouchSurfing? / Are 

you using the services of other Hospitality Exchange platforms besides CouchSurfing? 

When asked for whether participants would know, and consequently use, other hospitality exchange 
platforms, the results looked the following:	
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Figure 4.8: Participant’s Knowledge and Usage of other HospEx Platforms	


That is to say that the majority of the participants has heard of alternative platforms (mostly 
HospitalityClub, the oldest of those platforms, and BeWelcome.org). However, when it comes to 
usage, Couchsurfing is dominating the field and only a few members are using other platforms as well 
(six members use BeWelcome, five HospitalityClub, and two WarmShowers).	


• What are your reasons of using other Hospitality Exchange platforms as well? 

When asked for the reasons why participants use different HospEx platforms, some are motivated to 
“explore different opportunities” (#23) or “variety,” (#32) or utilizing the fact that platforms are tailored 
to a specific activity group.  However, the motivation most often mentioned is connected of 96

Couchsurfing’s transition and the resulting change of it’s community “because CS is overrun with ‘spam’ 

profiles” and smaller sites are easier to use, as participant #20 comments. Yet another uses 
“BeWelcome, just because I am fed up with CS” (#21); Another one feels that “BeWelcome’s vision and 

goal is more in alignment with my personal interest in hospitality exchange networks” (#30). Other users 
migrated completely:	


For me it’s not “as well,” it’s “instead of.” My CouchSurfing profile is still there only for the nice 
memories and some contacts with people I met there who became my friends, to stay in touch. 
(#27)	


However, as participant #37 comments, this comes not without migration costs: “When cs changed 

into a profit org, lots of people changed to bewelcome. So I created a profile there as well. But I hardly use it 

and it's also hard to find all friends again I had before on cs.”	


• From your experience, how do they differ? 

Users that formerly used HospitalityClub comment that Couchsurfing is more appealing due to its 
graphical interface and less of a dating website. Other users comment that “CS is not no-profit” (#23) 
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as a characteristic, having other sites differ “a lot, as they have not become profitable corporations (yet). 

They are still original (some of them) and more humaine” (#32). Alternatively, “Bewelcome is simple and 

genuine. It’s only about hosting and surfing, nothing more, and this is why I like it” (#27). Also, smaller sites 
appear to have a higher success rate per message sent. However, BeWelcome’s smaller user base are 
often seen as a drawback, one user comments that therefore, s/he does not “have a lot of faith it going 

to be a success” (#16); Another one says that “my experience surfing with BW are good” (#21). Yet 
another users comments that:	


Despite what CS management claims, their massive growth without controls or measures catered to 
the masses in search of free accommodations with very little knowledge or understanding of 
hospitality exchange.  
The obvious cash grab by Casey further made me and other hosts question why he (and CS) should 
benefit financially from my hospitality and the expenses that I incurred hosting my guests. 
Meanwhile, BeWelcome is a non profit, and one that appears to be more concerned with the user 
experience than financial rewards for the website operator. (#30)	


• How do you envision the future of CouchSurfing? Are there things you would like to see 

changed? 

When motivated to speculate about the platform’s future, some members think that it is “doing just 

fine” (#5), is “great as it is” (#4), is “just good” (#18), and “good as long as they keep in current 

level” (#17), or that CS should “expand more to North America,” something that could be changed by 
more “ads on facebook and other social media,” bringing more awareness (#10). Such and similar 
developments were noticeably mentioned by members of the first group. 	


Participants with more membership years often outline the future similar to participant #25: “Like the 

fate of many social networks, I could see CS becoming too big, too well organized, too professional to keep 

up its unique flair.” Another member hopes that Couchsurfing will be the “same as it used to be 3 years 

ago and doesn’t get spoiled by becoming commercial” (#14). The thread originating in the transformation 
of ownership structures and resulting in a rapidly growing user base is frequently commented upon:	


I think CS will become more and more mainstream, and as such, it will be more difficult to meet up 
with interesting people and avoid the freeloaders/girlhunters/etc. 
I would love to see it become less mainstream, but I don't think it will happen: the investor will want 
to see results for their money. (#15)	


Further, “the old website just worked. My utopia would be that is came back and the staff would actually 

listen to the feedback of experienced users” (#21). In a similar vein, participant #16 thinks that 	


CS will commercialize all their services and will be just another airbnb kind of site where community 
becomes lost in the jungle of company goals. 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I would like CS to return to the site layout and views before 2011; CS should be ruled by the 
community, not some board unbeknownst to what it's really about.	


Apart from governance issues, the theme of monetization was highly visible: Participant #22 is“not 

positive about the way it is turning ‘all into money.’” As another comments, “being a business, as an active 

member I would like to know its business model and how the revenue model impacts or uses my 

activity” (#23). Participant #32 is worried that in the future CS could be “becoming a totally profitable 

corporation, in which case I will just leave” (#32). Another member is “really hoping it doesn’t turn into a 

VRBO  or a charge to use site,” and the wish to “keep it free” (#35) and “continue as a non-profit 97

company” (#5, #6) shared with multiple other users as well. But “what is past is past, I don’t think it will 

ever be like at the beginning” (#36).	


Some members fear for the future of the community altogether: “Sadly, I guess that CS could die if 

changes there re not improved. Manage to many People require more filters, more quality on their members 

and not being just a thing of quantity” (#34). Or, “CS will die soon or change completely into a dating 

website” (#1). “I see a future where CS will grow too big and impersonal, and where experienced hosts will 

move on to other networks searching for a more genuine experience, more about the people”(#11). As 
another member puts it:	


I think the site is over! - The idea is still valid - but the site is not. 
Unless some major changes are implemented very soon - I for one will leave. I mean, what’s the 
point of being a host in a hospitality site where no one ever asks to be hosted? (#31)	


Members further identify problems in the “way the media shows CS” (#21), i.e. with a focus on cheap 
travel, and therefore wish for “less publicity in the media and more real travelers” (#27). Suggested 
solutions include to “delete members who they don’t log in since more than 6 or 10 months” (#19), and 
the “education of the philosophy” (#20). Altogether, 	


The focus has to return to meeting people and cultural exchange. But more and more newbys who 
sign up are only about finding a free place to stay. And that's how cs is often presented in the 
media. Unfortunately I think that more ppl with the real cs spirit will turn their back on cs. (#37)	


• How would a further shift towards privatization affect your relationship with the 

platform? 

This question, as the last one, is of a speculative nature, and aimed to inform us about the reaction of 
users confronted with thoughts like the introduction of advertisements or a premium account model. 
Generally, some the newer members seem to be not too worried about the possibility of such 
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developments, seeing “no shift” (#8): “Ads are fine, also premium account model is necessary to keep the 

sites going. I see no problem with that”(#5). The money needed to cover the operational costs “should 

be kept reasonable” (#4), but a further privatization “won’t affect” (#17) / “won’t change anything for 

me” (#19). Another member thinks that “if it improves performance and pays the good people who keep 

this site running, then I'm all for it” (#33).	


However, appreciative views appear to be rather the exception than the norm, twenty-one members 
explicitly state that they “wouldn’t agree with” (#24) the introduction of a fee: “I would not pay, I might 

even consider deleting, or crippling my account” (#21), “I am not interested in paying for a supposedly ‘free’ 

hospitality site” (#15), “I wouldn’t pay for a premium account; looking for alternative platforms, if it’s a 

hindrance for surfing/hosting” (#9), or “If I ever had to pay a cent to be a member I’d never log on 

again” (#35). Two other users:	


As soon as CS doesn’t feel like real cultural exchange anymore, as soon as I feel that the whole 
hosting/surfing interaction is boiled down and optimized (more users, more money) to a soulless way 
to grant people accommodation, I’ll quit and look for something else. (#25)	


It would make me leave the site completely. This idea worked VERY well in the past - all we 
experience after the change is - that more and more of the idea disappears. 
I get that there's a need for money to run a community of this size - and perhaps even professional 
staff. But that gives no reason to destroy the site?? (#31)	


Similarly, participant #32 says that such developments “would make me leave it immediately.” Further 
privatization, where “profits are the main aim,” would also mean that they would “trust it far less” (#29). 
There is also a feeling of betrayal from people who are or used to be highly involved in volunteering 
for Couchsurfing: “Franky, I’ve already given up on that platform, which is a pity, cause I’ve been really 

active host/surfer, moderator of a group, organizing and participating in many local events” (#27). Another 
member’s voice:	


If i should pay, I wont participate more in this website. I have been working like ambassador to this 
community for almost 6 years were I have helped to improve the community in my country, I have 
spent a lot of time and energies (and money too, but isn’t the point) and i guess that shouldn’t be 
nice that all that energy that im putting and i could add to make activities in Couchsurfing should be 
going like profit to some investors if the website. If that happen, they should look their own activities 
manager ... (#34)	


Participant #37 thinks that “[p]aying for this great chance of making friends all over the world doesn’t feel 

right.” Another user adds, “such a pity, terrible, yes sell the dream for money, the more it will be the more I 

will run away from this commodification of once a amazing idea.” (#36)	


!
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• Any thoughts you would like to add to the discussion? 

The very last question of the survey invited participants to share any thoughts they might wanted to 
add. Participant #1 added the insight that “once the site has a bad reputation within the community, the 

trend can’t be reversed ... it won’t be like the original idea anymore.” Participant #15 commented that “CS 

really has impacted my life in many ways, I have made great friends through it and organized some pretty 

cool events in the past, but right now, my interest is waning. :-(” and #36 calls it “another useless, spiritless, 
soulless facebook clone.”	


Couchsurfing made my college days completely special and unforgettable. Even still, any surfer I have 
hosted I have developed a special bond and love with. We hosted a guy a few years back, and every 
time he is in the city we continue to meet up and start our friendship off with where we had left it. 
We plan on visiting him in New Orleans as soon as we can. 
I also get to stay in touch with you and so many other people from around the world. How special is 
that!? (#35)	


“Just hope that the website won’t change a lot, because this web shown us that the world isn't as bad as 

many people said” (#34), and “I hope the spirit of the network remains unchanged! It has brought so much 

to my life over the last three years!” (#11). Participant #37 adds the following thought:	


I hope that CS can keep it's spirit and get back the trust of the “old” Couchsurfers. If not, more 
Couchsurfers will turn their back on CS and then only people who are looking for cheap holidays will 
still be there ... and then CS will be dead!	


4.3.4. In-Depth Interviews	


This section summarizes the contents of the four interviews that were utilized for the course of this 
study. The focus of attention here shifts from Couchsurfing members to BeWelcome volunteers, being 
actively engaged with the alternative and smaller hospitality exchange platform. All interviewees 
represent individuals being highly involved in volunteer work for the platform, two were involved in 
the founding the organization running the site. The section will be organized following thematic 
threads, running through all interviews. 	
98

• Motivations to volunteer for BeWelcome. 

When the interviewees were asked for their guiding motivation to spent a lot of time and energy to 
volunteer for a project, the core idea that hospitality exchange was in itself a very societally useful and 
‘good’ thing to do was shared by all. Alice things that “HospEx idea changed my life, and I want to 

contribute to keep it being possible for people and for me to experience.” Anja thinks that the platform is 
“just a thing to support,” and that her work feels needed. Frank motivates his volunteering with “see[ing] 
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on a daily basis that people are having a really nice time” trough the platform. Both Anja and Frank were 
involved in the founding process of the BeWelcome, evolving out of a growing dissatisfaction with the 
then-biggest and first hospitality exchange network, HospitalityClub (HC).  The underlying philosophy 99

of “do-ocracy, free software, non-profit, democracy, and transparence” (Greg) seems to be equally 
important for all interviewees.	


A motivating factor to volunteer for Greg was “procrastinating but I wasn’t wasting my time at all,” 
because he knew that the “work I was doing would profit hundreds if not thousands of people, for a long 

time.” Moreover, doing volunteer work is about improving “a tool that I was using on a regular basis. 

Selfish satisfaction,” and a “way to give back” to the community. Greg has a strong	


belief in the importance and worth of this project. First, it is a high-quality informal political network. 
Secondly, it strongly embeds sharing and gift values (and I think political changes need to be 
practical first). Thirdly, it is extremely ambitious in terms of universality and democracy. If one day 
BeWelcome becomes as big as CS, it will be possible to say it’s a unique global and democratic 
political community in the world. I believe most people are unaware of this but I find it amazing.	


The time the interviewees invest in volunteering varies a lot, from “some hours a week up to the 

equivalent of a full-time job” (Greg), to five to ten hours per week (Frank), always highly depended on 
the current life situation.	


• Experiences from a Volunteer-run Social Media Platform 

Another common theme for all interviews was to talk about the experiences behind running a solely 
volunteer-based social media platform, about the benefits as well as the drawbacks. A major challenge 
identified by all participants was the decision-making process; Alice comments that “real democracy is 

extremely exhausting,” and to “work up to all the expectations can cause a lot of frustration.” However, 
“what comes out is extremely beautiful and extremely powerful.” BeWelcome is subscribed to values of 
grassroots democracy, meaning that every member does get the opportunity to participate in 
decision-making processes, which for Anja is “one of the main problems but also one of the biggest 

chances.” Greg argues on the same lines:	


Democracy makes things very slow. Trolls can get away with it for a long time before they get kicked 
out, for fear of censorship. All the while volunteers lose motivation and quietly stop getting involved.	
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Anja also made the experience that “not everyone has a practical approach to discuss,” meaning that 
some people insist on small problems and thereby slowing down progress. Frank exemplifies that by 
remembering a six-month discussion about the ‘gender’ options the platform should feature: male/
female/other or male/female/lots of others; in the end everybody just wants to find hosts, and 
problems of that matter do not really matter for that. Frank got a “bit frustrated to work so long on 

something that seemed to be important, but only to a minority,” and did not matter for the vast 
majority ... however something that is “normal if everything should be open for debate.” As BeWelcome 
wants to “be a real democratic network” (Anja), a democratic decision-making tool was 
implemented.  Other challenges of a volunteer-run project are “communicating with very little physical 100

meetings” and the fact that “technical resources are lacking” (Greg), i.e. software developers, and the 
resulting dependence on those developers to implement solutions (Frank).  	
101

Talking about the benefits of such a structure, Anja comments that “no one has the power, which is 

perfect,” so there is no-one “who can monetize, or steer community in direction that they don’t want.” 
Greg identifies a “stability from the bureaucratic and ‘constitutional’ culture,” thinking of the “tendency to 

refer to the statutes of the association every time there’s a problem.” Also, there is a “strong belief in the 

usefulness of the volunteer’s work.” Frank adds that the safety team is doing a good job, and that there 
are very few problems with member safety.	


• On a Commons-based Hospitality Exchange Platform 

Having no particular person or a small elite owning a platform, but instead choosing a commons-
based approach with equal participation rights for all members who aspire to get engaged, was 
mentioned as a benefit above. Such a structure begs a couple of questions, one being how the 
resulting costs are to be covered. BeWelcome is run by donations only, showing the amount received 
in a bar on their front page (cf. Figure 4.9), which helps “only to cover the costs, but nothing else” (Anja).	
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problem that “we are all volunteers: if we pay coders, why don’t we pay support team or forum moderators?” Greg comments: 
“There’s a taboo about money in BeWelcome, or at least a serious mistrust around money that has to do with the origin of the 
project: a bunch of volunteers that got pissed off by how they had been treated on other hospitality exchange networks. So it is 
very difficult to accept that paid developers would help the project a lot.” Anja is of the same opinion: “Sometimes I wish to 
spend money for programmer.” Alice remembers in this context that the “core vision is to have a volunteer-run platform doing 
volunteer work; and not to have payed people,” and that paying programmers would lead to “inequality for volunteers.”



!
Frank comments that “if we have enough money, we ask for less donations,” because “if you believe that 

money corrupts, than that is the best way not to get corrupted.” Alice notes that the amount of a few 
thousand Euros is “not much, given that you just have to pay the infrastructure,” supporting the 
interactions of 60.000 members. Similarly, Anja says that “if you just stick to basics, don’t hire people, then 

donations are absolutely sufficient,” and adds that last year, there was even a small surplus reached that 
could cover the server costs for a year and thus “leaves us on a peaceful note.” BeWelcome fosters 
complete transparency and all spendings are publicly visible on the web page.  A big advantage of 102

purely donations-run platform is that it can “stay independent,” as Frank notes. However, it is “all about 

speed, if you want to move quickly, then you need money,” says Anja, and adds that if BeWelcome is 
content with a slow movement, then donations are perfectly sufficient. If progress should be faster, 
then professional developers need to be paid.	


Figure 4.9: The Donations Bar, as seen on BeWelcome’s front page	


Discussing other possibilities of monetization, Frank tells us that the BeWelcome community would 
“strongly oppose a premium service” and not pay money to receive an extra badge or label. 
Furthermore, “we would not accept money from Google or Facebook because we would feel very 

uncomfortable with it.” So for the moment, “donations are really fine, and hope we can keep on working 

with it. Wikipedia does it well.” Regarding advertisements, Frank notes that it is “so easy to start 

advertising a bit,” for example a big donator, “and before you know it, the whole web site is crawling with 

ads, and we don’t need the money.”	


In that context, the question of size necessarily arises; Does the size of the community matter, and 
would growing too fast be a threat to the platform? Anja thinks that “yes size does matter!” and adds 
that “its not the sheer numbers, it’s the quality of members.” She asks, “What is the quality of a hospitality 

exchange network? It’s to connect with locals, to interchange opinions, the local problems, the local fun.” In 
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that sense, Frank comments that “being small is not necessarily a bad thing,” and that “organic growth, 

normal and not-forced growth is much better than having 100.000 members in a day.” Also, if “tomorrow a 

big HospEx stops completely, we are not ready to accommodate everything,” and with “a large increase 

come large responsibilities.” Anja thinks that “size works against a lot of things, size creates problems and 

inefficiencies,” and “if companies grow too big, you have the small little ones that will rise again.” 
Furthermore, being small can be a protection, in some ways:	


If there is no money, nobody will take us over, no-one will approach us; we never ever had a company 
approach us with the question ‘do you want to sell your data’ or ‘do you want to work with us.’ [...] If 
you stay small and in a sense under the radar ... then this can be bad, because you don’t attract 
many members, but it can also be good, because you don’t attract lawsuits or people trying to 
abuse your situation. I’m sure that big web sites like Facebook and Couchsurfing will have to deal 
much more with spam than we have. (Frank)	


Anja connects growth to the issue of how a given platform is represented in the media, facing “a self 

fulfilling prophecy: the media points on the one thing that will attract most members.”  On similar lines, 103

Alice says that “if you look at articles, there is always this mention of ‘traveling for free’,” and hospitality 
exchange “makes you also save money, but that’s not the main point.”	


I think the main topic is how you as a company feed the media. If you insist that ‘we are for free’ 
than you attract people hopping on the free train. BeWelcome tried to promote something that is 
community based; or transparency based; we never focus on free! (Anja)	


Anja makes another point in stating that a platform becomes interesting when moving from being a 
network to being a community: “You’re not going to say, I’m Facebooker, but a you’re a Couchsurfer, or a 

BeWelcomer!”	


• On Couchsurfing’s Transition 

An important thread throughout all interviews was also Couchsurfing’s transition to a for-profit 
company in 2011. For Alice, a dedicated member of the Couchsurfing community since 2006, was 
initially “still trusting the CS leadership,” and wanted “not fall into the loop of thinking that every company 

is evil,” giving CS the “benefit of doubt.” However, in the wake or rising user protests and a new version 
of the term of use (ToU), she “tried to organize some kind of protest inside the group,”  for “the 104

transition to a corporation has been a huge emotional issue, for me and for others as well.” After all, most 
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real hospitality experiences manifest themselves in the virtual form of comments and a network of 
friends on a user’s profile page. Therefore,	


Many Couchsurfer’s did not want to switch. I tried to organize a mass protest and get everyone 
leaving to join BeWelcome because it seemed the most promising alternative. A push for a mass 
switch over, which of course didn’t work.	


So after a switch, users have to start “again as a rookie in another community,” and Alice comments that 
“it’s wrong in a way to think that way, but it is annoying,” and that “a lot of people kept their CS profiles 

specifically for the references.” On those matters, Anja comments that “it’s a pity, but it is like it is,” and 
Greg informs that “there were people who knew and had warned this kind of bullshit would happen.” Anja 
sees problem specifically connected to the	


influx of venture capital. And because it started to change the membership base ... now, they wanted 
to grow, grow, grow. Its the money and the people who want their money back. They start to lay 
foundations to get their money back, and that means growth! And this is where all starts and ends.	


For Frank, Couchsurfing “always felt like they were an American company; never experienced them as a 

non-profit, but as a platform that brings people together and are still doing it.” For him, it does not matter 
from a user’s perspective who owns a web site, except if the site is to inform: here, it clearly matters if 
news comes from “other peers” or “a network owned by Berlusconi.” But “for a normal web site ... if 

YouTube belongs to Google or Apple, I could not care less ... as long as you can use it and as long as it is not 

censored.” However, things change when volunteers are involved, because then ownership makes a 
“really big difference.” Greg also comments that the transition “mattered more to people who volunteered 

for CS. They felt abused and their work had been stolen, which is the case in my opinion.”	


If I imagine that I had spent time translating their web site or helping out whatever, and then they 
would have said,  ‘oh by the way, we were never non-profit, we just tried to be it and it was 
not accepted, and now we are a B-corporation’, then I would have been upset. I think the personal 
involvement is so important. (Frank)	


But if such a developments “happened on BeWelcome, that would be a big problem.” The Couchsurfing 
leadership has “to look into their conscience, if they can sleep at night, it does not bother me,” and as long 
as there is no real monopoly, it is the “user who decides whether he wants to take on a service or 

not” (Frank). Greg thinks that in the light of the 2011 transition, “BeWelcome changed surprisingly little, 

actually. Only difference I can see is a spike in new members. Maybe also some renewed motivation for 

volunteers.” Alice summarizes that “I really believe in that! As I said it sounds extremely cheesy but no, 

those things are a big deal, the hospitality exchange idea and all, but unfortunately when Couchsurfing went 

bad, the privacy and ethics suffered as well.”	
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!
• An Emphasis on Community 

The most important aspect of a community-run project are the motivated people behind it: “without 

volunteers, the project wouldn’t exist” (Anja). Thus, during all interviews, the question of how to get 
people successfully involved occurred. 	


Anja states that being honest online means total transparency; but being in open and transparent 
everyday constitutes a big challenge. However, “in the end I firmly believe that this is the only way you 
can run an open, non-profit project.” And only then will members have good experiences and feel as 
members of a community. Although many of them will only look to use the given service, “there are 

members that know that you have to invest yourself, otherwise there is no community [...] if your community 

gives you something, you want to give something back!” Frank mentions that meeting volunteers in 
person does make for strong connections and sees the platform as a facilitator. Greg suggests the 
following to motivate members to volunteer: 	


Personalizing communication. Creating a cool culture. CouchSurfing had an amazing marketing 
strategy when they created a new identity: the CouchSurfer. I don’t think there’s any prominent figure 
that inspires people in BeWelcome.	


Greg talks from his experience when he says that it’s “very easy to get involved. Probably not very 

appealing, since you’re left on your own (‘do-ocracy’). Bureaucracy makes it probably less appealing, too.” 
Frank agrees that volunteering could be made “a bit more fun,” but there is nevertheless a need for 
“small hurdles to go over as a volunteer, but just to protect members.”  Alice outlines that it is “fair to 105

ask a bit of commitment,” and that “if you have two people actually working, out of ten who claimed to be 

willing to volunteer, well that’s already a great result!” Many of the people starting to volunteer, “for it 

looks easy,”especially in areas that not necessarily require a lot of specialized skills, do not show lasting 
commitment and “disappear again.” For Anja, the	


whole thing boils down on the picture you have about people. If you believe people are good and 
want to work, then volunteer run project is possible. If you believe humans are basically lazy and 
want to have the easiest way to live, then maybe an economical approach is better.	


• Looking Ahead 

Alice “would love to see community growing,” and thinks that the developments on Couchsurfing will 
help in that direction, but also notes that the growth of a community does “not automatically mean an 
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exponential of people being involved, unfortunately.” Concluding, Alice thinks that commons-based social 
media are a “very powerful concept,” being “seriously amazed to see things from many different 

perspectives.” Greg envisions for the BeWelcome project	


Different scenarios. If CS crashes (which seems to be probable), I really can’t say. Will the current 
people in power be able to manage a change of magnitude in the project? Will there be some 
charismatic figure popping up from nowhere with a vision and the ability to share and motivate 
volunteers to realize a larger potential for BeWelcome? Otherwise I hope there will be some solution 
to the latent conflict that was made quite obvious in early 2014 when some key core developers left 
(maybe temporarily) the project.	


Frank sees BeWelcome do “definitely grow” and has “very good hopes for hospex in general” and thinks it 
will “continue to thrive. I see ourselves as a good open source and democratic option and we want to stay 

like that.” Greg believes that “many people take volunteering much more seriously than a job, which means 

that when it’s not working much suffering can happen.”	


Alice adds that “everything that has an ethic behind it requires an effort,” and that “BeWelcome has been 

a huge kick of optimism to do things right,” allowing to see “that it is possible to run hospitality exchange 

platforms in a democratic, transparent, and ethical way.” With countless struggles going on at the same 
time, “at a certain point you have to make a choice and prioritize which fight you are actively a part in” 
when it comes to political activism. Anja optimistically concludes that “I really do believe that non-profits 

have a place in this world!” for “everyone deep down wants to do something good.”	


4.4. Research Questions	


• What role do commodification processes on the one hand and the commons on the 

other play on hospitality exchange platforms? 

This thesis empirically examined the space of hospitality exchange platforms, conceptualized as having 
a community of like-minded people being extra-sensitive to issues of commerce and consumption;  106

For this niche social networking space, both a platform subscribed to the logic of the commons as 
well as a platform subject to processes of commodification, thereby incorporating the commons into 
the logic of capital, were identified. The latter was empirically observed in the case of Couchsurfing, 
the biggest of all HospEx platforms, where the majority of the research subjects (59% of N=198) 
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showed awareness of the platform’s transition to a for-profit corporation; as expected, long-term 
members show a greater awareness (76% of N=105) than newer members (39% of N=93). As a 
follow-up question, this development is generally judged to be ‘negative or worrisome’ by 65% of those 
(N=127), the majorities of both newer (58% of N=43) and long-term (69% of N=84) members. This 
contrasts to 5% (N=127) considering the development as a ‘positive’ one. This is to say that 
commodification processes manifest as a threat to the stability and integrity of the community.	


Inquiring upon the reasons for this visible negative trend, the qualitative data suggests that the role of 
commodification processes on Couchsurfing affect the user and her/his relationship to the platform 
on four general levels: 	


(1) On the individual level, especially if s/he contributed volunteer time and labor to the project 
under the promise of becoming an official non-profit organization (i.e., contributing work for 
the community, not for a company). A change of ownership means an exploitation of all 
those volunteers and changes the relationship from being a participant in a community 
towards additionally being a consumer of a service. This is mirrored in changes of the terms 
of use and the privacy policy, leaving members of the site with less autonomy and control 
that before;	


(2) On the community level,  where members feel a general change of direction, by many 107

experienced as a decrease in the quality of requests they receive and a general change of 
values from genuine generosity towards free accommodation and also dating aspects. The 
community moves into the direction of larger social networking sites and thereby loses its 
uniqueness on the way;	


(3) On the platform level, as Couchsurfing moved from being a non-profit, community-run 
project to being a for-profit company. The change of ownership meant a massive increase in 
expenses,  while at the same time, the quality of the platform is perceived as becoming 108

worse by the majority of members (54% of N=105), despite millions of investment capital. 
Members consequently complained about the non-transparent way Couchsurfing 
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 On this level, it has to be noted that the changes cannot be claimed to be solely consequences of a change of 107

ownership. The growth and development of the platform started way before 2011 and many of those characteristics might 
also have occurred if the platform had become an official non-profit. At the same time, however, many members did 
explicitly mention the transformation as the prime cause to motivate their comments.

 According to Marvelous (2013 online), Couchsurfing “now burns through $800.000 of venture capital per month,” but 108

still hasn’t figured out how to monetize ‘hospitality exchange,’ reporting no revenue. Ten years into the boom, it is still 
“difficult to actually make money on social media.” (Garnham and Fuchs 2014 119)



communicates financial issues, and are left only guessing how potential future revenue 
sources will look like; 	
109

(4) On the ideological level, as the very idea of hospitality exchange per se is being altered when 
channeled through a commercial platform, from a mutual act of kindness to a service, adding 
(potential) monetary value for a company to the plain use value for a community.	


The role of the commons is to constitute a counter-power against processes of commodification on 
the same levels outlined above. In the case of hospitality exchange networks, this counter-power is 
manifested in the commons-based alternative project BeWelcome, affecting its members:	


(1) On the individual level, by maintaining a spirit of ‘do-ocracy’ and a ‘maker-culture’, encouraging 
users to be active participants instead of passive consumers. Being an officially registered 
non-profit organization means that any work done is truly done for the community as a 
whole, not for the profit of a few. User-friendly terms of use and privacy policy preserve the 
autonomy of the user and protect his or her data;	


(2) On the community level, by prioritizing organic and healthy growth over a rapid increase in 
users and thereby preserving the core values the project is built upon. A grassroots 
democracy approach gives every member the (potential) possibility to have his or her voice 
heard; 	


(3) On the platform level, by maintaining the site through donations  only, thereby staying 110

completely independent from financial interests. Again, being officially non-profit in effect 
means that the community owns the platform and decides upon the statues and therefore, 
possible threats of commodification are minimized; 	
111

(4) On the ideological level, by preserving the intrinsic values of genuine cultural exchange and 
non-monetary lodging above anything else, protected by the levels above.	
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 The author of those lines also tried to enquire about possible monetization strategies by contacting the Couchsurfing 109

media team as well as Casey Fenton, but unfortunately, am still waiting for a response from the CSHQ (CouchSurfing 
HeadQuarters). Apart from the lack of official information, there are speculations on how a possible revenue stream could 
look like, possibly coming from sales of a ‘freemium’ account model or charges for a mobile app. See, e.g., http://
mechanicalbrain.wordpress.com/2013/10/11/more-bad-news-at-couchsurfing/, accessed May 12th, 2014.

 BeWelcome is currently running on 3420€ ($4740), per year. Compared to the (speculative) sum of Couchsurfing’s 110

expenses above, BeWelcome (albeit only one tenth of of the size) uses 0,05% of the monthly monetary resources. 

 BeWelcome is owned by a non-profit organization registered in France, BeVolunteer. Official members of the 111

organization decide on legal issues and the statutes can be modified only by an extraordinary General Assembly. At least 
half of the voting members of BeVolunteer (31 members as of January 2014) have to be present or represented and 3/4 
of them would have to agree to the changes of the statutes.



Even though people are aware that alternative platforms exist, the majority of those nevertheless 
keeps using Couchsurfing although not necessarily agreeing with the way it is managed. This finding is 
in line with van Dijck (2013 158), who observes that “active users well aware of the profit-driven 
motives of platforms still decide to use them.” Reasons include high switching costs, meaning that 
members accumulated references and a network of friends by investing a huge deal of personal time, 
money, and  energy over the years.  Those assets, manifested in a virtual user profile, cannot be 112

transferred to another site, leading to the fact that many users feel ‘locked in.’  The role of the 113

commons, driven by values of co-creation and community ownership, is to oppose locking-in effects 
by dominant platforms by means of providing user-friendly terms of use and privacy policies, watched 
over and adapted to the needs of the community instead of to the needs of capital.	


As argued by Fuchs (2009 85), critical theory aims to point at the societal antagonisms that shape the 
relationship between Internet and society and furthermore identifies not yet realized development 
potentials. In a similar vein, it can be concluded that the role of the commons is to be in a constant 
antagonistic struggle with the role of commodification. For the example of hospitality exchange 
networks, this means that the degradation of one commons (Couchsurfing) spurs the growth of 
another (BeWelcome). As the developments on Couchsurfing led to a spike of new members 
on BeWelcome, they did not show a correspondingly high increase in people willing to volunteer for 
the project. This is to say that most users, after all, primarily seek a functioning service to use, and only 
a small percentage is in the end willing to actively contribute. The role of the digital commons, 
therefore, is for the moment to hold a niche position by upholding opportunities for participation in 
an online  space that became primarily dominated by corporate interests, following a general 
consumerist logic; a regular user often becomes “happily dazzled by the Spectacle” (Hardt and Negri 
2000), but at the same time seems to be “gladly logging on and buying into it” (Kreps 2011 699). In 
the realm of hospitality exchange networks, the role of commodification processes was to transform 
Couchsurfing, a once flourishing digital commons reaching an impressive size and global scale,  into a 114
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 Also, the size and the resulting activity level of the site is an important factor, Couchsurfing has around seven million 112

profiles versus 60.000 on BeWelcome.

 For the case of hospitality exchange platforms, the ‘lock-in’ effect can be perceived as somewhat waker than, for 113

example, for users desiring to switch from Facebook to Diaspora*. This is due to the nature of hospitality exchange, where 
the guiding principle is to connect with people not yet known, contrasted to maintaining a network of (mostly) already 
established relationships in the case of the latter example. On the other hand, as one’s reputation is built mainly by the 
accumulation of references from other members, it is nevertheless a big barrier for many members to leave those behind 
and start with an empty profile somewhere else. However generally, the role of commodification processes is to 
strengthen lock-in effects for any given platform, as monetary profits are calculated per user in the established business 
models for social media platforms. For the ecosystem of social media as a whole, then, a strengthening of this effect will 
lead to a narrowing of choices, leaving the users with restrictive terms of use, and ever-more power to the owners of 
biggest authentication platforms, as of now Google and Facebook – as noted by Andersson (2010a), an ‘ease of use’ is 
commonly chosen over values of openness on the Web.

 Seven million member profiles translating to (roughly) two million active users, being situated in more than100.000 114

cities worldwide.



profit-oriented company with obligations to venture capital investors, naturally seeking an return on 
their investment and therefore, having the logic of capital triumph over the logic of the commons. The 
theory outlined that the temptation to privatize and monetize the value generated by a successful 
digital commons (i.e., its commodification) is however a recurrent problem for the community building 
it. Although Couchsurfing’s management tried to calm the waves by soothing its member base using 
the rhetoric of the ‘socially responsible B-corporation’, thereby acting as an “Internet service with a 
populist, happy-face marketing veneer” (Bollier 2014a online), the result is a platform initially 
subscribed to the moral economies of gifts and public goods being subsumed under the moral 
economy of the commodity (Murdock 2013). This, in turn, has a direct impact on the community, 
nurturing a shift in the platform’s cultural ethics and values as the focus is now on quantity, not quality; 
Couchsurfing now feels ‘more mainstream’ to many members, precisely what was once treasured not 
to be the case. The role of the commons is to provide an opportunity for proactive participation 
outside the dominating moral economics of commodities, a refuge for users striving to engage with 
projects subscribed to values of public goods and gifts instead. Spaces where the community itself is in 
full control and in ownership. 	


An important issue of struggle to achieve commons-based social media will therefore be to overcome 
the prevailing form of passiveness and foster an understanding that the collectiveness of contributions 
from all members of a community does count, and can indeed lead to outcomes that sometimes far 
exceed the expectations.  The role of a digital commons, therefore, is to preserve users as members 115

of a community instead of as consumers of a service. In a digital commons, users are motivated to 
actively engage in the way the platform evolves, therefore maximizing use value, whereas for a 
corporate platform, users are bound to contribute in narrow channels engineered to maximize the 
exchange value of the platform. The research showed that users are well conscious of their labor, 
willingly contributing to a commons, but not to a company. On a more general level, the role of the 
commons is to challenge the very norms by which online sociality is enacted upon users by corporate 
platforms.  An important field of struggle because the power of norms, as Foucault (1980) 116

observed, far outweigh the power of law and order. 	


!
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 See, for example, the discussion of Firer-Blaess and Fuchs (2014) on Wikipedia’s modes of production.115

 Van Dijck (2013 19) lists the example of how the norms of “sharing” private information and accepting targeted ads 116

changed considerably between 2004 and 2014: By a gradual implementation of new features users got habituated to, the 
“norms for privacy and accepting monetization were stretched accordingly,” leading to the fact that what is the norm today 
was rendered unacceptable just ten years ago.



• What have been the consequences of commodification processes on Couchsurfing.org? 	


The empirical data shows that consequences of commodification - the process bound to make “things 
exchangeable on markets either actually and/or discursively by framing things as if they were 
exchangeable” (Sevignani 2013 733) - on Couchsurfing have been clearly visible from the perspective 
of the user. All in all, a majority of 59% of the  subjects said they were aware of Couchsurfing’s 
incorporation in 2011, and of those, 65% judge the development as ‘generally negative / worrisome’, and 
5% as ‘generally positive.’ The tradition of critical research motivates to inquire on the ‘why’, and to 
incorporate social, political, and economic consequences by questioning “the implications, for all 
members of society, of power relations” (Mansell 2012 35). In that respect, the qualitative data 
suggests a variety of answers.	


As a direct consequence of the commodification process on Couchsurfing, many users complain 
about the decline in the ‘quality’  of the community since the acceptance of venture capital in 2011. 117

Many long-term members complain that they feel this development was profoundly at odds with the 
fundamental values that the community started out with and that the platform would lose its original 
spirit. Recognizing that the value of a given platform in today’s social media environment is often 
articulated “as value per customer” and that “large, active, and demographically interesting user base is 
usually a platform’s most precious asset” (Van Dijck 2013 36), a motivation to maximize the user base 
is the most logical step for a for-profit social network.The question of Couchsurfing’s ownership is of 
utmost importance here since users are correspondingly transformed from being participants (of a 
non-profit) into a commodity (of a corporation). This is problematic because the core values of the 
idea – a genuine, non-monetary way of cultural exchange and sharing accommodation – are directly 
opposed by an attempt to commodify hospitality exchange: A ‘community-fication’ leads to a perceived 
degradation of those values, as the voices of the established community suggests that many new 
members seem to join primarily for the financial benefits of free accommodation. New members, 
however, seem to share the same motivations for participation with the long-term members and 
show the same patterns of activeness for using the platform.	


The qualitative data further suggests that as a consequence of commodification, the uniqueness of the 
community is being sacrificed for the sake of quantity and is moving into the direction of bigger social 
networking sites and becoming more ‘mainstream’. This is underlined by the possibility of using the 
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 With ‘quality,’ users generally refer to the fact that couch requests seem to generally get shallower and less personal, 117

that the number of random copy/paste requests dramatically increased, with this the number of requests not interested in 
a genuine hospitality exchange but rather a free accommodation increased, and that they observe more ‘dating’-related 
communication on the site, attracting a ‘18-25 party crowd.’ A huge increase in possible hosts in large cities also made it, 
paradoxically, much harder to find a match, since a few popular hosts end up getting ‘spammed’ with multiple requests per 
day, whereas others being ranked lower in the search results receive non at all. In May 2014, a search for hosts in Paris 
reveals “66,026 interesting people” – more than the entire, global community of BeWelcome gathered in one city.



Couchsurfing services by utilizing the “Connect With Facebook” feature, presented as the primary 
option to “get started” on Couchsurfing (cf. Figure 4.10), creating an even bigger influx in members.  118

On another note, this further increases the ‘locked-in’ position of members – as pointed out in the 
previous section – leading to a “chain of interlocking platforms:” A “mutually beneficial arrangement 
because it boosts traffic for all parties involved–while the platform’s owners also want to lure and lock 
users into their chain of platforms” (Van Dijck 2013 156) – going a short way from providing a 
“frictionless online experience” to making experiences manipulable and salable, putting evermore 
power to decide over the norms of an entire generation’s online sociality into the hands of a few 
mega-corporations. 	


Figure 4.10: Couchsurfing’s Sign Up Process in 2014	


Some survey participants go even as far as declaring Couchsurfing “dead as a community of travelers,” 
and many see their mutual kindness abused: Acts of hospitality now not only add value to people’s 
lives, but additionally contribute to the monetary value of the platform itself and with it, to potential 
profits of the site owners. Especially those members that were actively involved in volunteering for the 
platform expressed strong feelings of betrayal that their work and time was sold without their 
consent, for this changes their relationship to the platform from being participants to being 
commodities. This also manifested in a changing privacy policy and terms of user for the site; as a 
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 Members complaining about the weak performance of the Couchsurfing web site noted that often, events and 118

discussions are organized on Facebook instead.



consequence of the commodification process, the user is now clearly worse off than before.  To 119

state an example, the 2012 changes of Couchsurfing’s terms of use state the following: 	


If you post Member Content to our Services, you hereby grant us a perpetual, worldwide, irrevocable, 
non-exclusive, royalty-free and fully sublicensable license to use, reproduce, display, perform, adapt, 
modify, create derivative works from, distribute, have distributed and promote such Member Content 
in any form, in all media now known or hereinafter created. 	
120

Further, Couchsurfing reserves “the right to make changes or modifications to these Terms, or any 
policy or guideline of our Services, at any time and in our sole discretion.”  This did not only upset 121

vary users, but also led to an official complaint from Germany’s Federal Commissioner for Data 
Protection and Freedom of Information.  Because the company is registered in the US, European 122

users have to deal with the terms of use although they do not even comply to EU law; or, look for an 
alternative.	


Many members were not against the transformation into a for-profit corporation per se, arguing that a 
boost of financial resources and consequently an improvement in the services the platform is 
providing is generally welcomed. However, when asked whether such an improvement has yet taken 
place, only 17% of the members  feel that the experienced quality of the web site improved, 
contrasted to 37% who felt that it actually worsened (a higher 58% of the long-term members). 	


Therefore, the research shows that, for the case of Couchsurfing, the consequences of 
commodification processes are primarily responsible for a perceived decline of the community’s 
quality and for most, do not bring identifiable benefits. Taken to a wider societal ground, the 
development investigated upon can be seen as yet another example of an increasing ‘commodification 
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 For BeWelcome’s ToU, see: http://www.bewelcome.org/terms 119

For Couchsurfing’s ToU, see: https://www.couchsurfing.org/n/terms 	

 
The project ‘Terms of Service; Didn’t read’ (http://tosdr.org) aims to translate legal text from the ToU into plain English. For 
Couchsurfing, some of the findings include (as of May 2014): 
- Terms may be changed any time at their discretion, without notice to the user	

- Couchsurfing may close your account at their sole discretion	

- The copyright license on user data is broader than necessary	

- Couchsurfing keeps the license on your content, even after you close your account	

- Couchsurfing may retain your data after deactivation for legitimate business purposes

 See 4.3 ‘Member Content License’ on https://www.couchsurfing.org/n/terms, accessed May 12th, 2014.120

 See second paragraph, https://www.couchsurfing.org/n/terms, accessed May 12th, 2014.121

 As the complaint named ‘CouchSurfing without data protection’ states: “The changes are unacceptable. Under German and 122

European data protection law, they would be inadmissible. The new Terms of Use force the users to waive any control over their 
data if they want to continue to use the service. [...] Under the new Terms of Use, by uploading contents such as news, photos and 
personal data, the members grant the company CouchSurfing a full and irrevocable license to a quasi unlimited use of those 
contents. Moreover, in the Privacy Policy, the company reserves the right to share data with third parties and to change the Terms 
of Use and the Privacy Policy at any time, without having to provide specific notice to the members about any changes.” See 
http://www.bfdi.bund.de/EN/PublicRelations/PressReleases/2012/18_CouchSurfing.html for the full text. Accessed May 12th, 
2014.



of everything,’ contributing to the development of having a market economy towards being a market 
society (Sandel 2012). However, commodification processes have always been confounded, both in 
the physical or the digital world (Mosco 2005). For the case study at hand, another  direct 
consequence of the commodification process happening on Couchsurfing was an urge to actively 
work up against what is happening. Feldman (2012 14) describes three forms of user resistance  on 123

Couchsurfing and concludes that those forms of resistance from within were in themselves limited for 
they were “launched through the very structure whose legitimacy is under attack,” and did not 
succeed in changing the direction the platform took. As another option altogether, many members 
thus transferred their volunteering energy to an alternative project, as illustrated by the spike of 
BeWelcome sign-ups in August 2011 in Figure 4.11 below.	


Figure 4.11: Correlation of Search and Sign-up rates for Couchsurfing and BeWelcome 	
124
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 Feldman (2012) identifies three ways of user resistance on the platform: (1) watchdog disclosure (rebellion through 123

transparency in forums), (2) profile reappropriation (a practice whereby users made their CS profiles into unsanctioned 
spaces of protest and information sharing), and (3) reference warfare (a campaign advocating the posting of negative 
references to the profile of Casey Fenton, CS’s founder).

 From https://www.bewelcome.org/wiki/Hospex_data_research, accessed May 7th, 2014. The figure shows that the 124

monthly Google search volume (green lines) and the number of people signing up monthly (blue lines) are highly 
correlated. The graphs are not plotted on the same scale as the search volume of BeWelcome is about 1-2% of that of 
Couchsurfing.



To put the empirical findings in line with already existing theory, the new ‘Web 2.0’ sphere was seen as 
to incorporate the potential to “promote community over commerce, or, at the very least afford their 
peaceful coexistence” (Van Dijck 2013 14). However, as observed by Smythe (1981) for TV audiences 
and extended upon by Fuchs (2012) to fit for the Internet, user attention is another resource that can 
be monetized and given an exchange value.	


Facing an advancing digitalization of content, new possibilities to specifically target users according to 
their specific ‘needs’ become available (Mosco 2005). As a result of the prevailing business model on 
social media where sites sell aggregated user data to third parties for the sake of delivering targeted 
advertisements to the user,  an increasing commodification of privacy online takes place (Sevignani 
2013). Companies are primarily not interested in communities, but in the data resulting from user 
interactions (Van Dijck 2013). 	


As a consequence, users are at the same time “consumers who have too little knowledge of 
platforms’ operational and economic logic” to fully understand their “locked in” position “agents in the 
production process” (ibid. 171). 98% of the top 100 websites are for-profit undertakings (Fuchs 2011), 
mostly adding adver tisements to the “commercial clutter there is in the media and 
culture” (McChesney 2013 44). As a result, to increase an user’s dissatisfaction with current affairs 
becomes  the guiding principle and “taken together, these initiatives constitute a new enclosure 
movement” (Murdock 2013 164), challenging the values of openness and sharing that were once 
inherent in the technology of the Web through a “seeping commodification” (Prodnik 2014), trickling 
down into all fibers of our social lives, including social relationships and acts of hospitality. 	


• How can alternative models of digital commons best be organized and sustained, and 
what problems do such models face? What can be done at the policy level to overcome 
them? 

On the cornerstones of a critical theory of social media is that it invites the researcher to analyze the 
“potentials and limits of alternative social media and struggles for a just society that enables commons-
based digital media” (Fuchs 2014b 24). Therefore, another focus of the empirical research was the 
question of how to best organize and handle the challenges of running a digital commons project by 
interviewing engaged volunteers of BeWelcome, a hospitality exchange network being a official non-
profit organization. One key differentiation characteristic of the site is its user-centric governance 
structure. Utilizing a grassroots democracy approach in the sense that everybody’s voice should be 
listened to has both advantages and disadvantages, and direct impacts on the democratic relationship 
of users with the platform.	
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The interviewees mentioned that on the one hand, such an approach is highly valuable as it brings a 
great deal of diversity of opinions and viewpoints, but on the other, it tends to be slow and at times 
frustrating.  Also, a grassroots decision-making process tends to be difficult to control, if it has to be 125

controlled. Another downside  is that few physical meetings pose a challenge to communication and 
engagement, and the dependence on certain key developers is high: In the case that an important 
programmer decides to stop working for the project, it might take a successor a long time and great 
effort to continue where the prior person has left work. A clear benefit of a commons-based 
structure, on the other hand, is that control is shared and decentralized, not restricted to a small elite; 
this reduces possible steering or monetizing attempts significantly. With this, it is important that a given 
project is protected by an appropriate legal framework, i.e. being run by an organization that is 
registered as an official non-profit.	


The interviewees underlined that the legal stewardship and governance structure has to be clarified 
and secured right from the outset, as digital commons are under constant threat of commodification, 
especially when growing successful in the sense of reaching a certain size of user-base. Being a legal 
non-profit makes it possible to refer to the official statues when problems arise, and therefore gives 
stability and security to the community. An important motivational factor is the belief in the usefulness 
of the volunteering work, and the ‘giving back’ the community, instead of working for the benefit of a 
company. With this, the interviewees agreed that a big challenge is the way the majority of users 
approach online services situated in a consumerist society – as passive consumers – where only a 
small percentage feels the need to engage as active participants.  BeWelcome differentiates itself as 126

a commons from other HospEx networks as its governance structure is democratic in a sense that 
every user is actively encouraged to help running and improving the site. However, the democratic 
nature of BeWelcome is in a paradoxic relationship to the speed of service delivery: On the one hand, 
there is a burden on the regular use to actively engage in the ‘maker-culture’ or ‘do-ocracy’, for example 
if unhappy with the status quo of a given future or design – everyone is encouraged to simply go and 
change it. This is contrasted to the usual, consumerist approach to an online service, where a regular 
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 There is a tendency that a certain problem will be discussed extensively, draining many resources, when at the end it 125

turns out to be of only minor interest for most members. The BeWelcome community developed a tool supporting the 
grassroots decision-making process; this makes it possible for every member to suggest an idea, which is then voted upon, 
prioritized, and optimally implemented. Though, online since a year now, experience shows that after an enthusiastic start 
with lots of members participating, there seems to be a drop in new members filing suggestions, a danger of a few people 
colonizing and thus disrupting the process, and the fact that people sometimes vote for a suggestion without even reading 
through it.

 Due to the very open way that BeWelcome is governed, it is hard to put an exact number on how many people are 126

actively volunteering at a given time, as often, members jump onboard for a given task, and then disappear again. An 
estimated number though would be 120 people, given the official positions (see http://www.bewelcome.org/wiki/
Who_does_what) plus 50 volunteers for the translation group plus 25 from the communications team plus 15 from the 
support group. Given 60.000 members as of May 2014, the percentage of people volunteering is 0,2% of the total 
membership. An acknowledged suggestion to increase volunteering rates is to make volunteering easier and thus more 
attractive, or to introduce volunteering teams.



user would, at best, file a complaint for the support team, and then wait for changes to happen. The 
paradox being that although, in theory, every user is be able to immediately contribute to a solution, 
for the majority of changes to happen  one requires a certain technological expertise. This makes it 127

difficult for a regular user to contribute, leaving a lot of workload to the volunteer developers of the 
platform – slowing down progress. This suggests that participation in developing a digital commons 
project has to be seen in a nuanced way, posing a challenge “since technical know-how is unevenly 
distributed among groups in society” (Söderberg 2011 3), and because there often is a mental barrier 
to simply ‘do things.’ For corporate social media platforms, the empowerment of users to act as 
egalitarian co-creators is often restricted to a limited contribution of content within clearly defined 
boundaries, suitable to be harvested for profits by the owners of those media. Projects subscribed to 
a commons-approach, like BeWelcome, motivate and invite the user to transcend those limits and 
participate in defining the boundaries as well. This is to say that one of the key differences for a digital 
commons is how users are able to relate to the site: as participating citizens, instead of participants for 

corporations (and capitalism more generally) (Olsson 2014 207).	


Intimately connected to this is the question of financing, where the research showed that donations 
are a good and sufficient way of financing smaller projects; the popular  example of Wikipedia 
demonstrates that this approach can successfully work for large-scale projects as well. The biggest 
benefit of a donations-based approach is the complete independence of financiers, meaning that the 
community can freely decide in which direction it wants to evolve and keep the focus on its core 
mission. Also, the absence of (targeted) advertisements is generally welcomed by users, at the same 
time meaning a great deal more privacy in regards to their private data, as it will not be sold to third 
parties. This, in turn, is reflected in much more user-friendly terms of use, giving more control to the 
user.	


Another important factor regarding the organization and sustainability of a digital commons is size. As 
outlined in the theory, a commons is most likely to sustain when managed by “small, homogenous 
groups” (Hess and Ostrom 2007 49). The empirical data confirms that this view holds for digital 
commons as well, however put into a different dimension: with user-bases reaching millions, platforms 
simultaneously become valuable assets reaching considerable exchange-value on the market, thereby 
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 There are, of course, a myriad of activities that do not require programming skills to volunteer, for example forum 127

moderation, newsletter creation, translation tasks, or legal matters; Since the heart of the project is a web platform, 
however, the technical development and constitution of the site is the basis for all other activities to happen. 



threatening the actual use-value for the community. Couchsurfing is one of many examples  where 128

processes of commodification subsumed an initially commons-based project after having reached 
a critical mass of users.  Therefore, an organic growth rate whereby the homogeneity of a digital 129

commons can be preserved is crucial for its sustainability, whereas an explosive growth constitutes a 
possible threat to the stability.	


BeWelcome, which at the time of writing constitute less than one-tenth of Couchsurfing’s member 
base, thrives as a digital commons because the eight principles identified by Ostrom (1990 90-102) to 
make a (physical) commons long-term sustainable are (digitally) fulfilled.  It’s non-profit bylaws and 130

the strive to achieve total transparency does prevent single individuals from profiting from the 
platform. The analysis further concludes that BeWelcome can be classified as a ‘truly social’ media 
platform according to Sandoval’s (2014b) criteria, for it is (1) socially owned (economy), (2) socially 
controlled (politics), and based on (3) socially inclusive values (culture). Further, truly social media are 
bound to “benefit all members of society rather than serving private profit interests” (ibid. 159), which, 
given BeWelcome’s non-commercial orientation, can also be confirmed. The measures described 
above protect BeWelcome’s existence as a commons in the space of HospEx platforms, opposing 
possible threats of commodification and thus experiencing the same developments as Couchsurfing 
or HospitalityClub. The  great challenge ahead will be to support such kind of digital commons, 
enabling them to grow and to become a sustainable and durable institutional form where the real 
use-value for a community triumphs a theoretical exchange-value on the market.	


To answer the question of what can be done on a policy level to sustain a digital commons, the 
theoretical discussion additionally outlined various practical suggestions. Changes in (1)  legislation can 
advocate more user rights and a stricter data protection, making sure that economic interests do not 
automatically outdo consumer privacy interests, i.e. stronger data protection laws  (Fuchs 2014b 259). 131

Also, a (2) mandatory “opt-out”  option would give users the possibility to change platform without 
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 Other examples would be ‘The Huffington Post,’ an American online news blog and aggregator, initially build on voluntary 128

contributions of its columnists, was taken over by AOL in February 2011. Or, Mitfahrgelegenheit.de, a once free-to-use 
platform to connect private persons offering and searching for car rides, introduced a 11%-share for its users after being 
sold to a bigger firm, carpooling GmbH. Those are other examples of how a free and societally beneficial online service 
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 It is impossible to put an exact number on that ‘critical mass’ as every community is different. However, given that the 129

predominant social media business models calculate the value with a per-user formula, growth is a necessary condition 
when a community gets commodified.

 A detailed analysis of how BeWelcome (and other digital commons) fit with Ostrom’s principles is tempting but 130

outside the scope of this work.

 An initiative struggling for this is “Europe vs. Facebook,” founded by Austrian law students to struggle for more user 131

privacy on the social network Facebook. The initiative asks the Irish Data Protection Commissioner whether Facebook is 
infringing European data protection law in 23 cases. See http://europe-v-facebook.org/EN/Complaints/complaints.html, 
accessed May 7th, 2014.



paying the switching costs, as well as an “opt-in” advertising policy would strengthen every user’s 
possibility of self-determination  (Van Dijck 2013 171-2). Fostering and valuing (3) self-regulation,  132 133

going beyond the state as well as the market, and (4) supporting alternative projects with state funding 
or donations will be necessary.  On the (5)  technological level, switching to a de-centralized strategy 134

and peer-to-peer technology can safeguard against undemocratic power aggregations in certain states 
or organizations.  A strengthening of an already existing mesh of (6)  corporate watch 135

organizations (cf. Fuchs 2014b 261f) would lead to an increasing transparency in terms of economic 
power and point towards asymmetric power relations.  Finally, (7)  establishing new sorts of 136

commons-based governance models with financial viability and legal standing would help to protect a 
community’s volunteer-work from being privatized as “path  of least resistance: familiar, legal and 
lucrative” (Bollier 2011b online). Terranova (2013) suggests to de-privatize platforms and give 
ownership to the users, as they generate the wealth by free labor in the first place. All those measures 
would make non-commercial Internet project more powerful and popular, resisting commodification 
processes. The idea of the digital commons would be strengthened and “possessive individualism on 
the Internet would decrease” (Sevignani 2013 738); users would be helped to “reassert control over 
their community resources” (Bollier 2007 38). All this suggests that for the long-term perspective, a 
commons-friendly and legally structured environment where commoners control their own 
governance and have ownership is needed. 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 The report “Why Johnny Can’t Opt Out: A Usability Evaluation of Tools to Limit Online Behavioral Advertising” concluded that 132

“non of the nine tools we tested empowered study participants to effectively control tracking and behavioral advertising 
according to their personal preferences” (Leon et al. 2012). This is to say that commercial platform’s attempts to define 
opt-out privacy defaults as the accepted norm is simply because an opt-in option would “impede commercial 
exploits” (Van Dijck 2013 172) as many site users would not choose to be targeted by advertisements.
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participatory spirit of a relatively small, uniform user-base.

 Both financing models are burdened with limitations themselves as donations are an unstable income and state funding 134

can create political pressures. Popular examples like Wikipedia however show that such undertakings are not impossible on 
a large scale as well.

 Cf. Meinrath et al. (2011 478) where the authors argue that broadband connection is simply “too precious a resource 135

to be solely overseen by an oligopoly of profit-driven corporations who must care for their bottom line first and 
foremost,” therefore suggesting policy measures for a “business model neutral infrastructure that allows for public players 
such as municipalities and non-profits, as well as public-private partnerships and private corporations and philanthropies” 
to provide Internet services.

 WikiLeaks (https://wikileaks.org) is an example on an international non-profit journalistic watchdog organization that 136

raises a lot of mainstream media attention by leaking secret documents about political and economic power.



5. Conclusion	


!
“There is no wealth but life.”  

– John Ruskin, Unto This Last 	
137

!
The thesis at hand aimed to contribute to critical Internet studies by examining the concept of the 
commons as well as processes of commodification in the light of political economy of 
communications and critical theory. To illustrate and exemplify those concepts, the case study of 
hospitality exchange networks – a niche social networking phenomenon – was investigated. The work  
is aimed towards enhancing an understanding of the antagonistic struggle between the commons and 
processes of commodification and to point out societal consequences resulting from it. The work is 
seen as an exploration of the moral economies underpinning communicative action: Both activity 
contributing to the commons (being “grounded in practices of gifting, sharing, and caring” and 
“directed toward collaborative projects that produce material freely accessible to all”) as well as on 
the “forces that deflect, dissipate, or subvert it” (Murdock 2013 167), constitute cultural production in 
society. A prevailing development during the last three decades, spurred by the spread of neoliberal 
capitalist ideologies around the globe, has been an intensifying subscription to market values and 
dynamics, leaving social responsibilities of citizenship to be “comprehensively trumped by the promise 
of expanded opportunities to consume” (ibid.). As a result, “nonmarket values worth caring 
about” (Sandel 2012 9) have been crowded out, particularly values of “altruism, generosity, solidarity, 
and civic spirit” (ibid. 130), essential to the renewal of public life.	


This study confirms that identical developments are also visible in the realms of digital media. As Kreps 
(2009; 2011) acknowledges, social media cannot be seen as separate from capitalist institutions, but 
rather as being part of a hegemonic transnational agenda of conservative venture capital reinforcing 
hierarchies of consumption, thereby leaning to view online ‘communities as commodities’. This maintains 
the productive structures of ‘communicative capitalism’ (Dean 2009) by continuing the “offline trend 
rooted in neoliberalist ideals of free markets and deregulation,” leading to the “incorporation of 
sociality, creativity, and knowledge” (Van Dijck 2013 166). In other words,	


Just as genes and herbs used to be common resources squarely belonging to the public sphere 
before they were appropriated by biotech and pharmaceutical industries, all kinds of sociality are 
currently moving from public to corporate space; even as little as ten years ago, the coding of social 

94

 Available at: http://muff.uffs.net/skola/dejum/ruskin/texts/unto-this-last/unto_this_last.pdf, accessed May 20th, 2014137



actions into proprietary algorithms, let alone the branding and patenting of theses processes would 
have been unthinkable. Today, Facebook, Google, Amazon, and Twitter all own algorithms that 
increasingly determine what we like, want, know, or find. (Van Dijck 2013 37)	


The research demonstrated that a move towards the corporate holds true also for the alternative 
space of hospitality exchange networks. Generally speaking, the main point of such platforms is to act 
as an online facilitator connecting a traveler with a local resident. Members of such communities tend 
to create an exceptionally strong sense of identity connected to the platform;  this is where a 138

network becomes a community, leading to sometimes huge emotional involvements of users by truly 
believing in the idea and values behind it: To literally ‘Participate in Creating a Better World, One Couch at 

a Time.’  The influx of venture capital on Couchsurfing, the largest HospEx network, and the 139

corresponding representation in the media, as well as the integration with the biggest social network, 
Facebook, all contribute to a remarkable growth rate of the platform.  The data analysis concludes 140

that the Couchsurfing community as a whole loses more due to the consequences of the 
commodification process to which it is exposed to than it gains in return.	


This is not to say that Couchsurfing stopped delivering value to people and enriching traveler’s lives; 
on the contrary, with a vastly growing community, more people than ever now enjoy the opportunity 
to experience hospitality exchange on a global scale. This is however to say that the question of 
ownership and governance seems to matter greatly for the majority of users of the platform, and even 
more so for longer-term members. What is lost in the transition is the existence of a project run as a 
flourishing commons, a cyber-utopian dream come true; an example of genuine exchange outside and 
free from the dominant logic of capital, a space highlighting cultural instead of monetary values, 
understanding instead of commerce. This space still exists, but instead of outside, now within the 
market. This can be insofar problematic as markets “tend to have thin commitments to localities, 
cultures, and ways of life; for any commons, however, these are indispensable” (Bollier 2011a online). 
The voices coming from the Couchsurfing members were affirmative of this statement, noticing that 
for them, the ‘quality’ of the community decreases noticeably as newcomers often seem not to be 
familiar with the values the project stated out with, thereby losing its uniqueness on the way. This 
further manifests in the connection with Facebook as well as in a loss of personal data privacy and 
control, enshrined in dubiously modified terms of use and privacy policy. Molz (2012a 135) describes 
a Couchsurfer’s participation in the community as “forms of resistance to the distancing forces in 
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 A member of a community proudly is a ‘Couchsurfer’ or ‘BeWelcomer’, whereas the same person is unlikely to call him- 138

or herself a ‘Facebooker’ or ‘Twitterer’, if subscribed to both platforms.

 Slogan of Couchsurfing, visible beneath the logo of the web site before it was re-designed in 2011.139

 There are no official figures for active members available, but as far as the total amount of member profiles is 140

concerned, Couchsurfing was going from a bit over two million in 2011 to seven million in 2014, and an estimated 15 
million in 2017.



modern social life;” An incorporation of the means to achieve this seems to be utterly at odds to that 
spirit.	


Couchsurfing’s transformation from a commons into a commodity is not only problematic for the 
very users of the platform, but constitutive for the way users relate to a digital media in general: The 
potentials of a participatory architecture in ‘Web 2.0’ move from benefiting the “participating citizen” to 
benefiting the “corporation, and capitalism more generally” (Olsson 2014 204f). The case study showed 
that also alternative, niche social networking sites are exposed to commodification processes, and thus 
easily shift from prioritizing use-value for a community over exchange-value on the market; small steps 
towards further transforming the Web it into a technology of mass surveillance where personal data is 
the new currency to be sold to advertisers and agencies (Curran 2012 59), and where the 
“tremendous promise of the digital revolution” has been compromised by capitalist appropriation 
(McChesney 2013 97). 	


Although some claim that “relationships, after all, are the one thing you cannot commoditize” (Tapscott 
and Williams 2006 44), it is ironic that corporate platforms found that commoditizing relationships is 
precisely “the golden egg their geese produced” (Van Dijck 2013 16). For corporate platforms, the 
rhetoric of accumulating social capital as an emancipatory benefit for users means in effect that the 
owners of platforms are amassing economic capital through profiling and behavioral data, the heart of 
today’s social media business models.  Recognizing that the value of a given platform in today’s social 141

media environment is often measured as “value per customer” (ibid. 36), the maximization of the user-
base constitutes a priority for corporate platforms striving to generate profits. Users in the role of 
‘prosumers’ (Toffler 1980) are exploited for both their active volunteering contributions and their 
passive behavioral data; users become “double-objects of commodification” (Fuchs 2014b 169), 
meaning that they are commodities themselves and through this commodification, their consciousness 
becomes increasingly exposed to the commodity logic.	


Yet, in all spheres of the social life, commodification processes have always been confounded (Mosco 
2005). As much as leaving a book in a café, setting up a commons-based Internet project is an 
example of resistance against commodification. On those lines, Firer-Blaess and Fuchs (2014 100) 
argue that it should be the “primary political task for concerned citizens to resist the commodification 
of everything and to strive for democratizing the economy, that is, building a participatory grassroots 
economy that is not controlled by corporations but the people.” The study found an example 
manifested in the case of hospitality exchange platforms as well: The non-commercial, non-profit, and 
open-source platform BeWelcome. 	
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consequences are for society, see Cullen Hoback’s 2013 documentary ‘Terms and Conditions May Apply,’ http://tacma.net. 



What makes this and other digital commons a viable alternative is the emphasis on community, 
showing that “small, homogenous groups” (Hess and Ostrom 2007 49) are more likely to sustain a 
commons. For hospitality exchange platforms, the question of size however uncovers a paradoxical 
face, as a growth in members does potentially lead to an increased value for the community, as there 
then are more available options for ‘surfers’ and ‘hosts’. But at the same time, given that growth 
happens too fast and the member-base becomes too numerous, shared governance becomes a 
challenge; the composition of the community is likely to be altered, because members join for different 
reasons than the ones originally highlighted by the earlier members. Therefore, organic (not artificially 
forced) growth turned out to be crucial for a digital commons’ sustainability. Besides that, 
commitments to total transparency, grassroots democracy decision-making, independent financing 
through donations, software and content openness, a legal non-profit status, and collective 
administration are important factors; those all help to minimize a potential threat of commodification. 
Because benefits never come without challenges, it is hard to motivate a sufficient number of active 
volunteers from the dominating mass of passive users,  a revenue stream based solely on donations 142

is potentially unstable, and development progress is usually slow and cumbersome, given that all 
members can have their voices heard and respected. But after all, “individuals enter the commons to 
enjoy the participatory nature of a productive and/or creative endeavor carrying the belief that the 
involvement of other members alongside with theirs builds a sum that belongs to all and from which 
all benefit from” (Kostakis and Stavroulakis 2013 416). The conviction that volunteering time and 
energy is spent to directly benefit members of a community is at the heart of a digital commons 
project, and the experience and discussions of hospitality exchange platforms emphasize the 
importance of having a legal framework in place right from the start, protecting this conviction from 
the processes of commodification.	


If Wikipedia only had readers, there simply would be no Wikipedia; the same holds true for hospitality 
exchange, because for some, being a user is not enough. Actively contributing to an idea that is 
believed to have intrinsic value and at the same time belongs to the community is a driving force for 
participation; who, after all, would like to be a volunteer for a company, such as Facebook of LinkedIn, 
without payment? This is to say that although a range of participatory technologies in today’s ‘social 
media’ sphere offer the “promise of emancipation,” they most often do so “through the discourse and 
architecture of capitalism” (Feldman 2012 14). The thesis aimed to contribute to the insight that the 
capitalist character of digital media, the grounding in profit and commodity logic, is “not a necessity, but 
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 It is hard to put an exact number as volunteers frequently come and go, but the research estimated that 0,2% of 142

BeWelcome’s member-base actively volunteer. Following a popular explanation, the ‘1% rule’ explains that, as a rule of 
thumb for participation in an given Internet community, only 1% of the users of a website actively create new content, 
while the other 99% of the participants only lurk. See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1%25_rule_(Internet_culture), accessed 
May 8th, 2014.



a historical consequence of the commercial and capitalist organization of the Internet” (Fuchs 2014b 
24). Digital media are spaces of power struggle that are at the same time able to expand the inherent 
emancipatory potentials, through projects subscribed to the logic of the commons, and jeopardize the 
digital commons, by incorporating them into the logic of capital (Allmer 2013).	


BeWelcome is an example of a digital commons project, underlining that the Internet as of today is 
the most significant nesting place for commons-based innovations (Rifkin 2014). However, the closing 
lines of this work would like to emphasize that the idea of the commons is not to be seen as a mere 
Internet phenomenon (nor are processes of commodification),  but rather is at the “heart of a 143

major cultural and social shift now underway” (Bollier 2014b online). In that shift, the role of the 
commons is to change people’s attitudes about corporate property rights and neoliberal capitalism –
but we need to “do more than simply postulate them – we need to construct them in struggle” (de 
Angelis 2009 online). On the margins, the commoners already started to build a “very different kind of 
society, project by project” (Bollier 2014b online). Ostrom’s (eg. 1990; 2012) work shows that a 
commons can be managed in an entirely sustainable way, but the idea of the commons as a “paradigm 
of social governance appears either utopian or communistic, or at the very least, impractical” (Bollier 
2014b online) to conventional minds. 	


Castells (2009 431) concludes that we need to work towards preserving “the commons of 
communication networks made possible by the Internet, a free creation of freedom lovers.” Hopefully, 
this thesis succeeded in contributing to the general understanding and thus to the expansion of the 
commons by guiding the reader through examples found in the realm of hospitality exchange 
networks. For it is not the idea of the commons that is impractical or utopian, but the neoliberal 
fantasy of ever-expanding consumption, inflicting social inequity and ecological disruption, amongst 
other problems, in the process. The example of BeWelcome is one of many thriving platforms that, 
albeit being pushed away from public view, cultivate specific niches and are crucial to add to the rich 
cultural diversity that still populates the Web. The enthusiastic volunteers of BeWelcome participate to 
“work on a balanced ecosystem and a diversified online sociality” (Van Dijck 2013 176), 
counterbalancing the corporate credos by truly working towards making the online world more 
transparent and user-friendly: Il faut cultiver notre jardin.	


!
!
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the governments of Saudi Arabia or China, thereby replaying the English enclosure movement on a global scale.



5.1. Future Research 	


Given the findings of this research on hospitality exchange platforms and the findings on more 
popular commons like Wikipedia (cf. Van Dijck 2013; Fuchs 2014b; Firer-Blaess and Fuchs 2014; 
Fullerton and Ettema 2014; Garcelon 2010), what can there be said about digital commons in general? 
A meta-study comparing commons-research to identify concrete patterns and suggestions would help 
to answer this question. Furthermore, future research should set a focus on the legal side of things: 
what policies can there, for example on EU level, be enacted to strengthen physical as well as digital 
commons? How can we overcome the ‘parody of the commons’ by making contributions to a 
commons also economically sustainable for individuals? 
An intriguing and important area of research would further be to investigate how to sustainably 
create an interconnected ecosystem of open standards and protocols for non-commercial, commons-
based platforms. Although the technical possibilities should be quite apparent, and lots is done by the 
W3C  to document and establish those, more than just technological knowledge is needed to 144

create a ecosystem of open platforms where users are free to float around as they please, staying in 
full control of their own data and privacy.  
Future research could also specifically address the eight principles identified by Ostrom (1990 90-102) 
to make a physical commons long-term sustainable by situating various digital commons-based 
projects into the framework; Such an attempt was made by de Rosnay at al. (2012), but more 
examples should be studied to arrive at more generalizable conclusions for growing communities. 
This thesis focused mainly on a Western ideas of digital media. We enter a global era of consumerism 
given the collapse of the Soviet Union and that big countries like China, Brazil, or India increasingly 
turn towards world markets to organize their economic activities and incorporate capitalist dynamics. 
This begs comparative questions of how an understanding of concepts like the (digital) commons 
differ from a cultural perspective, especially considering that community- and family bonds are often 
much more prevalent outside our individualistic, Western societies. 
Ultimately, a cosmopolitan consciousness is needed to succeed in building a genuinely transnational 
commons. I believe that the hospitality exchange networks studied in this thesis play an important 
part, but remain however only a marginal phenomena. Future research could assess whether those 
communities are nevertheless role models and feature practices applicable in other domains as well.	


!
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Social Web” and argues for an open, socially beneficial framework for social networking mechanisms. The mission of the 
Social Web Incubator Group is to understand the systems and technologies that permit the description and identification 
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Epilogue	


The struggle for the future of the Internet is a struggle about control. It is at the same time a struggle 
of who will be in power to effectively manipulate what we think, feel, and consume. When having an 
Internet dominated and directed by corporate interests, only those services that successfully 
penetrate and surveil every fiber of our everyday lives will be successful. This is the commodified 
version of the Internet, based on the logic of capital; the “challenge of the current century is to sublate 
(aufheben) technology and society in order to overcome the antagonistic characters of the economy, 
polity, culture, and nature and to point toward a commons-based information society” (Allmer 2013 
297). An Internet based on the logic of the commons strives for a different vision: To have the people 
control their own sociality.	


To end, by reflecting upon the introductory quote of this thesis, we shall be reminded that when Kant 
talked about the “starry heavens above us and the moral law within us,” he preconditioned a free will; 
not a predictable, controlled, and manipulable one.	


!
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A P P E N D I X  I 	


Quantitative Questionnaire 

Welcome to this questionnaire about the CouchSurfing platform and community and other 
Hospitality Exchange platforms. The purpose of this survey is the collection of empirical data for a 
Master's thesis at Uppsala University, dealing with commodification processes on social media; 
therefore, the questions presented aim to mirror a neutral, academic standpoint and the answers will 
not be used for anything else but to contribute to the empirical part of the thesis. 	


All answers are completely anonymous and it won't take you longer than 10 minutes to answer the 
questions. Thank you for participating!	


* Required	


(1) Since how many years are you a member of the CouchSurfing Community? *  
CS was publicly launched in 2004	


• [Options: 1-10 years]	


(2) How active are you on CouchSurfing? *  
Of course, activity changes greatly over the month and years, but try to give an opinion of your 

average activity.	


•  I'm registered, but rarely interact with the site	


•  I sometimes join gatherings, for example a local CS meetup	


•  I sometimes surf (few times a year)	


•  I regularly surf (few times a month, if I have the time)	


•  I sometimes host (few times a year)	


•  I regularly host (few times a month, if I'm home & available)	


•  I am further engaged in organizing community events etc (for example, being a CS ambassador)	


(3) What are your driving motivations for participating in the CouchSurfing project? *  
Tick all that apply. 

•  To surf	


•  To host	


•  Intercultural exchange	


•  To meeting locals while traveling	


•  Local community activities (e.g., gatherings)	


•  To save money while traveling	


•  Other: _______	


1



(4) Have you heard of CouchSurfing's transition from a non-profit organization towards a 

C-corporation in 2011? *  
'Non-profit' refers not to the holding of a 501(c)(3) status, but to the existence of the platform 

as a not-for-profit since 2004 with the intention to officially become a non-profit, being 

community-funded and having no obligations towards investors.	


•  Yes	


•  No	


(5) What is your personal feeling about such a transition? *  
Referring to the transition mentioned above.	


•  Generally positive development	

•  Generally neutral / I don't care	


•  Generally negative / worrisome development	


(6) Do you think that the experienced quality of the CouchSurfing website has changed in 

the last three years? * 
Generalize; think of new features, usability, the design, the speed, etc.	


•  I think the experienced quality of the platform generally improved	


•  I don't see significant changes	


•  I think the experienced quality of the platform generally got worse	


•  I'm not a long-enough member to answer that question	


(7) Any thoughts you would like to add to the discussion? 
Comments? Feedback? Wishes? Place them here!	


!
!

II



A P P E N D I X  I I 	


Qualitative Questionnaire 

The first six questions of the qualitative questionnaire were identical with those listed above.	


* Required	


!
(1) Describe how CouchSurfing has changed over the last three years. * 

Think, for example, about the quality of requests you got over the years, the interaction with the 

community, et cetera ...	


(2) Describe in what ways your relation to the CouchSurfing platform has changed 

over the last three years. *	


(3) Have you heard of other Hospitality Exchange platforms besides CouchSurfing? *  
Hospitality exchange refers to centrally organised social networks of individuals who trade 

accommodation without monetary exchange.	


•  HospitalityClub.org	

•  BeWelcome.com	


•  GlobalFreeloaders.com	


•  Servas.org	


•  WarmShowers.org	


•  TripHopping.com	


•  No, I haven't heard of any of the above.	


•  Other: __________	

(4) Are you using the services of other Hospitality Exchange platforms besides 

CouchSurfing? *	


•  HospitalityClub.org	

•  BeWelcome.com	


•  GlobalFreeloaders.com	


•  Servas.org	


•  WarmShowers.org	


•  TripHopping.com	


•  No. I'm only using CouchSurfing.	


•  Other: _______	


III



(5) What are your reasons of using other Hospitality Exchange platforms as well? 
Please describe your motivations. Leave blank if you're not using any other platforms.	


(6) From your experience, how do they differ?  
Leave blank if you're not using any other platforms	


(7) How do you envision the future of CouchSurfing? Are there things you would like 

to see changed? * 
You can add both your thoughts of where you think CS will be heading and where you would like 

to see it heading (should those views differ).	


(8) How would a further shift towards privatization affect your relationship with the 

platform? * 
Such as the appearance of personalized ads or a paid 'premium' account model.	


(9) Any thoughts you would like to add to the discussion? 
Comments? Feedback? Wishes? Place them here! 

IV



A P P E N D I X  I I I 	


Interview Question Guide: 

• What motivates you to volunteer for BeWelcome?	


(1) How much time per week do you spend volunteering, and since when?	


(2) What activities / responsibilities do you occupy?	


(3) What are your reasons for specifically choosing beWelcome as a volunteer 
project?	


• Having a volunteer network maintaining a social networking site: What works, and what 
does not?	


(4) There are usually many different opinions on where a given site should/could be 
heading and how it should be governed. Who decides?	


(5) Is a grassroots democracy approach working?	


(6) Do you / the organization sometimes wish for ‘professionally employed’ people 
taking decisions on behalf of all?	


(7) What are the clear benefits of a volunteer-based structure? 	


• Having a Commons-based social network ...	


(8) How to fund it? Are donations working and sufficiently so? 	


(9) Does size matter? Thinking of networking effects …	


(10)Is there a certain size limit for a platform to run as a non-profit and on donations 
only, as some claim?	


(1) i.e., is getting ‘too big’ or ‘growing too fast’ a danger for BeWelcome?	


(11)BeWelcome: travel, connect with strangers; Can a user more easily switch (“not all 
your friends need to be there”)	


• CouchSurfing (CS)  changed its organizational status from not-for-profit to a ‘B-
corporation’ in 2011;	


(12)Do you have an opinion about this transformation? What was positive/negative/
neutral?	


(13)Does it matter for you personally and/or for users generally?	


(14)Did the platform significantly change since than and is the change in ownership 
connected to that development?	


(15)Do you have different experience with CS users / BeWelcome users?	


V



• BeWelcome sets big emphasis on its Community … 	


(16)Talk about the connection to the community; do users try to be involved actively? 
Can they? How?	


(17)How do you motivate users to participate more?	


• General things	


(18)In which direction do you see the BeWelcome project evolving?	


(19)Do you see parallels in other ‘areas’ on the online world?	


(20)Or even offline? (e.g. individualization / commercialization of society in general)	


(21)Can/should there be policies / governance strategies that would make projects like 
BeWelcome more feasible? 	


!
!
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A P P E N D I X  I V 	


!
License of Work 

This work is licensed under the 	


Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.  

To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/.	


!

	


This is a human-readable summary of (and not a substitute for) the license.	


!
You are free to: 

• Share — copy and redistribute the material in any medium or format	


!
The licensor cannot revoke these freedoms as long as you follow the license terms.	


!
Under the following terms: 

• Attribution — You must give appropriate credit, provide a link to the license, and indicate if changes were 
made. You may do so in any reasonable manner, but not in any way that suggests the licensor endorses you or 
your use.	


• NonCommercial — You may not use the material for commercial purposes.	


• NoDerivatives — If you remix, transform, or build upon the material, you may not distribute the modified 
material.	


• No additional restrictions — You may not apply legal terms or technological measures that legally restrict 
others from doing anything the license permits.	


!
Notices: 

• You do not have to comply with the license for elements of the material in the public domain or where your 
use is permitted by an applicable exception or limitation.	


• No warranties are given. The license may not give you all of the permissions necessary for your intended use. 
For example, other rights such as publicity, privacy, or moral rights may limit how you use the material. 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