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-By. De-Jung Chen-

-By-  De-Jung Chen
A
 Travel Style Form

ed on the Social-N
etw
orking Site

Couchsurfing is a social-networking site to facilitate hospitality exchange 
among global travellers. As Couchsurfing becomes popular, its meaning has 
extended from an alternative accommodation to an expression of a kind of 
travel style, which refers to staying over at the local’s home and 
experiencing a place through the local eyes. In many cases, the travel style 
connotes a cosmopolitan ideology, which constitutes couchsurfers’ identities 
and supports couchsurfers to differentiate themselves from the mass 
tourists. The aim of this study is to explore the transforming process of tourists. The aim of this study is to explore the transforming process of 
Couchsurfing and the forming process of the cosmopolitan ideologies in the 
Couchsurfing community. Based on the couchsurfers’ cases in Taiwan and 
the Netherlands, this study demonstrates how couchsurfers, the organizing 
team of Couchsurfing as well as the web-based technologies work together 
to perform Couchsurfing as a travel style and to (re)produce Couchsurfing 
cosmopolitanisms. The hidden power relation of Couchsurfing community is 
further examined through focusing on Taiwanese couchsurfers’ and women further examined through focusing on Taiwanese couchsurfers’ and women 
                      couchsurfers’ experiences and their perspectives on the 
                        cosmopolitan ideologies through Couchsurfing practices.
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1 Introduction:	
Defining	Couchsurfing	
 
 
I	have	visited	quite	a	number	of	friends	who	live	abroad,	

Couchsurfing	 ‘avant	 la	 lettre’,	 so	 to	 speak.	 It's	 my	

favorite	way	of	travelling,	and	thus	getting	to	know	a	

country	and	its	people	from	the	inside	out	[sic].	I	joined	

Couchsurfing	mainly	 to	have	 the	 opportunity	 to	 give	

back	something	of	what	I	have	experienced	myself,	by	

staying	 with	 friends	 across	 the	 world,	 to	 other	

travellers.	Since	2009	we	started	hosting	a	number	of	

guests,	and	every	single	one	of	them,	every	encounter,	

has	 been	 great!	 Staying	 with	 other	 Couchsurfing	

members	 in	 Norway,	 Malaysia,	 Sweden,	 Italy	 and	

Taiwan	has	been	the	highlights	of	our	vacations!	I	am	

so	excited	about	the	whole	concept!	(Rebecca,	43	year	

old,	Dutch,	female	host	and	surfer)	

This	quotation	is	from	Rebecca,	who	has	joined	in	Couchsurfing	

for	years	and	uses	it	to	meet	people	around	the	world	during	the	

trips	as	well	as	in	everyday	life.	Couchsurfing	is	a	social	medium	

to	 promote	 and	 facilitate	 hospitality	 exchange	 among	 global	



 

2  Couchsurfing

travellers.	 After	 registering	 as	 a	 member,	 a	 traveller	 (who	 is	

called	‘surfer’)	may	request	free	accommodation	from	the	local	

member	(who	is	called	‘host’)	through	the	Couchsurfing	website,	

and	likewise,	a	host	is	able	to	invite	the	traveller	member	to	stay	

over.	 	

The	 idea	 of	 hospitality	 exchange	 actually	 is	 not	 new.	 Similar	

sharing‐systems	 such	 as	 homestay	 and	 house‐swapping	 have	

run	 for	 decades1 .	 However,	 the	 development	 of	 the	 Internet	

technology	and	various	online	tools	enabled	a	revival	of	sharing	

systems	as	well	as	an	extension	of	them	on	a	global	scale	(Zervas	

et	 al.,	 2014).	 So	 far,	 Couchsurfing	 has	 attracted	more	 than	 14	

million	of	members,	 locating	 in	more	 than	200,000	 cities	 and	

towns	around	the	world	(statistics	from	Couchsurfing	website2,	

May,	2017).	Owing	to	its	popularity,	‘Couchsurfing’	has	become	

a	verb,	referring	to	staying	over	at	the	local	host’s	home	during	

a	trip,	instead	of	a	hotel	or	hostel.	 	  

For	many	couchsurfers	like	Rebecca,	Couchsurfing	is	much	more	

than	 an	 alternative	 accommodation	 (see	 also	 Germann	 Molz,	

2007).	 According	 to	 Rebecca’s	 description,	 Couchsurfing	 is	 a	

way	 of	 travelling,	 which	 enables	 travellers	 to	 have	 a	 deeper	

interaction	with	 locals	 and	 to	 know	 a	 country	 and	 its	 culture	

through	 locals’	 eyes.	 Besides,	 Couchsurfing	 is	 a	 reciprocal	

system,	 in	 which	 not	 only	 hospitality	 but	 also	 friendship,	

                                                       
1  See the history of Servas (https://usservas.org/page/history) and home‐
exchange (https://blog.homeexchange.com/blog/frugal‐travel/history‐of‐home‐
exchange/ ), which were created to facilitate accommodation sharing. 
2  See http://www.couchsurfing.com/about/about‐us/ . 
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knowledge	 and	 cultural	 experiences	 are	 exchanged.	 With	

Couchsurfing,	people	are	able	to	extend	their	global	network,	on	

the	 basis	 of	 which	 they	 develop	 their	 cosmopolitan	 identity.	

Couchsurfing	thus	has	been	represented	as	a	lifestyle	(Chaplin,	

2012;	Avcıkurt	et	al.,	2017),	reciprocity	(Germann	Molz,	2007;	

Bialski,	 2012)	 and	 the	 practice	 of	 cosmopolitanism	 (Picard	&	

Buchberger,	2014;	Buchberger,	2014;	Zuev,	2014).	

Simultaneously,	the	organising	team	of	Couchsurfing	also	tries	

to	create	social	meaning	of	Couchsurfing	by	announcing	the	goal	

of	Couchsurfing	on	the	webpage:	 	

We	envision	a	world	made	better	by	travel	and	travel	

made	 richer	 by	 connection.	 Couchsurfers	 share	 their	

lives	with	the	people	they	encounter,	fostering	cultural	

exchange	and	mutual	 respect.	 (Couchsurfing	website,	

May	2017)	

The	official	announcement	depicts	a	cosmopolitan	utopia,	which	

is	 an	 idealistic	 combination	 of	 linking	 social	media	 to	 tourist	

practice.	 Couchsurfing	 is	 expected	 to	 bring	 in	 a	 new	 form	 of	

social	relation	and	deeper	cross‐cultural	interactions	in	tourism,	

and	thus	to	make	the	world	more	equal	and	open	to	all.	With	the	

cosmopolitan	 vision,	 Couchsurfing	 has	 successfully	 created	 a	

niche	 market	 corresponding	 to	 the	 expectation	 of	 certain	

tourists,	who	 are	 attracted	 to	 join	 in	 the	hospitality	 exchange	

system	 and	 to	 follow	 the	 way	 of	 travelling,	 as	 the	 preceding	

quotation	of	Rebecca	shows.	Now,	the	Couchsurfing	website	has	

the	highest	membership	rate	among	all	the	hospitality	exchange	
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websites,	most	of	which	promote	themselves	with	the	advantage	

of	free	accommodation.	 	

The	 couchsurfers’	 and	 the	 organiser’s	 descriptions	 about	

Couchsurfing	 imply	 their	 perceptions,	 imagination	 and	

expectations	 of	 Couchsurfing.	 Based	 on	 those,	 certain	 rules,	

ideologies	 and	 representations	 of	 Couchsurfing	 are	 gradually	

formed	 with	 the	 involvement	 of	 hosts,	 surfers,	 Couchsurfing	

organising	team,	as	well	as	 the	 Internet	 technology,	and	make	

today’s	 Couchsurfing	 a	 specific	 travelling	 style.	 How	 is	

Couchsurfing	transformed	from	a	hospitality	exchange	system	

to	 a	 travelling	 style?	Does	 the	 actual	 practice	 of	 Couchsurfing	

meet	 the	 goal	 of	 Couchsurfing	website	 and	 the	 couchsurfers’	

expectations?	After	reviewing	the	case	of	Couchsurfing,	a	series	

of	questions	came	to	my	mind,	and	eventually	became	the	germ	

of	this	research	project.	

	

Previous	studies	on	Couchsurfing	

The	success	of	Couchsurfing	with	its	cosmopolitan	ideology	has	

brought	 about	Couchsurfing	 studies	 in	 various	 fields	 of	 social	

science.	 In	most	 of	 the	 studies,	 Couchsurfing	 is	 regarded	 as	 a	

hospitality	 exchange	 system	 supported	 by	 the	 Internet	

technology,	which	connects	people	around	the	world	and	makes	

the	cross‐border	exchange	and	interaction	possible.	 	

These	studies	can	be	roughly	categorised	into	three	types.	The	

first	type	of	studies	demonstrates	how	Couchsurfing	works	with	
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the	 Internet	 technology.	 Reciprocity,	 online	 trust	 and	 risk	

management	 are	 the	 key	 issues.	 Basically	 the	 hospitality	

exchange	 networks	 are	 organised	 on	 the	 base	 of	 reciprocity	

(Germann	Molz,	2007;	Geiger	&	Germelmann,	2015).	In	the	case	

of	Couchsurfing,	the	reciprocal	system	has	been	run	through	the	

online	platform,	on	which	the	travellers	are	able	to	contact	with	

the	potential	hosts	and	vice	versa.	However,	imbalance	is	usually	

an	 issue	 in	 a	 reciprocal	 system,	 where	 there	 are	 less	

contributors	 and	 more	 freeloaders.	 To	 redress	 the	 possible	

imbalance,	 the	 Couchsurfing	 organising	 team	 has	 created	 the	

discourse	 of	 Couchsurfing	 cosmopolitanism	 and	 has	

emphasised	 the	 ‘cosmopolitan	atmosphere	at	home’	 to	attract	

potential	hosts	to	join	(Germann	Molz,	2007;	2012).	Besides,	the	

Couchsurfing	organising	team	tries	to	build	online	trust	among	

couchsurfers	 to	 maintain	 the	 interactions	 on	 Couchsurfing	

network	 (Bialski	 &	 Batorski,	 2010).	 The	 reputation	 system,	

voucher	 and	 address	 verification	 are	 set	 to	 confirm	 the	

authenticity	of	couchsurfers	on	Couchsurfing	and	to	strengthen	

the	trust	in	the	online	community	(Tan,	2012;	2014).	From	the	

users’	 perspective,	 the	 online	 tools	 help	 to	 manage	 their	

Couchsurfing	 encounters.	 Through	 the	 accessibility	 to	 the	

information	of	other	couchsurfers	as	well	as	the	mechanism	of	

mutual	selection,	Couchsurfers	are	able	to	increase	the	sense	of	

control	and	decrease	the	risk	of	unpleasant	experiences	(Bialski,	

2012).	

The	 second	 type	 of	 Couchsurfing	 studies	 examines	 the	

cosmopolitan	ideology	promoted	on	the	Couchsurfing	website	
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and	 practiced	 among	 couchsurfers.	 By	 focusing	 on	 the	

cosmopolitan	 discourse	 produced	 on	 the	 website,	 Germann	

Molz	 (2007)	 argues	 that	 the	 cosmopolitan	 utopia	 on	

Couchsurfing	is	not	as	open	as	it	claims	to	be,	but	selective	and	

conditional	 instead.	The	prerequisites,	 including	 the	access	 to	

the	 Internet,	 the	membership,	 the	possession	of	 a	 credit	 card	

and	the	acquisition	of	visa,	have	already	set	the	boundaries	of	

the	 Couchsurfing	 community.	 Moreover,	 language	 barriers,	

cultural	stereotypes	as	well	as	the	couchsurfers’	preference	have	

made	Couchsurfing	a	closed	community	of	like‐minded	people	

with	 a	 certain	 amount	 of	 social	 and	 cultural	 capital	 (see	 also	

Chapter	 3).	 While	 Germann	 Molz	 criticises	 Couchsurfing‘s	

cosmopolitanism	 produced	 on	 the	 website,	 another	 group	 of	

scholars	 explores	 how	 cosmopolitanism	 is	 practiced	 in	 non‐

Western	cultural	contexts	(Buchberger,	2012;	2014;	Zuev,	2012;	

2013;	Schéou,	2013;	see	also	Chapter	3	and	Chapter	4).	In	the	

cross‐cultural	 interactions	 of	 Couchsurfing,	 the	 non‐Western	

couchsurfers	base	on	the	perspective	of	 ‘otherness’	to	develop	

their	 own	 cosmopolitanisms,	 which	 challenge	 the	

cosmopolitanism	 ,	 that	 is,	 the	 ideal	 social	 order	 imagined	 and	

constricted	in	the	Western	context.	 	

The	third	type	of	Couchsurfing	studies	primarily	deals	with	the	

new	 form	 of	 social	 relation	 connected	 and	 shaped	 by	 social‐

networking	technologies.	Regarding	the	relation	between	hosts	

and	surfers	as	a	case	to	explore	the	sociality	in	the	mobile	society,	

Bialski	 (2012;	 2014)	 indicates	 that	 a	 new	 familiarization	

process	involving	online	and	offline	interactions	is	created	(see	
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also	Germann	Molz,	2012;	Picard	&	Buchberger,	2014)	to	shape	

the	 relationship	 between	 strangers	 as	 well	 as	 their	 rules	 of	

engagement.	 In	 this	 familiarisation	 process,	 social	 media	 not	

only	produce	friendship,	trust	and	social	capital,	but	also	create	

moments	of	tensions,	awkwardness,	distrust	and	even	unequal	

power	relationships	(Bialski	2012).	By	linking	Couchsurfing	to	

Bauman’s	(2003)	discourse	of	liquid	modernity,	Germann	Molz	

(2013)	indicates	the	possibility	of	a	new	form	of	social	relation	

based	 on	 a	 sharing	 economy.	 In	 a	 non‐monetary	 exchange	

system	 like	 Couchsurfing,	 the	Web‐based	 technologies	 can	 be	

mobilised	 to	 achieve	 a	 community	 of	 friendly	 cooperation,	

neighborly	help,	mutual	 care	and	sharing,	against	 the	modern	

social	 life	 that	 is	 inflected	 by	 a	 consumerist	 logic	 and	market	

economy	(:214‐215).	

These	 studies	 with	 the	 critical	 and	 diverse	 viewpoints	 have	

contributed	to	the	academic	discussion	about	the	Couchsurfing	

phenomenon.	However,	as	Couchsurfing	has	been	developing	as	

a	 travelling	 style	 with	 specific	 couchsurfers’	 practices,	 the	

research	 focus	may	 need	 to	 be	 adjusted	 in	 two	 aspects.	 First,	

today’s	Couchsurfing	need	to	be	reframed	in	the	tourism	context,	

since	it	has	been	generally	perceived	as	a	way	of	travelling	with	

a	 series	 of	 informal	 rules,	 ideologies	 and	 representations	 by	

couchsurfers	 and	 the	 organising	 team	 of	 Couchsurfing.	 The	

relationship	 between	 today’s	 Couchsurfing	 and	 contemporary	

tourism	needs	to	be	further	clarified.	 	

Second,	 while	 Couchsurfing	 is	 considered	 to	 be	 an	 ‘Internet‐

based	 hospitality	 exchange	 network’,	 the	 connection	made	 by	
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the	Internet	is	usually	over‐emphasised,	and	thus	couchsurfers	

are	 regarded	 as	 being	 passively	 connected.	 Actually,	

Couchsurfing	 as	 a	 social	 medium	 supported	 by	 Web‐based	

technologies,	not	only	enable	the	connection	between	users	but	

also	allow	users	to	express	themselves	on	certain	parts	of	 the	

website.	 To	 explore	 the	 formation	 process	 of	 a	 Couchsurfing	

travelling	style,	a	 focus	shift	 from	the	connection	to	 the	 ‘user‐

generated	content’	on	the	website	is	necessary.	

Regarding	Couchsurfing	as	a	travelling	style	developed	through	

the	innovation	of	Web‐based	technologies,	the	practices	of	hosts	

and	 surfers,	 as	well	 as	 by	 the	promotion	by	 the	Couchsurfing	

organising	team,	this	study	reframes	Couchsurfing	in	the	context	

of	 social	 media	 and	 tourism	 development.	 In	 the	 following	

sections,	 the	 relevant	 researches	 in	 social	 media	 studies	 and	

tourism	studies	are	respectively	reviewed.	

	

Couchsurfing	 as	 a	 social	medium	 supported	 by	Web2.0‐

based	technologies	

The	 initiation	 stage	 of	 Couchsurfing	 reflects	 the	 innovative	

process	of	Web‐based	technologies.	According	to	the	founder	of	

Couchsurfing,	 Fenton	 Casey,	 the	 original	 idea	 of	 Couchsurfing	

was	 conceived	 after	 a	 budget	 trip	 to	 Iceland	 in	 1999.	 Before	

leaving	 for	 this	 trip,	 Fenton	 randomly	 emailed	 around	 1,500	

students	 of	 the	University	 of	 Iceland	 to	 search	 for	 a	potential	

host.	Within	a	single	day,	he	received	50‐100	offers.	Because	of	

these	 favorable	 responses,	 the	 idea	 of	 initiating	 the	



 

9 Chapter1.  Introduction 

Couchsurfing	project	was	born	(Tan,	2012)	.After	five	years,	the	

Couchsurfing	website	was	officially	set	up.	

Another	version	of	the	origin	of	Couchsurfing	concept	is	to	trace	

back	to	Ramon	Stoppelenburg’s	project,	‘let‐me‐stay‐for‐a‐day’3	

(Germann	Molz,	2007),	which	was	implemented	from	2001	to	

2003.	This	Dutch	young	man	announced	his	plan	for	a	journey	

around	 the	 world	 on	 his	 personal	 website,	 let‐me‐stay‐for‐a‐

day.com,	 on	 which	 he	 tried	 to	 find	 potential	 hosts	 who	were	

willing	to	offer	him	a	place	to	stay	for	free	during	his	trip.	As	a	

return	 for	 the	 hosts’	 hospitality,	 Stoppelenburg	 wrote	 down	

stories	about	the	hosts,	their	towns	or	homes	in	the	daily	report	

on	 his	 increasingly	 popular	 website.	 Stoppelenburg’s	 website	

attracted	 online	 followers	 as	 well	 as	 reports	 of	 other	 media.	

Therefore,	Stoppelenburg	not	only	got	free	accommodations	but	

also	found	sponsors	for	his	transport	expenditures,	and	finally	

realised	his	dream	of	travelling	around	the	world	without	paying	

a	cent.	After	Fenton’s	and	Stoppelenburg’s	social	experiments,	

Couchsurfing	 and	other	 similar	 hospitality	 exchange	websites	

picked	up	 their	 idea	and	 improved	 the	 communication	model	

from	 one‐to‐one	 or	 one‐to‐many	 channel	 to	 a	 platform	 that	

allows	many‐to‐many	communication.	

Fenton’s	 spams,	 Stoppelenburg’s	 website	 and	 subsequent	

appearance	of	hospitality‐exchange	platforms	like	Couchsurfing	

epitomize	a	progress	in	web	service	from	‘Web	1.0	to	Web	2.0’.	

The	first	implementation	of	the	Web,	namely	Web1.0,	is	a	system	

                                                       
3  See http://www.letmestayforaday.com/ . 
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of	 interlinked	 and	 hypertext	 documents	 accessed	 via	 the	

Internet.	According	to	Tim	Berners‐Lee4	 (2009),	Web	1.0	could	

be	 considered	 the	 ‘read‐only	 web’,	 mainly	 open	 for	 users’	

information	searching	and	reading.	The	early	web	served	very	

little	 in	 the	 way	 of	 online	 interaction;	 email	 was	 the	 main	

communication	 channel	 (Naik	 &	 Shivalingaiah,	 2008).	 The	

appearance	of	social	media,	such	as	LiveJournal5	 and	Blogger6	 ,	

has	opened	 the	new	era	of	Web,	which	has	been	 transformed	

into	‘read‐write‐publish’	platform	and	is	named	Web	2.0	by	Tim	

O’Reilly7	 (2007).	These	technological	innovations	enabled	Web	

2.0‐based	applications,	which	are	created	for	common	users	to	

contribute	to	the	content	of	the	websites	and	simultaneously	for	

‘peer‐to‐peer’	communication	among	them	(Tim	O’Reilly,	2007;	

Barassi	 &	 Treré,	 2012).	 The	 participatory	 and	 interactive	

features	 of	 Web	 2.0	 are	 emphasised	 to	 display	 an	 open	 and	

democratic	 atmosphere	of	 the	online	environment,	where	 the	

common	 users	 are	 empowered	 with	 the	 new	 forms	 of	 mass	

communication,	 like	 blogs,	 social	 media	 and	 other	 online	

platforms	(Kaplan	&	Haenlein,	2010).	 	

The	 development	 of	 social	 media,	 including	 Couchsurfing,	 is	

based	on	the	technological	and	ideological	foundations	of	Web	

                                                       
4  Tim Berners‐Lee is a software engineer, who is best known as the inventor of 
World Wide Web (abbreviated WWW) and the first web browser computer 
program (see https://webfoundation.org/about/sir‐tim‐berners‐lee/ ). 
5  LiveJournal is a Russian social networking service where users can keep a blog, 
journal or diary. It was launched in April, 1999. 
6  Blogger is a blog‐publishing service, which was launched on August 1999.   
7  Tim O’Reilly popularized the term, Web2.0, which was proposed to improve 
WWW websites by emphasising user‐generated content, usability and 
interoperability for end‐users.   
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2.0.	 With	 the	 growth	 of	 Web	 2.0‐based	 applications,	 the	

popularization	of	mobile	devices	as	well	as	the	increase	in	user	

participation,	 social	 media	 have	 rapidly	 grown	 and	 become	

more	diverse	 in	 online	 interaction	 and	 activities,	which	 ‘were	

not	only	channeled	by	platforms	but	also	programmed	with	a	

specific	objective’	(Van	Dijk,	2013:6).	 	

Based	on	their	objectives	and	related	applications,	four	types	of	

social	media	platforms	 can	be	 roughly	distinguished.	A	major	

type	 is	 so	 called	 ‘social‐networking	 sites	 (SNSs)’,	 which	

primarily	 promote	 interpersonal	 contact,	 such	 as	 Facebook,	

LinkedIn,	Google+	 and	Twitter.	 The	 second	 category	 concerns	

the	 sites	 for	 ‘user‐generated	 content	 (UGC)’,	 which	 offer	 a	

platform	 for	 creative	 works	 or	 knowledge.	 Well‐known	 UGC	

sites	are	Youtube,	Flickr,	Myspace	and	Wikipedia.	Trading	and	

marketing	 sites	 (TMSs),	 the	 third	 category,	 aims	 at	 product‐

exchange	 or	 product‐selling.	 eBay,	 Marktplaats,	 and	 Groupon	

belong	to	this	category.	Another	category	consists	of	 ‘play	and	

game	sites	(PGSs)’,	such	as	FarmVille,	CityVille	and	Angry	Birds	

(ibid.:8).	

Today’s	 Couchsurfing,	 as	 a	 multi‐objective	 social	 medium	

consisting	of	various	applications,	cannot	be	categorised	within	

this	 classification.	 However,	 the	 developing	 process	 of	

Couchsurfing	represents	the	trend	of	many	dominant	platforms,	

which	started	out	in	one	domain	and	gradually	encroached	upon	

the	 others	 while	 trying	 to	 keep	 and	 attract	 users	 (Van	 Dijk,	

2013).	The	original	concept	of	Couchsurfing	is	to	facilitate	the	

hospitality	exchange	with	Web‐based	technologies.	According	to	
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its	 objective,	 Couchsurfing	might	 be	 categorised	 as	TMS	 type.	

Also	 Couchsurfing	 and	 TMSs	 have	 common	 issues:	 trust	 and	

safety.	To	manage	 these	 issues,	Couchsurfing	makes	use	of	 an	

online	 reputation	 system	 as	 many	 TMSs	 do	 (Germann	 Molz,	

2007;	 Tan,	 2012).	 In	 order	 to	 attract	 more	 people	 to	 join,	

Couchsurfing	 emphasises	 the	 ‘meaningful	 connection’	 among	

couchsurfers	 as	well	 as	 the	 cosmopolitan	 ideology	 (Germann	

Molz,	 2007;	 2012).	 The	 functions	 of	 ‘friends’,	 ‘groups’	 and	

‘messages’	are	added	for	social	networking.	Couchsurfing	thus	

has	 been	 shifted	 to	 the	 type	 of	 SNS.	 With	 the	 growing	

membership	of	Couchsurfing,	the	applications	of	the	website	are	

also	 increasing,	 like	 public	 forums,	 where	 the	 locals	 and	

sophisticated	travellers	can	share	 tourist	 information	 to	other	

couchsurfers	 on	 the	 Couchsurfing	 website.	 Such	 forums	

resemble	 the	 UGC	 platforms.	 These	 according	 applications	 of	

different	 types	 are	 tools	 for	 these	 platforms’	 organisers	 to	

manage	the	users	and	their	online	activities,	if	not	to	completely	

govern	them	(Garrigos‐Simon,	Alcamí	&	Ribera,	2012).	 	

In	 short,	 Couchsurfing—including	 its	 ideologies,	 norms	 and	

representations—has	 been	 co‐created	 in	 a	 complex	 socio‐

technological	 process	 involving	 both	 the	 Web‐based	

technologies	and	couchsurfers’	practices	of	hospitality	exchange.	

It	 is	 instructive	 to	 examine	 a	 case	 like	 Couchsurfing,	 and	 to	

explore	 how	 a	 platform,	 based	 on	 its	 objectives,	 employs	 the	

applications	 to	build	 its	niches	of	 sociality	 (Van	Dijk,	2013:9),	

and	further,	to	influence	users’	everyday	life.	
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Couchsurfing	in	the	context	of	tourism	

The	 content	 of	 the	 webpages	 on	 the	 Couchsurfing	 website,	

including	 its	 slogans	 and	 texts,	 shows	 a	 strong	 link	 between	

Couchsurfing	 and	 tourist	 practice.	 In	 the	 early	 stage,	

Couchsurfing	was	 a	non‐profit	 organisation	mainly	 supported	

by	 volunteers	 around	 the	world8,	 and	 it	 represented	 a	 global	

community	 with	 the	 value	 of	 sharing	 and	 mutual‐help.	 Since	

Couchsurfing	transformed	into	a	social	enterprise	in	2011,	there	

has	been	a	subtle	change	in	the	updates	of	the	website.	Although	

‘sharing’	 is	 still	 kept	 as	 the	 core	 value	 of	 Couchsurfing,	 some	

slogans	 like	 ‘travel	 like	 locals’	 and	 ‘share	 authentic	 travel	

experience’	 appear	 on	 the	 website	 to	 promote	 Couchsurfing.	

Simultaneously,	in	order	to	emphasise	the	social	objects	of	the	

social	 enterprise,	 the	 organising	 team	 has	 constructed	 the	

website	around	the	mission	of	Couchsurfing,	 ‘to	explore,	 learn	

and	grow’,	which	is	depicted	as	a	better	way	of	travelling	to	make	

a	better	world	(Picard	&	Buchberger,	2014).	

The	concept	behind	the	content	of	Couchsurfing	website	relates	

to	two	main	themes	of	contemporary	tourism:	authenticity	and	

moral	 tourism.	 The	 inauthenticity	 of	 mass	 tourism	 has	 been	

discussed	by	social	scientists	since	the	1960s.	One	of	the	best‐

                                                       
8  Couchsurfing was initiated as a non‐profit organisation (Couchsurfing.org) in 
2003. In 2006, Couchsurfing.org experienced a serious data crash by irrevocably 
losing the important data files of Couchsurfing members. The founder, Casey 
Fenton, announced to close the website after the data crash, but the volunteers 
at the collective worked around the clock and rebuild the website, which is called 
‘Couchsurfing 2.0’. Before Couchsurfing.org turned to be Couchsurfing.com in 
2011, the operation and management of the website mainly depended on 
volunteers, and the funds for operation were from the donation (Tan, 2012). 
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know	criticisms	is	from	Boorstin	(1964).	He	argues	that	tourists	

are	experiencing	and	enjoying	a	series	of	‘pseudo‐events’,	which	

are	 arranged	 by	 the	 tourism	 industries	 to	 keep	 tourists	 away	

from	 reality.	 More	 metaphors	 have	 been	 constructed,	 like	

‘environmental	bubbles’	 (Cohen,	 1972)	or	 ‘the	 golden	hordes’	

(Ash	&	Turner,	1973)	to	present	the	features	of	mass	tourism.	

The	 metaphors	 indicate	 the	 issues	 of	 the	 commodified	

experience	and	 the	 segregated	environment,	which	are	highly	

controlled	by	the	tourism	industries	to	meet	the	tourists’	need	

but	 detached	 from	 the	 local	 context.	 Boorstin’s	 discourse	 has	

been	challenged	by	MacCannell	(1976),	who	does	not	attribute	

inauthentic	experiences	to	tourists’	demand;	instead,	he	argues	

that	 inauthenticity	of	mass	 tourism	 is	 the	 consequence	of	 the	

tourists’	 pursuit	 of	 authenticity	 plus	 the	manipulation	 by	 the	

tourism	industries.	MacCannell	further	proposes	the	concept	of	

staged	 authenticity,	 which	 refers	 to	 a	 series	 of	 spatial	

arrangements	to	support	the	tourists’	belief	of	the	authenticity	

of	their	experiences	and	to	keep	the	locals’	everyday	life	away	

from	 the	 interruption	 of	 tourists’	 visits	 (MacCannell,	 1973;	

1976).	 Thus,	 the	 staged	 authenticity	 is	 constructed	 within	 a	

social	structure	consisting	of	tourists,	locals,	and	tour	operators,	

and	consequently	 strongly	 contributes	 to	 shaping	 the	ways	of	

seeing	during	a	tour	(Urry,	1990).	

Since	late	1980s,	authenticity	has	been	diverted	as	a	marketing	

strategy.	The	new	term	‘real	holidays’	appeared	in	guidebooks	

and	advertisements	to	create	a	niche	market	for	‘true	travellers’	

(Larsen	 &	 Urry,	 2011:107‐108).	 As	 a	 marketing	 term,	 ‘real‐
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holidays’	 refers	 to	 the	 arrangement	 for	 a	 more	 individual,	

romantic	 tourist	 gaze	 rather	 than	 a	 collective	 one,	 and	

customized	 services	 instead	of	packaged	 tour.	The	 superficial,	

monotonous	and	 inauthentic	 image	of	mass	 tourism	has	been	

exaggerated	 to	 reassert	 the	 dichotomy	 between	 tourism	 and	

travel.	By	doing	so,	the	tourism	industries	create	value	for	their	

niche	 tourism	 products	 (Vainikka,	 2014).	 Also,	 the	 trend	 of	

‘tourist‐angst’	 in	travel	 literature,	which	focuses	on	portraying	

‘peripheral	 pleasure’	 away	 from	 the	 popular	 tourist	 resorts,	

strengthens	the	dichotomy	and	reinforces	the	traveller	identity	

(Dann,	1999).	

A	similar	strategy	has	been	used	to	promote	Couchsurfing	on	the	

website.	Couchsurfing	has	been	depicted	as	a	way	of	travelling	

with	 an	 authentic	 experience	 and	 an	 intimate	 relation	 with	

locals	(Steylaerts	&	O’Dubhghaill,	2012;	see	also	chapter	3).	As	

authenticity	 has	 been	 transformed	 into	 a	marketing	 term,	 its	

content	actually	has	deviated	from	the	academic	debate	about	

(in)authentic	 tourist	 experience	 above.	 In	 light	 of	 the	

phenomenon,	 Wang	 (1999)	 suggests	 authenticity	 should	 be	

alternatively	 redefined	 to	 justify	 and	 enhance	 its	 explanatory	

power	 in	 tourism	 studies,	 since	 authenticity	 is	 still	 a	 core	

concept	in	certain	types	of	tourism	involving	the	representation	

of	‘the	Other’	or	of	‘the	past’.	Thus,	many	recent	tourism	studies	

have	shifted	the	focus	from	a	more	essentialist	interpretation	of	

authenticity	 to	 constructive	 authenticity	 or	 existential	

authenticity	by	a	constructivism	approach	or	a	postmodernism	

approach,	 and	 explore	 how	 authenticity	 is	 constructed,	
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perceived,	 and	 further	performed	and	 represented	 in	 tourism	

(Knudsen	 &	Waade,	 2010).	 In	 the	Web	 2.0	 era,	 in	 which	 the	

tourism	 industries,	 locals	 and	 tourists	 are	 all	 involved	 in	 the	

(re)production	of	tourist	experience,	Couchsurfing	can	serve	as	

a	case	to	show	how	authenticity	is	performed	and	represented	

with	the	support	of	Web	2.0	based	technologies	in	a	new	social	

structure	of	tourism.	 	

The	 content	 of	 the	 Couchsurfing	 webpages	 also	 implies	 the	

concept	of	moral	tourism,	which	is	a	response	to	the	criticism	of	

mass	 tourism.	 Although	 mass	 tourism	 and	 other	 related	

industries	 possibly	 bring	 new	 wealth	 for	 the	 cities	 through	

creating	 job	opportunities,	 increasing	 revenues	 and	attracting	

investments	 (Montgomery,	 2007),	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 mass	

tourism	 also	 creates	 problems	 in	 certain	 cases,	 in	 which	 the	

tourism	 development	 is	 out	 of	 control.	 For	 instance,	 in	many	

developing	 countries,	 the	 tourism	 industry	 brings	 substantial	

numbers	of	foreign	tourists	and	with	them	crime,	gentrification,	

pollution,	 and	various	other	environmental	 issues	 result	 from	

overexploitation	 (Becker,	 2013).	 However,	 large‐scale	 tourism	

investments	are	mainly	made	by	big	companies	based	in	North	

America	 or	 Western	 Europe.	 These	 transnational	 companies	

gain	most	benefit	from	mass	tourism,	but	leave	all	the	negative	

externalities	 to	 host	 countries	 (Tosun,	 2001).	 According	 to	

Becker’s	(2013.)	investigation	in	Siem	Reap	Province,	Cambodia,	

only	7%	of	 tourism‐related	 income	 is	 left	 to	 local	 people,	 but	

they	 suffer	 from	 water	 shortage,	 land	 subsidence,	 and	 even	

forced	 eviction	 on	 behalf	 of	 tourism	 development.	 Job	
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opportunities	might	benefit	local	people	in	such	tourism‐related	

businesses	invested	by	transnational	companies;	nevertheless,	

most	of	the	jobs	are	relatively	low‐skilled	and	low‐paid,	so	such	

employment	has	limited	effect	on	solving	the	problem	of	poverty.	

Furthermore,	 feminists	 indicate	 that	 women	 are	 double‐

exploited	 in	 such	 cases	of	 poorer	 societies.	 In	 ethnic	 tourism,	

women’s	bodies	are	habitually	exoticized	as	sexually	attractive	

objects	 serving	 for	heterosexual	male	 gaze	and	desire	 (Crang,	

1998;	Pritchard	&	Morgan,	2000).	Also	in	the	labour	market	of	

tourism,	men	occupy	the	higher	positions	with	better	salaries,	

and	women	 can	 only	 take	 the	 low‐wage	 and	 low‐skilled	 jobs	

(Gentry,	 2007).	 In	 some	 cases,	 the	 young	 girls	 from	 poorer	

families	are	forced	to	be	engaged	in	sex	tourism.	In	such	cases,	

tourism	does	not	break	the	circle	of	poverty	for	them	at	all,	but	

forces	 them	 into	 prostitution	 for	 the	 rest	 of	 their	 life	 (Fraley,	

2005).	In	many	tourism	industries,	women’s	images	and	bodies	

are	 both	 exploited.	 These	 tourism	 studies	 from	 a	 feminist	

perspective	 reveal	 the	 gender	 relation	 constructed	 in	 tourism	

and	explore	how	 they	generate	 gender	 inequality	 and	 control	

over	women	(Swain,	1995).	 	

To	respond	to	the	inequality	and	injustice	of	mass	tourism,	some	

alternatives	have	been	developed,	such	as	‘sustainable	tourism’,	

‘responsible	 tourism’,	 ‘pro‐poor	 tourism’,	 and	 ‘ethical	 tourism’	

(e.g.	 Hunter,	 1997;	 Goodwin	 &	 Francis,	 2003;	 Ashley,	 Boyd	 &	

Goodwin,	2000;	Scheyvens,	2012)	to	deal	with	different	issues	

of	 mass	 tourism.	 Although	 Couchsurfing	 was	 not	 originally	

designed	to	solve	any	problem	of	mass	tourism,	however,	as	it	is	
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practiced	 and	 developed,	 a	 moral	 agenda	 toward	 tourist	

practice—	 to	 create	 a	 better	 world	 by	 travelling	 and	

connecting—	 has	 been	 gradually	 formed	 in	 Couchsurfing	

community	 (Germann	 Molz,	 2012).	 The	 new	 relationship	

generated	on	Couchsurfing	is	considered	an	improvement	in	the	

commodified	 relation	 between	 tourists	 and	 host	 societies	 in	

mass	 tourism	(Zuev,	2012).	 Such	practices	with	 certain	moral	

values	represent	a	resistance	to	the	existing	structure	of	mass	

tourism	 by	 proposing	 tourists	 an	 alternative	 consumption	

pattern	while	travelling.	 	

During	early	2000s,	‘a	quiet	revolution’	has	been	initiated	by	a	

series	of	new	tourism	studies,	which	reexamines	not	only	 the	

structure	of	mass	tourism	but	also	the	knowledge	production	in	

the	 tourism	 field.	 Based	 on	 post‐structural	 theories,	 these	

tourism‐related	 researches	 focus	 on	 identity,	 difference,	 the	

body	 and	 gender	 in	 tourism	 practices	 and	 have	 led	 tourism	

studies	 steadily	 towards	 a	 ‘critical	 turn’,	 which	 contains	 an	

ontological	 shift	 and	 paradigmatic	 transformation	 (Ateljevic,	

Harris,	Wilson	&	Collins,	2005).	Moving	beyond	the	traditional	

obsession	with	 applied	 and	 industry‐driven	 researches,	 these	

critical	tourism	studies	trace	the	power	relations	and	individual	

agencies	exerting	in	tourism	practices,	as	well	as	those	actions	

with	oppositional	idea	against	the	structural	power	to	establish	

a	dialectic	analysis	framework	(Tribe,	2005;	2007).	 	

Furthermore,	 these	critical	 tourism	studies	seek	 to	bring	on	a	

paradigmatic	 shift	 in	 tourism	 thinking,	 which	 ‘embraces	

multiple	 worldviews	 and	 cultural	 differences’	 (Pritchard	 &	
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Morgan,	 2007:11)	 and	 challenges	 the	 universal	 knowledge	

produced	 in	 an	 existing	 power	 structure	 (Harris,	 Wilson	 &	

Ateljevic,	 2007).	 The	 researchers’	 reflexivity	 on	 how	 tourism	

and	 related	 knowledge	 are	 power	 laden	 enriches	 the	 social	

meaning	of	tourism	phenomena.	Furthermore,	reflexivity	brings	

diverse	perspectives	which	are	based	on	different	identities	and	

developed	in	various	cultural	contexts	in	today’s	tourism	studies.	 	 	 	

The	new	ontology	and	paradigms	in	the	‘critical	turn’	of	tourism	

studies	are	particular	important	in	analyzing	tourist	practices	in	

Web	2.0	era,	in	which	tourist	information	asymmetry	between	

industrial	sectors	and	consumer	sectors	has	been	substantially	

changed,	and	thereby	the	relation	between	two	sides	has	been	

thoroughly	challenged	(Miguéns,	Baggio	&	Costa,	2008;	Xiang	&	

Gretzel,	 2010)	 Tourists,	 as	 the	 end‐users,	 are	 regarded	

empowered	 in	 the	 era	 of	Web2.0	 (Kaplan	&	Haenlein,	 2010).	

Owing	to	the	‘peer‐to‐peer’	model	of	communication	by	means	

of	 social	 media,	 the	 conduits	 of	 tourist	 information	 are	 not	

completely	controlled	by	travel	agents,	tour	operators	or	other	

large‐scale	key	actors	in	the	tourism	industry.	Now	consumers	

can	access	 tourist	 information	 from	various	sources	 including	

the	locals	of	destinations.	Besides,	both	tourists	and	locals	can	

easily	share	their	own	views,	experiences	and	comments	online,	

which	 are	 determinants	 of	 choices	 for	 other	 consumers.	 By	

doing	 so,	 tourists	 and	 locals	 are	 also	 reproducing	 the	 ‘tourist	

gaze’	(Larsen	&	Urry,	2011).	While	facing	new	consumers	with	

more	 bargaining	 power,	 tour	 operators	 have	 to	 implement	

online	 tools	 and	 customers’	 data	 to	 develop	 new	 marketing	
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strategies	 (Miguéns,	 Baggio	 &	 Costa,	 2008).	 Various	 online	

platforms,	which	 replace	 part	 of	 the	 role	 of	 travel	 agents,	 are	

created	 to	 facilitate	 the	 communication,	 interaction	 and	 any	

form	of	exchange	among	tourists,	locals	and	industrial	sectors.	

Thus,	 these	 platforms	 become	 significant	 domain	 where	 the	

social	relations	of	tourism	are	possibly	restructured.	 	

In	 the	 era	 of	 Web	 2.0,	 technology	 opens	 a	 new	 field	 for	 the	

negotiation	among	tourism	industries,	 locals	and	tourists.	The	

negotiation	 among	different	 sectors	 and	 the	 entangled	power	

behind	used	to	be	embodied	in	tourist	practices,	but	now	they	

have	extended	 to	 the	online	domain	and	make	a	multiple	and	

entwined	tourism	world.	Following	the	critical	turn	of	tourism	

studies,	a	new	research	agenda	has	emerged:	How	are	Web	2.0‐

based	 technologies	 mobilised	 by	 individual	 tourists	 to	

accomplish	their	ideal	trips?	What	are	the	new	social	relations	

created	 in	 the	 tourism	 of	 Web	 2.0?	 Do	 Web	 2.0‐based	

technologies	help	to	achieve	an	equal	and	just	world	in	tourism?	

These	questions	as	well	as	the	evolving	tourism	world	of	Web	

2.0	need	to	be	further	explored.	Couchsurfing,	as	one	of	social	

media	connecting	tourists	and	locals,	can	be	a	starting	point.	

	

Reframing	Couchsurfing:	the	methodology	

Based	on	the	review	of	previous	researches	about	Couchsurfing,	

the	 development	 of	 the	 Web	 as	 well	 as	 the	 trends	 of	

contemporary	tourism,	this	study	reframes	Couchsurfing	in	the	

context	of	 ‘new	tourism	in	Web	2.0	era’,	 in	which	social	media	
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have	 become	 a	 significant	 segment	 to	 produce	 tourist	 gazes,	

tourist	 experiences,	 social	 relations	 and	 the	 value	 of	 tourism	

consumption.	 Thus,	 Couchsurfing	 is	 deemed	 as	 a	 series	 of	

tourist	 practices	 involving	 online	 and	 offline	 cross‐cultural	

interactions,	 in	 which	 specific	 rules,	 ideologies,	 and	 social	

relations	are	performed	and	reproduced.	To	explore	such	new	

tourism	supported	by	Web‐based	technologies	and	to	learn	its	

possibilities	and	limitation,	this	study	takes	Couchsurfing	as	the	

case	and	focuses	on	two	dimensions,	how	does	it	work	and	what	

is	the	power	geometry	in	its	practices.	Hence,	a	series	research	

questions	are	developed:	

How	are	tourists,	 locals,	spaces,	cosmopolitan	 ideology	and	

the	 Web‐based	 applications	 on	 Couchsurfing	 website	

mobilised	to	perform	Couchsurfing	as	a	travelling	style?	

- Which	 are	 the	 tourist	 scenarios,	 cosmopolitan	 ideology	 and	

social	 relations	 produced	 on	 the	 Couchsurfing	 website	 and	

how	 couchsurfers	 practice	 them	 in	 their	 cross‐cultural	

interactions?	

- What	kind	of	tourist	experiences	are	exchanged	and	expected	

in	the	cross‐cultural	interactions	of	Couchsurfing?	

- What	is	the	role	of	the	Web2.0‐based	technologies,	and	how	do	

couchsurfers	 and	 the	 Couchsurfing	 organising	 team	 deploy	

them?	

In	terms	of	gender	and	culture,	what	is	the	power	geometry	

behind	the	cosmopolitan	ideology,	imagination	and	practices	

in	Couchsurfing?	
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- How	 is	 the	 cosmopolitan	 ideology	 (re)produced	 on	 the	

Couchsurfing	website?	 	

- From	 a	 non‐Western	 perspective,	 how	 do	 Taiwanese	

couchsurfers	perceive,	imagine	and	practice	cosmopolitanism	

in	the	cross‐cultural	interactions	of	Couchsurfing?	

- From	a	women’s	perspective,	how	do	Western‐European	and	

East‐Asian	 women	 couchsurfers	 perceive,	 imagine	 and	

practice	cosmopolitanism	in	the	cross‐cultural	interactions	of	

Couchsurfing?	

The	field	of	social	media	like	Couchsurfing	is	multiple,	fluid	and	

hybrid,	 and	 it	 consists	 of	 travellers	 who	 are	 dispersed	 and	

networked.	Therefore,	a	new	range	of	methods	is	needed.	To	do	

the	 fieldwork	 in	 such	 online‐to‐offline	 communities	 across	

multiple	 geographic	 locations	 as	 well	 as	 physical	 and	 virtual	

sites,	 Germann	 Molz	 (2012)	 proposes	 ‘mobile	 virtual	

ethnography’,	 which	 suggests	 the	 immersion	 in	 these	

communities	 by	 ‘following,	 moving,	 communicating	 and	

networking’	(:17‐37).	 	

This	study	adopts	similar	strategies	to	do	the	fieldwork.	First	of	

all,	I	signed	up	Couchsurfing,	completed	my	personal	profile	and	

registered	as	an	official	member	of	Couchsurfing	in	2010.	Since	

then	I	continually	had	online	and	face‐to‐face	interactions	with	

other	 Couchsurfing	 members.	 In	 the	 first	 few	 months,	 I	 was	

located	 in	Taipei,	Taiwan.	During	 the	end	of	2010,	 I	moved	 to	

Amsterdam,	Netherlands	and	then	I	changed	the	location	on	my	

personal	profile	of	Couchsurfing	as	required.	After	having	been	

basing	 on	 two	 locations	 and	 having	 interacted	 with	 other	
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couchsurfers,	 I	 realised	 that	 Couchsurfing	 may	 be	 practiced	

variously	in	different	cultural	contexts.	Therefore,	I	decided	to	

narrow	down	my	fieldwork	and	focus	on	the	cases	in	Taiwan	and	

the	Netherlands.	 	

I	did	the	fieldwork	in	Taiwan	in	2010	(January	to	October)	and	

2011	(October	to	December).	During	the	fieldwork	in	Taiwan,	I	

travelled	 in	 Southern	 Taiwan	 with	 Couchsurfing,	 and	

participated	in	three	couchsurfers’	gatherings.	I	also	organised	

a	couchsurfers’	gathering	in	Taipei	to	meet	more	couchsurfers.	

In	the	Netherlands,	where	Couchsurfing	is	more	popular	than	in	

Taiwan,	 I	 could	 easily	 meet	 other	 couchsurfers.	 I	 opened	my	

home	in	Amsterdam	to	host	surfers	from	the	spring	of	2011	to	

the	summer	of	2014.	During	this	period	of	time,	I	also	travelled	

within	 the	 Netherlands	 using	 Couchsurfing	 several	 times.	 In	

Amsterdam	 I	 attended	 couchsurfers’	 gatherings	 and	 activities	

organised	 by	 local	 couchsurfers,	 such	 as	 Dutch	 lessons	 and	

guitar	lessons.	 	

Simultaneously,	I	continually	interacted	with	other	couchsurfers	

online.	 I	 read	 and	 replied	 the	 couch	 requests	 and	 messages.	

From	 time	 to	 time	 I	 joined	 the	 discussion	 on	 the	 forums	 of	

Couchsurfing	website.	Also,	following	the	rules	of	Couchsurfing,	

I	 left	references	to	my	hosts	and	surfers	on	their	profiles	after	

the	 face‐to‐face	 encounters.	 In	 the	 online	 domain	 of	 the	

fieldwork,	the	content	of	the	webpages	made	by	the	organising	

team,	the	messages	and	couch	requests	I	got,	the	discussion	on	

forums	 of	 place‐based	 groups	 (such	 as	 ‘Amsterdam’,	

‘Netherlands’,	‘Taipei	CS’	or	‘Welcome	to	Taiwan’),	the	personal	
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profiles	of	 individual	members	(who	registered	in	Taiwan	and	

the	Netherlands),	 including	their	self‐descriptions,	photos	and	

references	they	received	from	other	members,	are	all	important	

data.	 By	 following	 couchsurfers’	 ways	 of	 travelling,	 hosting,	

connecting	and	interacting	with	one	another,	I	could	trace	how	

couchsurfers	physically	and	socially	 ‘make	 the	world’	 through	

moving	 and	 mobilising	 people,	 objects,	 technologies,	 and	

information.	 	

In	 addition,	 in‐depth	 interviews	 have	 also	 been	 done	 in	 this	

study	to	verify	the	data	from	participatory	observation	and	texts	

on	the	website.	For	the	interviewee	selection,	I	focused	on	cases	

in	Taiwan	and	the	Netherlands,	including	the	couchsurfers	who	

are	(1)	hosting	surfers	in	the	Netherlands,	(2)	surfing	with	locals	

in	the	Netherlands,	(3)	hosting	surfers	in	Taiwan,	and	(4)	surfing	

with	locals	in	Taiwan.	In	this	study,	there	are	66	respondents,	23	

of	 whom	 are	 men	 and	 43	 are	 women.	 The	 ages	 of	 these	

respondents	range	from	21	to	60	year‐old:	35	of	them	are	20‐29	

year‐old,	23	are	30‐39	year‐old,	and	the	numbers	of	40‐49	year‐

old,	50‐59	year‐old,	and	above	60	year‐old	groups	are	4,	2,	and	

2	 respectively.	 As	 for	 nationality,	 36	 respondents	 have	 Asian	

background,	 respectively	 from	Taiwan,	Hong	Kong,	 Indonesia,	

Malaysia,	 and	 China;	 27	 respondents	 are	 European,	 from	 the	

Netherlands,	 Germany,	 Italy,	 France,	 Czech	Republic,	 Romania	

and	Lithuania;	2	respondents	are	from	the	United	States	and	one	

is	from	Chile,	South	America.	 	

As	for	their	role	in	the	Couchsurfing	community,	12	respondents	

are	hosts,	24	are	surfers,	27	are	both	hosts	and	surfers,	and	3	of	
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them	are	neither	host	nor	surfer	but	only	attend	couchsurfers’	

gatherings	or	have	coffee	or	drink	with	other	couchsurfers.	I	met	

these	66	respondents	on	various	occasions:	9	of	them	were	my	

hosts,	10	of	them	were	my	surfers,	and	I	met	14	respondents	at	

couchsurfers’	 gatherings.	 18	 respondents	 invited	 me	 to	 have	

drink	 together	 or	 vice	 versa	 after	 the	 online	 interaction.	 The	

remaining	15	respondents	were	from	my	personal	network	or	

were	introduced	by	other	interviewees.	All	the	respondents	are	

pseudonymous	to	maintain	the	anonymity.	

In	 this	 study	 I	mainly	used	semi‐structured	 interviews,	which	

usually	started	from	the	basic	questions	about	the	motivation	of	

joining	Couchsurfing,	the	frequency	of	using	Couchsurfing,	their	

criteria	to	select	surfers	and/or	hosts,	the	their	preference	for	

surfers	and/or	hosts,	and	the	best	Couchsurfing	experience(s)	

they	have	ever	had.	Before	the	interview,	I	usually	had	read	their	

Couchsurfing	profiles	 and	already	had	online	 interaction	with	

the	 interviewees,	 so	 I	 also	 asked	 personalized	 questions	

according	to	their	Couchsurfing	profiles	or	previous	interaction.	

Mostly	 at	 the	 end	 the	 interview	 turned	 to	 be	 personal	 and	

emotional,	like	a	usual	conversation	between	couchsurfers.	The	

in‐depth	 interview	 is	 an	 indispensable	 part	 in	mobile	 virtual	

ethnography.	It	not	only	helps	to	confirm	the	data	from	the	text	

and	 participatory	 observation	 and	 to	 dig	 out	 couchsurfers’	

perceptions,	 expectations,	 preferences	 and	 experiences	 in	

Couchsurfing	practices,	but	also	further	explores	the	moment	or	

situation	 of	 disconnection	 or	 immobility,	 which	 cannot	 be	

observed	in	Couchsurfing	practices	but	are	crucial	in	analyzing	
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the	hidden	power	relations.	

	

Structure	of	the	book	

Following	the	introduction	chapter,	the	first	two	chapters	of	the	

book,	 chapter	 two	 and	 chapter	 three,	 demonstrate	 how	 the	

hospitality	 exchange	 system	 works	 with	 the	 Web‐based	

applications	 offered	 by	 Couchsurfing	 website.	 In	 Chapter	 2	

Mechanism:	The	online	and	Offline	Performance	of	Couchsurfers,	

Goffman’s(1959)	performative	model	and	its	extended	concept,	

‘online	performance’	 (Hogan,	2010)	and	 ‘tourist	performance’	

(Edensor,	2000;	2001;	Haldrup	&	Larsen,	2010)	are	adopted	to	

analyze	 couchsurfers’	 online	 displays	 and	 face‐to‐face	

interactions,	 which	 comprise	 Couchsurfing	 performances	 to	

(re)produce	 the	 ideologies,	 rules	 and	 social	 relations	 of	

hospitality	exchange	in	the	Couchsurfing	community.	The	Web‐

based	 technologies	 here	 play	 the	 role	 of	 carrying	 the	

performances,	including	proper	members	in	the	community	and	

excluding	 the	 others.	 In	 this	 chapter,	 Couchsurfing	

performances	 plus	 the	 Web	 2.0‐based	 technologies	 are	

presented	as	a	series	of	mechanisms,	which	have	transformed	

Couchsurfing	from	an	alternative	accommodation	to	a	specific	

way	of	travelling.	

Chapter	 3	 Relation:	 Taiwanese	 Couchsurfers	 in	 the	 Reciprocal	

System	 of	 Couchsurfing,	 focuses	 on	 the	 reciprocal	 system	 of	

Couchsurfing.	In	this	chapter,	Mauss	(1990[1954])’s	concept	of	

reciprocity	 offers	 a	 theoretical	 lens	 to	 explore	 the	 indirect	



 

27 Chapter1.  Introduction 

reciprocity	 and	 direct	 reciprocity	 in	 Couchsurfing	 interaction.	

Ideally,	 Couchsurfing	 works	 with	 the	 system	 of	 indirect	

reciprocity.	But	 in	practice,	many	couchsurfers	expect	a	direct	

reciprocal	relation,	in	which	accommodation	offered	by	hosts	is	

not	 totally	 ‘free’	 but	 may	 be	 offered	 in	 exchange	 for	 various	

cross‐cultural	 interaction.	 How	 the	 reciprocal	 system	 of	

Couchsurfing	 strikes	 a	 balance	 and	works	 is	 brought	 to	 light	

through	 exploring	 what	 are	 exchanged	 and	 expected	 in	 the	

reciprocal	relation.	 	 	

The	 last	 two	 chapters,	 chapter	 four	 and	 five,	 reexamine	 the	

cosmopolitan	 ideology	 respectively	 from	 the	 perspectives	 of	

non‐Western	 couchsurfers	 and	 women	 couchsurfers,	 and	

further	 analyze	 the	 power	 relation	 behind	 the	 cosmopolitan	

practice	 of	 Couchsurfing.	 In	Chapter	4	 Ideology:	Cosmopolitan	

Imagination,	 Participation	 and	 Self‐Transformation	 among	

Taiwanese	Couchsurfers,	Taiwanese	couchsurfers	are	 the	cases	

to	 represent	 the	 ‘embodied	 cosmopolitanism(s)’	 in	 the	 non‐

Western	 context	 and	 to	 challenge	 the	 universal	

cosmopolitanism	produced	and	promoted	on	the	Couchsurfing	

website.	 The	 concept	 of	 ‘embodied	 cosmopolitanism’	 is	

proposed	by	Margaret	Byrne	Swain	(2009)	 to	study	the	social	

order	 of	 the	 global	 world	 through	 people’s	 mobility,	

consumption,	 mapping	 and	 other	 practices.	 Based	 on	 the	

concept,	this	chapter	focuses	on	the	Taiwanese’s	Couchsurfing	

practice,	 in	 which	 Taiwanese	 couchsurfers’	 cosmopolitan	

imagination,	 self‐transformation	 and	 exotic	 performance	have	

revealed	the	contradiction	behind	the	cosmopolitan	discourse.	 	
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Chapter	5	Gendered	practice:	Women	couchsurfers	from	Western	

Europe	and	East‐Asia	Contesting	De‐Sexualized	Cosmopolitanism	

focuses	on	women	couchsurfers’	experience	and	reexamines	the	

cosmopolitan	 ideology	 through	 the	 lens	 of	 gender.	 Besides	

Swain’s	 (2009)	 concept	 of	 ‘embodied	 cosmopolitanism’,	 other	

feminists’	 researches	 about	 bodies	 in	 tourism	 (e.g.	 Johnston,	

2000)	 and	 women	 travellers	 (e.g.	 Wilson	 &	 Little,	 2008)	 are	

included	 to	 frame	 out	 the	 analysis	 of	 women’s	 Couchsurfing	

practice.	 Based	 on	 women	 couchsurfers’	 experience,	 this	

chapter	 argues	 the	 discourse	 production	 of	 ‘de‐sexualized	

cosmopolitanism’	on	the	website	is	under	a	patriarchal	system,	

in	 which	 the	 experience	 about	 women’s	 fear	 of	 men’s	

harassment	 and	 according	 practice	 are	 concealed.	 The	

comparison	 between	 Western‐European	 and	 East‐Asian	

women’s	 experiences	 is	 also	 included	 in	 the	 analysis.	 It	

highlights	 the	 effect	 of	 the	 gender	 role	 inscribed	 on	women’s	

bodies,	 which	 make	 a	 difference	 in	 women’s	 cross‐cultural	

interactions	as	well	as	their	embodied	cosmopolitanism.	

	

Reference	

Ateljevic, I., Harris, C., Wilson, E. and Collins, F. L. (2005) ‘Getting 
“Entangled”: Reflexivity and the “Critical Turn” in Tourism Studies’, Tourism 
Recreation Research 30(2): 9-21. 

Ash, J. and Turner, L. (1973). Golden Hordes. New Society 24(550): 126-128. 
Ashley, C., Boyd, C. and Goodwin, H. (2000) ‘Pro-poor tourism: putting poverty 

at the heart of the tourism agenda’, Natural Resource Perspectives 51. 
Avcıkurt, C., Özdemir, S. S., Ergen, F. D., & Güzel, S. Ö. (2017) ‘Assessment of 

the Touristic Activities Conducted by Couchsurfing Participants in Terms of 
Their Relevance to Slow Tourism Criteria’, Assessment, 7(2).  



 

29 Chapter1.  Introduction 

Barassi, V. and Treré, E. (2012) ‘Does Web 3.0 come after Web 2.0? 
Deconstructing theoretical assumptions through practice’, New media & 
society 14(8):1269-1285. 

Bauman, Z. (2003) Liquid Love: On the Frailty of Human Bonds. Cambridge; 
Malden, MA: John Wiley & Sons. 

Becker, E. (2013) Overbooked: The exploding Business of Travel and Tourism. 
New York: Simon & Schuster. 

Berners-Lee, T. (2009) TED Talk: The Next Web of Open, linked Data. 
Charleston, SC: Terrace Theater. 

Bialski, P. (2012) ‘Technologies of Hospitality: How Planned Encounters 
Develop between Strangers’, Hospitality & Society 1(3): 245–60. 

Bialski, P. (2014) ‘Online to Offline Social Network: Contextualising Sociality 
Today through Couchsurfing’, pp.161–71 in D. Picard and S. Buchberger (eds) 
Couchsurfing Cosmopolitanisms: Can Tourism Make a Better World. 
Bielefeld: Transcript Verlag. 

Bialski, P. and D. Batorski (2010) ‘From Online Familarity to Offline Trust- How 
a Virtual Community Creates Familiarity and Trust between Strangers’, pp. 
180–90 in P. Zaphiris and C. S. Ang (eds) Social Computing and Virtual 
Communities. London: Chapman & Hall. 

Boorstin, D.J. (1964) The Image: A Guide to Pseudo-Events in America. New 
York: Harper. 

Buchberger, S. (2012) ‘Hospitality, secrecy and gossip in Morocco: Hosting 
CouchSurfers against great odds’, Hospitality & Society 1(3): 299-315. 

Buchberger, S. (2014) ‘Rooted Cosmopolitanisms, Deceived Kinship and Uneasy 
Hospitality among Couchsurfers in Tunisia’, pp. 83–106 in D. Picard and S. 
Buchberger (eds) Couchsurfing Cosmopolitanisms: Can Tourism Make a 
Better World. Bielefeld: Transcript Verlag. 

Chaplin, A. (2012). A Stranger is Just a Friend You Haven’t Met Yet : 
Understanding the Couchsurfing Network’s Im-mediate Encounters, MSc 
Thesis, University of Amsterdam. 

Cohen, E. (1972) ‘Toward a Sociology of International Tourism, Social 
Research:164-182. 

Couchsurfing (2017) About Us. Available at: 
http://www.couchsurfing.com/about/about-us/ (accessed 09 May 2017). 

Crang, M. (1998) Cultural Geography. Londin: Routledge. 
van Dijk, J. (2013) The Culture of Cennectivity: A Critical History of Social 

Media. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Dann, G. (1999) ‘Writing out the tourist in space and time’, Annals of Tourism 

Research 26(1): 159-187. 
Edensor, T. (2000) ‘Staging Tourism: Tourists as Performers’, Annals of Tourism 

Research 27(2): 322-344. 
Edensor, T. (2001) ‘Performing Tourism, Staging Tourism: (Re) producing 

Tourist Space and Practice’, Tourist Studies 1(1): 59-81. 
Fraley, A. (2005) ‘Child Sex Tourism Legislation under the Protect Act: Does It 

Really Protect’, John's L. Rev. 79: 445. 
Garrigos-Simon, F. J., Lapiedra Alcami, R. and Barbera Ribera, T. (2012) ‘Social 

networks and Web 3.0: their impact on the management and marketing of 
organizations’, Management Decision 50(10): 1880-1890. 

Germann Molz, J. (2007) ‘Cosmopolitans on the Couch: Mobile Hospitality and 
the Internet’, pp. 65–82 in J. Germann Molz and S. Gibson (eds) Mobilizing 



 

30  Couchsurfing

Hospitality: The Ethics of Social Relations in a Mobile World. London: 
Ashgate. 

Germann Molz, J. (2012) Travel connections: Tourism, Technology, and 
Togetherness in a Mobile World. New York: Routledge.’ 

Germann Molz, J. (2013) ‘Social-networking Technologies and the Moral 
Economy of Alternative Tourism: The Case of Couchsurfing.org’, Annals of 
Tourism Research 43: 210–30. 

Gentry, K. M. (2007) ‘Belizean women and tourism work: Opportunity or 
impediment?’, Annals of Tourism Research 34(2): 477-496. 

Geiger, A. & Germelmann, C. (2015) ‘Reciprocal Couchsurfing Versus Sharing’s 
Non-Reciprocity Principle’, in Proceeding of the 44 th EMAC Conference 
(Leuven [BE], 2015). 

Goffman, E. (1959) The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. London: 
Harmondsworth. 

Goodwin, H. abd Francis, J. (2003) ‘Ethical and Resposnsible Tourism: 
Consumer Trends in the UK’, Journal of Vacation Marketing 9(3): 271-85. 

Haldrup, M. and J. Larsen (2010) Tourism, Performance and the Everyday: 
Consuming the Orient. New York: Routledge. 

Harris, C., Wilson, E. and Ateljevic, I. (2007) ‘Structural Entanglements and 
Strategy of Audiencing as a Reflexive Technique’, pp.41-56, in in I. Ateljevic, 
A. Pritchard and N. Morgan (eds) The Critical Turn in Tourism Studies: 
Innovative Research Methodologies. Oxford: Elsevier. 

Hogan, B. (2010) ‘The Presentation of Self in the Age of Social Media: 
Distinguishing Performances and Exhibition Online’, Technology & Society 
30(6): 377–86. 

Hunter, C. (1997) ‘Sustainable Tourism as an Adaptive Paradigm’, Annals of 
Tourism Research 24(4): 850-867. 

Johnston, L. (2000) ‘(Other) Bodies and Tourism Studies’, Annals of Tourism 
Research 28(1):180-201. 

Knudsen, B. T. and Waade, A. M. (2010) ‘Performative Authenticity in Tourism 
and Spatial Experience: Rethinking the Relations between Travel, Place and 
Emotion’, pp.1-19, in B.T. Kundsen and A.M. Waade (eds) Re-investing 
Authenticity: toTourism, Place and Emotions. Bristol: Channel View 
Publications. 

Kaplan, A.K. and Haenlein, M. (2010) ‘User of the World, Unite! The Challenges 
and opportunities of Social Media’, Business Horizons 53: 59-68. 

Larsen, J. and Urry, J. (2011) The tourist gaze 3.0. London: Sage 
MacCannell, D. (1976) The Tourist: A New Theory of the Leisure Class. Berkeley: 

Univ of California Press. 
MacCannell, D. (1973) ‘Staged authenticity: Arrangements of social space in 

tourist setting’, American journal of Sociology 79(3): 589-603. 
Mauss, M. (1990[1954]) The Gift: The Form and Reason for Exchange in Archaic 

Societies. London: Routledge. 
Miguéns, J., Baggio, R. and Costa, C. (2008) ‘Social Media and Tourism 

Destinations: TripAdvisor Case Study’, Advances in Tourism Research 26(28): 
1-6. 

Montgomery, J. (2007) The New Wealth of Cities: City Dynamics and the Fifth 
Wave. Hampshire: Ashgate. 



 

31 Chapter1.  Introduction 

Naik, U. and Shivalingaiah, D. (2008) ‘Comparative Study of Web 1.0, Web 2.0 
and Web 3.0’, In Proceeding of the 6th International CALIBER 2008 
International Conference (Allahabad [IN], 2008). 

O’Reilly, T. (2007) ‘What Is Web 2.0: Design Patterns and Business Models for 
the Next Generation of Software’, Communications & Strategies 65 (1): 17-
37. 

Picard, D. and Buchberger, S. (2014) ‘Introduction: Couchsurfing in Lisbon, 
Tunis and Brisbane’, pp.9–41, in D. Picard and S. Buchberger (eds) 
Couchsurfing Cosmopolitanisms: Can Tourism Make a Better World. 
Bielefeld: Transcript Verlag. 

Pritchard, A. and Morgan, N. J. (2000) ‘Privileging the Male Gaze: Gendered 
Tourism Landscapes’, Annals of Tourism Research 27(4): 884-905. 

Pritchard, A. and Morgan, N. J. (2007) ‘De-centring Tourism’s Intellectual 
Universe, or Traversing the Dialogue between Change and Tradition’, pp.11-
28, in I. Ateljevic, A. Pritchard and N. Morgan (eds) The Critical Turn in 
Tourism Studies: Innovative Research Methodologies. Oxford: Elsevier. 

Schéou, B. (2014) ‘Allures of the Global, Gender and the Challenge to Confucian 
Hospitality among Vietnamese Couchsurfers from Ho-Chi-Minh City’, pp. 
123–39 in D. Picard and S. Buchberger (eds) Couchsurfing Cosmopolitanisms: 
Can Tourism Make a Better World. Bielefeld: Transcript Verlag. 

Scheyvens, R. (2012) Tourism and Poverty. London: Routledge. 
Steylaerts, V. and Dubhghaill, S. O. (2012) ‘CouchSurfing and authenticity: 

Notes towards an understanding of an emerging phenomenon’, Hospitality & 
Society 1(3): 261-278. 

Swain, M.B. (1995) ‘Gender in tourism’, Annals of toToism Rsearch 22(2): 247-
266. 

Swain, M.B. (2009) ‘The Cosmopolitan Hope of Tourism: Critical Action and 
Worldmaking Vistas’, Tourism Geographies 11(4):505-525. 

Tan, J. E. (2012) Building Trust in e2f SNSs Case Study of Couchsurfing, PhD 
Thesis, Nanyang Technological University, Singapore. 

Tan, J. E. (2014) ‘Cosmopolitanism as Subcultural Capital: Trust, Performance 
and Taboo at Couchsurfing.org’, pp. 141–60 in D. Picard and S. Buchberger 
(eds) Couchsurfing Cosmopolitanisms: Can Tourism Make a Better World. 
Bielefeld: Transcript Verlag. 

Tosun, C. (2001) ‘Challenges of sustainable tourism development in the 
developing world: the case of Turkey’, Tourism Management 22(3): 289-303. 

Tribe, J. (2005) ‘New Tourism Research’, Tourism Recreation Research 30(2): 5-
8. 

Tribe, J. (2007) ‘Critical Tourism: Rules and Resistance’, pp.29-39, in I. 
Ateljevic, A. Pritchard and N. Morgan (eds) The Critical Turn in Tourism 
Studies: Innovative Research Methodologies. Oxford: Elsevier. 

Urry, J. (1990) The Tourist Gaze. London: Sage. 
Vainikka, V. (2014) ‘Travel agent discourses of mass tourism: beyond 

stereotypes?’, Tourism Geographies 16(2): 318-332. 
Wang, N. (1999) ‘Rethinking authenticity in tourism experience’, Annals of 

Tourism Research 26(2): 349-370. 
Wilson, E. and Little, D.E. (2008), ‘The Solo Female Travel Experience: 

Exploring the “Geography of Women's Fear”’, Current Issues in Tourism 
11(2):167-186. 



 

32  Couchsurfing

Xiang, Z., & Gretzel, U. (2010) ‘Role of social media in online travel information 
search’, Tourism Management 31(2): 179-188. 

Zervas, G., Proserpio, D., and Byers, J. W. (2014) ‘The rise of the sharing 
economy: Estimating the impact of Airbnb on the hotel industry’, Journal of 
Marketing Research, available at: 
http://questromworld.bu.edu/platformstrategy/files/2014/07/platform2014_sub
mission_2.pdf   

Zuev, D. (2012) ‘CouchSurfing as a Spatial Practice: Accessing and Producing 
Xenotopos’, Hospitality & Society, 1(3): 227-244. 

Zuev, D. (2014) ‘Hosting Marco in Siberia: Couchsurfing Hospitality in an ‘Out 
of the way’ place’, pp. 65–82 in D. Picard and S. Buchberger (eds) 
Couchsurfing Cosmopolitanism: Can Tourism Make a Better World? 
Bielefeld: Transcript Verlag. 

	



 
 
 
 

2 Mechanism:	
The	online	and	Offline	Performance	of	
Couchsurfers9	

 

 
 
In	 Barcelona,	 I	 stayed	with	 a	 couple	 for	 three	 days.	

During	my	 stay,	 I	 chatted	 with	 them,	 and	 I	 walked	

around	in	their	house.	I	observed	their	books	and	CDs	

on	 the	 shelves,	 their	 toothbrushes,	 the	 brand	 of	 the	

toilet	paper	and	 the	 flowers	 they	grew.	 I	 talked	with	

their	 friends	 when	 their	 friends	 came	 for	 dinner.	 I	

talked	with	 them	 together,	 and	 also	 interacted	with	

them	separately	 ...	through	all	of	these	details,	I	could	

imagine	their	daily	 life.	(Rachael,	24‐year‐old,	female,	

Taiwanese	couchsurfer)	

When	 Rachael	 told	 me	 about	 her	 trip	 in	 Barcelona	 with	

Couchsurfing,	she	did	not	mention	La	Sagrada	Familia	or	other	

must‐visit	destinations	listed	in	tourist	brochures,	but	described	

the	interactions	with	the	local	hosts	and	her	observation	about	

                                                       
9  This chapter is adapted from the article, ‘Couchsurfing: Performing the travel 

style through hospitality exchange’, which is published in the journal Tourist 
Studies (http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1468797617710597 ). 
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their	 daily	 life.	 It	 seems	 Couchsurfing	 has	 brought	 in	 certain	

scenarios,	 which	 are	 quite	 different	 from	 those	 in	 a	 general	

tourist	journey.	

Couchsurfing	 is	 a	 website	 to	 facilitate	 hospitality	 exchange	

among	global	travellers.	After	registering	as	members,	one	can	

ask	 for	 free	 accommodation	 from	 local	members	 through	 the	

website	and	stay	over	at	their	homes	during	the	trip,	instead	of	

booking	 a	 hotel	 or	 hostel.	 Since	 the	website	was	 launched	 in	

2004,	 the	 number	 of	 its	members	 has	 rapidly	 grown.	 After	 a	

decade,	 it	 has	 attracted	 over	 14	million	members	 around	 the	

globe	(Couchsurfing	Statistics,	2017).	As	Couchsurfing	develops,	

the	 use	 of	 the	 term	 ‘Couchsurfing’,	 has	 expanded	 to	 mean	 a	

specific	way	of	travel10,	which	refers	to	staying	over	at	the	local’s	

home	and	often	implies	visiting	a	place	through	local	eyes	(Chen,	

2012).	

Owing	 to	 its	 gradual	 popularity	 among	 global	 travellers,	

Couchsurfing	has	been	noticed	by	some	social	scientists	and	has	

been	 studied	 in	 various	 facets.	 Regarding	 Couchsurfing	 as	

Internet‐based	 hospitality‐exchange	 network,	 part	 of	 the	

studies	 focuses	 on	 how	 Couchsurfing	 works	 with	 the	 aid	 of	

social‐networking	 tools.	 According	 to	 O’Regan	 (2013),	 the	

original	model	of	Couchsurfing	was	quite	simple:	‘if	you	need	a	

place	 to	 stay,	 Couchsurfing	 enables	 you	 to	 identity	 and	 find	

someone	 to	 give	 over	 sleeping	 space	 in	 their	 home	 for	 free’	

                                                       
10  According to the online dictionary, dictionary.com, Couch‐surf is a verb, 

referring to ‘to stay overnight in someone else’s home while travelling’. (See 
http://www.dictionary.com/browse/couch‐‐surfing) 



 

35 Chapter2.  Mechanism 

(:179).	More	precisely,	the	functions	of	personal	profile,	couch‐

request	 (message‐sending)	 and	 reputation	 system	on	 the	 site	

facilitate	 the	 mutual	 understanding	 and	 communication	

between	potential	hosts	and	surfers	and	thus	helps	online‐trust	

building,	which	is	the	key	factor	of	organising	the	Internet‐based	

hospitality	 exchange	 (Bialski	 &	 Batorski,	 2010;	 Rosen	 et	 al.,	

2011;	Tan,	2010,	2012,	2014).	Besides,	on	the	site,	Couchsurfing	

is	 represented	 as	 a	 way	 to	 learn	 from	 other	 cultures	 and	 to	

achieve	 the	 cosmopolitan	 utopia.	 Thus,	 the	 cosmopolitan	

atmosphere	becomes	extra	obtainment	in	hospitality	exchange	

to	balance	the	reciprocal	relation	of	Couchsurfing	(Chen,	2012;	

Germann	Molz,	2007).	

Simultaneously,	Couchsurfing	practice	 is	considered	as	part	of	

phenomena	of	the	mobile	world,	in	which	technologies	support	

various	forms	of	travel	that	generate	new	modes	of	interaction	

and	 relationship	 (Urry,	 2007).	 Thus,	 these	 moving	 people,	

information,	 objects,	 and	 so	 on	 shift	 people’s	 worldview	

(Szerszynski	 &	 Urry,	 2002).	 Bialski	 (2012,	 2014)	 takes	

Couchsurfing	as	the	case	to	demonstrate	how	social‐networking	

technologies	 are	 affecting	 the	 process	 of	 sociality	 today.	

Couchsurfing,	according	to	Bialski,	enables	travellers	to	manage	

the	 encounters	 during	 the	 trip	 in	 advance,	 and	 also	 it	 helps	

involve	 locals	 in	 travellers’	 trip	 and	 create	 cross‐cultural	

interaction	 between	 them.	 The	 face‐to‐face	 interaction	

generates	a	new	form	of	relationship,	which	is	usually	intense,	

intimate	 yet	 lacking	 sort	 of	 any	 longevity	 (Bialski,	 2012).	

Moreover,	in	many	cases,	the	cross‐cultural	interaction	induces	
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the	 reflection	on	 self	 and	other	 (Zuev,	2014),	 based	on	which	

couchsurfers	 are	 developing	 their	 perspectives	 on	

cosmopolitanism	(Buchberger,	2014;	Chen,	2014).	As	Germann	

Molz	(2011)	describes	today’s	Couchsurfing:	‘it	is	not	just	about	

the	 furniture’	 (:215),	 but	 involving	 the	 hospitality	 exchange	

network,	reciprocal	relationship,	cross‐cultural	interaction,	and	

the	 cosmopolitan	 ideologies.	 All	 these	 factors	 constitute	 a	

particular	 landscape	 of	 Couchsurfing	 (Germann	 Molz,	 2007;	

O’Regan,	 2009)	 with	 its	 own	 norms,	 applied	 technologies,	

institutional	 arrangements,	 and	 methodologies,	 which	 make	

Couchsurfing	a	specific	travel	style	(Adler,	1989:1371).	

Previous	 studies	 have	 made	 some	 achievements	 in	 exploring	

Couchsurfing.	 However,	 there	 is	 still	 a	 gap	 between	 the	 site	

management	of	Couchsurfing	and	couchsurfers’	actual	practice.	

Originally,	Couchsurfing	was	organised	for	hospitality	exchange,	

but	now	 it	 is	practiced	as	a	stylish	way	of	 travel.	A	process	of	

forming	 the	 social	 conventions	 in	 this	 online‐to‐offline	

community	is	missing.	Therefore,	a	research	question	is	raised	

here:	what	mechanisms	have	pushed	Couchsurfing	from	just	an	

alternative	accommodation	to	a	travel	style	with	its	own	norms,	

value	and	specific	ways	of	practice,	and,	how	does	it	work?	

To	 demonstrate	 the	 process	 of	 tone‐setting	 in	 Couchsurfing	

community	with	 the	 consideration	 of	 institutional	 power	 and	

couchsurfers’	agencies,	this	study	traces	how	couchsurfers	use	

the	online	tools	to	manage	the	encounter	and	how	they	actually	

behave	 in	 face‐to‐face	 interaction,	 based	 on	 which	 this	 study	

further	 clarifies	 the	 mechanisms	 that	 lead	 couchsurfers’	
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practice.	The	framework	of	theatrical	performance	by	Goffman’s	

(1959)	 (which	 is	 elaborated	 in	 the	 next	 section)	 is	 used	 to	

analyze	couchsurfers’	self‐representation,	action	and	reaction	in	

online	and	face‐to‐face	interaction	of	Couchsurfing.	

Ethnographic	 methods	 are	 used	 in	 this	 study,	 including	

participatory	 observation,	 text	 analysis	 and	 qualitative	

interviews.	 I	 signed	 up	 Couchsurfing	 and	 completed	 the	

personal	profile	in	2010.	Since	then	I	did	the	fieldwork	mainly	

in	Taiwan	and	the	Netherlands.	In	the	Netherlands,	I	opened	my	

home	in	Amsterdam	to	host	couchsurfers	and	started	online	and	

face‐to‐face	interaction	with	other	couchsurfers	(2011–2014).	I	

also	 traveled	 in	 the	 Netherlands	 with	 Couchsurfing	 several	

times,	met	couchsurfers	for	coffee,	and	attended	couchsurfers’	

meetings.	In	Taiwan,	I	traveled	with	Couchsurfing	in	2011	and	

participated	 in	 several	 couchsurfers’	meetings.	 Besides,	 I	 had	

online	 interaction	with	other	 couchsurfers.	All	 the	online	 and	

face‐to‐face	 interactions	 are	 included	 in	 the	 participatory	

observation.	For	 the	 text	analysis,	 I	 reviewed	the	webpages	of	

Couchsurfing	 site,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 personal	 profile	 of	 the	

individual	members	whom	I	met	during	the	fieldwork	in	Taiwan	

and	 the	Netherlands.	 The	 interactions	 between	me	 and	 other	

members	 recorded	 online	 are	 also	 included.	 As	 for	 the	

qualitative	 interview,	 there	 are	 53	 respondents,	 who	 are	 (1)	

hosting	surfers	in	the	Netherlands,	(2)	surfing	with	locals	in	the	

Netherlands,	(3)	hosting	surfers	in	Taiwan,	or	(4)	surfing	with	

locals	in	Taiwan.	The	age	of	these	respondents	is	from	21	to	60.	

They	are	22	men	and	31	women,	 from	13	countries.	 I	met	on	
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various	occasions	of	Couchsurfing:	8	of	them	were	my	hosts,	8	

of	 them	 were	 my	 surfers,	 10	 respondents	 were	 from	 the	

Couchsurfing	meetings,	and	14	respondents	participated	in	the	

interview	 after	 the	 online	 chatting	 with	 me.	 The	 remaining	

respondents	(13)	were	selected	by	snowball‐sampling	and	were	

introduced	by	other	 respondents.	The	 interviews	mainly	 took	

place	 at	my	home	 (when	 the	 interviewee	was	my	 surfer),	 the	

hosts’	 home	 (when	 the	 interviewee	 was	 my	 host	 during	 my	

Couchsurfing	trip),	and	the	cafés.	The	length	of	the	interviews	

ranges	from	1	to	4	hours,	depends	on	how	many	Couchsurfing	

experiences	 he/she	 has	 and	 how	much	 he/she	 would	 like	 to	

share.	 All	 the	 respondents	 are	 pseudonymous	 to	 keep	

anonymity	in	this	study.	

	

Performative	analytical	framework	on	Couchsurfing	

In	 Erving	 Goffman’s	 (1959)	 classic	work,	 The	 Presentation	 of	

Self	in	Everyday	Life,	he	frames	out	the	theatrical	performance	

to	analyze	individuals’	interactions	in	everyday	life.	Through	the	

imaginative	 lenses	 of	 dramaturgical	 metaphor,	 people	 are	 all	

playing	 various	 roles	 to	 give/give‐off	 performance	

corresponding	to	different	occasion	and	context	in	the	daily	life.	

By	changing,	fixing,	or	complying	with	the	settings,	including	the	

potential	 rules	 about	 the	 appearance,	 manner,	 and	 spatial	

arrangement,	we	convey	different	information,	which	may	show	

one’s	identity,	confirm	or	negotiate	a	relationship,	or	define	the	

situation.	Invisible	conventions,	etiquettes,	rituals,	and	informal	
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rules	are	gradually	recognised	and	formed	in	the	performances	

(Jacobsen,	2010).	 	

Goffman	distills	individuals’	behaviors,	interactions,	and	spatial	

settings	into	the	dichotomy	of	the	front	stage	and	the	backstage.	

Formal	performance	and	direct	contact	with	audience	take	place	

in	 the	 front	 stage,	 where	 the	 rules	 of	 decorum	 are	 highly	

concerned,	while	the	backstage	is	for	preparation,	catharsis,	and	

relaxation,	in	which	public	masks	are	lifted	and	other	aspects	of	

self	can	be	shown.	Although	Goffman’s	performative	conception	

has	 been	 proposed	 more	 than	 half	 century	 ago,	 it	 has	

continuously	shown	its	worth	and	adequacy	in	demonstrating	

the	 newly	 widespread	 phenomena	 in	 the	 social	 life	 of	

contemporary	 societies,	 such	 as	 interaction	 in	 online	

communities	and	tourist	consumption	and	practice.	

Online	performance	

Information‐communication	 technologies	 have	 brought	 new	

forms	 of	 relationship	 and	 interaction	 in	 people’s	 social	 life.	

Goffman’s	 dramaturgical	 approach	 is	 regarded	 as	 a	 useful	

analytical	framework	to	study	people’s	online	participation	and	

the	virtual	world	(Bullingham	&	Vasconcelos,	2013;	DiMicco	&	

Millen,	 2007;	Hogan,	 2010;	Ross,	 2007).	The	metaphor	of	 the	

front	stage/backstage,	for	instance,	is	drawn	upon	to	reveal	the	

anonymous	 attribute	 and	 its	 consequence	 in	 certain	 online	

environments,	 like	 role‐playing	 games	 and	 pseudonymous	

online	communities.	In	the	anonymous	environment,	one	is	able	

to	 express	 the	 real	 desire	 or	 certain	 aspect	 of	 self	 which	 is	
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repressed	 in	 the	 offline	 environment	 (Ross,	 2007).	 In	 other	

cases	 of	 social	 media,	 users	 are	 able	 to	 control	 other	 users’	

access	to	their	posts	to	manage	the	privacy.	The	virtual	space	of	

the	 sites,	 in	 a	 sense,	 is	 considered	 private	 and	 therefore,	 is	

backstage‐like	(Boyd,	2006;	Lewis	et	al.,	2008).	The	attributes	of	

anonymity,	 pseudonymity,	 and	 privacy	 seem	 to	 make	 online	

environment	 an	 autonomous	 region	 which	 allows	 fluid	 and	

multiple	identities	(Turkle,	1995).	

As	social	media	have	grown	in	popularity,	more	evidences	show	

that	the	online	environment	and	offline	environment	are	not	a	

simplified	dichotomy	of	 frontstage/backstage	but	a	continuity	

(Bullingham	&	Vasconcelos,	2013).	On	the	social	media,	which	

either	support	the	maintenance	of	pre‐existing	social	networks	

or	facilitate	new	connections	based	on	shared	interests,	political	

views	or	activities,	most	people	tend	to	use	an	identified	name	

in	the	online	profile	for	the	networking	purpose	(Boyd	&	Ellison,	

2007;	DiMicco	&	Millen,	2007).	Thus,	the	offline	interaction	can	

be	continued	in	online	environment,	and	vice	versa.	These	sites	

like	Facebook,	Twitter,	Friendster,	LinkedIn,	MySpace	et	cetera,	

offer	 users	 another	 stage	 of	 self‐representation,	 which,	 in	

Goffman’s	 words,	 constitutes	 an	 online	 performance	 for	

impression	management	(Bullingham	&	Vasconcelos,	2013).	

In	 the	 previous	 case	 studies,	 the	 online	 environment	 can	 be	

either	 the	 backstage	 or	 the	 extended	 stage	 of	 the	 offline	

performance;	it	is	related	to	how	users	perceive	the	character	of	

the	sites	and	how	they	use	them	as	tools	to	manage	their	social	

life.	Thus,	the	connection	between	the	online	performance	and	
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offline	performance	is	significant	to	explore	the	social	life	in	the	

Internet	 age.	 That	 is,	 the	 online	 performance	 and	 offline	

performance	 should	 not	 be	 studied	 separately	 but	 taken	 as	

whole.	

Based	 on	 the	 character	 of	 the	 social‐networking	 tools,	 Hogan	

(2010)	 adjusts	 Goffman’s	 performative	 analytical	 framework	

and	categorises	various	 forms	of	 self‐representation	on	 social	

media	into	two	types:	online	exhibition	and	online	interaction.	

Online	 exhibition,	 which	 is	 a	 static	 display	 to	 unidentified	

audience,	not	only	presents	 in	the	forms	of	 textual	expression	

but	 also	 incorporates	 multiple	 forms	 of	 media	 to	 convey	

information,	such	as	photos,	videos	or	audios,	whereas	online	

interaction,	 which	 is	 a	 series	 of	 instant	 responds	 in	 certain	

situation,	 normally	 presents	 in	 texts	 and	 icons.	 The	 various	

forms	of	digital	communication	supported	by	the	social‐media	

technologies	 constitute	 a	 communicative	 body	 in	 the	 online	

performance	 (Boyd	 &	 Heer,	 2006).	 In	 this	 study,	 Hogan’s	

framework	 is	 adopted	 to	 analyze	 couchsurfers’	 online	

performance.	 Simultaneously,	 considering	 the	 integrity	 of	

sociality	 in	 Couchsurfing,	 how	 online	 interaction	 and	 online	

exhibition	 connect	 to	 the	 tourist	 performance	 in	 face‐to‐face	

interaction	among	couchsurfers	are	addressed	as	well.	

Tourist	performance	

Goffman’s	performative	metaphor	is	extended	to	study	tourism	

phenomenon	 and	 has	 raised	 the	 debate	 on	 tourist	 practices,	

tourist	identity,	and	tourist	space.	MacCannell	(1973)	is	the	first	
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researcher	 introducing	 the	performative	metaphor	 in	 tourism	

studies.	Goffman’s	concept	of	the	front	stage/backstage	is	cited	

and	extended	to	support	MacCannell’s	idea	of	‘stage	authenticity’	

to	 illustrate	 the	 essence	 of	 tourism.	 MacCannell	 argues	 that	

tourism	is	the	side‐product	of	modern	society,	in	which	people	

mourn	 for	 the	 past	 with	 intimate	 relation	 and	 authentic	

experience;	 tourism	 industry	 offers	 the	 service	 for	 the	 utopia	

search	and	fulfills	the	desire	for	‘what	modernity	destroys	and	

keeps	out’	(Larsen,	2010:315).	To	fit	in	tourists’	imagination	of	

authenticity,	 tourism	 industry	 cooperates	with	 the	 locals	 and	

designs	a	series	of	backstage‐like	settings	and	scenarios,	that	is,	

so	 called	 ‘staged	 authenticity’	 (MacCannell,	 1973:92‐102).	 All	

the	tourist	settings	and	scenarios	are	produced	in	a	sacralizing	

process	 of	 ‘naming,	 framing,	 elevation,	 enshrinement	 and	

reproduction’,	and	socially	ordered	to	correspond	to	the	tourist	

gaze	(MacCannell,	1973:43‐46;	see	also	Urry,	2002:9).	

After	MacCannell,	the	concept	of	tourist	performance	has	been	

continually	discussed,	modified	and	supplemented	in	following	

tourism	studies.	In	these	studies,	the	research	foci	are	extended	

from	providers	of	tourist	service	to	tourists,	tourist	objects	and	

applied	technologies	in	tourism	performance.	By	doing	so,	the	

role	of	tourists,	their	practices,	and	the	role	of	tourist	spaces	are	

reexamined	 and	 redefined.	 The	 extended	 discussions	 on	

performative	metaphor	in	tourism	can	be	roughly	summarized	

to	three	aspects.	

First,	 in	 the	modified	concept	of	 tourist	performance,	 tourists	

transcend	 the	 role	 of	 passive	 audience	 and	 engage	 in	 the	
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collective	 or	 individual	 performance	 as	 an	 active	 performer.	

Although	 tourists	 normally	 are	 informed	 by	 ‘pre‐existing	

discursive,	practical,	embodied	norms	which	help	to	guide	their	

performative	 orientations	 and	 achieve	 a	 working	 consensus	

about	 what	 to	 do’	 before	 the	 tourist	 performance	 (Edensor,	

2001:71),	however,	‘tourists	are	not	just	written	upon’	(Larsen,	

2010:322).	 Based	 on	 the	 norms	 and	 conventions	 of	 tourist	

practice,	 tourists	enact	 their	role	and	 inscribe	 the	places	with	

their	own	stories	(Edensor,	1998;	Haldrup	&	Larsen,	2010).	The	

discourse	 of	 tourist	 performance	 shows	 the	 situation	 of	 a	

travelling	body,	who	is	allowed	to	act,	to	give	an	impromptu,	or	

respond	 to	 the	 surroundings,	but	 simultaneously	 is	 subject	 to	

the	historical	construction	and	stylistic	constraint	of	the	tourist	

role	(Adler,	1989).	

Second,	instead	of	privileging	visual	experience	in	MacCannell’s	

(1973)	analysis	of	tourist	performance	(see	also	Selwyn,	1996;	

Urry,	2002),	the	discourse	of	tourist	performance	highlights	the	

multiple	bodily	sensations	in	tourist	practices	and	materializes	

the	 tourist	 practice	 with	 tourist	 settings	 which	 are	 used	 and	

lived	 with	 in	 it	 (Bærenholdt,	 2004;	 Haldrup	 &	 Larsen,	 2006;	

Sheller	&	Urry,	2004).	Haldrup	and	Larsen	(2010)	further	clarify	

the	materialization	of	the	performative	turn	and	signify	the	shift	

of	 paradigm	 in	 tourist	 studies:	 ‘by	 shifting	 the	 focus	 from	

symbols	 and	meanings	 to	 ontologies	 of	 acting	 and	 doing,	 the	

corporeality	of	 tourist	bodies	 and	 their	 creative	potentials,	 as	

well	 as	 the	 significance	 of	 technologies	 and	 the	 material	

affordance	 of	 places,	 are	 exposed’	 (:3).	 Succinctly	 saying,	
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tourism	represents	the	embodied	and	performed	engagement	of	

people,	 objects	 and	 places,	 with	 the	 mutual	 entanglement	 of	

practices,	images,	conventions	and	creativity	(Ateljevic	&	Doorn,	

2005;	Coleman	&	Crang,	2002).	

Third,	rather	than	seeing	places	as	fixed	entities	and	containers,	

Coleman	and	Crang	suggest	that	places	should	be	‘juxtaposed	in	

analytical	 terms	 with	 dynamic	 flows	 of	 tourists,	 images,	 and	

cultures’,	 and	 all	 of	 them	 should	 be	 seen	 as	 fluid	 and	 created	

through	 tourist	 performance	 (Coleman	 &	 Crang,	 2002:1).	

Accordingly,	place	and	its	meaning	are	produced	and	consumed	

through	the	performance	of	spaces,	tourists,	and	other	relevant	

objects	or	people	(Crouch,	2000).	

The	discussions	above	make	the	concept	of	tourist	performance	

a	 useful	 model	 to	 study	 the	 dynamic	 landscape	 and	 complex	

network	of	contemporary	tourism	from	individual	perspective,	

and	it	responds	to	what	Larsen	and	Urry	(2011)	call	for,	‘tourism	

theory	needs	to	be	on	the	move	to	capture	the	transformation	of	

tourism’	(preface	to	3.0).	This	study	adopts	the	model	of	tourist	

performance,	associated	with	the	analysis	framework	of	online	

performance,	 to	 explore	 the	 dynamics	 of	 Couchsurfing,	which	

epitomizes	 the	 transformation	 of	 tourist	 practice	 and	 tourist	

spaces	 as	 the	 social‐media	 technologies	 and	 the	 sharing	

economy	concept	are	applied	in	tourism	at	individual	level.	By	

focusing	 on	 the	 online	 and	 face‐to‐face	 interactions	 of	

Couchsurfing	and	connecting	both	of	them	as	whole,	this	study	

also	 takes	 Couchsurfing	 as	 the	 case	 of	 the	 online‐to‐offline	

model,	 which	 involves	 a	 more	 complex	 and	 sophisticated	
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performance	in	contemporary	social	life	of	this	mobile	world.	In	

the	coming	sections	of	analysis,	through	the	theoretical	lens	of	

performance,	 Couchsurfing	 practice	 will	 be	 demonstrated	 in	

three	parts:	 online	performance,	 offline	performance,	 and	 the	

backstage.	

	

ACT	 I:	online	performance	 in	personal	profile,	reputation	

system,	and	couch‐request	

Couchsurfing	 practice	 starts	 from	 a	 series	 of	 online	

performances.	 To	 sign	 up	 as	 a	member,	 one	 has	 to	 fill	 in	 the	

personal	 profile	with	 the	 real	 name,	 actual	 location,	 personal	

information,	photos,	and	self‐description.	After	the	procedure,	

members	 are	 able	 to	 send	 a	 couch‐request	 to	 ask	 for	

accommodation	 from	other	members.	 If	 the	 host	 accepts	 it,	 a	

Couchsurfing	trip	staying	over	with	the	locals	can	be	expected.	

After	 the	 Couchsurfing	 encounter,	 members	 are	 requested	 to	

leave	a	reference	to	 the	host	or	surfer	 they	met.	The	personal	

profile,	 couch‐request,	 and	 reputation	 system	 all	 involve	

couchsurfers’	online	exhibition	and	online	 interaction	(Hogan,	

2010).	

Online	exhibition‐	to	set	the	tone	of	Couchsurfing	

Personal	profile	can	be	the	stage	of	individual	members’	online	

exhibition,	which	includes	the	basic	information	like	name,	age,	

gender,	 education,	 occupation,	 spoken	 languages,	 and	 the	

autobiographical	 description	 through	 answering	 the	 assigned	
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questions,	 like	 ‘my	 Couchsurfing	 experiences’,	 ‘(my	 favorite)	

music,	movies	and	books’,	‘one	amazing	things	I	have	done’,	‘(the	

things	I	am	interested	to)	teach,	learn	and	share’,	‘the	countries	

I’ve	 visited/lived	 in’	 and	 so	 on.	 It	 seems	 the	 personal	 profile	

enables	members	to	display	his/her	personality	and	character	

(O’Regan,	 2009),	 and	 to	 find	 someone	 interesting	 among	 the	

diverse	folks	(Bialski,	2012;	Bialski	&	Batorski,	2010).	Yet,	rather	

than	 encouraging	 diversity,	 these	 questions	 actually	 guide	

members	 to	 display	 certain	 characteristics.	 For	 instance,	 the	

questions	about	Couchsurfing	experiences	and	visited	countries	

imply	members	to	perform	a	travel	savvy.	Members	are	 led	to	

enact	 a	 social	 person	 enthusiastic	 about	 sharing	 as	 they	 are	

requested	 to	 answer	 ‘the	 things	 I	 would	 like	 to	

teach/learn/share’.	 Also,	members	 are	 displaying	 the	 cultural	

capital	 and	 taste	 through	 listing	 ‘my	 favorite	

music/movies/books’.	It	has	shown	that	online	users	normally	

observe	 the	 rules	 of	 the	 social	media,	 and	 then	 select	 certain	

aspects	 of	 self	 to	 perform	 online	 (Bullingham	&	 Vasconcelos,	

2013);	Couchsurfing	members	also	do	so.	To	be	socially	trusted	

and	accepted	in	Couchsurfing	community,	most	members	tend	

to	 follow	 the	 hints	 to	 perform	 an	 open‐minded,	 social,	 and	

cosmopolitan	person	online	(Tan,	2013).	

In	 the	 personal	 profile,	 some	 hosts	 also	 list	 their	 criteria	 of	

guest‐selection,	 which	 imply	 their	 expectation	 as	 well	 as	 an	

appropriate	 performance	 of	 Couchsurfing	 from	 the	 hosts’	

perspective.	Like	Abel,	a	German	host	in	the	Netherlands,	clearly	
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described	the	characteristics	of	unwelcome	and	welcome	guests	

in	his	profile:	

DON’T	CONTACT	ME	if	you[...]	just	need	a	cheap	hotel,	

don’t	speak	any	of	my	 languages	 fluently,	 just	wanna	

stay	 for	10	hours,	 just	wanna	drop	off	your	bags	and	

wanna	go	party	with	your	 friends,	are	drunk	half	the	

time	...	

DO	 CONTACT	 ME	 if	 you’re	 a	 true	 Couchsurfing	

aficionado,	 have	 understood	 this	 whole	 concept	 is	

about	cultural	exchange	and	not	a	free	ride,	[...]	wanna	

get	to	know	my	culture	or	my	city,	need	a	guide	to	show	

you	 my	 town,	 wanna	 discuss	 politics/religion/	

philosophy/moral/arts/	 music	 or	 other	 intellectual	

concepts...	have	brought	enough	spare	time	for	a	beer	

and	a	prolonged	discussion.	

In	 this	 case,	 Abel	 expressed	 his	 expectation	 of	 an	 intellectual	

discussion	or	cultural	interaction	with	the	surfers.	Such	online	

performance,	 according	 to	Bialski	 (2012;	 2014)	 is	 part	 of	 the	

hosts’	 strategies	 to	 define	 the	 boundary	 between	 hosts	 and	

surfers	 and	 simultaneously	 to	 set	 the	 social	 rules	 of	 the	

reciprocal	 relation	 before	 the	 face‐to‐face	 encounter.	 To	 get	

socially	accepted	by	hosts,	surfers	naturally	tend	to	perform	the	

way	which	the	hosts	expect.	As	the	owner	of	the	private	space	

who	 has	 the	 right	 to	 refuse	 the	 hospitality	 in	 Couchsurfing,	

mostly	 hosts	 are	 more	 powerful	 to	 define	 the	 situation	 of	

Couchsurfing	 interaction	 (Bialski,	 2012).	 The	 unbalanced	
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relation	 is	 hidden	 in	 the	 general	 saying	 about	 the	 concept	 of	

Couchsurfing,	 ‘it	 is	 about	 cultural	 exchange	 rather	 than	a	 free	

accommodation’,	 which	 is	 apparently	 a	 rule	 for	 surfers	 from	

hosts’	perspective.	

Reputation	system,	which	is	set	for	the	safety	reason	(Tan,	2010),	

is	another	form	of	online	exhibition	contributing	to	give	the	tone	

of	 Couchsurfing.	 After	 the	 encounter,	 surfers	 may	 leave	 a	

positive,	 neutral	 or	 negative	 reference	 to	 the	 hosts,	 and	 vice	

versa.	 A	 brief	 description	 of	 the	 face‐to‐face	 interaction	 is	

attached	to	the	reference,	like	one	of	the	positive	references	I	got	

from	my	host,	a	43‐year‐old	Dutch	women:	

The	reference	for	Doreen	and	Astor	can’t	be	anything	

but	positive,	because	they	let	me	win	a	board	game	and	

claimed	they	liked	dinner	...	But	without	kidding,	I	really	

enjoyed	having	them	over,	the	only	bad	thing	was,	that	

these	tough	‘biker	girls’	only	stayed	for	one	night!	

Such	 descriptions	 capture	 the	 scenario	 of	 Couchsurfing;	 they	

may	 show	 an	 example	 of	 a	 positive/neutral/negative	

experience	 of	 Couchsurfing	 encounter	 and	 a	 model	 of	 a	

welcome/unwelcome	surfer	or	a	hospitable/inhospitable	host,	

all	 of	 which	 imply	 appropriate/inappropriate	 behaviors	 in	

Couchsurfing.	These	references	left	on	the	personal	profile	are	

like	a	participatory	exhibition	(Hogan,	2010).	In	the	process	of	

accumulating	 various	 Couchsurfing	 experiences	 in	 reputation	

system,	the	informal	rules	as	well	as	the	tone	of	Couchsurfing	

are	gradually	formed.	
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Online	interaction‐	to	define	the	reciprocal	relationship	

Couch‐request	is	the	main	channel	for	accommodation	request.	

Mostly,	 it	 goes	 along	 with	 the	 online	 interaction	 between	

potential	hosts	and	surfers.	A	formal	couch‐request	embraces	a	

schedule	 form	and	a	message	 including	 two	parts:	 ‘about	me’	

and	‘why	I	want	to	meet	you’.	

	 In	the	schedule	form,	surfers	are	strongly	suggested	to	inform	

the	potential	hosts	about	the	accurate	date	and	time	of	arrival	

and	 departure	 as	 well	 as	 the	 travel	 plan	 to	 reduce	 hosts’	

suspicion,	since	people	are	anxious	that	surfers	might	become	a	

long‐stay	 parasite	 (Germann	 Molz,	 2007,	 Tan,	 2013).	 The	

formulation	 of	 couch‐request	 guides	 surfers	 to	 perform	 a	

reliable	traveller	with	strict	travel	schedule	for	trust	building.	

In	 the	 first	 paragraph	 ‘about	 me’,	 surfers	 are	 requested	 to	

introduce	 themselves.	 Tan	 (2013)	 indicates	 that	 surfers	 are	

trying	to	give	a	trustworthy	impression	to	get	acceptance	in	this	

part	of	online	performance.	Yet,	according	to	the	couch‐requests	

I	 got,	 more	 surfers	 are	 performing	 ‘cosmopolitan	

characteristics’,	like	open‐mindedness	and	friendliness.	Among	

the	 142	 couch‐requests	 I	 got	 in	 2012,	 the	 adjectives	 relevant	

with	 trustworthiness	 such	 as	 ‘responsible	 and	 respectful’	

appeared	8	 times	 in	 their	 self‐introduction,	while	 ‘tidy,	 clean,	

neat	and	organised’	appeared	15	times.	On	the	other	hand,	the	

adjectives	 related	 to	 cosmopolitan	 characteristics	 like	 ‘open‐

minded	and	easygoing’,	and	‘friendly’	appeared	39	and	15	times.	

In	addition	to	the	impression	of	a	trustworthy	and	cosmopolitan	
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traveller,	some	surfers	also	display	their	characteristics	which	

may	be	welcome	to	 the	hosts,	 such	as	 ‘interesting	and	 funny’,	

which	appeared	18	 times	 in	 the	couch‐request.	Through	 their	

self‐descriptions,	according	to	Goffman	(1959;	see	also	Hogan,	

2010),	 these	 couchsurfers	 actually	 are	 not	 presenting	 an	

authentic	version	of	self	but	an	‘idealized	image’	of	couchsurfer.	

The	other	paragraph	‘why	I	want	to	meet	you’	whereby	surfers	

make	a	personal	couch‐request,	also	becomes	a	rule	for	many	

couchsurfers,	 such	 as	Baldwin,	 a	 30‐year‐old	Taiwanese	male	

host:	

I	never	accept	a	spammed	couch‐request.	Come	on,	you	

don’t	have	to	spend	a	cent	on	your	accommodation.	At	

least	spend	some	time	on	your	host—read	the	profile,	

send	a	personal	couch‐request	and	show	your	interest	

in	 him.	 ...	 I	 only	 answer	 the	 couch‐request	 with	 the	

password,	which	is	hidden	in	my	profile.	Many	hosts	do	

so	to	filter	out	spammed	couch‐requests.	

Baldwin	 considered	 starting	 a	 personalized	 interaction	 as	

surfers’	obligation,	and	his	thought	was	clearly	expressed	to	the	

potential	 surfers	 as	 he	 required	 the	 password	 in	 the	 couch‐

request.	For	Baldwin,	Couchsurfing	is	not	an	indirect	reciprocal	

system	 among	 the	whole	 community	 any	 longer,	 but	 a	 direct	

reciprocal	relationship	between	surfers	and	hosts	(Chen,	2012).	

Such	 viewpoint	 becomes	 common	 among	 not	 only	 hosts	 but	

surfers	as	well.	Therefore,	some	surfers	even	promise	to	offer	

gift,	food,	or	service	in	their	couch‐request	(Chen,	2012:292)	to	
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avoid	‘freeloader’	image	(Germann	Molz,	2007)	and	to	set	up	a	

fair	relationship	of	reciprocity.	

The	online	performance	not	only	shows	an	expected	interaction	

and	 exemplifies	 the	 formal	 or	 informal	 rules	 in	Couchsurfing,	

but	also	forms	a	mechanism	to	exclude	the	members	who	do	not	

accept	 the	 rules,	 like	 Mandy,	 a	 34‐year‐old	 host	 in	 the	

Netherlands:	

I	 started	 Couchsurfing	 by	 hosting	 surfers	 in	 2005.	 I	

didn’t	 think	much	 then.	 I	 just	 felt	 good	 to	 share	my	

space,	stuff,	and	food	to	those	who	need	them.	That	was	

simple.	I	quitted	(hosting	surfers)	for	a	while	because	I	

moved	to	a	small	renting	room.	[...]	After	my	husband	

and	 I	opened	our	 flat	again	 in	Amsterdam,	 I	realized	

Couchsurfing	have	had	changed.	 It	was	mentioned	 in	

every	 couch‐request,	 ‘I	 am	 talkative’,	 ‘I	 am	 a	 social	

person’,	or	‘I	hope	to	spend	some	time	with	you’.	It	seems	

that	Couchsurfing	requests	both	hosts	and	surfers	to	be	

social,	and	that	is	far	from	my	idea	about	Couchsurfing.	

We	felt	pressure	from	it,	so	we	decided	to	quit	again.	

In	 terms	 of	 function,	 social‐media	 technologies	 support	 an	

indirect	reciprocal	system	of	hospitality	exchange.	However,	the	

analysis	of	couchsurfers’	online	performance	has	shown	a	more	

complex	 mechanism	 supported	 by	 social‐media	 technologies,	

which	accommodate	a	series	of	online	performances	to	convey	

Couchsurfing	 conventions	 and	 to	 define	 the	 reciprocal	

relationship	between	hosts	and	surfers	before	the	face‐to‐face	
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encounter.	Also,	the	mechanism	helps	to	select	certain	kinds	of	

members	with	appropriate	behaviors	and	similar	thoughts	and	

to	filter	out	the	others.	Hence,	the	thought	of	 ‘Couchsurfing	as	

simply	an	alternative	accommodation’	 is	consequently	hidden	

or	excluded	in	Couchsurfing	practices.	

	

ACT	II:	offline	performance	among	hosts,	surfers	and	space	

Generally	saying,	those	couchsurfers	who	show	the	interest	in	

cultural	 interaction	 and	 their	 sincereness	 in	 a	 personalized	

couch‐request	 are	 easily	 get	 the	 tickets	 to	 the	 ‘offline	 stage’	

(Chen,	2012),	where	the	face‐to‐face	interaction	takes	place	and	

basically	 continues	 the	 practice	 of	 the	 rules,	 values,	 and	

convention	shown	in	 the	online	performance	of	Couchsurfing.	

The	 Couchsurfing	 interaction	 with	 the	 locals,	 for	 example,	 is	

represented	 as	 a	 particular	 way	 of	 experiencing	 a	 place	 and	

knowing	 its	 people.	 Compared	 to	 the	 online	 performance	

limited	 in	 literal	 expression	 and	 image	 display,	 these	

couchsurfers’	offline	performance	is	given	in	more	sophisticated	

and	 varied	ways,	 through	which	 the	 couchsurfer	 identity,	 the	

relationship	 among	hosts,	 surfers	 and	 spaces,	 and	 the	 shared	

belief	behind	the	practice	are	shown.	

Table 2.1 Couchsurfers’ binary version of mass tourism and Couchsurfing 

Mass tourism  Couchsurfing 

Tourist experiences  Local experiences 

Consuming the place/culture  Experiencing (locals’) daily life 

Commodified spaces  Living space 
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When	asked	about	the	benefit	of	travelling	with	Couchsurfing,	

the	couchsurfers	usually	mention	 ‘a	different	experience	from	

the	 one	 in	 mass	 tourism’,	 which	 implies	 a	 vital	 part	 of	

couchsurfer	identity:	

I	 don’t	 like	 the	 crowded	 tourist	 sites,	where	 tourists	

come,	 take	photos	and	 then	 leave.	 I	hate	 this	way	of	

travelling	 and	 I	 don’t	want	 to	 be	 a	 tourist	 like	 that.	

Knowing	a	local	person	would	make	your	trip	different.	

He	or	 she	may	bring	you	 to	 somewhere	 that	 tourists	

don’t	know.	That’s	why	 I	 like	Couchsurfing.	 (Heather,	

21‐year‐old,	female,	Taiwanese	surfer)	

The	hosts	often	share	their	favorite	shops	with	me	…	I	

love	 the	 small	 tea	 houses,	 where	 tourists	 never	 go.	

(Wallis,	24‐year‐old,	 female,	German	 surfer	 travelling	

in	the	Netherlands)	

Many	 tourists	 travel	 for	 collecting	 popular	 tourist	

attractions.	That	is	not	my	style...For	me	travel	is	about	

knowing	 a	 place	 from	 the	 local	 perspective.	

Couchsurfing	makes	my	trip	like	that.	(Wade,	34‐year‐

old,	male,	Taiwanese	surfer	and	host)	

These	 quotations	 embody	 the	 phenomenon	 of	 tourist	 angst,	

which	 can	 be	 observed	 in	 travelling	 writing	 as	 well,	 as	 the	

authors	seek	to	 ‘preserve	their	enjoyment	of	the	periphery	by	

banishing	 tourists	 from	 it,	 or	writing	 out	 the	 tourists’	 (Dann,	

1999:	 160).	 Couchsurfers	 take	 similar	 action	 to	 banish	 mass	

tourism	 from	 Couchsurfing	 performance	 and	 to	 show	 the	
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couchsurfer	 identity:	 ‘other	 people	 are	 tourists,	 while	 I	 am	 a	

traveller’	 (MacCannell,	 1976:107).	 In	many	 couchsurfers’	 oral	

expression,	mass	tourism	is	related	to	a	predictable	and	shallow	

experience	of	place,	typified	by	a	short	stop	and	quick	glimpse	

in	 each	 place	 (Jacobsen,	 2000).	 By	 emphasising	 the	 negative	

image	of	mass	tourism,	couchsurfers	distinguish	Couchsurfing	

from	 it	 and	 make	 a	 binary	 version	 of	 mass	 tourism	 and	

Couchsurfing	(see	Table	2.1).	

To	display	Couchsurfing	as	a	specific	travel	style	different	from	

mass	tourism,	couchsurfers	tend	to	have	interaction	with	their	

hosts	 to	 emphasise	 the	 relatively	 close	 relationship	 with	 the	

host	 society	 while	 travelling.	 It	 is	 a	 shared	 belief	 that	

Couchsurfing	 invites	 surfers	 to	 stay	 with	 local	 hosts	 and	

simultaneously	allows	the	insight	into	the	local’s	private	spaces	

and	 everyday	 life	 (Bialski,	 2012;	 Chen,	 2012).	 Hence,	 in	 the	

couchsurfers’	performance,	hosts	represent	part	of	local	culture,	

and	 hosts’	 private	 spaces	 and	 semi‐private	 spaces	 like	 the	

neighborhood	represent	the	local	living	space.	In	other	words,	

hosts	and	the	(semi‐)private	spaces	are	the	indispensable	roles	

to	perform	the	‘authentic	culture’	and	to	direct	‘the	specific	ways	

to	inscribe	the	place’	(Crang,	2006:48).	The	trip	of	Rachael,	a	24‐

year‐old,	 female,	 Taiwanese	 surfer,	 represents	 part	 of	 the	

scenarios	of	such	performance:	

My	host	brought	me	to	the	places	mainly	for	locals.	We	

went	 for	a	drink,	dancing,	shopping	at	supermarkets,	

and	out	walking	the	dog	in	the	neighborhood.	[...]	I	just	

followed	the	locals’	way	of	living—	doing	what	they	do,	
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eating	 what	 they	 eat.	 Through	 this	 way	 I	 can	

experience	the	real	local	life.	

These	 scenarios,	 such	 as	 having	 drinks	 with	 the	 hosts	 and	

walking	the	dog	in	the	neighborhood,	constitute	Couchsurfing’s	

offline	 performance,	 in	 which	 couchsurfers	 do	 not	 passively	

follow	the	tourist	gaze	produced	by	tourism	industry	(see	Urry,	

2002),	 but	 actively	 experiencing	 the	 place	 and	 creating	 the	

meaning	from	it,	that	is,	‘the	real	local	life’.	By	actual	interaction	

with	 the	 locals	 as	 well	 as	 the	 surfers’	 bodily	 experience,	

couchsurfers	 are	 constructing	 the	 authenticity	 in	 in	 their	

mindset,	that	is,	couchsurfers’	way	to	make	sense	of	this	place	

(Crouch,	 2000).	 By	performing	 so,	 the	 couchsurfer	 identity	 is	

also	strengthened	(Cohen	et	al.,	2013).	

‘Non‐monetary	exchange’	is	also	performed	in	Couchsurfing	to	

emphasise	 the	 distinction	 between	 Couchsurfing	 and	 mass	

tourism.	 The	 non‐monetary	 exchange	 principle,	 which	makes	

the	 non‐profit	 image	 of	 Couchsurfing	 (Germann	Molz,	 2013),	

keeps	the	hosts’	hospitality	away	from	commercialization,	and	

thus	the	hospitality	is	priceless	for	many	couchsurfers,	like	Jack,	

a	32‐year‐old	male	Taiwanese	host:	

I	can	afford	a	hotel,	so	free	accommodation	is	never	a	

reason	 for	 me	 to	 join	 Couchsurfing.	 I	 am	 doing	

Couchsurfing	 because	 I	 want	 to	 experience	 the	 real	

local	atmosphere,	which	 is	priceless.	 [...]	According	 to	

my	own	experiences,	the	attachment	of	certain	places	

often	 came	 from	 the	 hosts’	 hospitality	 and	 the	
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interactions	 between	 us,	which	made	 the	 trips	more	

meaningful.	

The	interesting	part	of	the	case	is	how	a	couchsurfer	interprets	

and	performs	the	non‐monetary‐exchange	of	Couchsurfing.	The	

principle	does	not	 lead	 surfers	 to	 interpret	Couchsurfing	as	 a	

free	 accommodation,	 but	 the	 hospitality	 from	 ‘a	 friend	 you	

haven’t	met’,	 that	 is,	 a	 friend‐like	 relationship	 (Bialski,	2012),	

which	makes	Couchsurfing	a	more	personal	 (Zuev,	2014)	and	

emotional	(Bialski,	2012)	performance.	The	interpretation	and	

performance	of	non‐monetary‐exchange	principle	corresponds	

to	 the	 value	 of	 Couchsurfing,	 which	 refers	 to	 building	 cross‐

cultural	 friendship	 and	 connection,	 rather	 than	 crashing	 at	 a	

place	for	free.	

The	role	of	space	in	Couchsurfing	performance	

Many	researchers	argue	that	space	plays	an	active	role	in	tourist	

performance	(Coleman	&	Crang,	2002;	Meethan,	2006;	Haldrup	

&	 Larsen,	 2010);	 space	 in	 Couchsurfing	 performance	 is	 no	

exception.	 Earl,	 a	 43‐year‐old	 Dutch	male	 host,	 indicated	 the	

active	role	of	spatial	setting	to	trigger	the	interaction:	

Couchsurfing	is	like	camping.	You	have	neighbors	when	

you	go	camping.	You	also	have	neighbors	at	a	hotel	but	

you	never	see	them,	because	they	always	close	the	door.	

You	don’t	know	whether	they	are	in	their	room	or	not.	

But	 in	 a	 camping	 site,	 you	 know	 your	neighbors	are	

there	through	the	window	of	the	tent.	Or,	you	see	the	

tent	is	open,	and	then	you	walk	there	and	talk	to	them.	
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Earl	 used	 the	 metaphor	 of	 camping	 site	 to	 illustrate	 how	 a	

shared	space	stimulates	 the	 interaction	between	strangers.	 In	

contrast	to	the	divided	spatial	setting	of	the	hotel,	Couchsurfing	

makes	tourists	and	locals	more	visible	and	approachable	to	each	

other.	 In	 Bialski’s	 (2012)	 research,	 she	 also	 indicates	 a	 new	

relationship	is	easily	built	in	the	status	in	which	the	travelling	

strangers	are	sharing	the	same	private	space,	like	a	room	or	a	

car.	 The	 contact	 generated	 in	 the	mobile	world,	 according	 to	

Bauman’s	(2003:	62),	‘requires	less	time	and	effort	to	be	entered,	

and	 less	 time	and	effort	 to	be	broken’.	Although	most	 surfers	

only	stay	for	a	short	period	of	time,	the	intimate	atmosphere	of	

the	private	space	shared	by	hosts	and	surfers	often	triggers	and	

sustains	a	friend‐like	relationship	in	Couchsurfing.	

At	 the	same	 time,	various	spatial	meanings	are	created	 in	 the	

interaction	 between	 hosts	 and	 surfers	 during	 the	 offline	

performance.	 Locals’	 participation	 in	 surfers’	 journey	 is	

important	 in	 Couchsurfing	 performance,	 because	 it	 builds	

personal	connection	between	surfers	and	places.	Although	the	

surfers	visit	 some	must‐go	sites	as	mass	 tourists	do,	with	 the	

locals’	 guide	 and	 company	 the	 surfers	 perform	 the	 visit	 as	

‘experiencing	 the	 place	 through	 locals’	 eyes’,	 and	 thus	 a	 new	

meaning	of	the	space	is	created.	Rachael’s	(24‐year‐old,	female,	

Taiwanese	 surfer)	 described	 her	 experience	 in	 Notre	 Dame,	

Paris:	

The	tourist	brochures	may	tell	about	the	history	or	the	

art	value	of	the	Notre	Dame,	which	means	nothing	to	

me.	Although	I	look	at	every	detail	of	the	architecture,	I	
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don’t	feel	any	connection	with	it.	But,	when	I	visited	it	

with	my	host	at	two	o’clock	at	the	midnight,	we	drank	

beer	outside	of	it,	and	I	saw	my	host	peeing	there.	These	

memories	made	me	 feel	 that,	 yes,	 I	 did	 have	 certain	

connection	with	the	Notre	Dame.	

Rachael’s	description,	again,	emphasised	the	contrast	between	

couchsurfers	 and	 mass	 tourists	 through	 showing	 a	 different	

process	 constructing	 the	 spatial	 meaning.	 This	 case	 also	

indicates	the	complexity	of	tourist	performance,	which	actually	

is	 a	 display	 imbricated	 by	 social	 conventions	 and	 individual	

identity	(Edensor,	1998;	2000;	2001).	Owing	to	the	existence	of	

the	 conventional	 meaning	 of	 Notre	 Dame,	 a	 distinct	 spatial	

meaning	can	be	produced	through	a	performance	of	subverting	

or	challenging	 the	conventional	meaning.	 In	 the	performance,	

the	couchsurfer	identity	is	shown.	

Local	 hosts’	 role	 in	 the	 subversion	 action	 is	 significant.	 The	

spatial	 meaning	 from	 local	 perspective	 is	 often	 connected	 to	

what	Agnew	(1987)	called	‘the	sense	of	place’,	which,	in	many	

cases	like	Couchsurfing,	has	partly	replaced	the	spatial	meaning	

created	and	promoted	by	tourism	industry	through	a	process	of	

sacralization	(MacCannell,	1973).	Therefore,	Couchsurfing	and	

its	 fortuitous	action	which	challenges	 the	 tourist	conventions,	

signify	more	personal	and	diverse	tourist	experiences.	

	

	



 

59 Chapter2.  Mechanism 

The	backstage	

According	to	Goffman’s	(1959),	backstage	 is	 the	region	where	

the	actors	retire	between	performances	to	relax	and	to	prepare,	

and	 it	 also	 allows	 concealment	 of	 activities	 which	 might	

discredit	 the	 performance	 out	 front.	 In	 Couchsurfing,	 the	

invisible	surveillance	of	the	reputation	system	divides	the	front	

and	back	region	 for	couchsurfers.	For	a	surfer,	 the	host	 is	 the	

main	audience	in	the	front	stage	and	also	the	one	who	judges	the	

surfer’s	performance	through	reputation	system,	and	vice	versa.	

To	keep	the	impression	of	a	good	surfer,	some	surfers	hide	the	

behaviors	 which	 seem	 inappropriate	 from	 the	 hosts.	 For	

example,	Cara,	a	23‐year‐old	Taiwanese	surfer	tried	to	conceal	

the	fact	that	‘she	was	shopping	like	a	tourist’:	

Normally	 tourists	 would	 like	 to	 buy	 some	 luxury	

handbags	when	 travelling	 in	Europe.	You	 know,	 they	

are	 not	 that	 expensive	 there.	 [...]	 When	 I	 was	

Couchsurfing	in	Italy,	I	was	afraid	that	my	host	would	

find	that	I	was	shopping	there.	After	shopping	I	didn’t	

go	 back	 to	 the	 host	 directly	 but	 sat	 by	 Rome	 plaza,	

unwrapped	the	package,	stuffed	my	new	Gucci	bag	into	

my	old	backpack,	and	then	I	dared	to	go	to	the	host.	

Cara’s	 concealment	 displays	 how	 couchsurfer	 identity	

influences	the	surfers’	behaviors.	For	those	‘improper	manners’,	

such	as	 tourist‐like	behaviors,	which	might	 incompatible	with	

surfers’	 image,	 are	 hidden	 to	 the	 backstage.	 The	backstage	 of	

surfers	not	only	 refers	 to	a	 space	without	hosts,	but	also	 to	a	



 

60  Couchsurfing

period	of	time	staying	alone	at	a	hotel	or	hostel.	Many	surfers,	

like,	 Jacqueline,	 24‐year	 old	 Taiwanese	 surfer,	 arrange	

accommodation	 at	 a	 hotel	 or	 hostel	 when	 they	 need	 a	 break	

from	intensive	interaction	with	the	hosts:	

I	know	that	many	hosts	expect	me	to	spend	some	time	

together	 and	 to	 talk	 with	 them.	 [...]	 If	 I	 don’t	 have	

enough	time,	or	sometimes	I	feel	tired	of	chatting	with	

people,	I	would	rather	stay	at	a	hostel.	Like	my	trip	to	

Cologne,	I	felt	like	to	visit	certain	museum	alone,	and	I	

only	had	limited	time,	so	I	didn’t	do	Couchsurfing.	

The	 performative	 character	 of	 Couchsurfing	 interaction	 has	

been	 clearly	 shown	 in	 this	 quotation.	 For	 surfers,	 interaction	

with	hosts	is	a	necessary	part	of	Couchsurfing	performance	for	

the	hosts,	so	Jacqueline	arranged	a	backstage	when	she	felt	like	

to	 stay	 alone,	 which	 might	 not	 fit	 in	 hosts’	 expectation	 in	 a	

Couchsurfing	 performance.	 As	MacCannell	 (1973)	 argues,	 the	

backstage	 functions	 to	 sustain	 the	 commonsense	 polarity	 of	

social	 life,	 including	 what	 is	 appropriate	 to	 show	 and	 what	

should	 be	 hidden.	 By	 creating	 the	 backstage,	 the	 social	

conventions	 of	 Couchsurfing	 are	 thus	 sustained	 and	 the	

inharmonious	performance	may	be	reduced.	

	

Conclusion	

Through	 the	 theoretical	 lens	 of	 theatrical	 performance,	 this	

article	demonstrates	the	transforming	process	of	Couchsurfing,	
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which	extends	from	hospitality	exchange	to	a	travel	style	with	

certain	 norms,	 value,	 and	 practice.	 On	 the	 stage	 of	 online	

performance,	the	site	organiser	has	set	the	tone	of	Couchsurfing.	

By	highlighting	cultural	 interaction	between	couchsurfers,	 the	

site	 organiser	 displays	 a	 cordial,	 tolerant,	 and	 cosmopolitan	

atmosphere	of	Couchsurfing	community.	Since	hosts	have	 the	

right	to	decline	the	surfers’	couch	request,	the	hosts	also	play	a	

dominant	 role	 in	 leading	 the	 online	 performance,	 in	 which	

surfers	tend	to	show	an	open‐minded,	friendly,	and	social	image	

to	fit	into	the	hosts’	expectation.	

After	the	mutual	selection,	the	couchsurfers	who	share	the	same	

value	 and	 perform	 properly	 online	 are	 selected	 to	 the	 stage	 of	

offline	performance,	while	the	others	might	be	excluded	from	the	

face‐to‐face	interaction	of	Couchsurfing.	In	the	offline	performance,	

the	cultural	interaction	between	hosts	and	surfers	is	still	regarded	

necessary	 and	 important	 especially	 by	 the	 surfers,	who	 tend	 to	

perform	it	as	the	way	to	build	a	personal	and	authentic	connection	

with	 the	 place	 they	 visit.	 By	 doing	 so,	 the	 surfers	 distinguish	

themselves	from	mass	tourists	and	show	the	couchsurfer	identity.	

The	reputation	system	functions	to	monitor	couchsurfers’	offline	

performance,	 and	 it	 marks	 the	 (in)appropriate	 behaviors	 in	

couchsurfers’	personal	profile	as	part	of	online	display.	To	avoid	

the	negative	reference,	couchsurfers	create	the	backstage	to	hide	

the	 ‘improper	 behaviours’	 which	 might	 conflict	 with	 the	 social	

conventions	of	Couchsurfing.	

Thus,	 the	 online	 performance,	 offline	 performance,	 mutual	

selection,	 reputation	 system,	 and	 the	 backstage	 constitute	 a	
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series	of	mechanism,	which,	 integrating	the	hosts’	expectation	

of	cultural	interaction,	the	surfers’	mindset	of	tourist‐angst,	and	

the	 Couchsurfing	 organiser’s	 managerial	 strategy,	 transforms	

Couchsurfing	practice	to	a	stylish	way	of	travel	with	authentic	

and	 personalized	 experience.	 The	 social‐media	 technologies	

here	play	a	role	to	connect	the	online	and	offline	performance	

as	whole	and	 to	stabilize	 the	social	 conventions	performed	 in	

both:	 the	 social‐media	 technologies	 aid	 the	 selection	 of	 the	

proper	 Couchsurfing	 members	 for	 the	 offline	 performance.	

Simultaneously,	 the	 technologies	 help	 to	 capture	 the	 offline	

performance	and	to	display	it	online	to	strengthen	the	rules	of	

Couchsurfing.	

Due	 to	 the	 ethnographical	 methods	 adopted	 by	 this	 study,	

subjectivity/objectivity	 is	 an	 unescapable	 issue.	 As	 I	

participated	in	the	hospitality	exchange	network,	I	was	involved	

in	 the	 Couchsurfing	 selection	 mechanism,	 which	 may	

categorises	 like‐minded	 people	 into	 groups	 (Bialski,	 2012;	

Germann	Molz,	2007).	That	means,	to	some	extent,	my	identities,	

appearance	 and	 characteristics	 shown	 online,	 ‘a	 Taiwanese	

women	working	in	academia	abroad’,	have	decided	the	person	I	

may	meet,	the	data	I	may	collect	and	my	perspective.	Instead	of	

claiming	 the	objectivity	of	 this	study,	 I	 admit	 the	unavoidable	

limitation	 owing	 to	 the	 researcher’s	 identities,	 which	

simultaneously	 contribute	 to	 a	 particular	 angle	 of	 view	 for	

Couchsurfing	studies.	

Another	limitation	of	this	study	is	that,	it	is	not	able	to	update	

the	 latest	 situation	 of	 Couchsurfing	 since	 the	 fieldwork	 was	
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mainly	done	during	the	period	2011–2014.	Couchsurfing	is	still	

growing	and	developing	because	the	social‐media	technologies,	

mobile	 devices,	 and	 the	 accessibility	 to	 the	 Internet	 are	

improving	all	the	time.	In	the	Couchsurfing	community,	a	large	

number	 of	 new	 members	 may	 challenge	 the	 existing	

conventions	and	influence	the	balance	the	reciprocal	relation	of	

Couchsurfing.	At	the	same	time,	a	new	website,	Airbnb,	adopts	

the	 similar	 idea	 of	 Couchsurfing	 and	 develops	 it	 as	 a	 new	

business	model,	which	allows	the	hosts	to	charge	their	guests	

and	 takes	 commission	 from	 the	 hospitality	 exchange.	 Airbnb	

becomes	 very	 popular	 in	 recent	 years	 and	 attracts	 some	

Couchsurfing	members	to	join.	The	appearance	of	such	website	

and	its	influence	on	Couchsurfing	are	worthy	to	be	researched	

in	 the	 future	 to	 explore	 the	 new	 sharing	 economic	 system	 in	

tourism	 or	 to	 further	 study	 the	 latest	 development	 of	

Couchsurfing.	
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3 Reciprocity:	
Taiwanese	Couchsurfers	in	the	Reciprocal	
System	of	Couchsurfing11	
 
 
 

The	appearance	of	hospitality	exchange	tourism	embodies	two	

important	trends	in	the	development	of	contemporary	tourism.	

Firstly	with	regard	to	the	technological	aspect,	the	development	

of	 information	and	communication	technologies	(ICT)	and	the	

application	of	 the	 Internet	have	changed	 the	way	 the	 tourism	

industry	 operates.	 On	 the	 one	 hand,	 it	 has	 weakened	 the	

function	 of	 tourist	 agencies	 which	 characterized	 the	 mass	

tourism	 industry	 in	 past	 decades;	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 it	 has	

increased	the	accessibility	of	tourist	information	for	individual	

tourists	 (Fesenmaier	 &	 Gretzel,	 2009).	 Hospitality	 exchange	

tourism,	 as	 a	 new	 type	 of	 tourism	 based	 on	 information	 and	

communication	technologies,	offers	the	opportunity	to	bypass	

tourist	agencies	and	to	connect	tourists	and	locals	directly.	It	is	

highly	dependent	on	the	Internet	and	global	websites,	such	as	

Couchsurfing,	 Hospitality	 Club,	 SERVAS	 International,	 and	

                                                       
11  This chapter is adapted from the article ‘Global concept, local practice: 

Taiwanese experience of Couchsurfing’, which is published in the journal 
Hospitality & Society (https://doi.org/10.1386/hosp.1.3.279_1 ). 
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BeWelcome,	 which	 offer	 mutual‐help	 networks	 for	 travellers	

around	 the	 world.	 Through	 these	 networks,	 people	 send	

messages	to	other	members	to	ask	for	accommodation	during	

their	 trip,	 and	 some	 people	 ask	 for	 tourist	 information	 from	

local	members	before	travelling	as	well.	 	

Secondly	 with	 regard	 to	 the	 conceptual	 aspect,	 some	 people	

gradually	 feel	 dissatisfied	with	 the	 cheap,	 superficial	 package	

tour	and	desire	more	‘authentic’	local	experiences	(Maitland	et	

al.,	2009).	So	there	is	a	shift	from	mass	tourism	to	‘new	tourism’	

with	 the	 emphasis	 on	 encounters	 with	 locals	 in	 the	 tourism	

market	 (Featherstone,	 1996;	 see	 also	 Urry,	 2002).	 Through	

hospitality	exchange	networks,	tourists	have	the	chance	to	meet	

the	locals	who	are	willing	to	host	them.	In	this	way,	hospitality	

networks	 promote	 the	 encounter	 of	 tourists	 and	 locals,	 and	

enable	 tourists	 to	 obtain	 an	 insight	 into	 locals’	 daily	 lives	

(Bialski,	 2006).	 Therefore,	 Couchsurfing	 not	 only	 offers	 a	

network	for	hospitality	exchange	between	surfers	and	hosts,	but	

also	for	cross‐cultural	interaction	between	tourists	and	locals.	 	

Based	 on	 these	 two	 characteristics	 of	 dependence	 on	 the	

Internet	and	emphasis	on	 local	experiences,	Couchsurfing	has	

developed	as	a	global	action,	 in	which	both	online	and	offline	

interactions	 are	 involved	 to	 ‘create	 a	 better	 world 12 	 ’.	 The	

                                                       
12  According to the statement on the Couchsurfing website, ‘The Mission of 

Couchsurfing’ is: At Couchsurfing International, we envision a world where 
everyone can explore and create meaningful connections with the people and 
places they encounter. Building meaningful connections across cultures enables 
us to respond to diversity with curiosity, appreciation and respect. The 
appreciation of diversity spreads tolerance and creates a global community. 
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ideology	of	cosmopolitanism	is	similar	to	the	presumption	of	the	

tourism	 industry	 that	 tourism	 can	 promote	 cross‐cultural	

understanding	 and	 tolerance.	 The	 United	 Nations	 World	

Tourism	 Organisation	 incorporates	 US	 President	 John	 F.	

Kennedy’s	words	into	its	official	statement:	‘Travel	has	become	

one	of	the	great	forces	for	peace	and	understanding	in	our	time.	

As	people	move	throughout	the	world	and	learn	to	know	each	

other,	to	understand	each	other’s	customs	and	to	appreciate	the	

qualities	of	the	individuals	of	each	nation,	we	are	building	a	level	

of	international	understanding	which	can	sharply	improve	the	

atmosphere	for	world	peace’	(cited	from	Germann	Molz,	2010).	

Through	 establishing	 a	 reciprocal	 system	 between	 hosts	 and	

surfers,	 locals	 and	 tourists,	 Couchsurfing	also	 tries	 to	 achieve	

the	 same	 ideal	 goal	 of	 cosmopolitanism	 and	 create	 a	 global	

community	with	diverse	cultures.	

Couchsurfing,	as	the	biggest	hospitality	exchange	network	today,	

has	been	noticed	by	several	researchers	since	it	was	launched	in	

2003.	 Most	 of	 these	 studies	 of	 Couchsurfing	 focus	 on	 the	

Western	 experiences,	 but	 neglect	 the	 experience	 of	 non‐

Westerners,	who	play	an	important	role	in	performing	‘cultural	

diversity’	 in	 Couchsurfing.	 In	 order	 to	 understand	

Couchsurfing’s	 emphasis	 on	 the	 aspect	 of	 cross‐cultural	

interactions	 to	 envision	 a	 global	 community,	 a	 multi‐cultural	

understanding	of	Couchsurfing	is	needed.	Therefore,	based	on	

Taiwanese	experiences	in	the	reciprocal	system	of	Couchsurfing,	

this	 study	 tries	 to	 answer	 the	 following	 questions:	 What	 do	

                                                       
(Citation from http://www.Couchsurfing.org/about.html/mission ,2011, January) 
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Taiwanese	 couchsurfers	 give,	 receive	 and	 return	 in	 the	

reciprocal	 system	 of	 Couchsurfing?	 What	 do	 Taiwanese	

couchsurfers	 expect	 from	 these	 reciprocal	 relationships	 and	

what	 do	 others	 expect	 from	 them?	 Are	 these	 experiences	 of	

reciprocity	 universal	 in	 Couchsurfing,	 or	 are	 they	 culturally	

different?	 By	 answering	 these	 questions,	 this	 study	 aims	 to	

contribute	a	non‐Western	perspective	in	dialogue	with	existing	

researches	 on	 Couchsurfing,	 and	 to	 examine	 the	 concept	 of	

cosmopolitanism	 and	 cultural	 difference	 in	 reciprocity	 of	

Couchsurfing.	

	

Theoretical	context:	reciprocity	of	Couchsurfing	

In	her	study	of	online	hospitality	exchange	networks,	Germann	

Molz	 (2007;	 2010)	 focuses	 on	 several	 hospitality	 exchange	

websites,	including	Couchsurfing,	to	see	how	the	Internet,	as	a	

communication	medium	and	a	technological	fantasy,	is	used	to	

manage	the	reciprocal	system	of	the	hospitality	exchange.	She	

argues	that	cosmopolitanism	is	not	only	the	ideal	‘mission’,	but	

also	a	concept	used	by	these	websites	to	maintain	the	balance	of	

reciprocity	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 and	 alleviate	 the	 anxiety	 of	

hospitality	 on	 the	 other	 hand.	 Moreover,	 Germann	Molz	 also	

interrogates	the	cosmopolitan	disposition	of	openness	toward	

difference	that	serves	to	delimit	a	bounded	community	of	‘like‐

minded’	 members	 rather	 than	 entirely	 embracing	 diverse	

cultures	as	Couchsurfing	claims	to	do.	To	hospitality	exchange	

networks	such	as	Couchsurfing,	Germann	Molz	offers	a	way	of	

critical	thinking,	which	reminds	us	how	the	power	of	ideology	
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such	as	 cosmopolitanism	works	 to	 influence	people’s	 thought	

and	behavior	in	the	reciprocal	system	of	Couchsurfing.	However,	

Germann	Molz’s	viewpoint	raises	another	question	at	the	same	

time:	 With	 the	 value	 of	 cosmopolitanism,	 do	 nation‐based	

cultural	 differences	 play	 any	 role	 in	 the	 reciprocity	 of	

Couchsurfing?	Although	Germann	Molz’s	work,	which	 focuses	

on	the	websites’	operation,	cannot	answer	this	question	because	

it	does	not	display	how	Couchsurfing	is	practiced	in	reality	by	

people	 from	 different	 cultures,	 her	 study	 does	 help	 to	 frame	

Couchsurfing	 as	 a	 process	 of	 negotiation	 between	 hosts	 and	

surfers.	 Therefore,	 further	 empirical	 studies	 are	 needed	 to	

explore	 how	 reciprocal	 exchange	 really	 works	 to	 see	 how	

cosmopolitanism	 and	 nation‐based	 cultures	 influence	

reciprocity	in	Couchsurfing.	

Whereas	Germann	Molz	 (2007)	 examines	 the	 discourses	 that	

frame	 hospitality	 on	 these	 websites,	 Bialski’s	 (2006;	 2007)	

empirical	 research	 on	 Couchsurfing	 draws	 on	 several	

couchsurfers’	 experiences	 to	 explore	 the	 new	 social	 relations	

generated	 in	 hospitality	 exchange	 tourism.	 Following	 Urry’s	

concept	of	‘post‐tourism’	and	‘new‐tourism’,	Bialski	introduces	

a	new	hybrid	of	tourism,	which	she	called	‘emotional	tourism’	

or	‘intimate	tourism’.	 	 In	this	new	form	of	tourism,	it	is	people,	

as	 opposed	 to	 sights,	 that	 become	 an	 important	 element	 to	

represent	 ‘place’	during	the	trip.	The	tourist	gaze	 is	no	longer	

really	a	gaze	but	an	emotional	interaction,	a	tourism	feeling.	In	

addition,	‘emotional	tourism’	or	‘intimate	tourism’	creates	a	new	

form	of	friendship	which	is	‘very	intense,	brief,	and	yet	lacking	
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any	 sort	 of	 longevity’,	 and	 also	 leads	 individuals	 to	 a	 self‐

discovery	process	during	their	trip	(2007:11).	Bialski’s	research	

indicates	some	important	characteristics	of	the	development	of	

contemporary	 tourism	 from	 a	 form	 of	 exploration	 and	

colonization,	 to	 an	 articulation	 of	 upper‐class	 privilege,	 to	 an	

experience	 industry	 in	 Western	 societies.	 However,	 non‐

Western	 experiences	 are	 absent	 as	 Bialski’s	 research	 was	

mainly	based	on	Western	travellers’	experiences	in	Europe	and	

North	 America.	 The	 lack	 of	 non‐Western	 perspectives	 in	

existing	 studies	 of	 Couchsurfing	 is	 striking,	 especially	 since	

interactions	 between	 different	 cultures	 are	 underscored	 both	

on	the	Couchsurfing	website	and	in	couchsurfers’	descriptions	

of	their	experiences.	Instead	of	taking	Couchsurfing	experiences	

as	 universal,	 this	 study	 emphasises	 cultural	 difference	 and	

examines	 Taiwanese	 couchsurfers’	 experience	 to	 introduce	 a	

non‐Western	 perspective	 in	 exploring	 the	 process	 of	 cross‐

cultural	interactions	in	Couchsurfing.	Couchsurfing	encounters	

may	revolve	around	common	themes,	such	as	reciprocity,	but	

this	does	not	mean	that	these	themes	mean	the	same	thing	or	

are	performed	in	the	same	ways	across	various	cultural	contexts.	

Couchsurfing	 is	 a	 reciprocity	 system	 (Bialski,	 2006;	 Germann	

Molz,	2007;	Lauterbach	et	al.,	2009).	In	this	system,	hospitalities,	

friendships,	 cultures	 and	 experiences	 are	 exchanged	 among	

different	 cultures.	 Based	 on	 this	 understanding,	 this	 study	

adopts	the	concept	of	reciprocity	as	the	framework	to	analyze	

Couchsurfing.	 	
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According	to	Mauss	(1990),	reciprocity	is	succinctly	symbolized	

in	 the	 threefold	 obligation—	 the	 obligation	 to	 give,	 the	

obligation	 to	 receive	 and	 the	 obligation	 to	 reciprocate.	 These	

three	obligations,	however,	are	not	enforced	by	external	power	

but	are	internalized	moral	duties.	For	instance,	having	received	

causes	 a	 feeling	 of	 gratitude	 to	 arise,	 and	 gratitude	 can	 be	

considered	 as	 the	 moral	 force	 which	 pushes	 people	 to	

reciprocate	 and	 keeps	 a	 reciprocal	 system	 working	 in	 an	

informal	 social	 contact.	 Simmel	 (1950)	 also	 points	 out	 that	

gratitude	is	a	supplement	of	the	legal	order	for	the	equivalence	

of	giving	and	returning.	Without	the	moral	obligation	implied	in	

gratitude,	according	to	Komter	(2007),	‘there	would	be	no	basis	

for	trust	and	endurable	social	relationships	(:103)’.	

Besides	the	moral	obligation,	motivations	of	reciprocity	are	also	

important	for	the	effectiveness	of	reciprocal	system.	As	for	the	

motivation	 of	 reciprocity,	 there	 is	 a	 debate	 between	

utilitarianism	 and	 anti‐utilitarianism.	 In	 the	 utilitarian	

approach,	recipients’	expectations	in	reciprocal	system	are	the	

main	concern.	For	example,	Schrift	(1997:19)	emphasises	self‐

interest	 and	 describes	 giving	 as	 an	 expectation	 of	 reciprocal	

return.	 	 Similarly,	 Levi‐Strauss	 (1966:19)	 points	 out	 group‐

interest	in	reciprocity,	which	takes	reciprocity	as	a	complex	set	

of	maneuvers	to	gain	security	through	alliances	and	to	stabilize	

the	 group.	 Some	 anti‐utilitarian	 scholars,	 such	 as	 Caillé	 and	

Godbout,	 disagree	 with	 this	 viewpoint	 and	 emphasise	 the	

altruistic	and	socially	beneficial	aspects	of	reciprocity	(Komter,	

2005;	2007).	Compared	with	a	utilitarian	approach	focusing	on	
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recipients’	 expectation,	 the	 anti‐utilitarian	 perspective	

emphasises	how	recipients	 conjecture	and	 respond	 to	others’	

needs	 and	 expectations	 to	 explore	 the	 altruistic	 aspect	 in	

reciprocity.	However,	Mauss	(1990)	claims	that	generosity	and	

self‐	or	group‐interest	are	both	linked	in	giving;	that	is,	they	are	

not	mutual	exclusive.	Furthermore,	Komter	(2007)	also	argues	

that	 reciprocity	 is	 too	 complex	 to	 be	 confined	 to	 a	 one‐

dimensional	 perspective,	 but	 it	 reflects	 ‘a	 multi‐purpose	

symbolic	 ‘utility’	 that	 transcends	both	utilitarianism	and	anti‐

utilitarianism’	(:94).	Following	Mauss	and	Komter’s	viewpoint,	

the	 expectation	 in	 reciprocal	 interaction	 should	 be	 analyzed	

entirely,	 including	what	 recipients	expect,	what	others	expect	

from	them,	and	how	they	respond	to	these	expectations	in	the	

reciprocal	system	in	order	to	explore	both	utilitarian	and	anti‐

utilitarian	dimensions	of	reciprocity.	

Even	 though	 the	 characteristic	of	moral	obligation	and	multi‐

purpose	seem	like	universal	principles	for	reciprocal	systems,	

Komter	(2007)	indicates	that	the	practice	of	reciprocity	varies	

across	cultures.	According	to	Komter’s	viewpoint,	there	are	two	

ways	 to	consider	 the	reciprocal	system	of	Couchsurfing.	First,	

Couchsurfing	is	a	global	community	with	cosmopolitan	values,	

which	 attracts	 people	 with	 similar	 characteristics	 (Germann	

Molz,	 2007).	 A	 specific	 ‘cosmopolitan	 culture’	 is	 created	 by	

couchsurfers	 and	 dominantly	 influences	 the	 practice	 of	

reciprocity.	 Second,	 nation‐based	 cultures	 still	 matter	 in	 the	

reciprocal	 system	 of	 Couchsurfing,	 which	 means	 that	

couchsurfers	 from	 different	 nations/cultures	 practice	
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Couchsurfing	 differently.	 In	 other	 words,	 Komter’s	 statement	

raises	 the	 following	 question:	 are	 these	 experiences	 of	

reciprocity	 in	 Couchsurfing	 universal,	 or	 are	 they	 culturally	

different?	 This	 question	 also	 points	 out	 the	 complexity	 of	

Couchsurfing	as	a	cross–cultural	reciprocity.	

Moreover,	Couchsurfing	embodies	the	complexity	of	reciprocity	

because	it	involves	both	direct	and	indirect	reciprocity.	Simply	

saying,	 direct	 reciprocity	 refers	 to	 repeated	 encounters	

between	 two	 individuals,	 and	 indirect	 reciprocity	 means	 	

repeated	encounters	within	a	group	(Komter,	2010:446).	On	the	

one	 hand,	 the	 hospitality	 exchange	 network	 offered	 by	 the	

Couchsurfing	site	is	an	exchange	system	of	indirect	reciprocity,	

because	the	exchange	of	hospitality	is	not	limited	to	two	certain	

individuals	but	ranges	across	a	group	of	members.	The	shared	

value,	cosmopolitanism,	is	important	for	the	working	of	indirect	

reciprocal	system	in	two	levels.	Firstly,	even	though	hosts	might	

not	be	hosted	 in	 return	by	 their	 surfers	directly,	 they	believe	

that	when	they	need	couches	to	stay	during	their	trip,	they	can	

easily	 find	someone	with	cosmopolitan	thought	as	they	are	to	

host	 them	 in	 this	 system.	 Secondly,	 all	 of	 the	 members	 of	

Couchsurfing	contribute	to	an	atmosphere	of	cosmopolitan	life,	

which	is	also	a	return	for	individual	hosts.	In	other	words,	for	

couchsurfers	cosmopolitanism	has	become	a	collective	identity	

to	balance	the	reciprocal	system	between	givers	and	receivers,	

hosts	and	surfers	(Germann	Molz,	2007:67).	According	to	Mauss	

(1990)	 and	 Levi‐Strauss	 (1996),	 a	 shared	 value	 or	 collective	

identity,	like	cosmopolitanism	in	the	case	of	Couchsurfing,	is	a	
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mechanism	for	inclusion	in	a	reciprocal	system.	It	contributes	to	

social	 ties	 of	 a	 social	 group.	 However,	 the	 mechanism	 of	

reciprocity	 for	 inclusion	also	 results	 in	 social	 exclusion	at	 the	

same	time.	Therefore,	 for	the	global	Couchsurfing	community,	

cosmopolitan	 practices	 are	 the	mechanism	 for	 both	 inclusion	

and	exclusion,	which	determines	who	can	be	couchsurfers	and	

definitely	 shapes	how	couchsurfers	practice	Couchsurfing.	On	

the	other	hand,	a	direct	reciprocal	relationship	between	hosts	

and	 surfers	 is	 expected	 in	 Couchsurfing	 practice	 as	 well,	

especially	for	Taiwanese	c	

ouchsurfers.	The	concept	of	 ‘ren‐qing	 (人情)’,	which	 refers	 to	

any	favor	or	kindness	received	from	others	that	should	be	paid	

back,	is	deeply	rooted	in	Taiwanese	society.	Rather	than	indirect	

reciprocity	among	a	group,	the	concept	of	ren‐qing	emphasises	

a	direct	reciprocity	between	particular	individuals	to	maintain	

a	long‐term	relationship	(Wang,	2007:	81).	In	addition,	ren‐qing	

also	contains	a	sense	of	empathy,	which	 is	 the	ability	to	see	a	

situation	 from	 another	 person’s	 perspective.	 It	 emphasises	 a	

sense	of	‘do	unto	others	as	you	wish	done	unto	yourself’	in	the	

relationship	of	direct	reciprocity	(ibid.:84).	In	other	words,	the	

practice	of	ren‐qing	is	a	more	sophisticated	response,	which	not	

simply	means	‘giving	as	good	as	one	gets’,	but	giving	those	that	

correspond	 to	 receivers’	 expectations.	 This	 idea	 deeply	

influences	 what	 Taiwanese	 couchsurfers	 give	 and	 expect	 in	

reciprocal	 relationships.	 Furthermore,	 Komter	 (2007:97‐98)	

also	 relates	 the	 concept	 of	 the	 reciprocal	 system	 to	 social	

relation,	which	implies	that	the	power	relation	is	embodied	in	
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the	interaction	of	givers	and	receivers	in	direct	reciprocity.	That	

means	 that	 what	 Taiwanese	 couchsurfers	 give	 and	 receive	

reflects	how	they	perceive	the	relationships	between	hosts	and	

guests,	 self	 and	 others.	 Therefore,	 the	 concept	 of	 ren‐qing	

regarding	 direct	 reciprocity	 shapes	 how	 Taiwanese	

couchsurfers	perceive	others’	expectation,	and	what	they	expect	

from	others	may	reflect	cultural	differences	and	the	supposition	

of	social	relation	between	Taiwanese	culture	and	other	cultures,	

especially	 Western	 cultures	 which	 are	 dominant	 in	

Couchsurfing.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

The	following	discussion	begins	with	a	brief	introduction	about	

Couchsurfing	 in	 Taiwan,	 followed	 by	 an	 analysis	 based	 on	

empirical	fieldwork.	This	analysis	of	Taiwanese	experiences	of	

Couchsurfing	 focuses	 on	 the	 interaction	 of	 direct	 reciprocity,	

including	 what	 Taiwanese	 couchsurfers	 give	 and	 what	

Taiwanese	 couchsurfers	 expect	 to	 get	 in	 the	 reciprocal	

relationship	in	Couchsurfing.	I	then	explore	how	the	system	of	

(Indirect reciprocity) 

(Direct reciprocity) 

surfers  hosts giving & receiving
expecting & expected

The Couchsurfing community 

Ideology‐ cosmopolitanism 
In/exclusion mechanism

Figure3.1 Reciprocity in Couchsurfing community 
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indirect	reciprocity	works	to	shape	the	Couchsurfing	practice	of	

Taiwanese	participants	 in	 terms	of	 inclusion	 in	 and	exclusion	

from	 the	 reciprocal	 system	 in	 Couchsurfing.	 Through	 the	

analysis	 framework	 in	 direct	 and	 indirect	 reciprocity	 in	

Couchsurfing,	 this	 article	 illustrates	 the	 cycle	 of	 how	 the	

ideology	 cosmopolitanism	 select	 Taiwanese	 couchsurfers	 and	

how	Taiwanese	interact	in	reciprocal	relationships	to	perform	

‘otherness’	to	achieve	the	cosmopolitanism	in	their	mind,	which	

may	problematize	the	symmetry	of	reciprocity	(see	Figure1).	

	

Background:	Couchsurfing	in	Taiwan	

Since	 the	 Couchsurfing	 site	was	 established,	more	 than	 three	

million	 people	 have	 registered	 as	 members	 of	 this	 global	

hospitality	exchange	group.	Over	half	of	the	group	members	are	

from	Europe	(51.8%),	which	has	the	highest	rate	of	membership.	

The	second	most	active	world	region	is	North	America,	which	

accounts	for	more	than	one	fourth	of	the	members	(25.9%).	This	

means	 that	more	 than	 three	 fourths	of	 its	members	 are	 from	

European	 and	 North	 American	 countries.	 The	 Asian	 region	

(including	Central	Asia	and	Southeast	Asia)	is	third	on	the	list	of	

members	 by	 world	 regions	 (8.2%).	 Compared	 with	 the	

members	from	Europe	and	North	America,	the	number	of	Asian	

members	is	not	large	at	all;	however,	these	Asian	members	play	

a	 crucial	 role	 in	 representing	 the	 cultures	 of	 ‘otherness’	 in	

Couchsurfing,	which	 is	 described	 as	 a	 global	 community	with	

diverse	cultures.	 	
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The	number	of	Couchsurfing	members	in	Taiwan	is	growing	fast.	

In	 September	2011,	 Taiwan	was	 listed	 as	 the	 fifth	 country	 in	

number	of	members	of	Couchsurfing	in	Asia	area.	The	capital,	

Taipei,	 was	 the	 second	 largest	 Couchsurfing	 city	 in	 Asia.	

Considering	 the	proportion	of	population	 and	 compared	with	

other	 Asian	 countries,	 Couchsurfing	 is	 relatively	 widespread	

accepted	 in	 Taiwan.	 Therefore,	 Taiwanese	 couchsurfers	 are	

important	representatives	of	Asian	culture	or	Chinese	culture	in	

Couchsurfing.	

Table	 3.113 	 shows	 Taiwanese	 couchsurfers’	 distribution	 and	

situation	as	reported	by	the	Couchsurfing	website.	The	website	

provides	 individual	 couchsurfers’	 information	 in	 personal	

profiles,	 such	 as	 city	 of	 residence,	 spoken	 languages,	 gender,	

ages,	and	personal	situation	or	preferring	type	of	participation	

in	 Couchsurfing.	 In	 general,	 there	 are	 three	 types	 of	

Couchsurfing	practices:	hosting,	surfing,	and	having	a	coffee	or	

drink.	‘Hosting’	means	the	member	has	hosted	other	surfers	at	

his/her	place.	‘Surfing’	means	the	member	has	stayed	in	other	

hosts’	place	during	the	trip.	‘Having	a	Coffee	or	drink’	is	another	

choice	of	interaction.	Those	who	cannot	host	other	surfers	but	

are	eager	to	interact	with	more	people	can	send	‘coffee	request’	

to	invite	other	couchsurfers	to	have	a	coffee	or	drink	in	his/her	

country	or	during	his/her	trip.	‘Having	a	Coffee	or	drink’	is	not	

                                                       
13  Resource: 
http://www.Couchsurfing.org/statistics.html?country_name=Taiwan (accessed in 
January 2011) 
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limited	 to	 a	 one‐to‐one	 interaction;	 it	 also	 can	 be	 a	 group	

meeting	or	an	outdoor	activity.	

	

Number of couchsurfers in Taiwan  17,570

Successful surfings  12,112

Friendship created  11,097

Positive experiences  20,127

Top Couchsurfing cities  Couch for surfers 

Taipei  55.2% Yes  31.5%

Taichung  7.4% Maybe  13.5%

KaoHsiung  7.1% Coffee or a drink  30.6%

Tainan  3.9% Travelling at the moment 13.9%

Most spoken language  No  10.4%

Chinese (Mandarin)  96.0% Couchsurfer age 

English  55.0% Avaerage Age  29

MinNan (Taiwanese)  5.6% Age 18‐24  28.6%

Japanese  4.0% Age 25‐29  34.9%

Couchsurfer gender  Age 30‐34  21.7%

Male  36.1% Age 35‐39  8.3%

Female  59.1% Age 40‐49  5.0%

Several people  4.6% Age 50‐59  1.1%

Unknown  0.2% Age over 60  0.1%

According	 to	 the	 statistical	data	on	 the	Couchsurfing	website,	

Taiwanese	 couchsurfers	 show	 a	 willingness	 to	 participate	 in	

different	forms	of	cultural	 interaction	in	Couchsurfing.	Among	

the	 Taiwanese	 members	 of	 Couchsurfing,	 almost	 half	 of	

members	are	willing	to	host	others	(including	‘yes,	have	a	couch’,	

and	 ‘maybe	 have	 a	 couch’),	 and	 almost	 thirty	 percent	 of	

members	 are	 willing	 to	 ‘have	 a	 coffee	 or	 drink’	 with	 other	

Table3.1 The distribution and Situation of Taiwanese couchsurfers (2011) 
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couchsurfers.	 However,	 compared	 with	 other	 Western	

countries,	 the	 amounts	 of	 successful	 surfings	 and	 hosting	

encounters,	 created	 friendships	 and	 positive	 experience	 are	

relatively	small.	The	statistics	show	the	difficulties	Taiwanese	

couchsurfers	 face	 in	being	 active	 in	Couchsurfing.	On	 the	one	

hand,	it	may	show	that	Taiwan	is	not	necessarily	an	attractive	

destination	for	couchsurfers	so	that	Taiwanese	members	don’t	

have	many	chances	to	host	surfers	from	other	countries;	and	on	

the	 other	 hand,	 it	 may	 imply	 that	 Taiwanese	 surfers	 are	

excluded	for	some	reason	(which	will	be	discussed	later),	even	

though	Couchsurfing	is	supposed	to	be	a	global	community.	 	

The	average	age	of	couchsurfers	in	Taiwan	is	29,	close	to	that	of	

all	 the	 members	 of	 Couchsurfing,	 28.	 Over	 one	 third	 of	

couchsurfers	 in	Taiwan	are	between	25	and	29	years	old	and	

over	thirty	percent	are	between	18	and	24	years	old.	Only	6.2%	

of	Taiwanese	couchsurfers	are	over	the	age	of	40	years	old.	The	

age	distribution	of	Taiwanese	Couchsurfing	 is	quite	similar	 to	

that	in	most	Western	countries,	which	reveals	that	Couchsurfing	

in	Taiwan	is	also	mainly	for	the	young	generation.	 	

Different	from	the	gender	distribution	of	couchsurfers	in	most	

Western	countries,	female	members	are	much	more	numerous	

than	 male	 members	 in	 Taiwan.	 Almost	 sixty	 percent	 of	

Taiwanese	members	are	females,	while	only	around	one	third	of	

members	 are	 males.	 The	 phenomenon	 of	 more	 female	

couchsurfers	than	male	couchsurfers	is	quite	unusual	across	the	

Couchsurfing	 membership	 as	 a	 whole,	 but	 common	 in	 every	

country	in	Chinese	area,	including	China	(Mainland	China,	Hong‐



 

82  Couchsurfing

Kong	Special	Region	and	Macau	Special	Region),	Singapore	and	

Taiwan.	 So	 while	 the	 data	 shows	 some	 similarities	 between	

Taiwanese	couchsurfers	and	Western	couchsurfers,	such	as	the	

average	age	and	the	age	distribution	of	couchsurfers,	there	are	

differences	in	the	gender	distribution	of	couchsurfers	in	Taiwan	

and	 Western	 countries,	 as	 well	 as	 in	 the	 rates	 of	 successful	

surfing,	 friendships	 created	 and	 positive	 experiences.	 In	 the	

sections	 that	 follow,	 I	 explore	 the	 implications	 of	 these	

similarities	and	ask	what	might	account	for	these	differences.	

In	 order	 to	 further	 explore	 Taiwanese	 couchsurfers’	

motivations,	 perceptions	 and	 strategies	 of	 participating	 in	

Couchsurfing,	as	well	as	their	experience	in	the	process	of	cross‐

cultural	 interactions,	 qualitative	methods	 are	 adopted	 in	 this	

study.	 My	 research	 methods	 consist	 of	 participatory	

observation	in	Taiwanese	couchsurfers’	online	interactions	(e.g.	

message	sending	and	discussion	about	Couchsurfing	in	telnet)	

and	 in	 offline	 interactions	 (e.g.	 hosting	 surfers,	 meeting	

individual	 surfers	 in	 café	 and	 participating	 in	 Couchsurfing	

group	 meeting)	 and	 qualitative	 interviews	 with	 Taiwanese	

couchsurfers	ranging	in	age	from	23	to	60	years	old.	In	order	to	

analyze	the	reciprocity	in	Couchsurfing	practiced	by	Taiwanese,	

I	 conducted	 semi‐structured	 interviews	 to	 understand	 three	

aspects	of	Taiwanese	couchsurfers’	experiences	and	thoughts:	

first,	 how	 Taiwanese	 couchsurfers	 perceive	 the	 reciprocal	

relation	 in	 Couchsurfing;	 second,	 what	 they	 expect	 from	

Couchsurfing,	and	third,	what	they	expect	to	give	and	get	from	

the	 reciprocal	 interactions	 with	 the	 couchsurfers	 from	 other	
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cultures.	Ten	cases	of	 interviewees	are	 included	 in	 this	study.	

These	interviews	are	analyzed	in	conjunction	with	information	

posted	 on	 individuals’	 personal	 profiles	 on	 Couchsurfing	 in	

order	to	triangulate	qualitative	interviews	with	online	texts.	

	

Analysis:	Taiwanese	couchsurfers	in	the	reciprocal	system	

As	with	most	of	the	hospitality	exchange	websites,	Couchsurfing	

operates	according	to	a	system	of	reciprocity.	Besides	the	free	

accommodation	 in	 the	 hospitality	 exchange	 system,	 the	

organiser	of	Couchsurfing	claims	to	offer	more	for	its	members.	

To	 the	 hosts,	 Couchsurfing	promises	 a	 cosmopolitan	 life	with	

diverse	 cultural	 experiences	 at	 home,	 and	 to	 the	 surfers,	

Couchsurfing	offers	an	authentic	local	experience	of	the	places	

they	 visit.	 The	 concept	 of	 cosmopolitanism	 and	 local	

authenticity	as	well	as	the	reciprocal	system	of	exchange	work	

together	 to	help	 the	organiser	 team	to	manage	 the	balance	of	

give	 and	 take	 in	 the	 network	 (Germann	 Molz,	 2007).	 To	 the	

members	 of	 Couchsurfing,	 the	 imagination	 of	 a	 life	 with	 a	

cosmopolitan	ideal	or	a	trip	informed	by	local	access	influences	

what	they	give	and	request	in	this	reciprocal	system.	 	

Direct	reciprocity	and	indirect	reciprocity	

The	 reciprocal	 system	 of	 Couchsurfing	 practice	 includes	 both	

direct	 and	 indirect	 reciprocity	 (Komter,	 2010:446),	 which	

makes	Couchsurfing	a	complicated	system.	 	 	
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On	the	one	hand,	the	direct,	mutual	relationship	between	hosts	

and	surfers	is	expected	in	Couchsurfing	practice,	so	in	‘tips	for	

surfing’	on	the	website,	it	reminds	surfers	to	show	appreciation	

through	 doing	 something	 for	 hosts	 as	 a	 return	 for	 hosts’	

hospitality	and	company:	

… Don't	 be	 shy	 about	 showing	 appreciation.	 Most	

couchsurfers	like	to	do	something	nice	when	they	have	

a	good	 experience	with	 their	host.	You	 can	wash	 the	

dishes,	 fix	 her	 bicycle,	 cook	 a	meal	 from	 your	 home	

country,	or	make	an	art	project	 ‐	whatever	 it	 is,	your	

host	will	appreciate	 the	 thought	 even	more	 than	 the	

gesture!14	 	 	

On	 the	 other	 hand,	 Couchsurfing	 embodies	 the	 concept	 of	

indirect	reciprocity,	through	which	hospitality	exchange	is	not	

limited	between	two	individuals	but	dispersed	among	a	group	

of	people.	Actually,	the	concept	of	indirect	reciprocity	connected	

to	hosting	strangers	is	not	new	in	Western	society.	The	original	

meaning	of	hospitality	is	based	on	an	asynchronous	reciprocal	

system:	‘strangers	may	need	you,	and	you	might	need	them	at	

some	future	time;	Therefore	you	should	offer	them	hospitality’	

(Komter,	2007:	95).	A	similar	concept	was	also	mentioned	in	the	

Bible	 and	 Homer’s	 Odyssey	 as	 a	 prototypical	 example	 of	 the	

morality	 of	 reciprocity	 (ibid.).	 Couchsurfing	 emphasises	 the	

indirect	 reciprocity	 of	 hospitality	 exchange	 in	 order	 to	 allow	

                                                       
14  Citation from the website of Couchsurfing   

http://www.Couchsurfing.org/surf_tips.html (accessed in January, 2011) 



 

85 Chapter3.  Reciprocity 

individuals	 to	 choose	 the	way	 they	wish	 to	 participate	 in	 the	

reciprocal	system.	It	encourages	members	to	contribute	in	the	

ways	they	feel	comfortable:	

Couchsurfing	 isn't	 a	 direct	 exchange	 of	 hosting	 for	

surfing.	Instead,	we	ask	all	members	to	participate	and	

add	 to	 the	 community	 in	whichever	way	 they	 enjoy	

most…	Hosting	is	a	great	way	to	do	this,	but	there	are	a	

lot	of	other	options…	You	can	also	meet	people	to	hang	

out	for	a	coffee	or	a	drink	only,	or	you	can	even	make	

your	 couch	 completely	 unavailable.	 Don't	 offer	 your	

couch	out	of	a	feeling	of	obligation:	that	doesn't	make	

a	good	experience	for	you	or	for	your	couchsurfers15.	 	

Here,	Couchsurfing	is	depicted	as	an	indirect	reciprocity	rather	

than	direct	exchange,	but	many	Taiwanese	couchsurfers	focus	

on	 direct	 reciprocal	 relationship	 in	 Couchsurfing	 practices	

because	of	 the	ethos	of	 ‘ren‐qing	 (人情)’.	The	concept	of	 ren‐

qing,	which	emphasises	a	direct	reciprocity	between	particular	

individuals,	 is	 deeply	 rooted	 in	 Taiwanese	 society	 and	

influences	 how	 Taiwanese	 participants	 perceive	 reciprocity	

(Wang,	2007:	81).	Many	idioms,	such	as	‘shou‐jen‐dian‐di‐dang‐

chiuan‐yung‐yi‐bau	 (受人點滴當泉湧以報 )’	 which	 reminds	

people	to	repay	the	kindness	from	others,	or	‘li‐shang‐wang‐lei	

(禮尚往來)’	 which	 emphasises	 mutual	 interactions	 between	

acquaintances,	correspond	to	this	concept.	Deeply	influenced	by	

                                                       
15  Citation from the website of Couchsurfing 

http://www.Couchsurfing.org/about.html/faq (accessed in January, 2011) 
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the	 concept	 of	 ren‐qing,	 Taiwanese	 do	 care	 about	 how	 to	

respond	to	givers’	kindness	in	givers’	perspective,	and	they	also	

expect	 receivers	 to	 respond	 in	 the	 relationship	of	 reciprocity.	

This	 ethos	 shapes	 what	 Taiwanese	 couchsurfers	 give	 and	

receive,	what	they	expect	and	what	they	are	expected	to	offer	in	

the	reciprocal	relationship	in	Couchsurfing.	 	

What	Taiwanese	couchsurfers	receive	and	expect	to	receive	

When	 Couchsurfing	 is	 discussed	 in	 Taiwan,	 it	 is	 commonly	

introduced	as	an	alternative	type	of	backpacker	tourism,	which	

helps	backpackers	 to	 save	money	on	 accommodation.	But	 for	

Taiwanese	 couchsurfers,	 the	main	 purpose	 of	 travelling	 with	

Couchsurfing	 is	 not	 to	 save	money,	 but	 to	 build	 a	 connection	

with	 the	 locals,	 which	 seems	 to	 guarantee	 an	 authentic	 local	

experience	during	 their	 trip.	According	 to	 the	 interviewees	 in	

this	study:	 	

In	 my	 opinion,	 travel	 is	 not	 going	 to	 a	 place	 but	

experiencing	 the	 local	 life.	Travel	 is	not	 taking	 some	

pictures	to	show	 ‘I	have	been	here’;	 It	 is	meaningless.	

You	have	to	have	the	connection	with	the	local.	Now	I	

am	trying	to	travel	like	this.	(Wade,	male,	33	years	old)	

I	participate	in	CouchSurifng.org	because	I	would	like	

to	know	the	local	life,	have	a	look	in	one’s	house,	or	chat	

with	the	locals.	You	would	never	have	the	chance	if	you	

stay	in	a	hotel…You	would	see	more	about	the	real	local	

culture	and	also	get	to	know	more	people	if	you	travel	

with	Couchsurfing.	 	 (Kama,	female,	29	years	old)	
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Their	eagerness	to	experience	the	local	culture	not	only	implies	

how	these	couchsurfers	perceive	the	meaning	of	‘tourism’	(or	in	

their	 term,	 travel),	 but	 also	 reflects	 the	 shift	 in	 tourism	

development	from	traditional	tourism	to	 ‘new	tourism’.	While	

traditional	tourism	was	about	going	somewhere	to	see	things,	

new	tourism	is	to	‘seek	a	whole	range	of	experiences	and	direct	

encounter	with	locals’	(Featherstone,	1996;	see	also	Urry,	2000;	

2002).	Compared	with	other	backpackers,	couchsurfers	expect	

to	have	a	better	understanding	of	the	local	culture	since	they	are	

involved	 in	the	 locals’	daily	 life	 through	staying	 in	the	private	

space	 of	 the	 locals	 for	 a	 few	 days.	 In	 this	 sense,	 ‘the	 locals’	

become	 an	 important	 element	 to	 represent	 ‘place’	 during	 the	

trip	of	Couchsurfing	(Bialski,	2007).	 In	this	regard,	Taiwanese	

couchsurfers	are	quite	similar	to	Western	couchsurfers	in	their	

eagerness	to	meet	locals.	They	expect	not	only	friendships	with	

the	 locals	 but	 also	 the	 authentic	 local	 culture	 represented	 by	

them.	 	

However,	 for	 the	 Taiwanese	 couchsurfers,	 another	 important	

reason	 for	 participating	 in	 Couchsurfing	 is	 to	 build	 a	 global	

social	network,	which	might	be	helpful	not	just	in	enhancing	the	

experience	 of	 future	 travels,	 but	 instrumental	 in	 daily	 life.	

Another	interviewee	comments:	

Sometimes	I	invited	the	local	people	to	have	a	coffee	or	

drink	 together.	These	people	are	potential	hosts.	You	

can	ask	 for	 their	help	when	 there	 is	any	 emergency.	

This	is	not	my	main	purpose,	but	I	DO	feel	that	the	more	

people	you	know	in	a	city,	the	more	you	would	be	taken	
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care	of…To	be	honest,	sometime	I	flirt	with	these	guys	

or	have	 coffee	with	 them	because	 I	 think	 they	might	

help	me	to	find	a	job	abroad.	(Rachael,	female,	24	years	

old)	

In	Rachael’s	 case,	 she	knows	how	to	build	her	social	network	

and	 how	 to	 use	 it	 clearly,	 but	 this	 doesn’t	 means	 that	 she	 is	

totally	 utilitarian	 and	 insincere	 in	 the	 interaction	 with	 other	

couchsurfers.	As	Komter	(2007)	indicates,	the	reciprocal	system,	

especially	 one	 as	 complex	 as	 Couchsurfing,	 reflects	 multiple	

purposes	 which	 transcend	 both	 utilitarianism	 and	 anti‐

utilitarianism.	On	the	one	hand,	it	shows	an	intimate	friendship;	

on	the	other	hand,	sometimes	it	also	involves	the	exchange	of	

benefits,	 like	 trade	 but	 without	 currency.	 For	 the	 Taiwanese	

couchsurfers,	the	global	network	of	Couchsurfing	not	only	offers	

friendships	 or	 company	 during	 the	 trip,	 but	 also	 access	 to	 a	

global	network	to	help	them	in	the	daily	life,	for	example,	finding	

a	job	in	other	countries	or	practicing	English.	Such	motivations	

do	not	only	exist	amongst	Taiwanese	surfers,	but	also	amongst	

Taiwanese	 hosts	 in	 Couchsurfing.	 According	 to	 one	 member	

who	has	hosted	travellers	to	Taiwan:	

My	 parents	 take	 it	 (hosting	 surfers)	 seriously.	 They	

always	 prepare	 lots	 of	 food	 and	 tell	 our	 neighbors,	

‘Some	foreign	friends	will	come	to	my	place’.	Last	time,	

two	girls	 in	our	neighborhood	heard	about	 that	and	

came	 to	 my	 place;	 they	 said	 they	 have	 never	 seen	

foreigners	 and	 they	 want	 to	 practice	 English…My	

colleague	 also	 asked	me	 to	 bring	 the	 Surfers	 to	 our	
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party;	they	like	to	meet	foreign	friends.	(Kama,	female,	

29	years	old)	

The	eagerness	to	meet	foreigners	could	also	be	observed	in	the	

couchsurfers’	 group	 meeting	 in	 Taiwan	 as	 well.	 In	 these	

meetings,	Taiwanese	couchsurfers	are	more	enthusiastic	about	

making	friends	with	foreign	couchsurfers	rather	than	with	other	

Taiwanese	 members.	 Through	 Couchsurfing	 the	 Taiwanese	

couchsurfers	 are	 trying	 to	 build	 a	 global	 network	 at	 an	

international	level,	bypassing	regional	connections.	 	

Moreover,	 Taiwanese	 couchsurfers	 tend	 to	maintain	 a	 longer	

relationship	 with	 their	 hosts	 or	 surfers.	 This	 contrasts	 with	

Bialski’s	 finding	 that	 Couchsurfing	 friendships	 tend	 to	 be	 a	

‘relationship	which	 is	 very	 intense,	 brief,	 and	 yet	 lacking	 any	

sort	of	longevity’	(Bialski,	2007:11).	Also	the	Couchsurfing	site	

is	 not	 the	 only	media	 Taiwanese	 couchsurfers	 use	 to	 contact	

with	other	members	in	Couchsurfing.	Sometimes	they	add	their	

surfers	or	hosts	as	friends	in	Facebook	or	MSN	messenger,	an	

act	which	implies,	more	or	less,	that	a	Couchsurfing	friend	has	

been	leveled	up	to	a	common	friend.	In	sum,	Taiwanese	surfers	

are	eager	to	experience	the	‘local’	in	their	own	trips,	but	they	try	

to	 make	 themselves	 more	 ‘global’	 through	 building	 a	 global	

social	network	in	their	daily	life.	

What	Taiwanese	couchsurfers	give	and	are	expected	to	give	 	

Many	Taiwanese	couchsurfers	travel	with	Couchsurfing	before	

they	host	others.	Among	the	ten	cases	in	this	study,	all	of	them	

started	 participating	 in	 Couchsurfing	 as	 a	 surfer,	 and	 four	 of	
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them	 became	 a	 host	 after	 a	 surfing	 experience.	 Interviewee	

Wade	describes	a	typical	motivation	of	being	a	host:	

My	hosts	were	very	nice	to	me	when	 I	surfed	 in	 their	

places.	So	I	would	like	to	become	a	good	host	like	them	

and	help	other	surfers	like	what	they	did	to	me.	(Wade,	

male,	33	years	old)	

The	motivation	sounds	like	an	‘obligation	to	return’	in	indirect	

reciprocity,	but	it	also	could	be	the	beginning	of	generous	giving	

in	a	direct	reciprocal	relationship.	In	Wade’s	case,	he	decided	to	

receive	 surfers	 because	 he	 got	 lots	 of	 favors	 from	 his	 hosts.	

Through	hosting	other	surfers	Wade	‘returns’	the	favors	back	to	

the	reciprocal	system	of	Couchsurfing.	However,	 from	Wade’s	

surfers’	perspectives,	Wade’s	giving	shows	generosity	and	may	

start	 a	 direct	 reciprocal	 relationship	 or	 more	 indirect	

reciprocities.	 In	 other	 words,	 generosity	 is	 transmitted	 in	 an	

indirect	 reciprocal	 system	 in	 the	 case	 of	 Couchsurfing	 and	

generates	 direct	 reciprocal	 relationships	 in	 an	 anti‐utilitarian	

perspective.	 	 	

Moreover,	a	good	surfing	experience	also	helps	them	to	imagine	

the	needs	of	other	surfers	when	they	become	hosts.	According	

to	Komter’s	(2007)	analysis16	 ,	in	the	reciprocity	of	community	

sharing,	‘things	are	mainly	exchanged	on	the	basis	of	feelings	of	

connectedness	to	other	people’.	Besides,	‘what	one	gives	is	not	

                                                       
16  According to Komter (2007), there are four fundamental models of reciprocity 

existing in different relations—‘community sharing’, ‘authority ranking’, ‘equality 
matching’ and ‘market pricing’. 
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dependent	 on	what	 one	 has	 received,	 but	 springs	 from	 one’s	

perception	of	other	people’s	needs’	(:98).	Komter’s	conclusion	

also	 corresponds	 to	 the	 concept	 of	 ren‐qing	 in	 Taiwanese	

society	(Wang,	2007:82)	and	could	be	seen	as	the	principle	of	

Taiwanese	couchsurfers	to	decide	what	to	give	in	return	in	the	

reciprocal	 system	of	 Couchsurfing.	However,	when	 the	 givers	

and	receivers	are	from	different	cultures,	things	are	much	more	

complicated	 than	 normal	 ‘community	 sharing’.	 Hosts	 may	

misinterpret	their	guests’	needs,	just	as	guests	may	misinterpret	

their	hosts’	gestures	of	hospitality.	

The	reciprocity	between	different	cultures	in	Couchsurfing	is	a	

good	 example.	 Since	 Couchsurfing	 is	 emphasised	 as	 a	 global	

community	with	cultural	diversity,	 the	members	participating	

in	it	are	supposed	to	be	open‐minded	and	interested	in	different	

cultures.	Most	Taiwanese	couchsurfers,	whether	as	a	host	or	a	

surfer,	are	aware	of	this	ethos	and	make	an	effort	to	represent	

Taiwanese	 culture	 (sometimes	 Asian	 or	 Chinese	 culture)	 in	

their	 interactions	 with	 other	 couchsurfers.	 Gifts	 chosen	 by	

Taiwanese	surfers	imply	how	they	represent	their	culture:	

They	are	Western	people,	so	I	suppose	they	like	a	gift	in	

traditional	Chinese	style.	I	prepared	a	gift,	a	folding	fan	

for	my	 host	 in	 Groningen.	 I	 bought	 it	 at	 the	 Palace	

museum	 shop	 of	 the	 airport…The	 bone	 of	 the	 fan	 is	

made	 of	wood.	 I	 don’t	 know	what	wood	 it	 is,	 but	 it	

smells	good.	The	cover	of	the	fan	is	cloth	with	a	flower‐

and‐bird	painting.	(Wade,	male,	33	years	old)	
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A	folding	fan,	usually	held	by	a	Chinese	woman	in	a	cheongsam,	

presents	an	ancient	and	feminized	cultural	image.	According	to	

Komter’s	 (2007)	 or	 Wang’s	 (2007)	 conceptualizations	 of	

reciprocity,	Wade	gave	the	gift	from	his	perception	of	Western	

preference.	In	other	words,	the	selection	of	the	cultural	image	is	

meaningful	and	has	to	be	understood	in	the	context	of	cultural	

identity	which	refers	to	how	one	senses	his/her	own	culture	and	

relates	it	to	other	cultures	(Hall,	1990).	Barker	(2000:210)	has	

argued	 that	 the	 cultural	 representation	 of	 an	 ‘imagined	

geography	of	the	East’	is	deeply	ingrained	within	the	discourses	

and	subjectivities	of	Western	societies.	In	order	to	identify	the	

progressive	and	aggressive	West,	 the	East	 is	 consigned	 to	 the	

past	as	an	ancient	origin.	Combining	with	feminized	images,	the	

East	is	constructed	as	a	mysterious	and	exotic	‘otherness’	full	of	

sexual	attraction	to	the	West	(Crang,	1998:66‐69).	The	image	of	

the	East	has	been	generally	copied	by	the	tourism	industry	in	

Asian	countries	to	attract	Western	tourists.	Therefore,	following	

a	similar	 logic,	when	Taiwanese	couchsurfers	 think	of	how	to	

represent	 their	 culture	 for	 the	 Western	 people,	 the	 ‘self‐

otherized’	 image	 is	 unwittingly	 selected	 to	 correspond	 to	 the	

Western	gaze.	

Food	 is	 another	 vehicle	 for	 consuming	 the	 image	 of	 exotic	

cultures	 (Crang,	 1998:128‐136).	 This	 strategy	 is	 generally	

adopted	 in	 East	 Asia	 to	 promote	 the	 tourism	 industry.	 In	 the	

tourist	 brochures	 and	 on	 the	 official	 website	 of	 the	

government’s	 tourism	 bureau,	 food	 is	 always	 connected	with	

adjectives	 such	 as	 ‘traditional’,	 ‘historical’	 or	 ‘original’.	 ‘Food	
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tasting’	 refers	not	 only	 to	 eating	 the	 food,	 but	 also	 to	 gaining	

knowledge	of	the	food,	like	the	origin	of	the	food	or	the	ritual	of	

tasting	 food.	 Therefore,	when	 people	 consume	 the	 food,	 they	

also	 consume	 the	 concept	 of	 history,	 culture,	 and	 local	

relationships	 (Corrigan,	 2010:114).	 In	 line	 with	 these	 more	

public	forms	of	promoting	tourism	among	East	Asian	countries,	

Taiwanese	 couchsurfers	 also	 select	 food	 as	 a	 strategy	 to	

promote	themselves	and	to	reciprocate	the	hosts’	hospitality:	

I	found	that	‘Taiwanese	dishes’	are	quite	helpful!	In	my	

messages	 of	 couch	 request,	 first	 I	 introduced	myself,	

and	then	I	said	I	could	cook	Taiwanese	dishes	for	them.	

And	mostly	they	would	accept…Since	I	discovered	that,	

I	mentioned	‘Taiwanese	dishes’	in	every	couch	request.	

(Jacqueline,	female,	23years	old)	

In	 the	 reciprocal	 system	 of	 Couchsurfing,	 Taiwanese	 food	 or	

Chinese	food	is	not	only	selected	by	the	givers,	but	also	expected	

by	the	receivers.	All	of	the	female	Taiwanese	couchsurfers	(but	

none	 of	 the	male	 ones)	 in	 this	 study	were	 requested	 to	 cook	

Taiwanese	or	Chinese	dishes	for	their	hosts,	most	of	whom	are	

Western	 men.	 On	 the	 one	 hand,	 the	 food	 (and	 the	 act	 of	

preparing	 it)	 successfully	 reflects	 the	 image	 of	 Asian	 females	

which	 female	 Taiwanese	 couchsurfers	 use	 as	 an	 effective	

strategy	 in	making	 couch	 requests.	 They	 recognise	 that	 their	

requests	to	surf	with	another	couchsurfer	are	more	likely	to	be	

accepted	if	they	offer	to	cook	‘Taiwanese	dishes’	for	their	hosts.	

On	 the	 other	 hand,	 it	 also	 strengthens	 the	 stereotype	 of	

Taiwanese	female	for	the	hosts’	expectation.	In	other	words,	the	
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Taiwanese	 female	 surfers’	 strategy	 and	 the	 Western	 hosts’	

expectation	in	the	reciprocal	system	are	working	to	consolidate	

certain	 cultural	 images,	 especially	 when	 the	 ‘obligation	 to	

reciprocate’	has	been	transformed	as	an	unequal	power	relation	

between	 hosts	 and	 surfers.	 The	 cultural	 image	 encourages	

Taiwanese	 couchsurfers,	 especially	 the	 females,	 to	 choose	

cooking	as	an	appropriate	way	 to	 represent	 their	 culture	and	

reciprocate	 their	 host’s	 generosity.	 However,	 not	 everyone	 is	

familiar	with	this	way,	so	some	other	strategies	are	developed	

in	order	to	meet	the	hosts’	expectation:	

Almost	every	host	asked	me	to	cook	for	them…I	found	

that	making	curry	(for	the	hosts)	is	the	most	convenient.	

You	can	make	it	with	rice,	meat,	carrots,	potato,	onions,	

which	are	easily	got	in	every	supermarket.	I	don’t	have	

to	find	oriental	shops.	So	I	always	bring	the	curry	pieces	

with	me.	It	is	very	convenient…They	would	be	happy	as	

long	 as	 they	 recognise	 this	 is	 Asian	 food.	 It	 is	 too	

complicated	to	make	Taiwanese	food	because	you	will	

have	to	prepare	a	lot	of	things.	Making	curry	is	much	

easier	 and	 cheaper.	Also	 you	 can	make	 a	 lot;	 it	 can	

satisfy	hundreds	of	people.	(Rachael,	female,	24	years	

old)	

Roachael	 is	 not	 good	 at	 cooking	 but	 because	 her	 hosts	

constantly	 requested	 her	 to	 cook,	 she	 found	 an	 easier	 way,	

making	Japanese	curry	to	represent	the	‘local	culture	of	Asia’.	In	

a	sense,	in	the	reciprocal	system	of	Couchsurfing,	the	content	of	

‘local’	 is	neither	original	nor	traditional,	but	negotiated	by	the	
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hosts	and	surfers	in	the	process	of	interactions.	Therefore,	even	

though	an	‘authentic	experience	of	the	local’	seems	a	common	

thing	 which	 is	 expected	 and	 given	 in	 the	 reciprocity	 of	

Couchsurfing,	 the	 authenticity	 never	 exists.	 The	 meaning	 of	

what	 is	 local	or	authentic	 is	 shaped	by	 the	 stereotype	 in	a(n)	

otherized	 /self‐otherized	 process	 and	 negotiated	 between	

surfers’	strategies	and	hosts’	expectation.	

In	sum,	through	exploring	what	Taiwanese	couchsurfers’	give,	

we	 see	 that	 Taiwanese	 couchsurfers	 identify	 themselves	 as	

ambassadors	 of	 a	 particular	 culture—sometimes	 Taiwanese	

culture,	 and	 sometimes	 Chinese	 or	 Asian	 culture.	 This	

phenomenon	 is	 different	 from	 Germann	 Molz’s	 (2010)	

observation	in	on‐line	profiles,	in	which	‘couchsurfers	conceive	

of	themselves	as	ambassadors	of	themselves	instead	of	acting	as	

travelling	 representative	 of	 their	 nation’	 (:3).	 In	 face‐to‐face	

hospitality	encounters,	nation‐based	cultures	play	an	important	

role	in	influencing	how	people	act	and	represent	themselves	in	

reciprocal	relationships.	

The	inclusion/exclusion	of	the	reciprocal	system	 	

The	 reciprocal	 system	 of	 Couchsurfing	 involves	 not	 only	

exchanging	hospitality,	 friendship	or	cultural	experiences,	but	

also	sharing	the	common	value	of	cosmopolitanism	through	the	

exchange	 (Germann	 Molz,	 2007).	 As	 Mauss	 (1990)	 indicates,	

reciprocity	contributes	to	social	ties	and	helps	build	solidarity	

in	 a	 social	 group.	 However,	 this	 solidarity	 has	 a	 selective	

character,	which	acts	as	the	mechanism	of	inclusion	on	the	one	
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hand	 and	 of	 exclusion	 on	 the	 other	 hand.	 In	 the	 case	 of	

reciprocity	in	Couchsurfing,	cultural	capital	could	be	seen	as	the	

first	condition	to	select	people	as	members,	especially	for	those	

who	 are	 non‐native	 English	 speakers,	 like	 Taiwanese.	 While	

English	 is	 the	 main	 language	 for	 the	 members	 of	

Couchsurfing 17 	 ,	 only	 Taiwanese	 with	 English	 ability	

participate	 in	Couchsurfing.	 For	 those	Taiwanese	who	 cannot	

speak	 English	 well,	 it	 is	 difficult	 to	 connect	 even	 with	 other	

Taiwanese	 couchsurfers	 as	 a	 start.	 As	 mentioned	 above,	

Couchsurfing	 is	 a	 global	 social	 network	 for	 Taiwanese	

couchsurfers	 but	 lacks	 local	 connections.	 This	 phenomenon	

excludes	 the	possibility	of	non‐English	speakers’	participation	

in	Couchsurfing	in	Taiwan.	This	is	reflected	in	the	comments	of	

one	of	the	couchsurfers	I	interviewed:	

I	 never	 think	 about	 travelling	 in	 Taiwan	 with	

Couchsurfing,	 because	 it	 is	 kind	 of	weird.	 If	 I	 go	 to	

Tainan	and	send	the	Couch	request	to	the	people	there,	

probably	 they	will	not	accept	my	request.	At	the	 first	

moment,	people	might	 suspect	 that	 I	was	a	 swindler,	

and	 then	 they	 might	 think,	 ‘Don’t	 you	 have	

friends?’(laugh)…Taiwanese	 people	 prefer	 to	 host	

foreign	surfers,	I	guess.	(Sabina,	female,	29	years	old)	

In	addition,	Couchsurfing	is	highly	dependent	on	the	Internet,	so	

the	 ability	 to	 use	 the	 Internet	 is	 a	 basic	 criterion	 to	 select	

                                                       
17  According to the statistics of Couchsurfing site in January, 2011, 73.6% of the 
Couchsurfers speak English, while only 3.8% of those speak Chinese. 
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members.	Over	60%	of	Taiwanese	are	Internet	users,	but	most	

of	these	are	in	the	younger	generation18	 .	 In	other	words,	the	

on‐line	character	of	Couchsurfing	forms	a	mechanism	to	exclude	

non‐Internet	 users,	 most	 of	 whom	 are	 among	 the	 older	

generation	 in	 Taiwan.	 Therefore,	 even	 though	 Couchsurfing	

seems	open	to	everyone	around	the	globe,	as	an	 international	

and	 on‐line	 community,	 Couchsurfing	 implies	 a	 prerequisite	

before	 registration	 since	 only	 people	 with	 certain	 cultural	

capital,	 including	 the	 ability	 to	 speak	 English	 and	 use	 the	

Internet,	have	a	ticket	to	this	global	community.	However,	even	

registering	as	a	member	doesn’t	necessarily	mean	participating	

in	 the	 reciprocal	 system	 of	 Couchsurfing.	 Taking	 Taiwanese	

couchsurfers	 as	 an	 example,	 there	 are	 17,570	 Taiwanese	

members	 but	 only	 12,112	 of	 them	have	 successfully	 traveled	

with	 Couchsurfing	 or	 hosted	 surfers	 .	 Compared	 with	

couchsurfers	from	Western	countries19	 ,	this	rate	is	relatively	

low.	Even	this	low	rate	of	successful	surfing	is	difficult	to	explain	

here,	but	we	can	infer	that	there	must	be	a/some	mechanism(s)	

selecting	 participants	 from	 the	 members	 in	 the	 reciprocal	

system	of	Couchsurfing	 	 	 .	The	idea	of	cosmopolitanism	could	

                                                       
18  According to the statistics by Taiwan Network Information Centre (TWNIC) in 

January 2010, 63.4% of Taiwanese are the Internet users. Among 15‐35year‐old 
people, over 95% population use the Internet, while only 25.4% over‐55‐year‐old 
people do. 
19  In United States, there are 542,079 couchsurfers and 494,485 successful 
surfings and hospitalities. In Germany, there are 240,747 Couchsurfers and 
274,465 successful surfings and hospitalities. In France, there are 223,320 
couchsurfers and 229,855 successful surfings and hospitalities. See the statistics 
of Couchsurfing site 
http://www.Couchsurfing.org/statistics.html?show_all=1&country_id= (accessed 
in March, 2011) 
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be	part	of	the	mechanism.	As	Germann	Molz	(2007)	notes,	even	

though	cultural	diversity	is	always	emphasised	in	Couchsurfing,	

it	 selectively	 internalizes	 ‘the	 “right”	 kind	 of	 difference	while	

excluding	 the	 “wrong”	 kind	 of	 difference’ (:75).	 Thus,	 ‘the	

cosmopolitan	disposition	of	openness	toward	difference	serves	

to	 delimit	 a	 bounded	 community	 of	 ‘like‐minded’	 but	 diverse	

individuals’	 (ibid.:66).	 Evidence	 of	 this	 emerges	 in	 interviews	

with	 Taiwanese	 couchsurfers	 as	 well.	 According	 to	 one	

interviewee:	

Some	of	my	hosts	told	me	that	they	hosted	some	Asians,	

who	 responded	 to	 them	 by	 only	 nodding	 or	 shaking	

his/her	head.	So	they	do	not	like	hosting	Asian	people	

because	it	is	boring.	They	(Asian	people)	are	extremely	

shy,	 and	 some	 hosts	 get	 angry	 with	 that.	 (Rachael,	

female,	24	years	old)	

According	to	Rachael’s	account,	the	quiet	characteristic	of	Asian	

visitors	is	an	‘unwelcome’	or	‘wrong’	difference,	which	is	usually	

excluded	 from	 the	 reciprocal	 system	 in	 Couchsurfing.	 These	

characteristics	 seem	 universally	 unwelcome	 but	 actually	 are	

connected	 with	 certain	 nation‐based	 cultures	 as	 national	 or	

cultural	 stereotypes.	 In	 other	words,	 the	 rules	 of	 inclusion	or	

exclusion	are	not	universal	but	are	applied	with	a	Western	bias,	

which	 happens	 not	 only	 in	 the	 surfer/host	 selection	 but	 also	

through	 gossip	 among	 couchsurfers.	 As	 one	 interviewee	

reported:	
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I	heard	from	others	that	the	Middle	East	is	dangerous.	

I	wanted	to	go	there	with	Couchsurfing,	but	all	of	my	

Spanish	friends	of	Couchsurfing	strongly	advise	me	not	

to	 go…For	 them	 (Muslims),	 women	 have	 to	 be	

controlled;	 they	 even	 cannot	 travel	 without	 their	

husbands	or	brothers.	So,	 the	 imagination	of	a	single	

female	traveller	 is	equal	to	a	slattern	[sic]	for	men	 in	

the	Middle	East…I	think	it	is	easy	to	communicate	with	

European	men	to	express	rejection,	but	not	for	those	in	

the	Middle	East.	(Rachael,	female,	24	years	old)	

The	 national	 and	 cultural	 stereotypes	 with	Western	 bias	 are	

reproduced	through	this	gossip,	which	influences	couchsurfers’	

selection	of	surfers	or	hosts	and	acts	as	a	mechanism	to	exclude	

certain	 cultures	or	part	 of	 those	 cultures.	 Participating	 in	 the	

‘selectively’	 cultural	 interaction	 of	 Couchsurfing,	 even	 those	

couchsurfers	from	non‐Western	countries	like	Taiwan,	possibly,	

start	 to	 see	 the	 world	 through	 the	 lens	 of	 Western	 bias.	

Therefore,	through	the	selection	of	surfers/hosts	and	the	spread	

of	 gossip,	 the	 mechanism	 of	 exclusion	 works	 to	 make	

Couchsurfing	a	bounded	global	community	with	Western	values	

rather	 than	 a	 utopian	 world	 with	 diverse	 cultures	 as	 people	

imagine.	 	 	

	

Conclusion	

Couchsurfing	works	as	a	system	of	reciprocity.	It	encourages	the	

encounter	 between	 tourists	 and	 locals	 and	 promotes	 the	
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exchange	of	hospitalities,	friendships,	cultures	and	experiences.	

In	order	to	balance	the	reciprocity	between	hosts	and	surfers,	

the	value	of	cosmopolitanism	is	emphasised.	On	the	one	hand,	

locals	could	have	a	cosmopolitan	life	with	guests	from	different	

cultures	through	hosting	the	tourists,	and	on	the	other	hand,	the	

tourists	could	experience	the	authentic	local	through	surfing	at	

the	 locals’	 place.	 Based	 on	 this	 idea,	 the	 reciprocal	 system	

underpins	 an	 idealized	 cosmopolitan	 world	 characterized	 by	

exchange	among	diverse	cultures.	

However,	 this	 cosmopolitan	 world	 of	 Couchsurfing	 is	

dominated	 by	 Western	 values	 rather	 than	 open	 to	 diverse	

cultures	as	it	claims.	As	Germann	Molz	(2007:78)	observes,	the	

cosmopolitan	world	only	welcomes	the	people	with	economic	

capital	 and	 political	 right	 to	 mobility.	 For	 those	 non‐native	

English	 speakers,	 like	 Taiwanese,	 the	 prerequisites	 to	

participate	 in	 Couchsurfing	 are	 constituted	 not	 only	 by	

economic	capital	and	political	rights,	but	also	certain	forms	of	

cultural	 capital.	 Besides,	 people	 with	 characteristics	 of	 open‐

mindedness,	generosity,	and	sociality	are	easily	involved	in	the	

reciprocity	of	Couchsurfing,	but	certain	characteristics,	such	as	

being	 quiet	 or	 conservative,	 are	 tagged	 as	 unwelcome	 in	

Couchsurfing.	 These	 cultural	 differences	 are	 excluded	 by	 the	

reciprocal	 system,	 in	 which	 these	 unwelcome	 characteristics	

are	 easily	 connected	 with	 certain	 nation‐based	 cultures	 as	

national	 or	 cultural	 stereotypes.	 Therefore,	 in	 addition	 to	 the	

prerequisites	of	 economic	 capital,	 political	 rights	 and	 cultural	

capital,	personality	characteristics,	sometimes	with	national	or	
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cultural	stereotypes,	are	filtered	to	select	who	is	included	and	

who	is	excluded	in	the	system	of	reciprocity	in	Couchsurfing.	

In	general,	Taiwanese	couchsurfers	who	have	been	‘selected’	in	

the	reciprocal	system	show	similar	characteristics	with	Western	

couchsurfers.	As	hosts	they	are	generous	and	love	to	share;	as	

surfers	they	are	eager	for	local	cultures	through	connecting	with	

locals.	 Moreover,	 they	 all	 claim	 themselves	 as	 open‐minded	

people	embracing	cosmopolitanism.	 	

However,	 there	are	still	 some	differences	between	Taiwanese	

couchsurfers	 and	 Western	 couchsurfers.	 In	 practicing	

reciprocity,	 instead	 of	 representing	 their	 personality,	

Taiwanese	 couchsurfers	 tend	 to	 conceive	 of	 themselves	 as	

ambassadors	 of	 the	 nation	 or	 culture,	 through	 displaying	 the	

self‐otherized	image.	In	the	Taiwanese	cases	of	this	study,	while	

a	feminized	and	traditional	image	is	supposed	to	be	expected	by	

the	 West,	 this	 cultural	 image	 is	 selected	 by	 Taiwanese	

couchsurfers	 to	 correspond	 to	 the	Western	 (male)	 gaze.	 The	

Western	expectation	and	Taiwanese	strategies	reinforce	certain	

stereotype	in	the	reciprocal	system	of	Couchsurfing.	For	these	

Taiwanese	 couchsurfers,	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 they	 have	 to	 be	

‘cosmopolitan’	enough	to	participate	and	be	selected,	and	on	the	

other	hand,	in	the	reciprocal	relationship,	they	have	to	play	the	

role	 of	 ‘otherness’	 to	 display	 the	 cultural	 diversity	 in	

Couchsurfing.	 Therefore,	 Taiwanese	 couchsurfers’	 identity	

might	 shift	 from	a	Taiwanese,	 Chinese,	Asian	one	 to	 a	world‐

citizen	 to	 correspond	 to	 different	 expectations	 in	 different	

situations.	 	
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In	 the	 expectation	 of	 reciprocity	 in	 Couchsurfing,	 Taiwanese	

couchsurfers	show	eagerness	for	a	global	social	network,	which	

might	be	helpful	during	the	trip	and	symbolic	of	their	cultural	

and	social	capital.	For	Taiwanese	couchsurfers,	the	reciprocity	

in	 Couchsurfing	 is	 complicated.	 Sometimes,	 it	 refers	 to	

friendship	exchange	or	generous	behaviour,	and	sometimes	 it	

contains	 a	 utilitarian	 purpose.	 Mostly,	 though,	 both	 of	 these	

elements	 exist	 and	 are	 intertwined.	 Therefore,	 instead	 of	

Bialski’s	 concept	 of	 emotional	 tourism	or	 intimate	 tourism	 in	

the	 Western	 experience	 of	 Couchsurfing,	 Taiwanese	

couchsurfers	 practice	 Couchsurfing	 as	 relational	 tourism,	 in	

which	they	try	to	build	and	maintain	their	global	social	network.	

These	 differences	 are	 not	 necessarily	 a	 special	 case	 for	

Taiwanese	couchsurfers,	but,	more	or	 less,	display	the	similar	

experiences	of	the	couchsurfers	from	non‐Western	cultures	in	a	

cosmopolitanism	world	dominated	by	Western	societies.	Since	

the	body	of	existing	Couchsurfing	literature	is	heavily	Western‐

centric,	this	study	has	contributed	a	Taiwanese	perspective	to	

illustrate	a	cross‐cultural	system	of	reciprocity	in	Couchsurfing.	 	 	
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4 Ideology:	
Cosmopolitan	Imagination,	Participation	
and	Self‐Transformation	among	Taiwanese	
Couchsurfers20	
 
 
 

The	 complexification	 of	 transnational	 connections	 and	

interactions	 that	mark	the	global	age	has	come	to	challenge	the	

dominant	 narratives	 of	 national	 sovereignty	 and	 geographical	

boundaries	that	define	individual	belonging	(Hannerz,	1990).	 In	

this	context,	people	have	come	to	realise	that	they	do	not	live	and	

act	solely	‘in	the	self‐enclosed	spaces	of	national	states	and	their	

respective	 national	 societies’	 (Beck,	 2000:20;	 see	 also	 Dower,	

2008;	Nowicka	&	Rovisco,	2009).	One	response	to	the	weakening	

of	nationalist	meta‐narratives	has	been	a	renewed	interest	in	the	

concept	of	cosmopolitanism.	However,	it	has	been	observed	that	

this	 concept	 reflects	above	all	 a	 ‘Western’	perspective	upon	 the	

world	 (Beck,	 2004;	 2006;	2011).	While	 cosmopolitan	discourse	

tends	to	encompass	the	world,	it	does	not	automatically	represent	

                                                       
20  This chapter is adapted from the book chapter, ‘Learning to perform exotic: 

Cosmopolitan imagination, participation and self‐transformation’, which is 
published in the book Couchsurfing Cosmopolitanism: Can Tourism Make a Better 
World?, 
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the	world	and	how	it	is	being	viewed	by	all	people	that	inhabit	it.	

Some	 researchers	 suggest	 that	 cosmopolitanism	 promotes	 a	

specific	 aesthetic	 stance	 involving	 an	 intellectual	 taste	 for	

different	 and	 diverse	 cultural	 experiences	 at	 individual	 level	

(Roudometof,	2005;	Werbner,	2008;	Regev,	2007).	In	this	sense	it	

has	 become	 a	 ‘good’	 produced	 and	 exchanged	 in	 modern	

consumer	 society,	 where	 the	 act	 of	 consuming	 Other	 cultures	

transforms	modern	 consumers	 into	 ‘everyday	 	 cosmopolitans’	 	

(Beck,	 2006;	 Haldrup	 &	 Larsen,	 2010).	 Where	 commercial	

exchanges	 and	 acquisitions	 become	 easily	 accessible	 means	 to	

participate	 in	the	realms	of	global	society,	buying	 into	the	signs	

and	ambiences	of	the	cosmopolitan	aesthetic	can	be	seen	as	acts	

of	individual	consumption.	In	this	sense,	consumption	becomes	a	

cosmopolitan	practice	par	excellence.	

In	 this	 chapter	 I	 will	 explore	 how	 Taiwanese	 couchsurfers,	 by	

hosting,	travelling	and	meeting	up	with	foreigners,	imagine,	learn	

and	adapt	 the	concept	of	cosmopolitanism,	and	by	 these	means	

undergo	 a	 process	 of	 self‐transformation.	 My	 research	 is	

developed	 along	with	 a	 series	 of	 questions:	 how	 do	 Taiwanese	

couchsurfers	interact	with	people	from	other	countries	and	with	

other	 cultures?	Through	which	means,	 forms	and	narratives	do	

they	 perform	 ‘their’	 identity?	 What	 do	 they	 learn	 from	 cross‐

cultural	 interactions	enabled	through	couchsurfing?	To	respond	

to	these	questions,	I	have	carried	out	a	series	of	21	interviews	with	

Taiwanese	 couchsurfers,	 whom	 I	 met	 via	 the	 Couchsurfing	

website;	 8	 were	 men	 and	 13	 women,	 and	 their	 age	 ranged	

between	21	and	60.	Furthermore,	I	organised	a	group	workshop	
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with	18	couchsurfers	from	Taiwan	to	discuss	their	Couchsurfing	

experiences.	 A	 key	 question	 I	 suggested	 for	 debate	 was	 what	

makes	 a	 ‘good’	 host	 or	 guest	 in	 couchsurfing.	 Based	 on	 these	

interviews,	 and	 the	 discussions	 that	 took	 place	 during	 the	

workshop,	 I	 will	 first	 explore	 the	 general	 attitudes	 among	 the	

samples	 with	 regard	 to	 ‘other	 cultures’.	 The	 interviews	 and	

workshop	 will	 also	 serve	 to	 facilitate	 a	 study	 of	 how	 these	

couchsurfers	 experienced	 their	 interactions	 with	 couchsurfers	

from	other	countries,	and	provide	an	investigation	of	forms	of	self‐

transformation	observed	among	the	sample.	Self‐transformation	

is	 defined	 here	 as	 a	 learning	 process	 of	 acquiring	 and	

personalising	a	cosmopolitan	ability	and	identity.	

	

Couchsurfing	cosmopolitanism	as	selectively	open‐minded	

Most	of	the	Taiwanese	couchsurfers	that	took	part	 in	this	study	

considered	Couchsurfing	above	all	 in	terms	of	the	cosmopolitan	

atmosphere	it	creates,	and	the	open‐minded	attitude	it	propagates	

among	its	members.	Rachael,	for	instance,	a	24‐year‐old	woman	

Taiwanese	 couchsurfer,	 said	 she	 believed	 that	 Couchsurfing	

attracts	people	who	 are	open‐minded	and	 easy‐going,	 and	who	

love	 different	 cultures.	 She	 explained	 that,	 ‘if	 you	 are	 a	

conservative	 person,	 you	 will	 never	 participate	 in	 this	 project;	

because	 the	members	 are	 all	 strangers.	 Normally	 couchsurfers	

love	travel	and	adventure	in	different	countries.	And	most	of	them	

are	also	easy‐going’.	
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Rachael’s	discourse	reflects	a	wider	commonly	held	view	among	

most	 Taiwanese	 couchsurfers	 that	 the	 community	 is	 above	 all	

about	being	‘open‐	minded’,	about	having	an	open	attitude	toward	

new	things,	strangers	and	different	cultures.	While	Couchsurfing	

encourages	cross‐cultural	 interaction	and	understanding	among	

members,	 it	 also	 helps	 to	 attract	 people	 who	 share	 the	 same	

values	 and	 characteristics	 to	 participate	 in	 this	 project.	 As	

Germann	 Molz	 (2007)	 argues,	 a	 cosmopolitan	 disposition	 of	

openness	 to	 difference	 actually	 ‘serves	 to	 delimit	 a	 bounded	

community	 of	 “like‐minded”	 but	 diverse	 individuals’	 (:66).	 Yet,	

not	all	couchsurfers	 ‘feel’	 like‐minded;	for	many,	becoming	like‐

minded	is	a	learning	process.	Heather,	for	example,	a	21‐year‐old	

women	surfer,	explained	that	she	was	surprised	by	the	forms	of	

‘easy’	 interactions	 among	 total	 strangers	 during	 her	 first	

Couchsurfing	experience	in	Europe:	

I	 observed	 their	 (my	host’s	and	another	 couchsurfer’s)	

interaction.	It	seemed	that	they	had	known	each	other	for	

a	long	time,	but	that	day	was	exactly	the	first	time	they	

met.	 It	was	marvellous…	 They	were	 really	 easy‐going.	

One	 of	 them	 cooked	 a	 new	 French	 dish.	 Then	 he	

announced	on	the	Couchsurfing	website	that	he’d	invite	

other	couchsurfers,	and	some	couchsurfers	just	came.	But	

they	never	knew	each	other	or	even	met	each	other	before!	

It’s	easy	 for	 them	 to	 invite	 strangers	 to	have	dinner	at	

home.	They	are	very	open‐minded	and	willing	 to	make	

friends.	I	think	if	we	[i.e.	Taiwanese]	were	them,	we	would	
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feel	uneasy	about	inviting	strangers	home,	and	would	not	

know	how	to	behave.	

Here,	 and	 in	 various	 other	 parts	 of	 our	 interview,	 Heather	

consistently	 discussed	 her	 observations	 through	 an	 ‘us‐them’	

dichotomy.	 Couchsurfing,	 she	 appeared	 to	 imagine,	 has	 its	 own	

culture	and	atmosphere	which	is	shared	by	similar	types	of	people	

and	communities.	Heather	didn’t	seem	to	think	that	she	and	other	

Taiwanese	 were	 part	 of	 this	 community,	 even	 though	 she	 had	

been	 an	 active	Couchsurfing	member	 for	 several	 years.	Despite	

feeling	 this	 ‘culture	 gap’	 between	 herself	 and	 most	 of	 the	

Couchsurfing	community,	Heather	still	expressed	her	willingness	

to	participate	 in	 the	practice.	She	explained	 that,	 in	order	 to	be	

part	of	‘them’,	she	tried	to	behave	‘not	so	Taiwanese’	–	for	example,	

she	didn’t	speak	or	behave	as	politely	as	she	did	in	Taiwan.	When	

interacting	 with	 foreigners,	 she	 switched	 to	 another	 mode	 of	

communication:	

I	get	along	with	friends	in	Taiwan	in	a	certain	mode,	and	

I	switch	to	another	one	when	I	travel	abroad	and	meet	

new	[Couchsurfing]	friends…	I	changed	my	attitude	and	

behaviour	unconsciously	at	that	moment,	but	I	know	that	

I	feel	like	to	be	part	of	them	immediately.	I	don’t	want	to	

behave	 very	 politely	 or	 punctiliously	 like	 a	 typical	

Taiwanese	 when	 I	 interact	 with	 foreign	 couchsurfers.	

Because	I	 feel	that	we	Taiwanese	are	too	courteous	 for	

foreigners.	For	example,	we	always	say	sorry	or	prepare	

gifts	for	others.	They	think	we	are	strange.	
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The	 ‘self‐transformation’	 among	 Taiwanese	 couchsurfers	 does	

not	only	describe	a	process	of	acquiring	a	cosmopolitan	attitude	

towards	strangers	(Nowicka	&	Rovisco,	2009),	but	also	a	process	

of	self‐reflection	about	one’s	own	culture	(Kennedy,	2009)	seen	

through	 a	 stranger’s	 eyes.	 Heather	 realised	 that	 the	 courteous	

attitude	 and	 behaviours	 that	 Taiwanese	 find	 normal	 to	 govern	

their	interactions	often	appear	strange	to	foreign	couchsurfers.	In	

her	encounters,	she	started	to	switch	to	another	more	direct	and	

‘open’	mode,	which	she	considers	‘less	Taiwanese’.	By	that	means,	

by	 learning	 and	 adopting	 a	 cosmopolitan	 attitude,	 she	

progressively	transformed	into	what	she	considers	a	cosmopolite.	

She	 partly	 and	 situationally	 became	 part	 of	 ‘them’.	 Becoming	

conscious	about	the	socially	constructed	nature	of	nation‐based	

culture	leads	not	only	to	a	process	of	self‐reflection,	but	also	to	the	

realisation	 that	 the	 concept	 of	 national	 culture	 is	 embedded	 in	

powerful	narratives	and	stereotypes	that	surface	in	the	social	field	

of	 Couchsurfing	 practice.	 Yedda,	 a	 26‐year‐old	 women	 surfer,	

explained	 how	 she	 was	 subjected	 to	 such	 stereotypes	 when	

surfing	in	Europe:	

I	stayed	with	a	Belgian	host.	[…]	Because	I	don’t	want	to	

be	considered	as	a	free‐	loader	or	lazy	guest,	I	always	said	

I	was	willing	to	help	to	do	the	dishes	or	something	else.	

Also,	 I	respected	her	as	 the	host,	 so	 I	always	asked	her	

when	I	needed	to	do	something	 in	her	house	or	borrow	

her	stuff.	I	tried	to	be	as	courteous	as	possible.	However,	

my	host	told	me	directly,	 ‘You	make	me	uncomfortable’.	

Even	though	she	said	I	was	the	first	Asian	she	had	hosted.	
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But	she	may	have	had	some	travel	experiences	that	made	

her	feel	that,	‘it	seems	you	Asian	are	used	to	wear	masks;	

you	are	apparently	happy	and	smiling	all	the	time.	But	

why?	 You	 don’t	 have	 to	 behave	 like	 that’.	 I	 guess	 her	

prejudice	about	Asians	made	her	uncomfortable	with	my	

behaviour.	

Yedda	 directly	 confronted	 the	 widely	 held	Western	 stereotype	

about	Asians	as	overly	polite	people	who	hide	their	presumably	

‘real’	tastes	and	intentions	behind	masks	when	not	conforming	to	

an	ideal	of	personal	openness	and	transparency.	While	the	use	of	

stereotypes	is	observed	in	most	social	interactions,	especially	in	

those	involving	contact	between	strangers,	at	the	same	time	such	

stereotypes	often	create	prejudice	and	lead	to	the	sidelining	and	

exclusion	 of	 people	 associated	 with	 certain	 cultures.	 This	

presence	 of	 stereotypes	 in	 actual	 Couchsurfing	 practice	

constitutes	 an	 inherent	 contradiction	 with	 regard	 to	 the	

cosmopolitan	discourse,	which	instead	claims	to	embody	equality	

and	 respect.	 Hence,	 while	most	 Taiwanese	 couchsurfers	 define	

cosmopolitanism	 in	 terms	 of	 an	 open‐minded	 attitude	 to	

difference,	 they	 also	 recognise	 the	 limits	 of	 this	 philosophy	 to	

generate	open‐mindedness	in	practice.	Often,	cosmopolitanism	is	

instead	considered	as	a	selective	attribute	of	a	community	open	to	

people	with	certain	characteristics	and	closed	to	others.	In	order	

to	 be	 part	 of	 this	 community,	many	 non‐Western	 couchsurfers,	

including	 the	Taiwanese	who	 took	part	 in	 this	 study,	 explained	

that	they	have	to	sense	which	cultural	characteristics	are	accepted	

and	 which	 aren’t	 by	 the	 Western	 majority.	 By	 examining	 own	
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culture	 from	 the	Western	 perspective,	 Taiwanese	 couchsurfers	

experience	 the	 interwoven	 process	 of	 self‐reflection	 in	 nation‐

based	 culture	 and	 self‐transformation	 from	 being	 local	 to	

cosmopolitan.	

	

The	cosmopolitan	taste	for	the	‘authenticity’	

The	Couchsurfing	website	propagates	cosmopolitan	imaginations	

for	both	hosts	and	surfers.	To	the	hosts,	Couchsurfing	promises	a	

cosmopolitan	 life	 based	 upon	 diverse	 cultural	 experiences	 at	

home.	 To	 the	 surfers,	 Couchsurfing	 offers	 authentic	 local	

experiences	 of	 the	 places	 they	 visit	 (Chen,	 2012).	 The	

cosmopolitan	 imagination	of	 living/travelling	with	 international	

friends	 around	 the	 world	 is	 accepted	 and	 expected	 by	 most	

Taiwanese	 hosts	 and	 surfers.	 They	 are	 primary	 motivations	 to	

participate	 in	 the	 Couchsurfing	 community.	 Sam,	 a	 30‐year‐old	

man	 surfer,	 was	 one	 of	 them.	 He	 participated	 because,	 as	 he	

explained,	 he	was	 eager	 to	make	 new	 friends	 from	 around	 the	

world:	

The	 essence	 of	 Couchsurfing	 is	 not	 searching	 for	 free	

accommodation,	 but	 knowing	 different	 cultures	 and	

making	 friends.	 I	 love	 to	make	 friends	 from	 different	

countries	 and	with	 different	 cultural	 backgrounds.	 [...]	

When	we	start	to	work,	in	our	daily	life	we	only	interact	

with	 our	 colleagues	 or	with	 friends	 from	 past	 schools	

sometimes.	Couchsurfing	 gives	me	 the	 chance	 to	 know	
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new	 friends	 from	different	 countries.	 I	 really	 like	 these	

new	friends	in	my	life.	

For	 Sam,	 Couchsurfing	 allowed	 him	 to	 fulfil	 a	 dream	 of	 a	

cosmopolitan	life.	He	took	the	photo	of	every	surfer	who	stayed	at	

his	place,	and	displayed	all	of	these	photos	on	the	wall	of	his	room.	

Via	this	wall	of	photos,	he	created	a	display	of	his	cosmopolitan	

life	as	well	as	his	strong	identity	of	being	part	of	the	Couchsurfing	

community.	 These	 cosmopolitan	 imaginations	 seem	 more	

connected	 to	 an	 individualised	 identity,	 in	 a	 way	 disconnected	

from	any	claim	to	global	citizenship	as	a	person	who	enjoys	a	life	

in	 contact	with	different	 cultures	and	people.	 Similarly,	Mark,	 a	

25‐year‐old	 man	 writer	 of	 film	 scripts,	 participated	 in	

Couchsurfing	 in	 order	 to	 meet	 people	 with	 different	 cultural	

backgrounds	 and	 stories.	 He	 considered	 mobility	 from	 the	

perspective	 of	 his	 immobility,	 where	 movement	 and	 travel	

imaginations	were	 created	 through	 the	 hosting	 of	 guests	 at	 his	

home.	For	him,	hosting	surfers	and	talking	to	them	was	a	source	

of	 inspiration.	 It	 allowed	 him	 to	 come	 up	 with	 new	 plots	 and	

storylines	all	the	time:	

I	participate	in	other	people’s	trips	in	my	city.	[…]	This	is	

a	relative	concept.	For	example,	when	a	car	is	passing	by	

a	tree,	the	car	is	moving	and	the	tree	is	standing	still.	Yet,	

from	the	perspective	of	the	car	it	is	the	tree	that	is	moving.	

If	I	imagine	that	I	was	the	tree,	I	can	stay	in	my	place	and	

travel	by	hosting	couchsurfers.	Stories,	people	and	travel	

experience	would	come	straight	to	my	door.	All	I	have	to	

do	is	wait	for	them	at	my	place.	
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Many	Taiwanese	surfers	embrace	different	forms	of	cosmopolitan	

imagination	 during	 their	 trips,	 for	 instance	 by	 searching	 for	

‘authentic	 local	 cultures’	 in	 different	 places.	 In	 line	 with	 a	

frequently	made	claim	by	the	Couchsurfing	community,	this	quest	

for	 the	 ‘cultural	 real’	 becomes	 part	 of	 a	 wider	 cosmopolitan	

attitude,	 often	 constructed	 in	 opposition	 to	 the	 presumably	

idiosyncratic	 nature	of	mass‐tourism	experience.	 The	 	 dualism	

in	Western	tourism	discourse	between	traveller	and	tourist	has	

been	discussed	for	decades	in	tourism	studies.	Boorstin	was	the	

first	 scholar	 to	 criticise	 tourists,	 who,	 he	 claimed,	 cannot	

experience	reality	directly	but	thrive	on	‘pseudo	events’	arranged	

by	the	tourist	 industry.	Following	Boorstin,	other	scholars,	such	

as	Turner	and	Ash,	argue	that	the	tourism	industry	oversimplifies	

local	 culture	 or	 indigenous	 art	 into	 tourist	 kitsch	 in	 order	 to	

respond	 to	 the	 taste	 of	 mass‐tourists	 (Urry,	 2002).	 Most	

Taiwanese	couchsurfers	realise	the	stigma	that	the	Couchsurfing	

community	associates	with	being	a	‘tourist’.	24‐year‐old	woman	

surfer	Jacqueline	explained	that	before	knowing	couchsurfing,	she	

didn’t	know	how	to	travel	and	was	‘just	a	stupid	tourist’.	Another	

interviewee,	 24‐year‐old	 Rachael,	 emphasised	 the	 idea	 that	

staying	with	local	people	allowed	her	to	experience	‘real	local	life’.	

She	 said	 that	 she	 didn’t	 want	 to	 be	 a	 tourist,	 so	 she	 usually	

followed	the	habits	of	local	people,	for	example	to	the	restaurants	

where	they	usually	eat.	She	further	explained:	

It’s	funny…don’t	you	feel	that	visiting	a	city	should	be	like	

this?	Experience	 the	 real	 local	 life!	Moreover,	 I	 stay	 in	

different	hosts’	places,	which	means	I	would	experience	
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different	 people’s	 life	 in	 the	 same	 city	 and	 see	 the	

different	aspects	of	this	city’.	

For	 most	 Taiwanese	 surfers,	 the	 practice	 of	 copying	 locals	 or	

staying	at	 the	places	where	 local	people	stay	seems	a	means	 to	

access	the	presumed	‘authenticity’	of	local	life.	It	constitutes	a	key	

motivation	 to	 participate	 in	 Couchsurfing.	 Yet,	 what	 exactly	

defines	 such	 an	 authenticity	 in	 practice	 differs	 from	 person	 to	

person.	 While	 Rachael	 searched	 for	 ‘local	 food’,	 another	

interviewee,	 33‐year‐old	Wade,	 proudly	 related	 his	 ‘real	 Dutch	

experience’	 of	 attending	 a	 graduation	 ceremony	 and	 a	 family	

gathering:	

He	[the	host]	asked	me	if	I	was	interested	in	his	friend’s	

graduation	 ceremony.	 Of	 course	 I	 said	 yes!	 Otherwise,	

when	could	I	get	the	chance	to	attend	a	Dutch	graduation	

ceremony?	[...]	 I	went	to	the	ceremony,	and	after	that	 I	

was	 invited	 to	his	 friend’s	 family	gathering	at	 the	 café	

near	 the	 university.	 […]	This	 kind	 of	Dutch	 life	 can	 be	

experienced	by	neither	joining	a	package	tour	nor	being	

a	backpacker;	only	couchsurfers	have	 the	chance	 to	be	

involved	in	a	Dutch	family	and	experience	the	real	local	

life.	

Wade’s	 identity	 as	 couchsurfer	 was	 not	 only	 defined	 by	 his	

physical	mobility,	but	also	involved	a	kind	of	connoisseurship	of	

places,	people	and	cultures	(Szerszynski	&	Urry,	2002),	to	show	

an	intellectual	and	aesthetic	stance	of	 ‘openness’	and	good	taste	

for	 exploring	 the	wider	 shores	 of	 authentic	 cultural	 experience	
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(Regev,	2007).	This	identity	is	–	at	least	partly	–	built	in	terms	of	a	

critique	of	mass‐tourism	(Cohen,	1988),	reflecting	an	elitist	view	

that	 ‘other	 people	 are	 tourists	 while	 I	 am	 a	 traveller ’	

(MacCannell,	1999:107).	Many	Taiwanese	couchsurfers	claim	that	

other	 tourists	 and	 backpackers	 are	 superficially	 ‘sightseeing’,	

while	they,	by	connecting	to	local	people,	can	deeply	understand	

local	 culture	 and	 experience	 ‘real	 local	 life’.	 In	 this	 sense,	 the	

practice	 of	 Couchsurfing	 and	 the	 experience	 and	 learning	 of	

cosmopolitan	 life	 not	 only	 require	 economic	 capital	 to	 travel	

around,	 but	 also	 cultural	 capital	 in	 form	 of	 the	 ability	 to	 ‘see	

through’	the	tourism	myth	and	build	a	‘real	connection’	with	the	

culture	of	people	and	places.	

In	Taiwanese	Couchsurfing	practice,	as	much	as	in	Western	forms	

of	travel	and	tourism,	the	quest	for	the	‘authenticity’	is	subject	to	

a	powerful,	 socially	 constructed	narrative	or	myth.	 It	 is	 formed	

and	formulated	in	terms	of	culturally	specific	codes	and	aesthetic	

norms,	and	as	much	as	these	codes	and	norms	do	differ	from	one	

society	 to	 another,	 so	 do	 the	 claimed	 ‘authenticities’	 and	 their	

deceptions.	A	dialogue	between	26‐year‐old	Hannah	and	28‐year‐

old	 Sabina	 exemplifies	 these	 ambiguities.	 Both	 had	 been	

Couchsurfing	together,	staying	with	a	Korean	family,	and	expected	

‘typical	Korean’	cuisine	and	family	life.	Hannah	explained	that	in	

the	morning	the	mother	had	made	breakfast	for	them—	very	big	

sandwiches.	Hannah	asked	if	 they	(the	Korean	family)	normally	

had	 this	 for	breakfast.	The	Korean	mother	 responded	 that	 they	

normally	did	not	eat	sandwiches,	but	pickles.	She	had	prepared	

the	sandwiches	especially	for	her	guests,	thinking	that	they	were	
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not	used	to	Korean	pickles.	Hannah	said,	at	that	moment	she	just	

shouted	in	her	mind,	‘No,	we	are	here	for	the	local	Korean	food!	

Not	 sandwiches’.	 Sabina	 said	 that	 ‘we	 travel	 via	 Couchsurfing	

because	we	really	hope	to	experience	the	authentic	local	life,	but	

these	kinds	of	things	sometimes	happen,	which	is	a	surprise’.	 	

In	fact,	Sabina’s	and	Hannah’s	expectation	of	experiencing	‘typical	

Korean	dishes’	is	not	dissimilar	from	that	of	a	traditional	tourist,	

the	very	attitude	that	most	Taiwanese	surfers	want	to	get	rid	of.	

Similar	 to	 Culler’s	 (1981:127)	 description	 of	 tourists	 as	 ‘the	

unsung	 armies	 of	 semioticians	 all	 over	 the	 world’,	 Taiwanese	

surfers	 focus	 on	 signs	 of	 nation‐based	 culture,	 such	 as	 ‘typical’	

Italian	 	 behaviour,	 	 exemplary	 	 Oriental	 	 scenes,	 	 typical	 	

American	 thruways,	 traditional	 	 English	 pubs,	 etc.	 (see	 also	

MacCannell,	 1999:27).	 Such	 signs	 of	 nation‐based	 culture	

constitute	what	Selwyn	defines	as	‘tourism	myths’	(Selwyn,	1996).	

While	tourists	collect	such	signs	in	their	tourist	resorts	and	sites	

of	attractions,	Taiwanese	surfers	collect	them	in	their	hosts’	lives.	

In	 this	 sense,	 Couchsurfing	 is	 still	 a	 type	 of	 tourism	 whose	

attractions	are	framed	within	the	culture	of	the	travellers,	rather	

than	those	of	their	destinations	(Haldrup	&	Larsen,	2010).	Hosts,	

as	 part	 of	 their	 specific	 hospitality	 culture,	 may	 have	 different	

ideas	 about	how	 their	 culture	 should	be	 represented	 to	 foreign	

visitors,	and	in	some	cases	it	leads	to	thwarted	expectations,	as	in	

Hannah’s	and	Sabina’s	Korean	experience.	

The	 contexts	 can	 become	 even	 more	 complex	 where	 signs	 of	

nation‐	based	culture	also	travel	and	get	remixed	within	realms	of	

transnational	social	life.	Yedda,	for	instance,	a	26‐year‐old	woman,	
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told	me	the	story	of	her	stay	with	a	Canadian	host	while	in	London.	

Yedda’s	host	loved	exotic	dishes,	so	they	went	to	have	Turkish	and	

Ethiopian	food.	She	explained	that	she	felt	kind	of	weird	because	

what	she	had	experienced	was	not	English	at	all.	‘I	was	in	England,	

but	I	was	eating	Turkish	and	Ethiopian	dishes	with	a	Canadian!’	

she	explained.	Yet,	London	is	itself	often	described	as	a	‘world	in	

one	city’,	where	many	different	kinds	of	people	try	to	live	together	

(Binnie	 et	 al.,	 2006:1).	 In	 this	 sense,	 the	 cultural	medley	Yedda	

experienced	 actually	 is	 quite	 close	 to	 the	 reality	 of	 London.	

However,	 this	 type	 of	 ‘real	 local	 experience’	 seems	not	 to	 have	

been	the	one	she	was	looking	for;	what	she	expected	was	a	‘pure	

English	cultural’	experience.	Whatever	that	may	be,	in	any	case	it	

was	not	eating	Turkish	 food	with	a	Canadian.	 In	 this	 sense,	 the	

‘local	real’	 that	Yedda,	Sabina	and	Hannah	had	been	 looking	 for	

was	 inscribed	 into	 their	 own	 cosmopolitan	 travel	 imagination,	

rather	than	in	the	grounds	of	their	journey.	

In	brief,	 in	 the	understanding	of	many	Taiwanese	surfers,	hosts	

are	expected	to	provide	a	taste	of	‘pure	local	culture’,	while	foreign	

surfers	are	expected	to	contribute	to	the	exoticism	of	their	‘other	

culture’	 to	 their	 hosts’	 daily	 lives.	 Cosmopolitanism	 becomes	 a	

lifestyle	that	is	strongly	connected	to	the	Taiwanese	couchsurfers’	

narratives	of	personal	belonging,	which	do	not	necessarily	refer	

to	an	identity	as	global	citizens.	This	lifestyle	is	built,	on	the	one	

hand,	upon	displays	of	participation	in	modern	life	(where	access	

and	experience	of	‘cultural	diversity’	is	a	major	token),	and	on	the	

other	a	sense	of	nostalgia	embodied	in	the	quest	for	the	pure	and	

real	in	local	culture.	



 
119 Chapter4.  Ideology 

Learning	stereotypes	to	‘deal’	with	cultural	difference	

For	many	Taiwanese	members,	Couchsurfing	represents	a	means	

to	 learn	 cosmopolitan	 abilities,	 in	 particular	 knowledge	 about	

how	 to	 deal	with	 cultural	 difference.	 Stereotypes	 are	 a	 specific	

type	of	knowledge	shared	among	many	couchsurfers.	According	 	

to	Hilton	and	von	Hippel	(1996),	stereotypes	are	a	set	of	beliefs	or	

opinions	 about	 characteristics,	 attributes	 and	 behaviours	 of	

members	 of	 certain	 social	 groups.	 In	 the	 cross‐cultural	

interactions	 of	 Couchsurfing,	 nation‐based	 cultural	 stereotypes	

are	 to	 a	 large	 extent	used	 to	qualify	people	 and	 their	 attitudes,	

tastes	and	values.	Stereotypes	about	other	cultures	are	among	of	

the	 main	 knowledge	 sources	 shared	 by	 couchsurfers	 in	 the	

process	of	learning	to	become	a	cosmopolite.	In	social	psychology,	

stereotypes	are	considered	 important	 for	 the	 interplay	of	social	

interactions	among	different	social	groups.	Stereotypes	come	as	

collective	beliefs	or	group	identities	that	allow	group	members	to	

recognise	one	another,	and	represent	the	groups’	characteristics	

(McGarty,	Yzerbyt	&	Spears,	2004).	In	a	global	community	such	as	

Couchsurfing,	 with	 people	 from	 different	 social	 and	 cultural	

backgrounds,	 nation‐based	 cultural	 stereotypes	 often	 play	 a	

similar	role	in	both	online	and	offline	interactions.	In	the	case	of	

the	 Taiwanese	 couchsurfers	 who	were	 part	 of	 this	 study,	 such	

stereotypes	 work	 in	 a	 more	 complex	 way,	 mainly	 because	

cosmopolitan	identity	is	also	involved	in	the	process	by	which	the	

stereotypes	 affect	 how	 Taiwanese	 couchsurfers	 represent	

themselves,	and	how	they	understand	and	interact	with	others.	
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Heather,	whose	case	has	been	mentioned	above,	explained	how	

nation‐based	 cultural	 stereotypes	 and	 cosmopolitan	 identity	

work	hand	 in	 hand.	 In	 her	 interactions	with	 couchsurfers	 from	

other	 countries,	 Heather	 was	 conscious	 of	 the	 dominant	

stereotypes	 associated	 with	 Taiwanese	 people,	 who	 are	

considered	 to	 be	 overly	 polite	 and	 punctilious.	 To	 be	 ‘more	

cosmopolite’,	she	consciously	conformed	less	to	the	stereotype	of	

the	 Taiwanese.	 In	 this	 sense,	 stereotypes	 of	 other	 cultures	 are	

understood	 as	 part	 of	 cosmopolitan	 knowledge,	 while	 these	

stereotypes	are	used	by	couchsurfers	to	understand	people	from	

these	 cultures	 and	 to	 develop	 the	 skills	 to	 interact	 with	 them.	

Wade,	whom	 I	 already	mentioned	 above,	 provided	 an	 example.	

For	 him,	 the	 idea	 –or	 stereotype–	 that	 Germanic	 peoples	 are	

particularly	 conscientious	 influenced	 the	 way	 in	 which	 he	

addressed	his	potential	Germanic	hosts:	

I	 found	 that	Western	people,	 especially	Germanics	 like	

German	or	Dutch,	care	about	people’s	attitudes,	and	they	

are	 conscientious	 and	 careful.	 They	 do	 not	 appreciate	

when	 a	 person	 acts	 insensitively	 and	 incautiously.	 So,	

before	 I	 travel	 to	 the	 Netherlands,	 I	 added	 as	 much	

information	about	myself	in	my	profile	as	possible.	I	also	

uploaded	many	pictures	of	my	daily	life.	

Taiwanese	 couchsurfers	 develop	 their	 cultural	 skills	 and	

cosmopolitan	 abilities	 based	on	 such	 stereotyped	knowledge	of	

other	cultures,	which	subsequently	allows	them	to	organise	their	

own	journey	into	and	through	other	cultures.	This	is,	of	course,	an	

observation	 not	 limited	 to	 Taiwanese	 couchsurfers,	 but	 also	 to	
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other	people’s	understanding	of	Taiwanese	couchsurfers	and	how	

to	interact	with	them.	Yedda	related	another	experience	she	had	

in	London:	

Before	 I	 went	 to	 her	 place,	 she	 sent	 me	 an	 email	 to	

complain	about	her	last	surfer	from	Hong	Kong.	She	said,	

firstly	the	girl	stayed	in	her	living	room	and	put	her	[the	

surfer’s]	stuff	everywhere,	as	if	she	was	in	her	own	place.	

Secondly,	when	they	went	to	a	supermarket	to	buy	stuff,	

the	 girl	 didn’t	 say	 she	would	 share	 the	 cost.	 The	 host	

thought	 she	 [the	 surfer]	 should	pay	at	 least	half	of	 the	

cost,	 be‐	 cause	 what	 they	 bought	 was	 food,	 which	 is	

supposed	 to	 be	 shared.	 She	 thought	we	were	 from	 the	

same	 culture,	 and	 she	 imputed	 such	 behaviours	 to	

Chinese	 culture.	She	 said,	 ‘I	know	 the	way	you	Chinese	

treat	guests	 is	different	 from	us.	In	your	culture,	guests	

have	to	be	made	as	comfortable	as	if	they	were	at	home.	

Guests	need	 to	do	nothing	but	be	 served.	However,	our	

culture	is	not	like	this’.	She	even	said,	‘I	can	understand’,	

but	I	know	what	she	meant	was,	 ‘I	cannot	stand	it’.	She	

also	 said,	 ‘your	 single‐child‐policy	 in	China	has	 spoiled	

your	kids	and	made	them	not	know	how	to	respect	others’.	

Yedda’s	 British	 host	 grossly	 generalised	 in	 her	 preconceptions	

about	 Chinese	 culture,	 and	 also	 about	 a	 wider	 Asian	 world,	

including	Hong	Kong,	Taiwan	and	China.	The	host	stressed	that	‘all	

the	young	people	from	Hong	Kong,	Taiwan	and	China	are	spoiled	

children’,	even	though	the	single‐child	policy	is	never	practiced	in	

Hong	Kong	and	Taiwan.	Stereotypes	are	always	prone	to	become	
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prejudices,	which	are	attitudes	directed	 toward	people	because	

they	 are	members	 of	 a	 specific	 social	 group	 (Brewer	&	Brown,	

1998).	 Theoretically	 and	 ideally,	 stereotypes	 of	 other	 cultures	

should	be	challenged	through	the	observation	of,	and	interaction	

with,	such	cultures.	The	formation	of	stereotypes	of	a	social	group	

is	 a	 dynamic	 process	 in	which	 the	 stereotype	 is	 shaped	 by	 the	

members	of	the	inner	group	and	people	from	other	groups	when	

they	interact	with	each	other	(Berndsen,	Spears,	McGarty	&	van	

der	Pligt,	1988).	Nation‐based	cultural	stereotypes	are,	in	practice,	

not	 easily	 broken;	 more	 often	 they	 are	 repeated	 or	 even	

strengthened	 in	 the	 cross‐cultural	 interactions	 between	

couchsurfers.	When	 a	 couchsurfer	 behaves	 differently	 from	 the	

nation‐based	cultural	stereotype,	he	or	she	might	be	seen	as	an	

exception,	 since	 he	 or	 she	 is	 thought	 of	 as	 a	 cosmopolitan	

couchsurfer.	 Cosmopolitan	 identity	 is	 used	 to	 explain	 the	

inconsistency	 between	 these	 stereotypes	 about	 other	 cultures	

and	the	behaviours	of	the	couchsurfers	from	those	cultures.	As	a	

result,	the	inaccuracy	of	such	stereotypes	cannot	be	reflected	or	

revised	 in	 the	 cross‐cultural	 interactions	 of	 Couchsurfing.	 29‐

year‐old	Jack’s	stereotype	of	the	Japanese	illustrates	this	process:	

Japanese	[…]	is	an	ethnic	[identity]	with	a	closed	mind.	I	

think	those	Japanese	who	open	their	houses	to	surfers	are	

freaks	for	most	Japanese.	Since	they	open	their	houses	to	

surfers,	 they	must	 be	 interested	 in	 foreigners	 or	 other	

cultures,	 I	guess.	 I	have	 some	 Japanese	 friends	whom	 I	

met	at	university,	and	they	are	not	interested	in	Taiwan	

or	other	countries	at	all.	 In	the	end	 I	 found	that	 it	was	
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more	 interesting	 to	 talk	 with	 Japanese	 friends	 I	 met	

through	Couchsurfing.	At	least	they	are	more	friendly	to	

other	cultures.	

Jack’s	stereotype	about	Japanese	people	is	that	they	are	narrow‐

minded.	When	he	meets	several	‘open‐minded’	Japanese	through	

Couchsurfing	who	do	not	conform	to	the	stereotype,	he	thinks	that	

they	must	be	seen	as	freaks	by	other	‘typical’	Japanese.	According	

to	McGarty,	Yzerbyt	and	Spears	(2004),	a	stereotype	is	changed	

when	 actual	 difference	 is	 observed.	 As	 Jack’s	 case	 shows,	 the	

contrary	 is	 the	 case.	 The	 stereotype	 of	 Japanese	 narrow‐

mindedness	 remained	 the	 same,	 even	 though	 the	 Japanese	

couchsurfers	that	he	met	were	totally	different	from	the	Japanese	

stereotype	in	his	mind.	

In	 most	 cases,	 stereotypes	 are	 associated	 with	 an	 ‘imagined	

geography’.	For	instance,	in	the	West,	Asia	is	often	constructed	as	

a	mysterious,	historical	and	exotic	Other	(Crang,	1998:66‐69).	In	

other	 words,	 the	 West	 has	 produced	 an	 imagined	 Asia	 and	

assigned	Asian	countries	and	people	 specific	 roles	 in	 the	global	

cultural	geography	(Haldrup	&	Larsen,	2010).	The	stereotypes	of	

Asian	 people	 held	 by	 many	 Western	 people	 are	 sometimes	

strengthened	by	Asians	themselves.	While	the	tourism	industry	in	

non‐Western	countries	usually	anticipates	Western	expectations	

with	regard	to	local	culture	and	other	stereotypes	(Hall	&	Tucker,	

2004:6),	 a	 similar	 strategy	 is	 also	 adopted	 by	 some	 Taiwanese	

couchsurfers.	 For	 example,	 when	 Wade,	 conscious	 of	 Western	

expectations,	 chose	 gifts	 for	 his	 Western	 hosts	 he	 actually	
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performed	the	stereotype	of	an	imagined	Asia	so	as	to	correspond	

to	these	expectations:	

They	are	Western	people,	so	I	suppose	they	like	a	gift	in	

traditional	Chinese	style.	I	prepared	a	gift,	a	folding	fan	

for	 my	 host	 in	 Groningen.	 I	 bought	 it	 at	 the	 Palace	

museum	 shop	 in	 the	 airport.	 The	 bone	 of	 the	 fan	was	

made	of	wood.	The	cover	of	the	fan	was	the	cloth	with	a	

flower‐and‐bird	painting.	

On	 the	 one	 hand,	 Western	 expectations	 lead	 Taiwanese	

couchsurfers	 to	 represent	 their	 culture	 in	 traditional	 or	 exotic	

ways.	On	the	other	hand,	the	traditional	or	exotic	cultural	images	

mobilised	 by	 Taiwanese	 couchsurfers	 strengthen	 stereotypes	

about	Asians	in	the	Western	perspective	(Chen,	2012).	Therefore,	

stereotypes	have	little	chance	to	be	challenged	or	negotiated.	This	

phenomenon	of	self‐otherisation	is	more	obvious	when	a	Western	

host	 meets	 a	 non‐Western	 surfer.	 Cara,	 a	 25‐year‐old	 woman	

surfer,	explained	that	it	is	the	surfer’s	task	to	‘please	the	hosts’:	

The	best	way	to	please	the	foreigner	hosts	is	to	tell	them	

old	traditions	and	customs	about	Taiwan.	Mostly	they	are	

happy	with	that…To	be	honest,	I	don’t	really	care	if	the	

information	is	true	or	not;	the	main	point	is	to	please	the	

hosts,	and	this	is	the	surfer’s	task.	

Cara’s	 words	 point	 toward	 an	 unequal	 relationship	 in	

Couchsurfing,	 in	 which	 the	 host	 is	 a	 giver	 and	 the	 surfer	 is	 a	

receiver.	 Moreover,	 ‘to	 perform	 Taiwanese	 culture’	 in	 order	 to	

fulfil	 the	host’s	 expectations	 is	 the	best	way	 to	please	 the	host,	
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according	to	Cara.	In	this	case,	the	unequal	relationship	between	

Western	 hosts	 and	 non‐Western	 surfers	 strengthens	 a	 self‐

otherisation	process,	as	well	as	affirming	Asian	stereotypes	in	the	

Western	view.	

	

Conclusion	

The	 aim	 of	 this	 chapter	 has	 been	 to	 study	 how	 Couchsurfing	

enables	Taiwanese	hosts	and	guests	to	experience,	practice	and	

learn	the	global	ideology	of	cosmopolitanism	at	individual	level.	

For	most	of	 the	Taiwanese	 surfers	who	 took	part	 in	 this	 study,	

cosmopolitanism	 is	 less	 a	 transcendental	 philosophy	 of	 world	

citizenship	 than	 a	 complex	 set	 of	 knowledges	 about	 other	

countries	or	cultures,	and	a	specific	attitude	prescribing	how	to	

deal	with	difference.	The	observation	of	individual	interpretations	

and	 practices	 demonstrates	 that	 cosmopolitan	 perspectives	 are	

shaped	 in	 the	 interplay	 of	 collectively	 held	 stereotypes	 and	

personal	expectations	about	the	respective	‘Other’.	In	some	cases,	

this	 leads	 to	 an	 active	 challenging	of	 cultural	 presumptions.	 Iin	

others,	 more	 often,	 it	 paradoxically	 has	 an	 opposite	 effect	 of	

reinforcing	 stereotypes	 and	 social	 exclusion.	 While	 for	 the	

Taiwanese	 couchsurfers	 cosmopolitanism	 defines,	 above	 all,	 an	

attitude	of	open‐mindedness	with	regard	to	different	nations	and	

cultures,	 it	 is	 operated	 in	 practice	 through	 stereotypes	

categorising	the	world	in	terms	of	local	entities	differentiated	by	

different	‘cultures’.	In	this	sense,	cosmopolitanism	allows	one	to	

participate	in	a	global	 lifestyle,	while	at	the	same	time	it	 fuels	a	
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sense	of	nostalgia	embodied	in	the	quest	for	the	pure	or	real	at	the	

local	scale.	Most	Taiwanese	couchsurfers	claim	that	cosmopolitan	

knowledge	can	be	learned	through	the	repetition	of	cross‐cultural	

interactions	 that	 take	place	within	 the	 context	 of	 Couchsurfing.	

However,	 many	 stereotypes	 are	 not	 easily	 broken	 through	

Couchsurfing,	 and	 some	 of	 the	 most	 excessive	 continue	 to	 be	

performed	 and	 shared	 among	 couchsurfers	 without	 much	

reflection.	Therefore,	disregarding	its	naive	emphasis	on	equality,	

much	 Couchsurfing	 practice	 unconsciously	 reproduces	 cultural	

biases	and	discriminations.	For	non‐Western,	such	as	Taiwanese	

couchsurfers,	 self‐transformations	 from	 parochial	 to	

cosmopolitan	 identities	are	therefore	a	complex	and	ambiguous	

process,	 in	 which	 nation‐based	 cultural	 stereotypes	 and	

cosmopolitan	 identities	 both	 influence	 how	 surfers	 represent	

themselves,	 and	 how	 they	 interact	 with	 others.	 Many	 feel	

cosmopolitan	as	a	result	of	having	experienced	different	forms	of	

travel,	 contact	 and	 mobility,	 yet	 at	 the	 same	 time	 they	 feel	

frustrated	for	being	assigned	a	highly	resilient	role	of	‘exotic	other’	

in	the	contact	zones	with	Western	couchsurfers.	 	
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5 Gendered	Practice:	
Women	couchsurfers	from	Western	Europe	
and	East‐Asia	Contesting	De‐Sexualized	
Cosmopolitanism21	
 

 

 

I	 looked	at	Jan’s	back	when	he	was	 leaving	my	couch;	I	

was	 sad.	 I	appreciate	his	 company	during	 the	 two‐day	

trip.	I	would	never	experience	authentic	Brussels	without	

his	 guide.	 I	 treasured	 the	 friendship	 between	 us…	

However,	at	 the	 last	moment,	 I	 realized	 that	all	of	 the	

beautiful	moments	are	only	served	for	a	request	of	sex.	I	

feel	 like	myself	 existing	 as	 a	 vagina,	 not	 an	 individual	

human	being.	(Lien,	2010)	

Mei‐En	Lien,	a	twenty‐three‐year‐old	Taiwanese	girl,	wrote	down	

these	 words	 in	 her	 book	 about	 Couchsurfing	 experience.	

Couchsurfing	is	a	website	facilitating	hospitality	exchange	among	

global	 travellers.	 After	 registered	 as	 a	 member,	 couchsurfer	

travellers	 can	 ask	 for	 accommodation	 from	 local	 host.	 When	

approved,	the	surfers	are	able	to	stay	at	the	host’s	home	for	free	

during	the	trip.	As	Couchsurfing	is	generally	known	among	global	

                                                       
21  This chapter is adapted from the article, ‘Gendered Couchsurfing: women 

from Western Europe and East‐Asia contesting de‐sexualised cosmopolitanism’, 
which is published in the journal Gender, Place & Culture. 
(http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/0966369X.2017.1372375 ) 
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backpackers,	 the	 term,	Couchsurfing,	has	 represented	a	 specific	

way	of	 travel,	 staying	with	 the	 locals	during	 the	 trip	 instead	 of	

booking	a	hotel.	

To	attract	people	to	join	in	the	hospitality‐exchange‐network	and	

to	balance	the	number	between	hosts	and	surfers,	the	organiser	

team,	Couchsurfing.com,	does	not	advertise	Couchsurfing	as	free	

accommodation	but	builds	it	as	a	cosmopolitan	utopia	(Germann	

Molz,	 2007),	 in	which	 both	 hosts	 and	 surfers	 get	 cosmopolitan	

experience	 through	 cultural	 exchange	 and	 mutual	 learning	 in	

Couchsurfing	 interaction.	 Thus,	 Couchsurfing	 experience	 is	

construed	as	a	way	to	practice	cosmopolitanism	(Chen,	2014)	and	

is	successfully	connected	to	a	cosmopolitan	identity.	By	doing	so,	

the	discourse	of	Couchsurfing	cosmopolitanism	is	created.	 	

One	 of	 the	 founders	 of	 Couchsurfing,	 Casey	 Fenton,	 shared	 his	

own	 experience	 of	 Couchsurfing	 in	 the	 public	 interview	 to	

promote	this	website:	

When	you	are	unsure,	you	have	unknown	quantity,	you	

are	kind	of	entering	of	 fear	of	unknown...	but	once	you	

can	start	to	see	the	actual	numbers,	the	statistics,	which	

is	 transparent,	 the	 reality	 is,	 wow,	 people	 are	 really	

nearly	good!	I	can	go	to	any	place	around	the	world,	and	

someone	would	take	care	of	me,	makes	things	ok	as	I	am	

in	travel.	…When	you	start	Couchsurfing,	and	you	start	to	

feel	it,	it	changes	your	perspective.	(Interview	with	Casey	

Fenton	201222	 )	

                                                       
22  See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WnwvXrm‐yzM (accessed in May, 

2015) 
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In	Fenton’s	description,	Couchsurfing	is	an	adventure	to	explore	

the	kindly	virtues	of	humans:	altruism,	helpfulness,	tolerance	and	

open‐mindedness	to	strangers	and	different	cultures.	It	seems	just	

one	click	away	from	overcoming	the	mindset	and	fear	of	strangers	

and	make	friends	with	them,	since	emotions	 like	uncertainty	or	

fear	 are	 simplified	 and	 generalized	 as	 irrational	 xenophobia.	

Couchsurfing	cosmopolitanism	is	emphasised	by	repeating	such	

positive	 experience,	 which,	 however,	 is	 a	 different	 version	 to	

Lien’s	story.	 	

A	number	of	researchers	have	pointed	out	the	distinction	between	

the	discourse	of	Couchsurfing	cosmopolitanism	and	the	embodied	

cosmopolitanism	 practiced	 in	 non‐Western	 cultural	 contexts	

(Buchburger,	 2012;	 2014;	 Chen,	 2012;	 2014;	 Zuev,	 2012).	 It	 is	

indicated	that	Couchsurfing	practices	are	socially,	culturally	and	

geographically	 situated,	 rather	 than	 uniformly	 and	 universally	

applied,	 and	 therefore	 various	 Couchsurfing	 cosmopolitanisms	

are	reproduced	through	different	Couchsurfing	practices	(Picard	

et	al.,	2014;	Zuev,	2012).	Yet,	these	researches	pay	little	attention	

to	the	fact	that	Couchsurfing	practices	are	also	gendered.	In	the	

news	reports	over	the	years,	women	are	the	main	victims	of	the	

sexual	 abuse	 in	 Couchsurfing.	 Also	 on	 websites,	 such	 as	

‘Couchsurfing	 Sucks’	 or	 ‘Couchsurfing	 horror	 stories’,	 women	

share	their	experience	of	being	harassed	and	discuss	the	way	to	

cope	 with	 unwanted	 sexual	 solicitation	 and	 harassment	 in	

Couchsurfing	encounter.	These	victims’	stories	act	as	reminders	

of	the	risk	of	Couchsurfing,	especially	for	women,	and	bring	about	

their	awareness	of	potential	danger,	which	makes	a	difference	in	

women’s	 practice	 and	 experience,	 as	 well	 as	 their	 embodied	

cosmopolitanism	in	Couchsurfing.	 	
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My	paper	focuses	on	women’s	Couchsurfing	experience	to	explore	

how	women	embody	their	cosmopolitanism(s)	through	engaging	

with	 Couchsurfing,	 and	 furthermore	 to	 demonstrate	 the	

potentials	and	pitfalls	of	the	travelling	women	via	Couchsurfing.	

Through	 the	 lens	 of	 gender,	 I	 firstly	 examine	 the	 discourse	 of	

Couchsurfing	cosmopolitanism	displayed	online.	Then,	I	focus	on	

the	women’s	Couchsurfing	experience	in	the	cases	of	‘mismatched	

encounters’	followed	with	unwanted	sexual	invitation	as	well	as	

the	 women	 couchsurfers’	 strategies	 to	 avoid	 or	 react	 to	 the	

harassment	 in	 face‐to‐face	 interaction	 of	 Couchsurfing.	 Last,	

through	 comparing	 East‐Asian	 (mainly	 from	 Taiwan)	 and	

Western‐European	(mainly	 from	the	Netherlands,	Germany	and	

France)	 women	 couchsurfers,	 I	 demonstrate	 how	 their	 own	

cultural	 backgrounds	 shape	 their	 Couchsurfing	 practice	 and	

perception	of	Couchsurfing	cosmopolitanism.	 	

Qualitative	 research	 methods	 are	 adopted,	 including	

participatory	observation,	qualitative	interview	and	text	analysis.	

I	did	fieldwork	in	the	Netherlands	and	Taiwan	during	2011‐2014;	

and	I	opened	my	home	in	Amsterdam	to	host	surfers,	travelled	in	

the	 Netherlands	 and	 Taiwan	 with	 Couchsurfing,	 and	 attended	

couchsurfers’	 gathering	 in	 Amsterdam	 and	 Taipei	 for	

participatory	observation.	During	my	fieldwork,	I	interviewed	37	

women	 couchsurfers	 with	 East‐Asian	 and	 Western‐European	

background;	22	of	them	are	from	Taiwan,	Hong‐Kang	and	China,	

and	15	of	them	are	from	the	Netherlands,	Germany	and	France.	I	

met	 these	 37	 respondents	 in	 various	 occasions:	 three	were	my	

hosts,	seven	were	my	surfers,	and	I	met	six	of	them	at	couchsurfer	

gatherings.	 I	 invited	10	 respondents	 for	 interviews	 after	 online	

interaction,	while	the	rest	were	from	my	personal	network.	Alias	

is	used	to	maintain	the	anonymity	of	respondents;	and	for	the	text	
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analysis,	I	reviewed	the	webpages	of	Couchsurfing	website	as	well	

as	its	online	forums.	

	

(The	disavowal	of	)Body	in	tourism	and	cosmopolitanism	

The	dualism	of	mind	and	body	has	existed	in	Western	culture	for	

long	and	has	dominated	the	mainstream	of	knowledge	system	in	

social	 disciplines,	 where	 ‘the	 body’	 is	 associated	 with	 negative	

terms,	such	as	irrationality,	object,	non‐consciousness,	femininity	

(Johnston,	2000),	and	thus	is	usually	ignored.	By	shifting	the	focus	

to	 the	 body	 and	 conceptualizing	 the	 body	 of	 ‘Other’,	 feminists	

attempt	 to	break	 through	 the	dualism	of	mind	and	body	and	 to	

deconstruct	the	knowledge	production,	which	has	been	overruled	

by	existing	power	 relation.	Following	 feminist	perspectives,	my	

study	 takes	 the	 embodiment	 approach	 to	 study	 Couchsurfing	

cosmopolitanism.	In	the	next	section,	I	will	review	the	discussion	

of	 ‘body	 in	 tourism	studies’	and	 ‘embodied	cosmopolitanism’	 to	

frame	out	the	following	analysis.	 	

Bodily	experience	in	tourism	 	

Before	discussing	the	body	and	its	connection	to	tourism	studies,	

symbolic	 representation	 and	 visual	 experience	 were	 the	 main	

concerns	 that	 foregrounded	 the	 social	 analysis	 of	 the	 tourism	

phenomenon	(e.g.	MacCannell,	1999;	Urry,	1990;	Selwyn,	1996).	

Although	these	classic	works	effectively	opened	up	tourism	to	a	

theoretically	 informed	 analysis,	 they	 are	 criticised	 for	 their	

disembodied,	universalized,	masculinist	and	middle‐class‐centric	

perspectives	(Veijola	&	Jokinen,	1994).	In	light	of	this,	a	series	of	

studies	have	shifted	the	focus	to	innate	and	acquired	disposition	

inscribed	 on	 the	 body	 and	 represented	 through	 bodily	
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performance	 (e.g.	Edensor,	2000;	2001).	The	 focus	on	 the	body	

not	merely	refers	to	the	consideration	for	biology	(sex,	race,	etc.)	

and	 sensuality	 (feeling	 and	 doing)	 of	 travellers,	 but	 even	more	

importantly	to	the	focus	on	their	cultural	performances,	identities	

and	power	relations	of	human	interactions	(Swain,	2009:510).	 	

To	 bring	 on	 the	 discussion	 of	 gender	 issue	 in	 tourism	 studies,	

feminists	further	emphasise	that	the	body	of	traveller	is	sexed	and	

gendered.	Sex	is	regarded	as	an	essentialist	definition	of	physical	

character,	 while	 gender	 is	 a	 cultural	 and	 historical	 product	

through	a	series	of	complex	process,	which	socially	 induces	 the	

differences	between	sexes	and	makes	these	differences	structural	

factors	 in	 the	 organisation	 of	 social	 life	 (Braidotti,	 2012:6).	 To	

theorize	the	sexed‐and‐gendered	body	implies	two	dimensions	of	

contribution	 to	 tourism	 studies:	 first,	 it	 advances	 the	 discipline	

with	 bodily	 experiences	 and	 the	 perspectives	 of	 the	 ‘Other’,	

including	 but	 not	 limited	 to	 women.	 Second,	 it	 embodies	 the	

gender	relation	in	the	context	of	tourist	performance,	which	may	

involve	 an	 acquiring	 process	 of	 a	 gendered	 body	 and/or	 the	

subversion	of	existing	power	relation.	Johnston’s	(2000)	research	

about	 gay	 parades	 is	 an	 example:	 the	 embodiment	 of	 gays	 and	

lesbians	successfully	challenges	the	‘the	universal,	non‐sexed	and	

non‐gendered	traveller’s	body’,	which	is	masculine	by	default	in	

previous	 tourism	 studies	 (:184).	 It	 also	 breaks	 through	 the	

dualism	 of	 mind/body,	 self/Other,	 and	 prompts	 the	 ‘new	

understanding	 of	 power,	 knowledge	 and	 social	 relationships	

between	the	body	and	tourism	process’	(ibid:189).	 	

Similarly,	 previous	 studies	 of	 women	 travellers’	 experience	

expose	 the	 unequal	 gender	 relation	 behind	 the	 public	 space	 by	

conceptualizing	 the	 sexed‐and‐gendered	 body.	 Based	 on	 the	

women’s	common	feeling,	fearfulness,	in	public	space	during	the	
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night,	Valentine	(1989)	argues	that	the	threat	of	gendered	harm	

from	men	constructs	the	geography	of	women’s	fear,	which	has	a	

profound	effect	on	many	women’s	bodies—	including	when	and	

where	they	appear,	how	they	behave	and	perform,	as	well	as	their	

experience	 in	the	public	space.	Although	women’s	 fear	of	men’s	

harassment	 or	 violence	 is	 dispropositionately	 related	 to	 actual	

experience	of	it,	the	perception	of	fear	is	prevalent	among	many	

women	 and	 restricts	 their	 freedom	 and	opportunities	 in	 public	

space	 (Wilson	&	 Little,	 2008).	 Besides,	 the	 vulnerable	 image	 of	

women	 is	 simultaneously	 strengthened	 in	 contrast	 to	 the	

masculinity	to	stabilize	the	existing	gender	relation	(Day,	2001),	

and	consequently	intensifies	women’s	fear	in	public	space.	Hence,	

the	geography	of	fear	is	considered	a	form	of	social	control	over	

women’s	bodies	in	terms	of	leisure	choices	and	activities	in	public	

field.	

Nowadays,	 in	 the	 mobile	 world,	 geography	 of	 fear	 has	 been	

‘upgraded’	 to	 the	 global	 level,	 which	 makes	 the	 analysis	 of	

women’s	 bodies	 even	 more	 complicated.	 The	 rumours	 about	

travelling	women	attacked	by	local	men	directly	threaten	cross‐

border	women	 travellers	 (Wilson	&	Little,	 2008).	The	 ‘tips	 of	 a	

safe	trip’	in	women’s	guidebooks	or	advice	from	other	women	or	

family	members	repeatedly	remind	women	of	their	vulnerability	

and	strengthen	 the	 fear	while	 travelling	 (Wilson,	Holdsworth	&	

Witsel,	 2009).	 The	 eroticized	 image	 of	 foreign	 women,	 or	 the	

circulating	 stereotype	 of	 solo	 women	 travellers	 as	 sexually	

available,	 and	 the	 following	 male	 gaze	 during	 the	 trip	 also	

constitute	women’s	sense	of	unsafety	(Jordan	&	Aitchison,	2008).	

All	 these	 issues	 are	 part	 of	 the	 patriarchal	 system	 of	 fear	

governing	women	travellers’	bodies.	
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Yet	 women’s	 travelling	 bodies	 have	 challenged	 the	 restriction	

from	 the	 geography	 of	 fear.	 For	many	women,	 travelling	 alone	

allows	 them	 to	 find	 a	 sense	 of	 autonomy,	 to	 step	 outside	 their	

comfort	zone	(Butler,	1995;	Wilson	&	Little,	2005;	2008;	Myers,	

2010),	 and	 to	 break	 through	 the	 social	 control	 over	 women	

(Myers	 &	 Hannam,	 2008).	 Although	 the	 geography	 of	 fear	 still	

influences	 women’s	 mobility	 and	 experience	 in	 different	 ways,	

however,	 these	 women’s	 bodies	 being	 there	 and	 the	 following	

strategies	 against	 men’s	 violence	 or	 harassment	 represent	 the	

process	of	negotiation	between	women	and	the	control	from	fear.	

In	 these	 analyses,	 women’s	 bodies	 actually	 are	 the	 battlefield,	

where	the	multiple	power	of	patriarchal	system,	culture	as	well	as	

women’s	 agencies	 are	 embodied	 in	 their	 emotion,	 image,	

limitation,	 action	 and	 strategies.	 Following	 the	 analyses	 of	

women’s	 bodies,	 I	 frame	 the	 analysis	 of	women’s	 Couchsurfing	

experiences	by	focusing	on	their	emotion	of	fear	and	uncertainty,	

vulnerable	 image	 constructed	 by	 themselves	 and	 others,	 social	

control	 behind	 the	 interactions	with	 others,	 the	 strategies	 they	

develop,	and	the	limitation	in	their	Couchsurfing	practices.	

Embodies	cosmopolitanism	

By	 bringing	 in	 the	 analysis	 of	 body	 in	 the	 discussion	 of	

cosmopolitanism	as	well	as	emphasising	the	bodily	experience	as	

the	base	to	perceive	the	global	world,	feminist	analysis	leads	us	to	

‘new	 understandings	 of	 and	 about	mobility,	 consumption,	 risk‐

taking,	 mapping,	 and	 openness’	 to	 other	 cultures,	 so	 called	

‘embodied	 cosmopolitanisms’	 (Swain,	 2009:510).	 Generally,	

cosmopolitanism	is	perceived	as	a	new	social	order	of	the	global	

world	(Held,	2011),	involving	universal	values	or	interdependent	

relationships	 among	 different	 areas	 around	 the	 world.	
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International	organisations	and	regulations	are	thus	 legitimized	

by	the	cosmopolitan	discourse	(Beck	&	Sznaider,	2010).	Similarly	

in	 the	 case	 of	 Couchsurfing,	 cosmopolitanism	 is	 employed	 to	

trigger	 the	 reciprocal	 system	 of	 hospitality	 exchange	 among	

strangers	from	different	cultures	(Germann	Molz,	2007).	

Compared	to	the	 institutional	cosmopolitanism,	which	 is	 ideally	

built	 for	a	single	organisation	(Pogge	1992:48),	Robbins	(1998)	

suggests,	 ‘actually	 existing	 cosmopolitanisms’	 deserve	 more	

academic	attention	to	figure	out	how	multiple	cosmopolitanisms	

are	located	and	embodied	in	different	geographical	and	cultural	

contexts	 without	 stripping	 away	 the	 normative	 power	 of	

cosmopolitan	 discourse	 (see	 also	 Germann	 Molz,	 2006).	 Many	

Couchsurfing	studies	have	contributed	to	the	call	for	accounts	of	

actually	 existing	 cosmopolitanisms	 by	 exploring	 how	

Couchsurfing	 cosmopolitanism	 is	 practiced	 in	 reality	 and	 in	

different	cultural	contexts:	Germann	Molz’	(2007)	argues	that	the	

constructed	 cosmopolitanism	 serves	 to	 delimit	 the	 bounded	

community	 of	 like‐minded	 members	 rather	 than	 to	 entirely	

embrace	 diverse	 cultures	 as	 it	 is	 claimed	 on	 Couchsurfing.	

Moreover,	 a	 few	 researches	 about	 non‐Western	 Couchsurfing	

practices	have	been	done	(Buchberger,	2012;	2014;	Chen,	2012;	

2014;	 Zuev,	 2012;	 2014).	 In	 these	 research	 findings,	 the	 cross‐

cultural	interactions	of	Couchsurfing	do	not	always	represent	the	

equality	 among	 different	 cultures;	 instead,	 the	 value	 of	 West‐

centrism	is	sometimes	 implied	 in	a	self‐exoticised	performance,	

stereotypes	 of	 otherness,	 et	 cetera.	 In	 these	 studies,	 ‘actually‐

existing	cosmopolitanisms’	are	(re)produced	through	an	intricate	

process,	 and	 it	 not	 only	 depends	 on	 the	 perception	 of	 the	

constructed	 cosmopolitanism,	 but	 also	 cultural	 background,	

interactions	with	others,	and	the	existing	power	relation.	 	 	
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The	 feminist	 embodied	 cosmopolitanism	 brings	 in	 another	 key	

factor:	 the	sexed‐and‐gendered	body.	 Its	 intervention	alters	 the	

cultural	performance,	cross‐cultural	interactions,	power	relation,	

and	further,	the	embodied	cosmopolitanism.	In	this	study,	I	adopt	

embodiment	 approach	 as	 the	 framework	 and	 add	 the	 lens	 of	

gender	firstly	to	examine	the	displayed	discourse	of	Couchsurfing	

cosmopolitanism,	and	then	to	explore	the	women’s	Couchsurfing	

experience	 disavowed	 in	 the	 discourse	 production.	 In	 the	 last	

section	 of	 analysis,	 I	 compare	Western‐European	 and	 the	 East‐

Asian	 women’s	 Couchsurfing	 experience	 to	 highlight	 the	

construction	 of	 gendered‐and	 sexed	 bodies	 as	 a	 socio‐cultural	

process,	which	influence	women’s	Couchsurfing	practice	and	their	

perception	of	cosmopolitanism.	

	

The	de‐sexualized	Couchsurfing	cosmopolitanism	on	the	site	

The	 discourse	 of	 Couchsurfing	 cosmopolitanism	 is	 created	 on	

Couchsurfing	 site	 to	 promote	 and	manage	 hospitality	 exchange	

(Germann	 Molz,	 2007;	 Chen,	 2012).	 To	 distinguish	 itself	 from	

other	dating	sites,	 the	organiser	of	Couchsurfing	establishes	the	

rule	 of	 ‘no‐dating’	 and	 create	 the	 discourse	 of	 de‐sexualized	

cosmopolitanism	on	Couchsurfing	website:	

Our	members	 join	 Couchsurfing	 to	 create	 friendships.	

Don’t	 contact	 other	 members	 for	 dating	 –	 we	 will	

consider	this	harassment.	(Couchsurfing	website,	2014)	

The	 organiser	 of	 Couchsurfing	 defines	 its	 members	 as	 a	

community	of	hospitality	exchange	with	platonic	friendship.	The	

anticipation	 on	 Couchsurfing	 interactions	 shows	 general	

perception	of	cosmopolitanism,	which	is	de‐sexualized	and	only	
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represented	in	intellectual	aesthetics	or	moral	openness	toward	

different	 cultures.	 This	 de‐sexualized	 cosmopolitanism	 is	 based	

on	the	assumption	that	non‐intellectual	and	emotional	attraction	

toward	 ‘otherness’	 can	 be	 ignored	 or	 detached	 in	 cultural	

experiences	(Nava,	2007).	However,	seekers	for	exotic	romances	

on	 Couchsurfing	 prevails.	 The	 inconsistency	 aggravates	 the	

problem	of	mismatch	encounter	among	couchsurfers,	as	someone	

who	trusts	and	follows	the	no‐dating	principle	may	underestimate	

the	potential	risks	behind	the	de‐sexualized	discourse.	To	address	

this	 issue,	 the	 organiser	 of	 Couchsurfing	 creates	 a	 webpage,	

‘safety’,	to	list	the	tips	for	a	safe	Couchsurfing	trip,	including:	

Be	 informed	 about	 the	 culture	 where	 you	 are	

travelling…be	sure	you’re	aware	of	cultural	sensitivities,	

mores	 and	 general	 safety	 recommendations	 for	 each	

place	that	you	travel.	

Review	profiles	carefully.	 	

Have	a	backup	plan.	

Leave	feedback…Let	other	couchsurfers	know	about	your	

experiences	with	the	people	you	meet.	 	

Women	travellers	may	prefer	to	book	with	female	hosts,	

and	vice	versa.	

By	showing	these	tips	online,	the	organiser	of	Couchsurfing	shifts	

most	 responsibilities	 of	 safety	 to	 vulnerable	 members,	 like	

women,	rather	than	to	discipline	all	couchsurfers.	For	instance,	it	

is	listed	one	should	have	‘cultural	sensitivities’	to	avoid	the	danger	

caused	by	cultural	misunderstanding,	but	a	reminder	like	 ‘one’s	

expression	 of	 friendliness	 in	 one	 culture	 may	 be	 taken	 as	

harassment	 in	 another’	 to	 suggest	 an	 appropriate	 distance	 in	

cross‐cultural	interactions	is	never	shown	on	the	website.	These	

tips,	similar	to	the	advices	in	women’s	travel	guidebooks	(Wilson,	
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Holdsworth	&	Witsel,	2009),	maintain	 the	concept	 that	 ‘women	

should	 take	responsibility	 for	own	safety	 in	public’,	which	 is	an	

injustice	 resulting	 from	 uncontrollable	 sexual	 harassments	 and	

unpractical	de‐sexualized	cosmopolitan	discourse.	Furthermore,	

these	tips	become	strict	rules	to	examine	the	victim’s	behaviours	

when	 it	 comes	 a	 report	 about	 sexual	 harassment	 or	 similar	

unpleasant	experience,	and	thus	the	tips	indirectly	make	a	hostile	

environment	for	women	couchsurfers.	 	

This	is	a	case	to	illustrate	hostile	environment	for	women:	On	4th	

of	November	 2012,	 a	 thread	 titled	 ‘naked	 host	walking	 around	

awww	[sic]’	 stimulated	an	 intensive	discussion	on	 the	 forum	of	

Couchsurfing	website.	Cindy	(alias)	posted	her	surfing	experience	

in	Amsterdam	and	asked	for	help.	She	and	two	girl	friends	were	

staying	with	a	Dutch	host,	who	was	walking	around	naked	at	home	

and	asserted	nudism	as	part	of	Dutch	culture.	Nonetheless,	they	

still	had	to	stay	in	Amsterdam	for	three	days	but	could	not	afford	

an	alternative	accommodation,	so	Cindy	left	this	post	to	seek	help.	

After	 a	 while,	 Cindy	 got	 replies	 from	 two	 persons,	 who	 were	

willing	to	host	these	three	girls,	and	then	they	moved	out	from	the	

naked	host.	However,	 in	 the	 following	weeks,	Cindy	got	a	 lot	of	

criticism,	which	were	even	more	than	the	nudist	host	did,	such	as:	

When	Couchsurfing,	ALWAYS	have	a	plan	B!...it	seems	to	

me	you're	very	inexperienced	couchsurfers	or	 just	don't	

respect	the	true	culture	of	Couchsurfing,	just	looking	for	

a	place	to	sleep	(Samantha).	

It's	his	flat	so	he	can	do	what	he	wants.	As	long	as	things	

like	 this	 are	 stated	 clearly	 in	 the	 profile	 I	 see	 nothing	

wrong.	Some	people	just	don't	read	the	profiles	carefully	

and	end	up	at	a	place	they	never	wanted	to	be	in	the	first	

place.	That's	the	surfers'	fault,	not	the	host	(Michael).	 	
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First	of	all...	leave	a	ref!	You	didn't	so	I	won't	believe	you.	

Tired	of	 those	women	who	moan	about	 their	hosts	but	

never	leave	a	negative	reference	(Irfan)	

These	 criticisms	 represent	 a	 hostile	 environment	 for	 women	

couchsurfers	who	report	sexual	harassment.	In	previous	studies	

on	reported	cases	of	sexual	harassment,	women	victims	are	often	

considered	 untrustworthy	 and	 blamed	 by	 both	 others	 and	

themselves	 for	 the	 incidents	 (Jensen	 &	 Gutek,	 1982;	 Marin	 &	

Guadagno,	1999).	Public	scrutiny	and	negative	evaluation,	which	

are	 likely	 to	happen	afterwards,	make	many	women	hesitate	 to	

report	 the	 sexual	 harassment	 (Marin	 &	 Guadagno,	 1999).	

Simultaneously,	 victims	 are	 assigned	with	 the	 responsibility	 to	

report	the	sexual	harassment	in	the	name	of	public	justice	(Gutek,	

1993).	This	obligation	leads	to	a	dilemma,	which	happens	to	the	

women	 victims	 in	 Couchsurfing	 as	well.	 To	make	 the	 situation	

worse,	there	is	a	mechanism	of	mutual	reference	system,	which	

allows	 reported	 harasser	 to	 take	 revenge	 on	 the	 victim	 easily	

through	giving	back	a	negative	reference,	when	the	victim	reports	

harassment	 through	 the	 reference	system.	Therefore,	according	

to	the	interviewees	of	this	study,	they	tend	to	conceal	their	bad	

experiences	in	Couchsurfing	out	of	fear	of	revenge	by	a	negative	

reference.	

In	Cindy’s	case,	she	suffered	double	criticisms	because	she	posted	

her	 experience	 on	 the	 discussion	 forum	 instead	 of	 reporting	 it	

through	 the	 reference	 system,	 which	 is	 considered	 as	 the	

authority	 of	 safety	 management	 on	 the	 website.	 She	 was	

examined	with	the	official	Couchsurfing	tips	and	was	regarded	as	

an	‘inexperienced	couchsurfer’,	who	should	be	responsible	for	the	

incident.	At	the	same	time,	she	was	blamed	for	not	reporting	the	

naked	host	through	the	reference	system	for	other	couchsurfers.	
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These	 comments	 imply	 that	 women	 couchsurfers	 should	 be	

responsible	not	only	for	their	own	safety	but	also	for	the	safety	of	

the	whole	community.	 	

Besides,	 women	 couchsurfers	 are	 requested	 to	 have	 ‘cultural	

sensitivity’	to	behave	appropriately	according	to	local	convention	

when	travelling	in	different	countries,	as	it	is	mentioned	in	one	of	

the	comments;	

If	you	go	to	an	extreme	religious	country	would	you	only	

pack	 extreme	mini/micro	 skirts	and	 see	 through	 tops?	

You	know	that's	bound	to	give	you	trouble.	Not	that	agree	

with	that	culture,	but	it	exists	and	you	should	adapt	to	it	

(Irfan)	

Couchsurfing	 cosmopolitanism	 displayed	 here	 refers	 to	 a	

multicultural	environment,	which	is	a	disadvantage	to	vulnerable	

women	in	many	cases	(Okin	et	al.,	1999;	McKerl,	2007;	Gressgård	

&	 Jacobsen,	 2003).	 In	 the	 name	 of	 multiculturalism,	 sexual	

harassments	are	acceptable,	if	not	legitimized,	in	certain	minority	

cultures,	which	 should	be	 informed	 in	 advance	 and	be	 adapted	

during	the	trips.	Following	this	logic,	sexual	harassment	is	easily	

imputed	 to	 women	 couchsurfers,	 who	 may	 not	

behave/dress/react	appropriately	because	of	the	lack	of	cultural	

sensitivities.	 Thus,	 Couchsurfing	 cosmopolitanism	 with	 its	

multiculturalist	 tendency	 has	 provided	 a	 way	 for	

Couchsurfing.com	to	avoid	engaging	in	the	safety	issues	through	

shifting	 responsibilities	 to	 women	 and	 degrading	 the	 women	

victims	 as	 non‐cosmopolitan	 without	 cultural	 sensitivities	

(McKerl,	2007).	 	

Cindy’s	 case	 has	 embodied	 an	 uneven	 process	 of	 discourse	

(re)production,	 which	 involves	 the	 established	 rules	 by	
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Couchsurfing.com	 and	 members’	 online	 interactions.	 	 The	

hostile	 online	 environment	 to	 women	 victims	 makes	 certain	

women’s	 Couchsurfing	 experiences	 invisible,	 such	 as	

unpleasantness,	anxiety	or	fear,	and	thus	Couchsurfing.com	is	able	

to	 maintain	 the	 discourse	 of	 de‐sexualized	 cosmopolitanism,	

which	 is	 a	 consequence	 of	 the	 patriarchal	 system	 behind	

Couchsurfing.	

	

The	offline	practices	of	Couchsurfing	cosmopolitanisms	

Fear	 and	 anxiety	 are	 common	 emotions	 during	 travelling	 for	

women,	 including	many	women	couchsurfers.	Like	solo	women	

travellers	in	previous	studies	(Jordan	&	Aitchison,	2008;	Wilson	&	

Little,	2005;	2008),	women	couchsurfers	are	fearful	of	potential	

threat	from	men’s	violence	or	harassment,	and	anxious	about	the	

unfamiliar	environment,	in	which	they	may	not	be	able	to	react	to	

danger	 or	 to	 seek	 for	 help.	 Unwanted	 attention	 and	 invitation	

from	men	 also	 bring	 about	 anxiety	 and	 even	 fear	 to	 travelling	

women.	 Jean,	 a	 28‐year‐old	 German	 surfer	 mentioned	 her	

travelling	experience	in	India:	

I	don’t	know	how	these	Indian	guys	get	this	impression—

white,	 blond	 women	 are	 easy.	 When	 I	 logged	 in	 the	

website,	or	walked	on	the	street	there,	always	some	guys	

sent	me	some	strange	messages,	or	 tried	 to	 talk	 to	me.	

They	were	 really	annoying…I’ve	never	experienced	 this	

when	I	was	travelling	in	other	European	cities.	Probably	

because	I	am	not	exotic,	right?	

Being	gazed	women’s	common	experience	when	travelling	abroad.	

This	 can	 be	 attributed	 to	 tourism	 industry’s	 old	 trick,	 which	
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habitually	exoticizes	women’s	image	as	sexually	attractive	objects	

serving	 for	 heterosexual	 male	 gaze	 and	 desire	 (Crang,	 1998;	

Pritchard	 &	 Morgan,	 2000).	 Besides,	 as	 tourism	 providers	

frequently	link	tourism	and	sex	to	display	a	carnival	atmosphere	

for	holidays,	women,	especially	solo	women	travelling	in	foreign	

countries,	 are	 easily	 depicted	 as	 sexually	 available	 (Jordan	 &	

Aitchison,	2008).	The	male	gaze	to	 foreign	women	represents	a	

sexualized	surveillance	over	women,	who	may	escape	from	native	

society	but	are	still	governed	by	ubiquitous	patriarchal	control.	

Furthermore,	some	men	hosts	use	‘experiencing	local	culture’	as	

an	 excuse	 to	 take	 advantage	 of	 women	 couchsurfers,	 since	

Couchsurfing	 is	 posited	 as	 cosmopolitan	 practice	 with	 the	

openness	 toward	 cultural	 experience.	 Rachel,	 a	 24‐year‐old	

Taiwanese	girl,	had	such	experience	when	she	stayed	with	the	92‐

year‐old	man	host	in	London;	

When	I	was	ready	to	leave,	he	said,	‘if	you	treat	me	as	your	

grandfather,	give	me	a	hug	for	goodbye.’	So	we	hugged.	

Then,	what	he	said	really	shocked	me,	‘I	want	to	kiss	your	

lips.’	 Of	 course	 I	 refused.	 But	 he	 explained,	 ‘You	 don’t	

understand.	This	is	the	how	a	grandfather	shows	his	love	

to	his	granddaughter	in	Europe.	You	are	travelling	here	

to	experience	local	culture,	aren’t	you?	So	you	have	to	kiss	

me.	This	is	part	of	European	culture.	

This	 case	 epitomizes	 Couchsurfing	 cosmopolitanism	 as	 a	

gendered	 battlefield,	 where	 men	 usually	 get	 the	 power	 of	

interpretation	 and	 dominate	 the	 practices	 in	 social	 relations	

(Baxer,	 2003).	 The	 man	 host	 predominated	 the	 cross‐cultural	

interaction	 and	 played	 the	 ‘cultural	 game’,	 which	 strengthens	

women	couchsurfers’	feeling	of	uncertainty	and	unsafety	during	
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their	 trips,	 and	 gives	 them	 the	 pressure	 with	 the	 norm	 of	

cosmopolitan	openness	in	Couchsurfing.	

Facing	 the	 threat	 of	 sexual	 harassment	 from	 men,	 women	

couchsurfers	have	to	develop	strategies	 to	avoid	 it,	and	to	cope	

with	 it	 if	 harassment	 is	 unavoidable.	 While	 most	 women	

couchsurfers	follow	the	Couchsurfing	tips	to	select	the	hosts,	the	

chosen	ones	are	often	women	or	someone	with	similar	cultural	

background.	Yedda,	a	26‐year‐old	Taiwanese	girl	mentioned	her	

principle	of	host	selection:	

Usually	I	select	women	hosts…	If	there	are	only	men	hosts,	

I	prefer	to	stay	with	Taiwanese	or	Chinese	men	hosts.	I	

feel	safer	to	stay	with	them	because	I	am	 familiar	with	

the	norm	of	the	culture	and	the	boundary	between	people.	

At	 least	 I	have	 some	 clues	about	how	 I	 should	behave,	

what	their	acts	mean,	and	what	an	appropriate	distance	

is,	et	cetera.	

Germann	Molz	(2007)	indicates	the	consequence	of	the	selection	

mechanism	 in	 Couchsurfing	 actually	 is	 gathering	 like‐minded	

people,	 instead	of	achieving	the	cosmopolitan	utopia	embracing	

different	 cultures.	 Yedda’s	 case	 offers	 an	 explanation	 of	 this	

phenomenon	 from	women’s	perspective.	Considering	 their	own	

safety,	or	sense	of	safety,	some	women	couchsurfers	 like	Yedda	

choose	 to	 limit	 their	 possibilities	 to	 meet	 different	 people.	 Or,	

more	precisely,	 their	 fear	of	men’s	harassment	affects	women’s	

decision	not	only	about	where	to	go	and	when	to	go	(Valentine,	

1989),	but	also	whom	to	interact	with	during	their	Couchsurfing	

trips.	 	

However,	 women	 are	 not	 always	 passively	 dominated	 by	 fear.	

Women	 couchsurfers,	 like	 other	 women	 travellers,	 are	
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negotiating	with	their	fear	through	their	bodily	practice	of	travel	

and	 interaction	 with	 others	 (Wilson	 &	 Little,	 2005).	 In	 the	

negotiating	 process,	 they	 accumulates	 their	 knowledge	 about	

other	 cultures.	 Most	 of	 this	 knowledge,	 however,	 is	 based	 on	

nation‐based	 cultural	 stereotypes	 (Chen,	 2014:115‐119).	 In	 the	

learning	 process,	women	 couchsurfers	 are	 building	 up	 a	world	

map	in	mind	to	mark	safe	and	dangerous	areas,	trustworthy	and	

untrustworthy	men,	et	cetera;	they	take	their	action	according	to	

this	map	with	the	accumulated	knowledge.	For	instance,	Ula,	a	29‐

year‐old	 Dutch	 girl,	 mentioned	 one	 of	 the	 principles	 of	 host	

selection	derived	from	the	stereotype	of	Turkish	men:	

For	guys	in	certain	cultures	like	Turkey,	when	a	girl	stays	

with	a	guy	alone,	that	means	the	girl	is	inviting	to	have	

sex…	Even	my	family	is	from	Turkey,	but	I	will	never	ever	

surf	at	a	Turkish	guy’s	place.	

According	 to	 Ula,	 knowledge	 about	 ‘how	 guys	 perceive	 a	 solo	

woman	couchsurfer	in	different	cultures’,	is	important	for	a	safe	

trip,	and	it	contributes	to	the	‘world	geography	of	women’s	fear’.	

This	does	not	necessarily	 limit	women	couchsurfers’	action,	but	

possibly	offers	women	couchsurfers	basic	knowledge	and	skills	to	

travel	in	different	cultures	safely	(Chen,	2014).	Yet,	Ula	seemed	to	

notice	 the	nation‐based	 stereotype	 is	 somehow	problematic,	 so	

she	emphasised	‘my	family	is	from	Turkey’	to	keep	her	stereotype	

apart	 from	 bias,	 which	 might	 go	 against	 the	 principle	 of	

Couchsurfing	 cosmopolitanism,	 open‐mindedness	 toward	

different	cultures.	 	

Ula’s	case	shows	the	dilemma	of	women’s	Couchsurfing	practice:	

on	 the	 one	 hand,	 the	 knowledge	 about	 other	 cultures	 helps	

women	couchsurfers	to	safely	explore	the	outside	world	and	learn	
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to	be	cosmopolitan.	On	the	other	hand,	to	avoid	potential	threat	

from	men’s	harassment,	they	exclude	men	from	certain	countries	

according	to	the	stereotypes.	As	Hannerz	(2006:10)	has	indicated	

the	 complexity	 of	 the	 embodied	 cosmopolitanism,	 which	 ‘can	

stand	 opposed	 to	 xenophobia,	 but	 not	 necessarily	 do	 so’.	 From	

women’s	perspective,	the	cosmopolitan	practice	of	Couchsurfing	

is	 not	 simply	 a	 one‐way	 learning	 progress	 from	 xenophobia	 to	

open‐mindedness,	 but	 involves	 a	 back‐and‐forth	 process	 of	

negotiation	with	the	fear	and	vigilance	toward	otherness.	

	

Comparison	 between	 Western‐European	 and	 East‐Asian	

women	couchsurfers	

In	 previous	 sections,	 Couchsurfing	 has	 been	 demonstrated	 as	

gendered	 practice.	 Through	 further	 examining	 the	 nuances	

between	 the	 East‐Asian	 women’s	 and	 the	 Western‐European	

women’s	Couchsurfing	practice	 in	 the	study,	 it	 can	be	observed	

that	the	gendered	practice	actually	differs	from	culture	to	culture.	

In	general,	the	Western‐European	women	couchsurfer	recognise	

the	risk	of	sexual	harassment	in	Couchsurfing	as	a	gender	issue,	

which	embodies	part	of	the	hostile	environment	for	women	and	

the	unequal	gender	relation	(re)produced	in	the	complex	socio‐

cultural	process.	For	Eartha,	a	28‐year‐old	Dutch	woman,	the	risk	

in	Couchsurfing	is	not	different	from	those	in	everyday	life:	

As	women,	we	are	always	conscious	of	danger.	There	are	

always	some	risks,	both	in	life	or	Couchsurfing.	Although	

there	might	be	some	bad	guys	misuse	Couchsurfing,	that	

won’t	be	the	reason	for	me	to	deny	Couchsurfing.	At	least	

Couchsurfing	 offers	 personal	 profiles	 and	 references.	 I	

can	try	to	select	good	guys	and	interact	with	them.	
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Eartha	admitted	that	fearfulness	in	public	space	is	unavoidable	for	

most	 women,	 and	 risk	 is	 part	 of	 life.	 Facing	 the	 hostile	

environment	 for	 women,	 Eartha	 chose	 to	 take	 the	 risk	 and	 to	

challenge	the	inequality	with	bodily	practice.	Eartha	believed	she	

can	 select	 the	 safe	person	with	 the	aid	of	personal	profiles	 and	

reference	system	provided	by	Couchsurfing	website.	Thus,	these	

social‐networking	 technologies	 are	 not	 only	 generally	 used	 to	

manage	 the	 encounter	 in	Couchsurfing	 (Bialski,	 2012),	 but	 also	

further	employed	by	women	to	manage	a	risky	environment	and	

make	 it	 more	 predictable	 and	 build	 up	 their	 confidence	 in	 the	

negotiation	with	geography	of	fear.	

When	women’s	vulnerability	is	conceived	as	the	character	of	the	

biological	 sex,	 which	 seems	 innate	 and	 unchallengeable,	 the	

fearfulness	would	have	greater	 influence	on	women’s	 travelling	

experience.	Such	perception	of	women’s	vulnerability	is	common	

among	 the	 East‐Asian	 women	 couchsurfers	 of	 this	 study.	

Therefore,	 they	 show	 less	 confidence	 in	 dealing	 with	 men’s	

harassment	and	tend	to	use	relatively	conservative	strategies	to	

reduce	the	risk	of	sexual	harassment	in	Couchsurfing.	For	instance,	

many	 East‐Asian	 women	 couchsurfers,	 like	 the	 previous	 case,	

Yedda,	only	select	women	hosts,	couples	and	families	to	stay	with	

while	 Couchsurfing.	 In	 these	 cases,	 the	 social‐networking	

technologies	are	used	to	filter	out	single	men	in	their	Couchsurfing	

practice.	

Furthermore,	 the	 lack	 of	 confidence	 makes	 some	 women	

couchsurfers	 attribute	 men’s	 harassment	 to	 their	 own	 fault.	

Harriet,	a	24‐year‐old	Taiwanese	women	couchsurfer,	who	did	a	

self‐criticism	after	being	harassed	by	the	man	host:	
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I	 didn’t	 leave	 him	 a	 negative	 reference	 because,	

sometimes	 the	 conflicts	 result	 from	 the	

misunderstanding	 of	 cultural	 differences.	 Sometimes	 I	

feel	 it	 might	 be	 my	 own	 fault;	 I	 am	 not	 experienced	

enough	to	anticipate	it	from	the	personal	profile	

The	case	of	Harriet	corresponds	to	Wilson	and	Little’s	observation	

about	 women	 travellers:	 some	 solo	 women	 travellers	 blame	

themselves	for	‘being	in	the	wrong	place	at	the	wrong	time’	when	

sexual	 harassment	 occurs	 to	 them	 (Wilson	&	 Little,	 2008:176).	

Jensen	 and	 Gutek	 (1982)	 indicates	 that	 the	 more	 traditional	

gender‐role	 beliefs	 the	 woman	 holds,	 the	more	 likely	 she	 is	 to	

blame	herself	in	an	incident	of	sexual	harassment.	 	

Jensen	 and	 Gutek’s	 accurately	 criticise	 the	 influence	 of	 the	

traditional	 gender‐role	 on	 women	 in	 general.	 However,	 in	 the	

cases	 of	 East‐Asian	 women	 couchsurfers,	 the	 tradition	 gender‐

role	 is	 transformed	 into	 a	 more	 complex	 social	 relation	 to	

influence	women’s	Couchsurfing	practice,	like	what	Jacqueline,	a	

24‐year‐old	Taiwanese	woman	couchsurfer,	has	experienced:	

I	 guessed	 my	 parents	 would	 think	 Couchsurfing	 is	

dangerous	for	girls,	so	I	did	it	without	telling	them	at	the	

beginning.	 I	 told	 them	 that	after	 I	had	had	 some	good	

experiences...	My	boyfriend	asked	me	all	the	details	about	

my	trips	so	concealment	doesn’t	work.	He	got	mad	with	

me	 as	 long	 as	 I	 got	 hosted	 by	 a	man	 host,	 half	 out	 of	

jealousy	and	half	out	of	worry	about	my	safety,	perhaps.	

I	 tried	 my	 best	 to	 convince	 him:	 ‘See,	 nothing	 bad	

happened	 to	me’,	or	 ‘Don’t	worry.	The	host’s	girlfriend	

will	join	us	and	watch	the	host’	…If	I	were	a	guy,	I	would	

not	have	to	care	about	all	these	things.	
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Jacqueline’s	 case	 represents	 women’s	 social	 position	 in	

traditional	 Taiwanese	 society,	 where	 the	 women’s	 role	 can	 be	

more	comprehended	under	the	context	of	family	relationship	than	

in	a	simple	sexual	relationship	(de	Kloet,	2008).	Jacqueline,	as	an	

unmarried	daughter	and	a	girlfriend,	was	assigned	the	role	to	be	

well‐protected.	This	gender‐role	also	brings	her	the	obligation	to	

take	 care	 of	 her	 parents’	 and	 boyfriend’s	 emotion.	 Hence,	

Couchsurfing	practice	is	not	simply	an	individual	learning	process	

of	 being	 cosmopolitan	 for	 East‐Asian	women	 couchsurfers,	 but	

involving	 them	 in	 the	 negotiation	 between	 Couchsurfing	

community	 and	 their	 native	 society	 through	 the	 persuading	

process.	Moreover,	the	vulnerable	image	of	women	is	strengthen	

in	 the	 interaction	 in	 the	 social	 relation.	 As	 Day	 (2001)	 argues,	

women’s	 vulnerability	 is	 often	 over‐emphasised	 to	 reinforce	

women’s	 fear	 in	 a	 conservative	 society.	 This	 might	 lead	 to	 a	

restriction	of	women’s	independence	in	public	space,	while	men’s	

masculine	identities	in	the	society	rationalize	their	control	toward	

women.	 	

The	contrast	between	Western‐European	women	and	East‐Asian	

women’s	Couchsurfing	practice	highlights	the	significance	of	the	

sexed/gendered	body	 construction	 in	 the	women	 couchsurfers’	

native	 societies,	 which	 have	 a	 great	 influence	 on	 women’s	

Couchsurfing	practice.	In	a	relatively	conservative	society,	like	the	

East‐Asian	women’s	 cases	 in	 this	 study,	 the	discourse	of	 sexed‐

body	has	been	constructed	 to	distinguish	women	as	 the	 ‘other’,	

which	is	subordinate,	vulnerable	and	dependent	(Braidotti,	2012).	

The	construction	itself	is	the	process	of	(re)producing	the	gender‐

role	and	the	unequal	gender	relation	(Day,	2001),	which	may	be	

internalized	 in	the	women	couchsurfers’	mind,	 influencing	their	

action	and	perception	in	everyday	life.	 	



 
151 Chapter5.  Gendered  Practice 

Nonetheless,	 this	 study	 also	 observed	 that	 these	 women	

couchsurfers	may	also	compare	with	each	other’s	experience	 in	

the	cross‐cultural	interaction	of	Couchsurfing,	and	thus,	the	taken‐

for‐granted	issues	about	gender,	like	the	fearfulness	they	suffer,	

or	the	gender‐role	they	acquire	in	the	native	society,	are	possibly	

examined	 and	 challenged.	 Heather,	 a	 21‐year‐old	 Taiwanese	

surfer,	is	the	case:	

My	 host	 and	 I	went	 to	 a	 Couchsurfing	meeting…a	 guy	

started	to	move	his	hand	to	my	hip,	and	then	 I	tried	to	

avoid	him	…	My	host	told	me,	‘if	you	don’t	like	it,	just	push	

him	 away	 and	 tell	 the	 guy,	 fuck	 off.	 If	 you	 don’t	 say	

anything,	 they	may	 think	 you	 are	 flirting	with	 him.’	 I	

learned	it,	and	I	just	shouted	 ‘fuck	off’	during	the	whole	

evening	in	that	party.	

Heather’s	original	strategy	against	men’s	harassment	once	more	

represents	the	traditional	gender‐role	in	a	relatively	conservative	

society,	 where	 women	 are	 expected	 to	 perform	 the	 feminine	

characteristics,	 such	 as	 passivity,	 even	 in	 response	 to	 men’s	

harassment	 (Martin	 &	 Guadagno,	 1999).	 However,	 the	 cross‐

cultural	 interaction	 between	 women	 couchsurfers	 enabled	

Heather	to	learn	the	skill	of	‘rejecting	men	from	another	culture’,	

which	 is	part	of	cosmopolitan	knowledge	construction	 from	the	

perspective	 of	 some	 women	 (Chen,	 2014).	 Therefore,	

Couchsurfing	 may	 create	 the	 opportunities	 for	 women	

couchsurfers	 to	 learn	one	another’s	experience	and	subvert	 the	

traditional	 feminine	 role	 in	 the	 native	 society.	 In	 a	 sense,	

Couchsurfing	 with	 the	 ubiquitous	 issue	 of	 men’s	 sexual	

harassment,	 ironically	make	a	cross‐cultural	alliance	for	women	

couchsurfers,	who	are	able	to	learn	from	and	support	each	other	

during	the	Couchsurfing	adventure.	The	traditional	feminine	role	
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as	well	 as	 the	 social	 structure	of	 gender	 in	 the	native	 societies,	

thus,	 are	 possibly	 reflected	 and	 subverted	 in	 the	 women’s	

Couchsurfing	practice.	

	

Conclusion	

The	 case	 of	 women	 couchsurfers	 epitomizes	 the	 sexed‐and‐

gendered	 body	 in	 the	 cross‐cultural	 context	 of	 Couchsurfing.	

These	women’s	Couchsurfing	experiences	not	simply	refer	to	the	

mobile	experiences	from	women’s	perspective,	but	also	represent	

the	ways	that	‘cosmopolitan	sensibilities	of	flexibility,	adaptability,	

tolerance	 and	 openness	 to	 difference	 are	 embodied,	 performed	

and	 imagined’	 (Germann	 Molz,	 2006:5).	 However,	 women’s	

experiences	 of	 dealing	 with	 men’s	 harassment	 and	 their	

embodied	cosmopolitanisms	are	simplified	as	the	consequence	of	

deviant	 behaviors	 in	 Couchsurfing	 and	 thus	 are	muffled	 in	 the	

discourse	of	Couchsurfing	cosmopolitanism.	With	the	extra	rules	

of	 ‘safety	 tips’,	 women	 couchsurfers	 are	 assigned	 most	

responsibilities	 to	 avoid	 threat	 from	 men’s	 harassments;	

simultaneously,	 they	 also	 develop	 their	 own	 strategies,	

knowledge	and	skills	to	deal	with	it.	Therefore,	Couchsurfing	itself	

is	a	gendered	process,	which	involves	the	sexed	body	desired	by	

heterosexual	 men	 as	 well	 as	 the	 bodily	 feelings,	 experiences,	

performances,	 reactions,	 and	 all	 those	 connected	 to	 the	 social	

construction	of	gender	role.	The	comparison	between	Western‐

European	 and	 East‐Asian	 women’s	 Couchsurfing	 experiences	

particularly	presents	how	the	gendered	body,	which	varies	with	

cultural	 background,	 makes	 a	 difference	 in	 their	 Couchsurfing	

experience,	 cross‐cultural	 interaction	 and	 embodied	

cosmopolitanism.	 Although	 it	 seems	 Couchsurfing	 practice	
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operates	 under	 a	 patriarchal	 system,	 simultaneously	

Couchsurfing	also	opens	a	platform	of	the	cross‐cultural	alliance	

for	 global	 women	 couchsurfers,	 who	 may	 reflect	 the	 social	

structure	of	 gender	 in	 their	native	 societies	 through	comparing	

each	other’s	experience	and	get	rid	of	the	gender	role	with	mutual	

support.	 	

Another	potentiality	of	Couchsurfing	 to	women	 is	 to	open	 their	

eyes	and	minds,	to	cross	the	border	and	to	release	their	desire.	I	

realized	 this	 during	 an	 interview	 with	 Jamie,	 a	 35‐year‐old	

Taiwanese	woman:	

Of	course	I	check	the	photos	when	I	select	hosts…I	prefer	

choosing	beautiful	people.	If	the	host	does	something	to	

me,	you	know,	I	would	not	feel	that	bad	(laughing).	Oh,	

you	will	make	the	interviewee	anonymous,	won’t	you?	

Jamie’s	 words	 expressed	 her	 expectation	 of	 Couchsurfing	

romance,	which	I	did	not	address	in	this	paper.	This	article	focuses	

on	the	women’s	fear	and	anxiety,	and	thus	unavoidably	simplifies	

women	couchsurfers,	which	is	the	limitation	of	this	study.	For	the	

future	 studies,	 the	 women’s	 expectations,	 desires	 or	

transformation	in	cross‐cultural	interactions	can	be	another	topic	

to	 broaden	 the	 discussion	 of	 gendered	 Couchsurfing	 and	

cosmopolitanisms.	
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6 Conclusion:	
Reflection	on	Couchsurfing	
 

 

The	appearance	and	development	of	Couchsurfing	represent	an	

innovation	using	a	Web‐based	application	to	introduce	a	specific	

form	of	the	sharing	economy	in	the	field	of	hospitality	and	tourism.	

Couchsurfing	 was	 originally	 initiated	 as	 a	 hospitality‐exchange	

website,	which	is	an	innovative	combination	of	a	sharing	economy	

and	a	social	medium.	With	the	aid	of	Web‐based	technologies,	the	

sharing	system	is	able	to	extend	to	the	global	scale	and	to	include	

more	 people	 from	 different	 cultural	 backgrounds.	 Both	 a	

particular	 ideology	 and	 a	 representation	 of	 a	 specific	 travelling	

style,	 have	 emerged	 among	 couchsurfers.	 These	 traits	 can	 be	

attributed	to	the	design	of	the	Couchsurfing	website,	the	feature	

of	 its	 cross‐cultural	 context,	 and	 the	 couchsurfers’	 desire	 for	

pursuing	 authenticity	 and	 practicing	 cosmopolitanism.	 Thus,	

today’s	 Couchsurfing	 has	 become	 a	 new	 series	 of	 practices	 in	

which	leisure,	travel,	social	life	and	Web‐based	technologies	are	

intertwined	to	form	a	specific	segment	of	contemporary	tourism.	

The	 dynamics	 of	 Couchsurfing	 embody	 a	 complex	 of	 socio‐

technological	 interactivities	 involving	 tourists,	 hosts,	 hosts’	

homes,	the	organising	team	of	the	website	as	well	as	Web‐based	

technologies,	 and	 simultaneously	 epitomizes	 the	 transforming	
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social	 structure	 of	 a	 part	 of	 contemporary	 tourism,	 which	 this	

study	aimed	to	explore.	 	

	

A	summary	of	the	research	findings	 	

Focusing	 on	 the	 text	 and	 the	 online	 tools	 of	 the	 Couchsurfing	

website	 as	 well	 as	 the	 couchsurfers’	 online	 and	 face‐to‐face	

interactions,	this	study	firstly	explored	how	Couchsurfing	works	

and	 how	 it	 is	 performed	 as	 a	 travelling	 style.	 Then,	 this	 study	

analysed	 the	 power	 geometry	 in	 a	 multi‐cultural	 and	 gender	

context	 of	 Couchsurfing	 by	 comparing	 the	 Couchsurfing	

cosmopolitanism	produced	by	the	Couchsurfing	organising	team	

with	the	‘actual‐existing	cosmopolitanism’	practiced	by	different	

couchsurfers.	The	findings	are	briefly	described	below:	

	

Couchsurfing	performance	and	the	application	of	online	tools	

have	 constituted	 a	 series	 of	 mechanisms	 which	 transform	

Couchsurfing	 from	 an	 alternative	 accommodation	 during	 a	

trip	to	a	specific	travelling	style.	

As	 shown	 in	 chapter	 two	 and	 chapter	 three,	 the	 hospitality	

exchange	 system	 created	 on	 the	 Couchsurfing	 website	 and	

couchsurfers’	practices	in	different	stages	—	including	signing	up,	

setting	 a	 personal	 profile,	 self‐introduction,	 reviewing	 profiles,	

sending/replying	couch‐request	 (host/surfer	selection),	 face‐to‐

face	interaction,	leaving	a	reference—have	constituted	a	series	of	

social	 mechanisms.	 These	 mechanisms	 repeatedly	 present	 the	

proper	way	of	performing	Couchsurfing	and	thus	help	to	form	and	

strengthen	the	conventions	of	Couchsurfing.	 In	this	process,	the	

cosmopolitan	ideology	plays	a	crucial	role.	Cosmopolitanism	has	
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been	emphasised	as	 the	main	 ideology	of	Couchsurfing	and	has	

been	generally	accepted	as	the	shared	value	among	couchsurfers.	

In	 this	 context,	 Couchsurfing	 has	 been	 upgraded	 as	 a	

cosmopolitan	 practice	 with	 cross‐cultural	 interactions.	

Acknowledging	the	cosmopolitan	value	of	Couchsurfing,	hosts	and	

surfers	are	expecting	a	direct	reciprocal	relation	in	which	not	only	

hospitality	 but	 also	 cultural	 experience	 and	 knowledge	 are	

exchanged.	Hence,	from	the	surfers’	perspective,	Couchsurfing	is	

gradually	interpreted	and	practiced	as	a	particular	travelling	style	

with	a	relatively	close	relationship	and	interaction	with	the	local	

people,	places	and	culture.	 	 	

Mutual	selection	between	couchsurfers	is	another	mechanism	to	

define	 Couchsurfing.	 This	 mechanism	 selects	 ‘proper’	 and	 like‐

minded	 couchsurfers	 in	 the	 reciprocal	 system	 of	 Couchsurfing,	

such	 as	 an	 open‐minded,	 social	 and	 savvy	 traveller,	 and	

simultaneously	 it	 filters	 out	 the	 couchsurfers	 who	 simply	 take	

Couchsurfing	 as	 free	 accommodation.	 Perceiving	 the	 informal	

rules	from	Couchsurfing	conventions	and	ideology,	many	surfers	

have	acquired	how	to	appropriately	perform	a	couchsurfer	online	

in	 the	 personal	 profile,	 image	 presentation	 and	 message	 to	 be	

accepted	when	requesting	for	an	accommodation.	In	other	words,	

the	operation	of	mutual	selection	is	a	collective	action	to	define	

what	Couchsurfing	and	a	couchsurfer	should	look	like.	 	

Besides,	the	reputation	system	functions	as	a	form	of	surveillance	

on	 the	 face‐to‐face	 interactions	of	Couchsurfing.	The	reputation	

system	is	established	to	avoid	criminal	abuse	of	the	Couchsurfing	

network,	but	in	some	cases	it	is	also	used	to	mark	the	people	who	

are	less	social	as	unwelcome	guests	or	boring	hosts	by	leaving	a	

neutral	or	even	a	negative	reference.	Thus,	the	reputation	system	

constitutes	 a	 mechanism	 of	 self‐surveillance	 to	 remind	



 
160  Couchsurfing

couchsurfers	 to	 behave	 appropriately	 to	 fit	 in	 the	 general	

expectation	of	a	pleasing	interaction	in	Couchsurfing.	To	maintain	

the	reputation	in	the	Couchsurfing	community,	most	couchsurfers	

neither	challenge	the	informal	rules	nor	take	the	risk	of	receiving	

a	negative	reference,	but	hiding	the	‘inappropriate	behaviours’	in	

the	 ‘backstage’.	 The	 backstage	 of	 Couchsurfing	 refers	 to	 an	

independent	space	or	a	period	of	time	without	the	host’s	company.	

It	 allows	 surfers	 to	 take	 a	break	 from	 the	 intense	Couchsurfing	

interaction,	 and	 also	 helps	 to	 stabilize	 the	 Couchsurfing	

conventions.	 	

	

New	forms	of	tourist	spaces,	experiences	and	social	relations	

are	repeatedly	performed	 in	Couchsurfing	practices	and	are	

connected	to	an	imagination	of	authenticity	and	cosmopolitan	

concept.	 	

New	forms	of	tourist	spaces,	experiences	and	social	relations	are	

(re)produced	in	the	process	of	Couchsurfing	interaction	between	

hosts	and	surfers.	As	it	has	been	claimed	on	the	website,	the	aim	

of	Couchsurfing	is	not	only	to	facilitate	hospitality	exchange,	but	

also	 to	 promote	 the	 cross‐cultural	 interaction	 and	 mutual	

understanding	among	people	around	the	world.	Chapter	two	and	

chapter	 three	 demonstrate	 the	 consequences	 of	 this	 official	

declaration	 with	 the	 cosmopolitan	 concept	 in	 Couchsurfing	

practices.	 The	 declaration	 highlights	 the	 new	 relation	 between	

locals	 and	 tourists	 created	 through	 Couchsurfing	 and	 implies	 a	

different	way	to	experience	a	culture	or	a	place	while	travelling.	

The	 idealised	 description	 about	 Couchsurfing	 leads	 to	 what	

surfers	and	hosts	expect	 from	the	reciprocal	 relation,	how	they	

perform	 in	 the	 interactions,	 and	 how	 they	 interpret	 the	
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performance	of	each	other.	The	hosts,	for	instance,	are	expected	

to	play	the	role	of	‘locals’;	what	they	say,	eat	and	do,	and	how	they	

interact	with	surroundings	are	perceived	as	 local	knowledge	or	

the	authentic	local	culture.	Their	homes	simultaneously	become	a	

new	 object	 for	 a	 tourist	 gaze,	 since	 these	 spaces	 are	 no	 longer	

simply	accommodation	but	a	place	carrying	locals’	daily	life.	Thus,	

staying	and	 interacting	with	 the	 local	hosts	are	perceived	as	an	

alternative	tourist	experience	during	a	Couchsurfing	trip,	which	is	

uncommercial	and	authentic	for	many	couchsurfers.	 	 	

Acknowledging	 the	 cosmopolitan	 goal	 of	 Couchsurfing,	 most	

couchsurfers	 are	 open	 to	 the	 interactions	 with	 people	 from	

different	 cultures.	 Through	 these	 cross‐cultural	 interactions,	

couchsurfers	 develop	 their	 own	 cosmopolitan	 identity.	 Their	

cosmopolitan	 identity	 is	 often	 connected	 to	 the	 choice	 of	

travelling	 style	 by	 couchsurfers	 and	 thus	 Couchsurfing	 is	

described	as	a	more	authentic	and	profound	way	to	experience	a	

place,	rather	than	merely	consuming	it,	as	in	most	of	the	cases	of	

mass	 tourism.	 Hence,	 the	 Couchsurfing	 practice	 is	 gradually	

forming	a	process	to	produce	specific	tourist	spaces,	experiences	

and	 social	 relations.	 By	mobilising	 surfers,	 hosts,	 hosts’	 homes,	

Web‐based	 technologies	 as	 well	 as	 the	 cosmopolitan	 ideology,	

Couchsurfing	 has	 successfully	 created	 a	 new	mode	 to	 produce	

tourist	spaces	and	experiences,	which	respond	to	the	criticisms	of	

the	capitalist	mode	to	produce	tourist	gazes,	experiences,	myths	

and	resorts	in	mass	tourism	industries.	

	

Gender	inequality	and	cultural	differences	are	embodied	in	the	

perception	and	practices	of	Couchsurfing	cosmopolitanism(s).	



 
162  Couchsurfing

From	 the	perspective	 of	 non‐Western	 and	 female	 couchsurfers,	

this	 study	 shows	 the	 unequal	 relation	 in	 the	 Couchsurfing	

practices.	In	chapter	three	and	chapter	four,	this	study	focuses	on	

the	 cases	 of	 Taiwanese	 couchsurfers	 to	 explore	 Couchsurfing	

cosmopolitanism	 perceived	 and	 practiced	 in	 a	 non‐Western	

context.	 In	 order	 to	 be	 selected	 in	 the	 reciprocal	 system	 and	

assimilated	 to	 the	 Couchsurfing	 community,	 many	 Taiwanese	

couchsurfers	 either	 imitate	 the	Western	 couchsurfers’	manners	

and	 behaviours,	 or	 represent	 the	 exotic	 aspect	 of	 Taiwanese	

culture	to	fit	in	the	Western	gaze	and	expectation	in	cross‐cultural	

interaction.	 These	 strategic	 practices	 show	 the	 fact	 that	 the	

cosmopolitan	 ambiance	 actually	 is	 governed	 by	 a	 specific	

knowledge	 based	 on	 cultural	 stereotypes	 emanated	 from	 the	

Western	perspective,	which	dominates	the	conventionalized	ways	

of	 experiencing	 or	 dealing	 with	 ‘difference	 of	 Otherness’	 in	

Couchsurfing.	 For	 many	 non‐Western	 couchsurfers	 including	

Taiwanese	 ones,	 the	 learning	 process	 of	 being	 cosmopolitan	

involves	Westernization	 and	 self‐exoticization,	 through	 both	 of	

which	the	cultural	stereotypes	may	be	enforced,	and	the	existing	

relation	 between	 Western	 and	 non‐Western	 cultures	 is	

reproduced.	 This	 finding	 shows	 that	 the	 discourse	 of	

Couchsurfing	 cosmopolitanism	 is	not	necessarily	 perceived	 and	

practiced	as	an	equal	treatment	of	different	cultures,	but	is	rather	

perceived	and	practiced	as	selective	open‐mindedness	to	cultural	

diversity.	 	 	

In	 chapter	 five,	 based	 on	women	 couchsurfers’	 experience,	 it	 is	

argued	 that	 Couchsurfing	 practices	 and	 Couchsurfing	

cosmopolitanism	 are	 gendered.	 The	 existing	 gender	 relations	

generate	 certain	 Couchsurfing	 practices,	 which	 influence	 the	

emotions,	 choices,	 strategies	 and	 experiences	 of	 women	
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couchsurfers	 during	 their	 trips,	 as	 well	 as	 their	 perceptions	 of	

Couchsurfing	cosmopolitanism.	Focusing	on	 the	gender	 issue	of	

sexual	harassment	in	Couchsurfing,	this	study	finds	that	women	

couchsurfers	 fear	 of	 potential	 threats	 from	 men,	 and	

simultaneously	they	are	made	largely	responsible	for	the	sexual	

harassment	when	it	unfortunately	happens	to	them.	By	strongly	

suggesting	 the	 ‘Couchsurfing	 tips	 for	 safety’	 on	 the	 site,	 the	

Couchsurfing	 organising	 team	 sophisticatedly	 shifts	 the	

responsibilities	 of	 safety	 to	 the	 vulnerable	 couchsurfers,	 i.e.	 to	

mainly	women.	These	tips	create	a	victim‐blaming	atmosphere	in	

the	Couchsurfing	community,	when	these	tips	have	been	used	as	

standards	 to	 examine	 the	 victims’	 behaviour	 in	 a	 reported	

incident	 of	 harassment.	 To	 reduce	 the	 risk,	 most	 women	

couchsurfers	 use	 the	 online	 tools	 to	 manage	 Couchsurfing	

encounters	and	develop	their	own	strategies.	By	doing	so,	women	

couchsurfers	 have	 possibly	 built	 up	 sufficient	 confidence	 to	

overcome	 their	 fear,	and	simultaneously	accumulate	 their	 skills	

and	 knowledge	 about	 dealing	 with	 the	 potential	 threats	 in	

different	 cultural	 contexts.	 For	 women	 couchsurfers,	 thus,	

Couchsurfing	practices	constitute	not	only	a	 learning	process	of	

being	cosmopolitan,	but	also	a	negotiating	process	with	the	fear	of	

potential	threat,	which	embodies	a	social	control	over	women	in	

patriarchal	societies.	

	

Research	contribution	

These	four	chapters	show	the	dynamic	landscape	of	Couchsurfing	

with	the	involvement	of	hosts,	surfers,	the	site	organiser	and	the	

Web‐based	technologies.	Based	on	the	findings,	I	understand	that	

Couchsurfing	 is	 not	 only	 a	 new	 social	 medium	 facilitating	
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hospitality	 exchange,	 but	 also	 a	 constructed	 utopia	 where	

couchsurfers	 can	 practice	 a	 new	 form	 of	 travelling	 to	 pursue	 a	

cosmopolitan	 ideology	 and	 authenticity.	 The	 study	 of	

Couchsurfing	thus	contributes	to	the	field	of	social	media	studies	

as	well	as	tourism	studies.	

In	terms	of	social	media	studies,	the	case	of	Couchsurfing	shows	

the	 development	 of	 a	 social	 medium,	 which	 involves	 the	

innovation	 of	 Web‐based	 technologies,	 organiser’s	 marketing	

strategies	 and	 the	 users’	 practices.	 The	 socio‐technical	

interactivities	 of	 Couchsurfing	 represent	 a	 complex	 network	

supported	 by	 Web‐based	 technologies,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 possible	

change	 that	 individual	 users	 could	 bring	 about	 by	 online	

connection,	 practice	 and	 interaction.	 Based	 on	 the	 case	 of	

Couchsurfing,	this	study	also	indicates	the	trend	of	social	media,	

which	tend	to	be	the	extension	of	people’s	social	life,	rather	than	

an	 anonymous	 backstage.	 Thus,	 social	 media	 not	 only	 create	

another	 form	 of	 social	 interaction,	 but	 may	 also	 extend	 users’	

social	 networks	 at	 the	 global	 scale.	 However,	 a	 potential	 issue	

lurks	 behind	 the	 new	 form	 of	 social	 networking:	 social	 media	

seem	to	broaden	the	users’	social	networks	and	connect	the	users	

to	the	world,	but	its	mechanism	may	connect	like‐minded	people,	

like	 the	 selection	 mechanism	 of	 Couchsurfing.	 Consequently,	

social	media	may	lead	their	users	into	the	imagination	of	a	diverse	

and	 cosmopolitan	 world,	 but	 they	 still	 may	 stay	 in	 their	 filter	

bubbles	as	the	research	of	Couchsurfing	shows.	 	

In	 terms	of	 tourism	studies,	 the	 transformation	of	Couchsurfing	

represents	 the	 forming	process	of	 a	new	 travelling	 style,	which	

includes	 the	 rules,	 ideologies	 as	 well	 as	 representations	 of	

Couchsurfing.	 In	 this	 process,	 Web‐based	 technologies	 have	

opened	 a	 platform	 for	 the	 discussion,	 negotiation	 and	
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performance	 about	 an	 ideal	 way	 of	 travelling.	 Couchsurfing,	

performed	as	 a	 travelling	 style,	has	 challenged	 the	 structuralist	

perspective	 in	 traditional	 tourism	 studies	 by	 criticising	 the	

modernist	structure	of	 the	dominant	 tourist	gaze.	Nevertheless,	

the	 case	 of	 Couchsurfing	 shows	 the	 transforming	 structure	 of	

contemporary	tourism	with	its	involvement	of	social	media.	With	

the	 aid	 of	Web‐based	 technologies,	 tourists	 and	 hosts	 are	 both	

empowered	 by	 the	 connection	 and	 the	 user‐generated‐content	

model,	through	which	they	produce	a	new	tourist	gaze	based	on	

the	cross‐cultural	interaction	of	Couchsurfing.	In	other	words,	the	

Couchsurfing	practice	 is	not	only	a	way	of	 travelling,	but	also	a	

process	of	producing	glocal	knowledge.	In	light	of	this,	this	study	

of	 Couchsurfing	 has	 demonstrated	 the	 necessity	 of	 a	 paradigm	

shift	 of	 studying	 contemporary	 tourism,	 in	 which	 individual	

tourists’	 actions	 deserve	 more	 academic	 attention,	 due	 to	 the	

empowerment	of	social	media.	 	

	

Research	limitation	and	future	research	

In	 the	 field	 of	 mobile	 ethnography,	 I	 deeply	 realised	 that	 my	

researcher’s	perspective	and	my	limitations	are	two	sides	of	the	

same	coin.	My	identity,	an	Asian,	30+‐year‐old,	female	researcher,	

who	 speaks	 Mandarin,	 English,	 Taiwanese,	 studies	 abroad	 and	

was	born	in	a	middle‐class	family,	has	influenced	who	I	may	meet	

and	interact	with	in	Couchsurfing.	Certain	groups	of	couchsurfers	

might	 be	 interested	 in	 me	 and	 my	 research,	 so	 some	 of	 them	

selected	me	as	their	host	or	guest,	or	agreed	to	meet	me	to	have	a	

drink	together.	In	other	words,	my	identity	has	partly	shaped	my	

perspective	 while	 doing	 research	 on	 the	 fluid	 community	 of	

Couchsurfing.	These	objective	factors	of	my	identity	gave	me	the	
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advantage	to	do	the	fieldwork	in	the	Netherlands	and	Taiwan,	and	

enabled	me	to	sense	the	nuances	between	Couchsurfing	in	the	two	

contexts	from	the	non‐Western	and	women’s	perspective.	On	the	

other	 hand,	my	 identity	 limits	my	 vision	 as	well.	 I	might	 never	

meet	a	teenage	couchsurfer	who	only	selects	and	hangs	out	with	

the	 couchsurfers	 of	 a	 similar	 age	 or	 a	 couchsurfer	 who	 has	 a	

prejudice	 against	 ‘boring	 Asians’	 (see	 Chapter	 three).	 The	

limitation	of	my	research	because	of	my	 identity	 is	particularly	

obvious	 in	 the	 field	 of	 mobile	 ethnography	 like	 Couchsurfing.	

There	is	no	way	to	overcome	such	a	limitation.	The	only	thing	a	

researcher	can	do	is	to	clarify	the	origin	of	that	limitation.	This	is	

what	I	learned	from	mobile	ethnography.	 	

Besides,	 the	 finite	period	of	 time	 for	doing	 fieldwork	also	 limits	

the	research,	especially	for	the	case	which	has	developed	rapidly.	

This	research	project	about	Couchsurfing	was	proceeded	from	the	

spring	of	2010	to	the	summer	of	2014.	Therefore,	the	analysis	of	

follow‐up	development	of	Couchsurfing	is	absent	in	this	research,	

including	two	significant	events:	

1.	 The	thrive	of	Airbnb	

Airbnb	is	an	online	marketplace	and	hospitality	service,	which	is	

a	 combination	 of	 a	 sharing	 economy	 and	 social	 medium	 like	

Couchsurfing.	 But	 different	 from	 the	 non‐monetary	 exchange	

system	of	Couchsurfing,	Airbnb	allows	hosts	to	charge	their	guests	

for	the	accommodation.	Since	Airbnb	was	initiated	in	2009,	it	has	

rapidly	grown.	Around	2014,	Airbnb	has	surpassed	Couchsurfing	

in	 the	 number	 of	 members.	 Unlike	 Couchsurfing,	 Airbnb	 is	

regarded	as	an	accommodation	provision	for	its	users.	However,	

its	rapid	growth	has	affected	the	hotel	industry	and	has	generated	

the	 controversy	 of	 tax	 evasion,	 safety	 management,	 and	
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gentrification	in	popular	tourist	cities.	These	issues	of	Airbnb	are	

worthy	 of	 further	 studies	 to	 clarify	 the	 debates	 on	 sharing	

economy	in	tourism.	 	

Since	 the	 involvement	 of	 monetary	 exchange	 is	 the	 main	

distinction	 between	 the	 sharing	 system	 of	 Couchsurfing	 and	

Airbnb,	the	contrast	between	users’	practices	of	Couchsurfing	and	

Airbnb	 can	 be	 another	 research	 focus	 to	 explore	 the	 relation	

between	 reciprocity	 and	monetary	 exchange.	Undeniably,	 there	

are	quite	some	similarities	between	Couchsurfing	and	Airbnb.	In	

practice,	Airbnb	targets	Couchsurfing	members	as	their	potential	

users,	as	Airbnb	pays	for	the	keyword	‘Couchsurfing’	on	google	for	

search	engine	optimization.	During	the	period	of	my	fieldwork,	I	

did	find	some	couchsurfers	who	were	considering	to	join	Airbnb	

instead	 of	 Couchsurfing,	 or	 using	 Airbnb	 for	 an	 alternative	

accommodation	or	plan	B.	On	the	other	hand,	I	also	found	some	

couchsurfers	 who	 insisted	 on	 the	 non‐monetary	 principle	 of	

Couchsurfing.	 Owing	 to	 the	 insufficiency	 of	 related	 data,	 this	

research	 cannot	 include	 the	 comparison	 between	 Couchsurfing	

and	Airbnb	from	a	couchsurfers’	perspective.	Does	money	make	a	

difference	in	the	reciprocal	relation?	How	do	the	users	perceive	

the	difference?	These	questions	might	be	able	to	be	answered	by	

a	comparative	study	of	Couchsurfing	and	Airbnb.	

2.	 The	Couchsurfing	APP	for	mobile	device	

For	 the	 prevalence	 of	 mobile	 device	 use,	 the	 organising	 team	

developed	Couchsurfing	Travel	APP	 in	 2016.	After	 downloading	

the	APP	in	the	mobile	phone,	couchsurfers	are	able	to	immediately	

communicate	with	one	another.	With	the	camera	function	of	the	

smart	phone,	real‐time	images	or	videos	can	be	uploaded	on	the	

website	 or	 transferred	 to	 another	 member.	 This	 research	
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unfortunately	does	not	 catch	 the	newest	Couchsurfing	practice,	

which	 is	 probably	 influenced	 by	 the	 APP.	 The	 development	 of	

Couchsurfing	after	the	innovation	of	Couchsurfing	Travel	APP	can	

be	one	of	the	future	studies	to	further	explore	the	socio‐technical	

interactivities	of	Couchsurfing	for	the	next	step.	

	



Couchsurfing: A Travel Style Formed on the Social‐Networking Site 

 

Couchsurfing is a social medium to facilitate hospitality exchange between global 

travelers and local hosts. As Couchsurfing was initiated, it was just an alternative 

accommodation for budget travelers. However, now Couchsurfing has been 

recognised as a stylish way of travel, which refers to staying over at the local’s home 

and often implies visiting a place through local eyes. Not only hospitality but also 

cultures are exchanged through Couchsurfing practices. Therefore, Couchsurfing are 

often connected to a cosmopolitan identity among couchsurfers.   

 

By focusing on Couchsurfing practices in the Netherlands and Taiwan, this research 

explores how locals (hosts), tourists (surfers), spaces, cosmopolitan ideology and 

Web 2.0 technologies are mobilised to perform Couchsurfing as a travel style, and 

further examines the power geometry behind the cosmopolitan ideology, 

imagination and practices of Couchsurfing in terms of gender and culture. The 

qualitative methods are mainly adopted, including the participatory observation in 

Couchsurfing practices, the text analysis of the content on Couchsurfing website, and 

the qualitative interview with the couchsurfers, including hosts and surfers.   

 

Chapter 2 Mechanism demonstrates how Couchsurfing is performed in online and 

face‐to‐face interactions, and how it works with Web 2.0 based applications. It is 

found that Web 2.0‐based applications, such as online profile, message, the function 

of mutual‐selection and the reputation system, play the role of carrying couchsurfers’ 

online performance, guiding the face‐to‐face interaction, selecting the proper 

members and excluding the ‘freeloader‐like’ others. Couchsurfers’ online 

performance and face‐to‐face interaction, plus Web 2.0‐based applications, 

constitute the mechanism to define and strengthen the convention of Couchsurfing, 

which is considered as a series of cross‐cultural interactions with authentic 

experiences.   

 

Chapter 3 Reciprocity focuses on the reciprocal system of Couchsurfing. How the 

reciprocal system of Couchsurfing strikes a balance and works is brought to light 

through exploring what are exchanged and expected in Couchsurfing. Based on 

Taiwanese couchsurfers’ experience, this research finds that a direct reciprocal 

relation is generally expected in Couchsurfing, so accommodation offered by hosts is 

not totally ‘free’ but may be offered in exchange for cross‐cultural interaction and 

surfers’ company. From surfers’ perspective, local culture, experience and knowledge 

are also expected from hosts, besides accommodation and hospitality.   



 

Chapter 4 Ideology reexamines the cosmopolitan ideology from the perspectives of 

non‐Western couchsurfers. Taiwanese couchsurfers are the cases to represent the 

‘embodied cosmopolitanism(s)’ in the non‐Western context and to challenge the 

universal cosmopolitanism produced and promoted on the Couchsurfing website. 

Taiwanese couchsurfers’ cosmopolitan imagination, self‐transformation and exotic 

performance have revealed the contradiction behind Couchsurfing 

cosmopolitanism—although it claims equality, the boundaries of self and other as 

well as the nation‐based stereotypes still influence Taiwanese couchsurfers’ learning 

process of being cosmopolitan, and thus reproduce discriminations and differences.     

 

Chapter 5 Gendered practice reexamines Couchsurfing cosmopolitanism through the 

lens of gender. It is argued that the production of cosmopolitan ideology on the 

Couchsurfing website is under a patriarchal system, in which the experience about 

women’s fear of men’s harassment and according practice are concealed. By 

conceptualizing the sexed‐and‐gendered body in Couchsurfing, this study exposes 

the power, knowledge and social relation in the cross‐cultural context of 

Couchsurfing, represented not only in women’s feeling, performance and interaction 

but also in their embodied cosmopolitanism. The comparison between with 

Western‐European and East‐Asian women’s experience is also included in the 

analysis. It highlights the effects of the gender role inscribed on women’s body which 

makes a difference in women’s cross‐cultural interaction as well as their embodied 

cosmopolitanism. 

 



Couchsurfing: Reizen en Netwerken 

Couchsurfing begon als een sociaal medium om de uitwisseling van gastvrijheid tussen 
mondiale reizigers en lokale gastvrouwen/heren te faciliteren. In de eerste jaren na de 
oprichting bood Couchsurfing niet meer dan de uitwisseling van alternatieve accommodaties 
aan low-budget reizigers. Nu echter wordt Couchsurfing steeds meer gezien als een reisstijl, 
waarin men in het huis van een lokale gastvrouw/heer verblijft en een te bezoeken plaats door 
lokale ogen bekijkt. Couchsurfing betekent derhalve niet alleen uitwisseling van gastvrijheid 
maar ook van culturen. Mede daarom wordt deze vorm van reizen vaak gerelateerd aan de 
kosmopolitische houding van de betrokken Couchsurfers. 

Dit onderzoek richt zich op Couchsurfing-praktijken in Nederland en Taiwan en onderzoekt 
de rol die de locals (gastvrouwen/heren), toeristen (surfers) en plaatsen spelen in de 
ontwikkeling van Couchsurfing als reisstijl. Tevens wordt ingegaan op de betekenis van 
kosmopolitische ideologie en de sociale media (Web-2.0-technologieën) voor de prakrijken 
van Couchsurfing. Specifieke aandacht wordt besteed aan de culturele en gender-
machtsrelaties achter de ideologie en praktijken van Couchsurfing. Het onderzoek is 
voornamelijk verricht met behulp van kwalitatieve methoden, namelijk participerende 
observatie van Couchsurfing-praktijken, tekstuele inhoudsanalyse van de Couchsurfing-
website en open interviews met Couchsurfers – zowel de gastvrouwen/heren als de surfers.   

Hoofdstuk 2, “Mechanisme”, laat zien hoe Couchsurfing werkt in zowel online- en face-to-
face interacties als met behulp van Web-2.0-toepassingen. Uit het onderzoek komt naar voren 
dat Web 2.0 toepassingen, zoals online profielen, de inhoud van berichten, de wijze van 
wederzijdse selectie en het reputatiesysteem, een belangrijke rol spelen in Couchsurfing-
praktijken en dan in het bijzonder waar het gaat om de sturing van face-to-face interacties, de 
selectie van de juiste personen en de uitsluiting van ‘freeloaders’. Het online gedrag en de 
face-to-face interacties van Couchsurfers, evenals de Web 2.0 toepassingen, zijn de 
mechanismen die de conventie van Couchsurfing - een serie interculturele interacties met 
authentieke ervaringen -  bepalen en versterken. 

Hoofdstuk 3, “Reciprocity”, richt zich op Couchsurfing als systeem van wederkerigheid. Hoe 
en waarom Couchsurfing als systeem van wederkerigheid in evenwicht blijft wordt belicht 
door te onderzoeken wat precies wordt uitgewisseld en wat van elkaar wordt verwacht in 
Couchsurfing. Het onderzoek naar de ervaringen van Taiwanese Couchsurfers laat zien dat, in 
het algemeen, een directe wederkerige relatie in Couchsurfing wordt verwacht. Dus de door 
de gastvrouwen/heren aangeboden accommodatie is niet geheel “vrij”, maar wordt 
aangeboden in ruil voor interculturele interacties met en gezelschap van surfers.  
Laatstgenoemden verwachten van hun gastvrouwen/heren dat ze, behalve accommodatie en 
gastvrijheid, ook hun kennis van de lokale cultuur met hen delen. 

Hoofdstuk 4, “Ideologie”, onderzoekt de kosmopolitische ideologie van Couchsurfing vanuit 
het perspectief van niet-westerse Couchsurfers. Taiwanese Couchsurfers zijn een typisch 
geval van “belichaamd kosmopolitisme ” dat het idee van universeel kosmopolitisme, zoals 
geformuleerd en gepromoot op de Couchsurfing website, feitelijk ondergraaft. Enerzijds 



bestaat er een beeld dat Taiwanese Couchsurfers van kosmopolitisme hebben als open cultuur 
uitwisseling terwijl zij anderzijds met name door hun gastheren geframed worden in de meer 
stereotype “exotische rol”. In dit hoofdstuk wordt zo de potentiële contradictie achter het 
kosmopolitisme van Couchsurfing bloot gelegd. Hoewel Couchsurfing een gelijkwaardige 
uitwisseling claimt, beïnvloeden dergelijke stereotypen de feitelijke praktijken en worden 
verschillen zo eerder gereproduceerd.  

Hoofdstuk 5, “Gender Praktijken”, onderzoekt het kosmopolitisme van Couchsurfing vanuit 
een gender perspectief.  Het betoogt dat de productie van de kosmopolitische ideologie op de 
Couchsurfing website onderdeel is van een patriarchaal systeem, waarin de angstervaringen 
van vrouwen voor de intimiderende houding en gedrag van mannen wordt versluierd. Door 
het lichaam in Couchsurfing als seksueel en gendered te conceptualiseren, verwijst deze 
studie naar de macht, de kennis en de sociale relaties in de multiculturele context van 
Couchsurfing. Dit komt niet alleen tot uiting in de gevoelens, gedrag en interacties van 
vrouwen, maar ook in hun belichaamde kosmopolitisme. De analyse bevat tevens een 
vergelijking tussen de ervaringen van West-Europese en Oost-Aziatische vrouwen. Het 
belicht de verschillen in de gender rollen en de daaruit voortvloeiende uiteenlopende  
interculturele interacties van vrouwen in Couchsurfing situaties   

  




