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Abstract 

To be successful and sustainable, peer-to-peer sharing systems need their participants to 

actively provide under-utilized resources, from spare rooms and cars to expertise and 

time. The goal of this paper is to compare the effectiveness of different incentive 

strategies in motivating people to share their resources. In particular, we examined five 

strategies: altruism, money, gifting, experience, and reciprocity. To compare the five 

strategies, we conducted two studies in the context of a network hospitality service - 

Couchsurfing. The first study was a survey where we asked hypothetical questions. The 

second study was a field study where we tested people’s actual responses to the different 

incentive strategies. Results from the two studies diverge. The survey study suggests that 

people are averse to all compensations. However, the field study suggests that men are 

motivated by compensation strategies while women still protest them.
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INTRODUCTION 
 Sharing economy is the use of online services to share underutilized resources 

[5]—including physical assets, inventory, capital, skill and time—and it is growing into 

a "mega-trend" [33]. PwC’s recent research report estimated that 44% of all US 

consumers were familiar with the sharing economy[26].  

 To be successful and sustainable, sharing economy applications need the people 

who participate in them to actively provide resources, from spare rooms and cars to 

expertise and time. Therefore, one critical challenge in designing sharing economy 

applications is how to motivate people to share their resources and belongings with 

strangers whom they might have never met.   

 Some sharing economy applications rely purely on altruism to motivate sharing. 

One classic example is Couchsurfing, where hosts provide beds to travelers for free. In 

contrast, another group of sharing economy applications incentivize participation via 

monetary rewards. For example, Airbnb hosts are engaging in short-term rental of their 

space for money. Other common ways to motivate participation include non-monetary 

rewards, exchanges and reciprocity. For example, Timebank is an organization where 

members exchange services through a virtual currency called "time dollar". Similarly, 

people exchange reusable goods in Freecycle.   

 We aim to compare the effectiveness of different incentive strategies in motivating 

people to share their under-utilized resources. Particularly, we examined five strategies: 

altruism, money, gifting, experience, and reciprocity. To compare the five strategies, we 

conducted two studies in the context of a network hospitality service - Couchsurfing.  

Study 1 is a survey study where we asked hypothetical questions to Couchsurfing hosts 

about whether they would be more likely to host and engage with the guests under a 

particular incentive strategy. Specially, if  

1) the guests do not offer any return explicitly (altruism); 

2) the guests offer money to compensate their stay (cash);  

3) the guests offer gifts to compensate their stay (gift); 

4) the guests offer a treat to lunch (experience); 

5) the guests promise to host next time (reciprocity). 
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 We also vary the size of the incentive in three strategies conditions: cash, gift and 

experience. For example, we tested small cash rewards $20 and large cash rewards 

$100$ separately (Table 1). Overall, there were eight conditions that we collected 

participants' self-reported responses from (ie. altruism, small cash, large cash, small gift, 

large gift, small experience, large experience, reciprocity).  

 We chose these five treatments to measure the different aspects that would 

potentially interact between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. For instance, cash is the 

most direct representative of spending power and monetary value. Gift would embrace 

both immateriality and serenity. Experience, on the other hand, focuses more on 

interpersonal engagement. Lastly, reciprocity is one of the fundamental elements of the 

group voluntary activities.               

 Whereas Study 1 survey was carried out in a hypothetical situation, Study 2 tested 

people's actual responses to the above eight incentive strategies in a field experiment. In 

Study 2, we sent out real Couchsurfing requests to hosts, offering different forms of 

compensations with different values. After hosts accepted or declined our requests, we 

debriefed them about our research study. 

 Analyzing data from both studies, our results suggest that people react differently 

in the survey study and the field experiment. Survey study shows that people dislike any 

type of compensation, no matter if it is cash, gift, experience or reciprocity. They would 

accept and engage with guests only for altruistic reasons. However, the field experiment 

suggests that this is not the case: men prefer compensations in the real setting. 

Particularly, they are motivated by small gifts. In contrast to men, women still protest 

compensation, especially large amounts of cash, in the field experiment.  

 Our paper provides new insight into the design of sharing economy applications by 

showing the motivational effectiveness of different incentive strategies and how they 

influences male and female users differently. 
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THEORY AND HYPOTHESES 

 Researchers have long studied how to motivate people to do things [30]. One 

classic distinction in motivation is intrinsic motivation versus extrinsic motivation [11]. 

Intrinsic motivation refers to doing something because it is inherently interesting and 

enjoyable, while extrinsic motivation refers to doing somethings because it leads to a 

separate outcome, such as earning a reward or avoiding punishment[12].  

 In peer-to-peer sharing, altruism is one of the most important intrinsic motive. 

Altruism refers to self-sacrifice with no apparent personal reward [3][7][20]. Altruism is 

a strong motive for people to donate their assets, share shelter, and perform other pro-

social behaviors [32]. Some researchers believe that the tendency to help others in 

distress is part of human nature [20]. 

In contrast, money is a strong extrinsic motive. It is salient that monetary rewards 

have a positive correlation with performance quantity (i.e.,  the amount of work people 

do) [23]. However, money might not necessarily lead to an increase in performance 

quality [23]. Additionally, research has demonstrated that the amount of monetary 

rewards matters. We will discuss this in more detail in the hypotheses section.  

 There are some incentive strategies that have a mixed flavor of both intrinsic and 

extrinsic motivations. These incentive methods would introduce both internal personally 

and external rewards. For example, gift giving would provide a physical object as a form 

of compensation. Meanwhile, it also stimulates the interpersonal social development as a 

form of benediction. Offering treats, and promising future comparable returns are similar 

examples. Recent research suggests that, in order to optimize performance, intrinsic 

motivation and extrinsic motivation are not necessarily antagonistic and they are best 

considered simultaneously [9]. Therefore, in this paper, we will also examine three 

mixed-motivation strategies: gift (i.e., offering non-monetary material rewards), 

experience (i.e.,  offering experience-based rewards), and reciprocity (i.e., promising 

future return). 

 In sum, this paper attempts to examine how various incentive strategies -- from 

intrinsic motivation (i.e. altruism), to extrinsic motivation (i.e. money), and strategies in 

between (i.e. gift, experience and reciprocity) -- would influence people's voluntary 
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participation in peer-to-peer sharing system. Particularly, we use altruism as a baseline 

of our study. We will answer our research question by comparing the influence between 

other strategies and altruism. 

Hypotheses 
 Our first research question compares the effect of pure extrinsic reward to the 

effect of pure intrinsic reward. Specifically, how do they influence the quantity and 

quality of sharing behavior in peer-to-peer sharing systems differently? 

 For decades, social scientists, sociologists and economists have been studying the 

effect of extrinsic rewards on voluntary work. In his seminal 1970 book, The Gift 

Relationship, Richard Titmuss pointed out that adding monetary compensation for blood 

donation reduced the number of blood donors, probably because the extrinsic rewards 

"crowded out" the effect of intrinsic rewards which people got by believing they were 

doing something good and beneficial for society [31]. The "crowd-out" effect received 

mixed support from follow-up studies. For example, Frey and Oberholzer-Gee 

conducted a survey about the location of a nuclear waste repository facility, showing 

that individuals were less willing to accept the facility in their community if they were 

offered monetary compensation, suggesting the introduction of these payments reduced 

the intrinsic motivation to behave altruistically [15]. However, there is also a study 

showing that a paid day off work increases blood donations [27].  

 One way to explain the mixed support of the "crowd-out" effect is that the 

magnitude of monetary rewards matters. Specifically, in Gneezy and Rustichini's "Pay 

Enough or Don't Pay at All" paper, they found that a small amount of monetary 

compensation led to worst performance, compared to no compensation at all or a large 

amount of compensation [16].  

 In sum, we formed our hypotheses about the effects of money on motivation to 

share as below: 

H1a. Compared to altruism, providing monetary rewards might decrease the 

motivation to share in peer-to-peer sharing systems. 

H1b. Small monetary rewards perform the worst in motivating people to share, 

compared to altruism and large monetary rewards. 
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 In contrast to money, a purely extrinsic motive, gifts not only can extrinsically 

motivate people but also can contain social meanings and serve as intrinsic motives at 

the same time. Studies have shown that a gift can convey thoughtfulness, concern, or 

any other meaning that pure money cannot express [6]. Therefore, gift exchange may 

create a tighter social bond and thus intrinsically motivate people to participate in 

sharing, in addition to serving as an extrinsic motivation, like money. 

 However, unlike money, the value of the gift might not influence how much 

people are willing to share. This hypothesis came from the famous "two market" theory 

proposed by Heyman and Ariely [19]. Their research suggested that when there was 

only gift but no cash involved, people perceived their personal relationships existing in a 

"social market". In a social market, the amount of compensation did not directly 

influence people's level of effort. Therefore, people would share as much as they could 

regardless of how valuable the gift was.   

Based on the prior research, we thus proposed the following hypotheses: 

H2a. Compared to altruism, providing gifts will increase motivation to share in 

peer-to-peer sharing systems. 

H2b. The value of the gifts do not affect the motivation to share. 

Similarly, as another type of non-monetary reward, offering a treat to lunch or a 

movie, also motivates people intrinsically and extrinsically. On one side, it functions as 

an extrinsic reward, motivating people by achieving an outcome that is separable from 

the sharing itself. On the other side, inviting people to lunch or movie provides an 

experience and memory point that reward the receiver intrinsically. Similar to gift, we 

predict that people will share as much as they can regardless of the price of the lunch or 

movie.  

 In sum, we claimed the following hypotheses: 

H3a. Compared to altruism, providing experience-based rewards (e.g.,  a treat to 

lunch) will increase the motivation to share in peer-to-peer sharing systems. 

H3b. The value of experience-based rewards do not affect the motivation to share. 

 Reciprocity has probably existed as long as the history of human society. In AW 

Gouldner's paper The Norm of Reciprocity: A Preliminary Statement, Gouldner pointed 
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out that reciprocity is one of the universal "principal components" of moral norm, and is 

regarded as a duty under certain circumstances, if not everywhere [17].  

 In the online peer-to-peer sharing systems nowadays, though reciprocity is not 

necessarily a "duty", it is often implied in the form of community norms. For example, 

one tip Couchsurfing.com provides to its new members is that they should later "share 

your home"[14]. Studies have found that Couchsurfing relied heavily on the reciprocity 

of members to support a lively exchange of visits and be sustainable in the long run [25]. 

In large, Couchsurfing may well fall apart if it is a site crowded with "surfers" but no 

one is willing to be the "host".  

 In light of the above literature, we formed the forth hypothesis as follow: 

H4. Promising a future comparable return (reciprocity) will increase the 

motivation to share in peer-to-peer sharing systems. 

 People respond to different incentive strategies differently. One interpersonal 

difference that has been widely studied is gender difference.  

 Gender difference in altruism has generated considerable debates, with some 

studies finding women more selfless while others finding men more selfless. Recent 

review suggests that the difference between men and women is conditioned by the cost 

of altruism and the level of risk  [2]. For example, Andreoni and Vesterlund found that 

when altruism is expensive, women are kinder, but when it is cheap, men are more 

altruistic [2]. 

 Moreover, there is empirical evidence suggesting gender difference in their 

responses to money. Mellstrom and Johannesson carried out a field experiment to test 

the willingness to donate blood in three conditions: without any compensation, receiving 

money, and choosing between receiving money and donating the money to charity. The 

results differed remarkably between men and women. For men, the donation behavior 

was not significantly different among the three experimental conditions. For women 

there was a significant crowding out effect: the supply of blood donors decreased by 

almost half when a monetary payment was introduced. In sum, we hypothesized that 

women would tend to protest money more than men. 

H5. The negative effects of introducing monetary incentive is stronger for woman 
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than men. 

 

STUDY 1 
 The purpose of the first study is to test how different incentive strategies influence 

people's voluntary sharing activities in peer-to-peer sharing systems. To do so, we 

designed a within-subject survey study in the context of a network hospitality service - 

Couchsurfing. Couchsurfing is a cultural exchange platform that connects people to 

share social experience through travel accommodation and local member gathering. 

The study includes eight conditions: altruistic condition where no extra 

compensation is given, small amount of cash $20, large amount of cash $100, a small 

gift (a souvenir from hometown), a larger gift (a fine wine), a casual experience-based 

reward (treat to a neighborhood restaurant for lunch), a high-quality experience-based 

reward (treat to a fine restaurant for lunch), reciprocation (a guarantee to host back). 

Please see Table 1 for details. 

 In the survey, we present each participant eight hypothetical request messages with 

the identical base message. The only difference among these request messages are the 

last sentence indicating the eight corresponding experimental condition on incentives. 

For example, here is a request message in small cash condition: "Hi! I am Alex Green 

from Minnesota, United States. I am traveling to your town to experience the local 

culture. Therefore, I am reaching out to see whether I can stay at your place for two 

nights. I enjoy conversations, music, cooking, sport, art and all kinds of activities. I'd 

really appreciate the opportunity to stay with you. In addition, I would like to offer $20 

to cover up some expense".  

 We had experienced Couchsurfing users review the message to make sure that 

they look natural to the real users. Meanwhile, since all the offers are just experiment 

treatments none of the participants received these hypothetical incentives. 

 To measure participants' motivation to host in all the eight conditions, we asked 

the same set of two questions measuring their willingness to accept the request and 

willingness to engage with the guest, respectively. Participants would respond by 

indicating their levels of willingness on a 7-point liker scale. After that, two open-ended 
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questions were included to further understand the reasons behind their ratings. To better 

understand the characteristics of the survey population, we also asked participants to fill 

out the simplified Big Five personality test that measured Openness to change, 

Conscientiousness, Extroversion, Agreeableness and Neuroticism [29]. Lastly, we 

scripted participants' public profile information on Couchsurfing website, including their 

number of friends, references, response rates to the requests and the number of years 

since they joined the community. Upon the completion of the survey, participants will be 

entered into a lottery for a 20 dollar Amazon gift card at 5% chance.  

 Furthermore, we designed our survey in the following ways to reduce potential 

bias. First, we used a gender-neutral name in the request messages. Second, we did not 

provide any additional personal information about the person sending the requests. 

Lastly, we randomized the order of the messages to minimize potential ordering effect. 

Participants 

 Three selection criteria were applied when recruiting participants: we only sent out 

request messages to users who 1) listed themselves as "accepting guest"; 2) had logged 

in within a week; 3) were over 18 years old. As a result, 1900 Couchsurfing messages 

were sent out and in total 185 responses were received. Among the 185 responses, 127 

people finished the survey fully.   

 Demographically, 33.9% of our participants self-identified as female and 2.3% as 

other gender. The median of the age group falls into 31 to 40. Based on their profile 

information, participants had an average of 16 Couchsurfing friends, 17 Couchsurfing 

references, 66% request response rate and 4-year length of Couchsurfing membership. 

Most of them obtained a college or advanced degree (78%), had an annual income 

higher than $ 40,000 (53%), and was Caucasian (62%).  

Measures 

Dependent Variable 

 To comprehensively quantify people's motivation to share, we designed two self-

reported measurements for sharing - willingness to accept the request and willingness to 

engage with the requester. 
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• Willingness to accept: a self-reported score on a 7-point liker scale to the question 

"How willingly would you accept this request?" under each experiment condition in 

the survey.   

• Engagement: a self-reported 7-point liker scale score from the survey question 

"How willingly would you engage with this guest?" under each experiment 

condition. 

Independent Variable 

A categorical variable that indicates the seven different treatment conditions and 0 for 

the control condition (Table 1). 

Control Variable 

• Friends: the number of Couchsurfing friend listed on each participant's profile page. 

• Response Rate: a percentage indicates how often each participant replied to 

Couchsurfing requests. 

• Membership: the number of years since a participant joined Couchsurfing. 

• Reference: the number of surfer reference each participant got on their profile page. 

Open ended questions 

We asked open-ended questions about why they were more willing to accept a 

particular request and/or engage with the guests. 

Analysis Overview 

We used a mixed-method approach. We used the exact set of independent 

variables for Model 1 and Model 3 with willingness to accept and willingness to engage 

as dependent variables respectively. Moreover, in Model 2 and Model 4, we kept the 

same set of independent and dependent variables as Model 1 and Model 3. The only 

difference is that we modified gender to interact with the eight different treatments to 

measure the cross effect.   

Quantitative Analysis 

We first performed a quantitative analysis to test our hypotheses. Particularly, 

because of the ordinal nature of the responses, we used the ordinal logistic mixed effect 

regression model to fit the data. Two models were built separately for each dependent 

variable. One was to test the main effects in H1, H2, H3 and H4. The other one was to 
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test the gender effects (H5). Since we need to analyze the responses for different 

questions from the same participants, we used the participant identification number as 

the random factor as our mixed effect. 

Qualitative Analysis 

For the qualitative analysis, we used grounded theory. We analyzed the 

responses of the open-ended questions to further understand participants' choices. To 

generate our codebook, the two coders first identified themes from 248 messages and 

performed affinity analysis to categorize the emerging themes. Next, we randomly 

picked 40 messages from the sample and classified them into the theme categories 

separately. Then two coders discussed the classification, resolved conflicts, and updated 

the codebook. Note that the categories are not exclusive and one message can belong to 

multiple categories. Then the same two coders coded the entire 248 messages. The inter-

coder reliability of the 19 categories has an average Kappa score of 0.84; the lowest 

Kappa was at 0.71. 

Results 

Effects of Different Incentive Strategies 

Table 2 shows how different incentive strategies affect people's willingness to accept 

and willingness to engage with the guests. We use Model 1 and Model 3 to examine the 

main effects while Model 2 and Model 4 to examine the interaction effects between 

gender and incentives. The coefficients of ordered logit model are interpreted as follows: 

for a one unit of increase in the independent variable, the odds of the dependent variable 

is expected to change by the exponential of the respective regression coefficient [18]. 

For example, the coefficient of "small cash vs altruism" (Coff. = -1.91) means the odds 

of being willing to accept will decrease by 85% ( 1- e-1.91) when receiving small cash 

(money) compared to receiving no compensation at all (altruism). 
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 The results of Model 1 and Model 3  suggest that all forms of compensation, 

including cash, gifting, experience and reciprocity, "crowd-out" the intrinsic motivation 

and lead to decreased willingness to accept the requests and decreased willingness to 

engage with the guests. That is to say, negative effect of money is supported compared 

to intrinsic motivation (H1a). Yet, the evidence also rejects all the other incentives we 

propose (H2a, H3a, H4). Particularly, small cash decreases the odds of willingness to 

accept and engage, by 85% and 77%, large cash decreases them by 93%, and 91% 

respectively. Next, small gift decreases the odds of willingness to accept and engage by 

65% and 58%, large gift decrease them by 89% and 67%. Small experience does not 

have any significant negative effect on either of the two measurements. Yet, big 

experience decreases the odds of willingness to accept and engage by 79% and 72%. 

Lastly, reciprocity decreases the odds of willingness to accept and engage by 56% and 

50%.  

Regarding the value of the offer, we find that the higher the perceived value a 

offer represents the more it decreases participants' sharing motive. This is contradicts to 



 

 12 

our hypothesize among the conditions. Specifically, the negative effects of large cash 

towards willingness to accept and host are 9% and 18% stronger than that of small cash. 

The negative effects of large gift are 37% and 16% stronger than that of small gift.  

Effects of Gender 

Model 1 and Model 3 suggests that when there is no compensation, women are 

more generous than men. Compared to men, women are 13.15 (p<0.01) times more 

willing to engage with a guest. Woman also tends to be 2 times more willing to accept a 

guest (p<0.1).  

Model 2(Figure 1), and Model 4(Figure 2) supports hypothesis (H5) and 

suggested that women are more averse to large money than men.  When receiving a 

large cash reward, women are even 76% less (p<0.05) willing to accept and 81% less 

(p<0.05) willing to engage with a guest than men are.  

In sum, Study 1 shows that altruism, which offers no compensation at all, 

performs the best in motivating people to accept requests and engage with guests. The 

introduction of any compensation decreases the willingness to accept and engage. 

Women dislike large money more than men. 
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Our qualitative analysis provides more insights to understand the quantitative 

results. Particularly, we want to understand why it is altruism that performs the best. 

Gene of unselfish 

One possible explanation is that generosity is part of human nature and 

Couchsurfing hosts are particularly selfless. They want to help travelers without getting 

anything in return. For example, one respondent wrote in the survey that: 

 

I offer my couch and my home to CSers not because I expect anything in return, but 

because I want to share what I have with those who need a place to stay. The more a 

person "offers" me in exchange for staying with me the less it feels like I'm hosting a 

guest and the more it feels like I'm selling a spot on my couch. 

 

Participants' Big Five personality trait score also supports this idea. Among the 

five score, the third dimension is usually interpreted as Agreeableness or Likability 

[21][28]. People with a high score of this often have traits associated with good-nature, 

generous, trusting and cooperative [4]. Our sample has an average agreeableness score at 
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8.89 out of 10 with a third quantile at 8. This suggests that most participants are highly 

motivated to help each other. 

Community norms 

Members in Couchsurfing community care about the norms and hold up to it. 

Members report that actions such as offering a large amount of money deviate from the 

community norm and lead to suspect. Around 56% of the participants feel an 

inappropriate offer that violates Couchsurfing to be the most suspicious. For example :" 

offering $100 never happened and contrary to Cs philosophy" and "$100 -sounds like 

they are trying to gain access to my accommodations. It is far astray to the culture of 

CS". However, providing gifts, offering treat, and promising future hosting seem to not 

violate the community norms. We also received comments like: "The opportunity to stay 

with someone you have hosted seems particularly sincere because opening your home to 

someone who has done the same for you is the ultimate repayment. And, travelling is 

what couchsurfing is supporting! If there is fun to be had hosting someone, let it 

continue by staying with them!" and "An offer of a small gift is probably genuine. I try to 

remember to give something everyplace I stay". Therefore, the existence of norms 

cannot explain people's aversion to gift, experience and reciprocity strategies. 

Risks: "too good to be true" 

Another possible explanation is that excessive offers lead to increased perceived 

risk, which also decreases motivation to share. One quote from the survey writes, "Offer 

of 100 dollars or a valuable gift. It seems like it could be a ruse to guarantee that I'll 

accept their request to stay so the guest can do something nefarious. Like the saying 'if it 

appears too good to be true it probably is' ". Since staying in a stranger's place puts both 

of the host and the guest in a vulnerable position, it makes sense that people are often 

cautious about the request which look "too good".   

Potential bias arose from survey study 

An alternative explanation of why people dislike all types of compensation is the 

"Hawthorne Effects"[1]--a type of reactivity in which individuals modify or improve an 

aspect of their behavior in response to their awareness of being observed.  
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In a recent paper published in Science reviewing the effects of economic rewards 

on blood donation[24],  the authors found systematic differences between the results 

from the field and those from surveys and the laboratory. In surveys and framed 

experiments across several countries, respondents generally state aversion to receiving 

economic rewards for donating blood. However, field studies that control for 

confounding factors found that rewards significantly increased blood donation. The 

authors stated that "subjects responding to hypothetical questions about socially 

desirable activities, like donating blood, may focus on seeing themselves in a positive 

perspective and, thus, respond that they donate solely to help others; these same people 

may value a reward when actually offered one ". 

To test the alternative explanation, we conducted a field experiment. In the field 

experiment, our research assistants sent out real Couchsurfing requests to test people's 

actual responses to the eight different incentive strategies. 

 

STUDY 2 
Experimental design and procedure 

Similar to Study 1, Study 2 tested the eight incentive strategies (altruism, small 

cash, large cash, small gift, large gift, small experience, large experience, and 

reciprocity). In Study 2, we used a between subject design where each participant was 

only exposed to one condition.   

Two research assistants sent out real requests to Couchsurfing hosts and asked 

for staying 2 nights. We personalized the request message template from our previous 

survey study by mentioning the interest they listed on their profile. An example message 

in the cash condition is like  " Hi! I am [research assistant's real name] from Minnesota, 

United States. I am traveling to your town to experience the local culture. Therefore, I 

am reaching out to see whether I can stay at your place for two nights in the middle of 

July (the date is flexible). I enjoy conversations, music, cooking, sport, art and all kinds 

of activities. I've read your profile and found that you visited Cuba, Egypt, Japan, etc. 
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Hence, I'd love to know more about you in person. I'd really appreciate the opportunity 

to stay with you. In addition, I would like to offer 100 cash to cover up the expenses."  

Note that in the message we also mentioned that the dates are flexible. By doing 

so, we avoid rejection solely due to time conflicts. We used the same participation 

inclusion criteria from the survey study, but excluded people who are in the Minnesota, 

the location where our research assistants live. We debrief the participant one week after 

we sent them the request. In the debrief message we reveal the purpose of our research. 

We also informed them what data we collect and how we would protect the data. We 

also offer them opportunity to opt out in the debrief message.   

Ethics 

Since we were interacting with real Couchsurfing users directly in the field study, 

we were very careful about the potential ethical and social issues. To minimize the risk 

to participants, we implemented several rules and constrains in our field study design.  

First, we sent out requests from our research assistants' real Couchsurfing 

profiles with real pictures and real names. In the profiles, we also disclosed our 

affiliation with the research institute. 
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Second, we canceled our request and debriefed the participants within 24 hours if 

the hosts responded to us to minimize the potential costs if the hosts reserved their home 

and prepared for our visit. If the hosts did not respond to us within two weeks of the 

request, we would send out debrief message.   

Third, in the debriefing message, we provided participants opportunities to opt 

out. We would delete all the data entries about the participants if they chose to withdraw 

from the study. 

Fourth, we only sent out one message to each participant to minimize the time 

and effort they spent on interacting with us. 

Fifth, we limited the total number of participants fewer than 300 in this study to 

control the overall impact to the community. 

Finally, in the debrief message we promised to send our findings to the 

participants if they are interested to know. 

Measurement  

The only outcome variable we measured was whether the user accepted or 

declined our request in the time window of two weeks after we sent out our requests. 

People who had logged in the system in the two weeks but did not reply are counted as 

rejection because we assume that they saw our message but decided to ignore it. The 

people who did not log in the system for two weeks are counted as missing data.  

Like study 1, we also have control variables, including the number of references, 

response rate, the number of friends, how long they have been a member. 

Participants 

There were 279 participants in the second study. These participants were 

randomly selected among the 18,000 US Couchsurfing users who qualify the 

participation inclusion criteria. Participants were randomly assigned to eight conditions. 

31% of the responded sample is female. The participants have an average response rate 

of 61%, number of reference around 14, number of friends around 13 and year of 

membership around 4. 

Statistics model 
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Since the response was binary and the experimental design was between subject, 

we used logistic regression. 

 

Results 

Table 3 shows the results of Study 2, which reveals a different pattern compared 

to the results of Study 1. In Model 2, the first seven rows indicate men's responses to 

different incentive strategies. We see that the coefficients of the compensation 

conditions, except large gift, are all positive. Particularly, the effect of small gift on 

men's acceptance rate is statistically significant (Coeff. = 1.15, p<0.05). Although we do 

not see many significant effects due to the limited sample size, the odds ratios still 

suggest that men might not dislike compensation as they claim in the self-reported 

survey, and small gifts really motivate them. 

The results also suggest that women do not like compensation as much as men 

do. Particularly, women dislike large cash (Coeff. = -1.95, p<0.1). 
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Discussion 
 Combining the results from both studies, we found that that what people say (in 

surveys) might not be consistent with what they actually like (in field experiment). 

Therefore, designing a sharing economy application purely relying one method (e.g. 

survey or interview) might not capture the full picture of what would happen in reality. 

Self-representation theory points out that when people feel that others might judge their 

actions, they are more likely to state that they share for more socially acceptable reasons 

such as altruism in stead of other types of rewards. In natural settings where there is no 

perceived researcher scrutiny, people, especially men, might prefer instances that 

compensations are offered. 

Our experiment design can be a good example for exploratory studies. Naturally, 

survey and field experiment design are two significantly different approaches to 

investigate a research question. It is not rare to witness a discrepancy between the results 

derived from these two different methodologies [22]. Also, it is hard to resolve the 

difference because it is a reflection of different aspects of the problem. For instance, 

economist Camerer reviewed 74 experiments about financial incentives towards 

performance in experiment. Yet, the pattern of the results was not clear. He further 

concluded that it was critical to investigate incentive effects with empirical experiments 

because the actual outcome would be influenced largely by the characteristic of the real 

task[8]. Following this direction, our study contributed in revealing a broader picture of 

this phenomenon. 

 Our findings might provide one explanation for the different rates of growth in 

Couchsurfing and Airbnb. In contrast to Couchsurfing where money is often prohibited, 

Airbnb provides peer-to-peer hospitality services with monetary compensation. Popular 

media accounts suggest that the two platforms are on very different trajectories. In last 

year, blog posts have lamented the demise of Couchsurfing [10], while celebrated 

Airbnb's rapid growth [13]. A recent paper analyzed the scraped data set of public 

listings of US-based hosts on both Couchsurfing and Airbnb and provided support for 

both of our claims. Based on our findings, it is possible that monetary incentives in 

Airbnb might cause some hosts, especially male hosts, to leave Couchsurfing.    
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Limitation and Future Work 
This study is also subject to limitations. First, our participants are Couchsurfing 

hosts, which constitutes a unique population. The unique sample prevents us from 

generalizing the findings to other settings and general population. As future work, we 

would like to replicate this study in other contexts of online sharing. 

Second, to minimize the potential burden of Couchsurfing participants and the 

possible risk to the Couchsurfing community, we limited the number of requests we sent 

out in Study 2. As a result, we do not have a large enough sample size to detect all the 

effects. We encourage other researchers to partner with relate stakeholder to replicate the 

study in a larger scale.   

The goal of this paper is to examine the influence of different incentives 

strategies on the sharing behavior in the context of Couchsurfing. To achieve the goal, 

we conducted two studies: one survey study and one field experiment. 

Our results provide insights to understand user behavior in peer-to-peer sharing 

systems and provide practical implications to system designers. We also discussed the 

ethical issues in conducting field experiment. We hope that our study can inspire further 

research in the area of sharing economy.      
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