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Abstract 
In the contemporary era of smart tourism, travelers face more accommodation options than ever before. The rapid expansions of alternative 
accommodation sector are partially owing to the growth of electronic commerce and the rise of online intermediary platforms. Online travel 
agencies serve as a critical distribution channel for tourism sectors, and the significance is further increased for small and micro 
entrepreneurs whose direct communication channels are scarce. Considering the holistic process of customer experience started with a 
third-party online intermediary, this study explores basic and extended attributes of small and medium-sized alternative accommodation 
where the comparative value is created. In order to achieve the objective, a research design was developed to synthesize the qualitative 
evidence. The synthesis encompasses both theoretical and practical perspectives, from a systematic review and opinions of academic 
professionals to an in-depth interview with an industry expert and the current practices of online travel agencies. This study suggests that the 
sources of value creation for alternative accommodation are not always consistent with those of the traditional. Accounting for the temporal 
and spatial dynamics in customer experience, the findings of this study provide insights on the comparative value of alternative 
accommodation, to both academic and industry audiences. 
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1. Introduction 1 
 

In the contemporary era of smart tourism characterized by 
digitalization and ubiquity, travelers are facing more 
accommodation options than ever before(Li, Hu, Huang, & 
Duan, 2017; Niner, 2004). The burst of such innovative 
types of alternatives is owing to the expansion of distribution 
channel, featured by the fourth industrial revolution and 
electronic commerce (e-commerce). Traditionally, hotels 
and motels were the dominant lodging choices for those 
looking for a temporary stay outside their usual residential 
boundaries. However, as the development of information 
communication technologies and the infrastructure led to a 
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reduction of searching cost for guests and marketing cost 
for small and medium-sized ventures, the accommodation 
sector has witnessed the sudden emergence of new lodging 
products. For example, the peer-to-peer(P2P) 
accommodation has witnessed rapid growth, even 
exceeding the revenue growth of some chain hotels 
(Belarmino, Whalen, Koh, & Bowen, 2017; Guttentag & 
Smith, 2017; Tussyadiah & Zach, 2017). Guesthouses and 
B&Bs are now considered a popular method to enhance the 
value of residential properties, and homeowners are 
increasingly adding annexes and auxiliary rooms to their 
homes as the expected cash flows from the new unit is 
expected to easily justify the investment(Blum, 2014). Non-
traditional hostels are also moving outside their conventional 
areas of operation(Amblee, 2015). More importantly, these 
accommodation alternatives can cater to business travelers 
and specialize in community events by immersing travelers 
into the local, residential ambiance, which have not been 
considered a business segment for such accommodation 
until now(Brochado & Rita, 2016; Gardiner & Scott, 2014). 
Development of e-commerce and intermediary platforms 
represented by online travel agencies (OTAs) has enabled 
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such diversity of accommodation alternatives competing on 
the same space(Gazzoli, Kim, & Palakurthi, 2008; Inversini 
& Masiero, 2014). 

The current practice of the OTAs’ platforms usually 
applies the generalized customer rating framework for all 
the properties when providing information about the 
accommodation regardless of the types. The situation is not 
very different for devoted agents of P2P accommodation or 
other alternative accommodation transactions. However, it is 
argued that the experience of travelers staying in alternative 
accommodations is fundamentally different from the 
traditional options such as hotels and motels(e.g., 
Gunasekaran & Anandkumar, 2012; Tussyadiah, 2016; 
Tussyadiah & Zach, 2017). For instance, some want to 
enhance their stay experiences through interactions with 
residents and other travelers, whereas traditional 
accommodation does not facilitate such exchanges, or even 
when so, only to a limited degree(Smaliukiene, Chi-Shiun, & 
Sizovaite, 2015). Although customer review on the platforms 
allows a certain extent of freedom for the evaluators as 
electronic word-of-mouth (e-WOM), the unique value may 
not be holistically captured with the existing instruments and 
ratings currently implemented in the industry.  

OTAs serve as a critical distribution channel for tourism 
sectors, and they become more crucial for small and micro 
entrepreneurs whose direct communication channels with 
the customers are scarce. However, little study actively 
integrates alternative accommodation and the distribution 
channel, apart from specifying one type of accommodation 
or a source of customer review. Conspicuously, despite the 
rapid expansions of the alternative accommodation sector, 
the inquiries on the unique value and the felicitous attributes 
have comparatively lacked. On the symbiotic relationship 
between small and medium-sized alternative 
accommodation and online intermediaries, this study aims 
to explore the comparative value of alternative 
accommodation in the holistic process of customer 
experience from online to offline, and from pre-stay to post-
stay. In order to achieve the purpose, this study takes a 
synthesis approach. Specifically, industry practices 
investigated with in-depth interview and OTA rating 
framework, followed by systematic review and expert panel 
opinion so that extended insights are summated. 

 
 

2. Theoretical Background 
 

2.1. Alternative Accommodation 
 

Alternative accommodation types have been paid gradual 
attention for more than 50 years, although the terms used 
have not necessarily been identical(Gunasekaran & 

Anandkumar, 2012; Lynch, 2005; Morrison, Morcardo, 
Nadkarni, & O’Leary, 1996). For example, Schwaniger(1989) 
noted that a night spent in a traditional hotel had been 
substituted by new forms of accommodation, and 
‘parahotels’ had gained importance during last 30 years, 
meaning the movement was extant even in the 60’s. 
Morrison et al.(1996) classified these owner-operated small 
and medium accommodation enterprises as ‘specialist 
accommodation’(Pearce & Moscardo, 1992) which have (1) 
guest-host interaction, (2) benefit from the physical 
attributes, and (3) special activities offered. Lynch(2005) 
coined the term ‘commercial home’ when describing small 
owner-operated commercial accommodation, particularly 
smaller than specialist accommodation in size. Researchers 
have tried to define the non-traditional accommodation 
sector; however, a consensus has not yet been reached. 
More recently, Gunasekaran and Anandkumar(2012) used 
the term ‘alternative accommodation’ to refer to alternatives 
other than traditional lodging options represented by hotel and 
motel, citing commercial homes, bed and breakfasts, 
guesthouses, homestays and service apartments as examples.  

Semantically, alternative lodging types are not limited to 
the features of the properties or activities associated. Hence, 
they are not necessarily operated by small and medium 
enterprises, or regulated by the lodging options 
aforementioned. However, there should be a criterion 
distinguishing them into traditional and alternative, and Web 
can be a consensual turning point igniting the neoteric 
distributional era. After a few decades of Global Distribution 
system (GDS) dominance in tourism distribution, the 
Internet and e-commerce have rapidly replaced the position 
in the 1990s, facilitating electronic distribution of tourism 
commodities including accommodation sectors(Law, Leung, 
Lo, Leung, & Fong, 2015; Morosan & Jeong, 2008; Thakran 
& Verma, 2013). Although the technology and the 
opportunity were identically enjoyable for two different types 
of channels, property-owned and third-party, namely, the 
impacts were asymmetrical. Consumers tend to show a 
more favorable attitude toward third-party intermediaries 
compared to property-owned websites, partially due to 
asymmetric usability and ease of use that they 
perceive(Morosan & Jeong, 2008). This has promoted the 
growth of online intermediaries providing information and 
booking/payment services for accommodation, where 
innovation and dissemination of various alternative 
accommodation types and enterprises have been triggered. 
On the foundation of relevant literature and the phase of the 
industrial revolution, this study defines alternative 
accommodation as a non-traditional version of the 
accommodation sector provided as an alternative to 
traditionally familiar lodging options for consumers by the 
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Hospitality and Tourism Research, Journal of Travel 
Research, and Tourism Management. With the second 
criterion, we searched the journals through respective 
journal websites supplying electronic database using the 
keywords “guesthouse”, “B&B”, “P2P accommodation”, and 
“hostel”. Under the third criterion, articles published before 
2000 were excluded so as to configure the feature of 
electronic distribution. Out of more than a thousand articles 
retrieved from the initial screening, we first excluded them 
by the relevance of the titles. As under the fourth criterion 
that should contain evidence beyond the basic attributes, 
the filtered articles were further extracted to fit the scope 
and purpose of the study on hand, by the abstracts and the 
keywords. We yielded 14 articles meeting the criteria and 
the researcher semantically coded the attributes ranged 
outside of those found at the first step, and categorized the 
distinctive characteristics of alternative accommodation into 
the corresponding attributes of the comparative value. 
Attributes were classified into additional categories to the 
first categories, as social interaction(between host and 
guest, and between/among guests), flexibility, sustainability 
& shared value, and technology acceptance. On the basis, 
we selected additional articles from the reference list of the 
papers and from Google Scholars with the attributes as the 
keywords, in order to compensate any valuable loss we 
might undergo. 

By merging the findings from the prior stages, we 
generated an initial pool of the attributes of small and 
medium-sized alternative accommodation distributed via 
OTAs. The initial pool served as a minimal base for the 
expert panel opinion in the next research stage. Six 
professionals in the field of hospitality were solicited through 
purposive and snowball sampling and participated in the 
study. When selecting academic experts, their expertise on 
the topic was preferentially pondered. The member 
composition included four in Asia, one in the USA, and one 
from the Middle East. The panel members were instructed 
to provide the opinion on comparative attributes of 
alternative accommodation pertinent to customer evaluation 
and how to measure. The opinions were collected online, on 
the basis of the detailed initial pool attributes provided in the 
MS word format. The invited experts were asked to write as 
many opinions or comments as they wanted, without 
formality and constraint regarding the style. They were 
asked to provide their opinion within ten days, which allowed 
the panel members time to ruminate on the subject. The 
experts also provided further suggestions, comments, 
and/or further readings relevant to the topic and the study, 
all of which were valuable for the fulfillment of the current 
study. The researcher contacted the individual panels to 
clarify their opinions, and the iteration of the process ended 
when the researcher reached each line of panel opinions 

without confusion. Some predetermined compensation was 
provided to the panels for their contribution. 

 
 

4. Findings and Discussion 
 

4.1. Basic Attributes 
 

<Table 1> summarizes the basic accommodation-specific 
attributes, found in both the literature and the practice. The 
third level—expatiation—of the table contains the 
interpretation of each attribute in the context of alternative 
accommodation, and some of the expert opinions are 
directly quoted. The basic attributes are summarized and 
categorized into facility, location, food, price, staff, and F&B. 
For the price attribute, economic benefits are often 
emphasized in alternative accommodation than in traditional 
hotels since young travelers and backpackers are 
substantial market segments for alternative accommodation. 
A lower price may increase the market share and accelerate 
the demand for alternative accommodation. However, value 
for money is a transcendental criterion of economic 
exchange, not restricted to alternative accommodation. 
Therefore, it is suggested that improvement in customer 
evaluation is achievable through under-researched 
dimensions such as social interaction, and adjustment of 
atmosphere or regulations not necessarily lowering price. It 
has also been noted that professional service is not a critical 
commodity of some alternative accommodations. While 
service and facilities are often regarded as core products for 
traditional hotels, simply sharing residential areas or renting 
the home is increasingly occupying the meaning of 
alternative accommodation where different expectation 
toward the hosts should be endowed. 

 

4.2. Extended Attributes 
 

On the foundation of the basics, unique attributes of 
alternative accommodation had been progressively 
supplemented at each stage. The attributes where 
comparative value can be created were summarized as 
being presented in <Table 2>. The first level—attribute— is 
the upper categories of the attributes as specified with the 
relevant items in the second level—relevant item. The third 
level includes the references, and the fourth level—
expatiation— discusses each attribute accentuated and 
interpreted from the perspective of alternative 
accommodation distributed via OTAs. Again, the quoted are 
the opinions of the experts. The extended attributes of 
comparative value subsume the attributes categorized into 
social interaction, flexibility, local touch, sustainability & 
shared value, and technology acceptance. 
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Table 1. Basic attributes of small and medium-sized alternative accommodation 

Attribute Relevant Item Expatiation 

Facility 

Room 

Beddings 

Bathroom 

Lighting 

Furnishings 

Path 

Atmosphere/Ambience 

Interior/Exterior 
Amenities 

Wi-Fi 
Auxiliary facilities and services 

“Like traditional accommodation, alternative accommodation is not 
exceptional in high dependence on the purpose of travel and travel 
behavior of the guests. Facilities should be based on the target market.” 
“The facilities and spatial arrangement of alternative accommodations are 
often different from the traditional accommodation types.  

Hence, the attributes and the associated values assessed should be 
universally applicable, and the valuation and the perceived importance 
should be distinguished.” 

Location 

Property 

Attractions 

Surroundings 

View/Scenery 

Transportation 

While traditional accommodations seek locational advantage as 
accessibility and the scenery, alternative accommodations can add value 
by providing a local touch, authenticity, or exoticness, or by providing 
special activities engaging the guests. 

Price 

Room rate 

Facility usage 

Service fee 

Price transparency has been accelerated by OTAs as a distribution 
channel. Even if cost-saving is a rational appeal to consumers, the 
demand for an alternative accommodation is not explained by their low 
prices alone. 

Staff 
Hospitality 

Process 

Expertise 

For alternative accommodations, personal interaction goes beyond staff 
service from the perspective of traditional accommodation. 

F&B 
Food and Beverage (F&B) options 

Breakfast 

“There are a lot of alternative accommodation operations that do not have 
F&B options, and thus the attributes spans the availability and the quality 
inside and outside of the operations.” 

 

Table 2. Extended attributes of small and medium-sized alternative accommodation 

Attribute Relevant Item Reference Expatiation 

Social 
Interaction 

Interaction with host 
(online/offline) 
Interaction with other guests 
(online/offline) 
Local touch 
 

Brochado et al. (2015); 
Choo & Petrick (2014); 
Hassanli et al. (2016); 
Hernández-Maestro & 
González-Benito (2013); 
Murphy (2001); 
Park & Santos (2017); 
Sørensen (2003) 

Direct and indirect, and online and on-site social 
interactions not only between the supplier and consumer 
but also between consumers who become the catalyst of 
the subsequent attributes and affect the accommodation 
experience. 

Flexibility 
Policy 
Process 

Hassanli et al. (2016); 
Park & Santos (2017) 

“The handling of the operational process (e.g., check-
in/out, cancellation, etc.) is expected to be more flexible 
in an alternative accommodation.” 

Sustainability &  
Shared value 

Legal compliance 
Ethical standards 
Financial longevity 
Operational consistency 
Eco-friendly 
(The consequent e-WOM) 

Jones et al. (2016); 
Tussyadiah (2016) 
 

“Before environmental sustainability, micro-sized 
alternative accommodations often suffer from financial 
problems.” 
“Since many alternative accommodation operations are 
unauthorized or unlicensed, the scope of sustainability 
for alternative accommodations span metaphysically 
from legality to ethicality.” 

Technology 
Acceptance 

Transaction 
Partnership 
Operation 
System 
Infrastructure 

Buhalis & Law (2008); 
Inversini & Masiero, 
(2014);  
Kim, Lee, & Law (2008) 

Though aggressive technology innovation is not easily 
realizable to micro-sized operations of alternative 
accommodation, technology acceptance is vital for them 
to keep up with the times. 
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Although it is not always or not necessarily the case, 
social interaction is a unique feature of alternative 
accommodation. The social subjects are further divided into 
the Host to Guest(H2G) interaction and the Guest to 
Guest(G2G) interaction. While the owners or the CEOs of 
traditional accommodation are rarely expected to have 
personal and direct communication with their guests, small 
and medium-sized alternative accommodation types such 
as P2P accommodations or commercial homes appreciably 
involve occasions of such direct contact, which is H2G 
interaction. Likewise, the G2G was only sought in some 
specific types of accommodations such as hostels and 
guesthouses with a communal area. For the 
accommodation sectors where the rooms are spatially 
exclusive and independent, G2G was not readily available 
or expected. However, an online platform enabled both 
types of communication, outside of temporal and spatial 
boundaries. Higher reliance on OTAs as a distribution 
channel and uncertainty of the quality further facilitate 
customers to seek and share their experience and the 
valence online, which can either be temporally dynamic(Oh, 
2017). Such willingness to socially interact reach to the third 
attribute, local touch, which can fulfill novelty- and diversity-
seeking needs as well as experiential needs of travelers. 
They want to be reconciled with the neighbors and the 
destination and thus aspire home to make them feel 
resident, not a visitor. Consequently, room for flexibility in 
alternative accommodation is magnified through the 
interactions, particularly H2G interaction. Flexibility, the 
second attribute, is not synonymous with ‘whatever the 
guest wants’, but the availability of prior consultation on a 
contingent situation of the guest via the personalized 
communication channel. Hence, subjective and emotional 
characteristics of alternative accommodation are distinct.  

The third attribute is sustainability and shared value. 
Traditionally, sustainability in traditional lodging sectors has 
primarily focused on environmental friendliness and green 
initiatives(e.g., Berezan, Raab, Yoo, & Love, 2013; Kasim, 
Gursoy, Okumus, & Wong, 2014). However, the sustainable 
ecosystem is gradually urged to be expanded to economic, 
social as well as environmental domains(Jones, Hillier, & 
Comfort, 2016), considering the multifaceted impact of a 
practice. Creating shared value refers to the creation of 
economic and societal benefits relative to cost by a firm with 
the community(Porter & Kramer, 2011). By considering and 
developing the contingent relationships both internal and 
external, the firm can expect better performance and the 
returns, providing benefits to the employees, the customers, 
the competitors, and the community thus creating shared 
value(Lee & Kim, 2015; Porter, Hills, Pfitzer, Patscheke, & 
Hawkins, 2011). Legal compliance and ethical responsibility 
are the issues which cannot be overlooked for the business 

longevity since small and micro-sized accommodation is 
comparatively easy to evade the law concerning regulation 
or registration. The absence of systematic management 
sometimes forces the customers into unsecured or 
unjustified situations. In this regard, practices to build 
credibility with the customers are associated with perceived 
risk concerning safety, security, finance, and social 
responsibility and legality. Such internal affairs below the 
surface seldom used to be known outside, but can be 
spread out and recorded on the third-party channel, which is 
difficult for the accommodation enterprises to control, 
relatively easily by e-WOM. Alternative accommodations 
can enhance their competitiveness through the policies and 
executions while simultaneously contributing to the 
betterment of their communities socially and economically. 

The last but not the least important attribute is technology 
acceptance. Even if alternative accommodation business is 
not an information technology-driven business, technology 
acceptance should be a minimal degree of sustainable 
competence in the contemporary era. The technology-use of 
consumers are increasingly mobilized and universalized, 
and entrepreneurs and marketers who keep up with the 
changing environment have higher opportunity to take 
advantage by actively engaging social interaction and 
flexibility(Buhalis & Law, 2008; Inversini & Masiero, 2014; 
Kim, Lee, & Law, 2008). Small and medium enterprises not 
sufficiently adopting technological innovation in the 
operational management or equipping devices can embrace 
technological covers by making a partnership or strategic 
alliance with relevant sources. As OTAs have brought 
synergetic interaction with alternative accommodation, use 
of OTAs as distribution and promotion channel is a good 
example. 

 
 

5. Conclusion 
 
OTA is a critical distribution channel, particularly for 

alternative accommodation. The alternative accommodation 
sector has grown dramatically in recent decades, and the 
overwhelming success is not fully explained without the 
development of information technology and the utilization of 
OTAs as a distribution channel. For better understanding 
the phenomenon from an interactive perspective, the 
comparative values of small and medium-sized alternative 
accommodation have been explored based on the evidence 
of the literature, OTA practices, and expert opinions, by 
comprehensively synthesizing the available sources. The 
basic attributes of accommodation actively acknowledged 
by both theory and practice include facility, location, price, 
staff, and F&B, and this study interpreted the messages 
behind in the setting of alternative accommodation. A 
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systematic review and expert opinions have suggested four 
additional attributes of comparative value, represented by 
social interaction, flexibility, sustainability & shared value, 
and technology adoption. Given the temporal and spatial 
dynamics in the consumer experience ranging from 
searching and webrooming to staying and post-staying 
online behavior, we believe that the comprehensive and 
synthetic perspective provides a useful view of alternative 
accommodation distributed by OTAs to both academic and 
industry audiences. 

From a theoretical aspect, the conceptual foundation for 
collectively comprehending the comparative value of small 
and medium-sized alternative accommodation for the 
customers is in an embryonic phase of theoretical 
development. The present study extends the conceptual 
background and the attributes to create comparative value 
by integrating alternative accommodation and the online 
intermediary represented by OTAs. The differentiation and 
uniqueness of small and medium-sized alternative 
accommodation from the traditional have been excavated in 
consideration of the holistic process of customer experience 
from on-line to off-line, and from pre-stay to post-stay. The 
findings would be a useful base for the comparative studies 
distinguishing traditional and alternative accommodation, 
and the studies of alternative accommodation whose 
influence is leveraged in the contemporary era. 

The methodological framework for the synthesis is 
another significance of our study. Our synthetic approach 
has engaged the primary sources as industrial and 
academic experts and the secondary sources as industrial 
cases and the literature. The combined nature of the 
synthetic approach in this study will lead to not only the 
conceptual innovation and synergistic interaction for the 
topic and the methods but exploration of a phenomenon in 
more objective and balanced perspectives. The approach 
can be particularly useful where various sources of data are 
available while one source is insufficient. 

From a practical point of view, effectively serving the 
potential areas where values are created can help gain a 
competitive advantage for the entrepreneurs and marketers 
of alternative accommodation. Fewer studies have been 
directed to examining how micro-business owners and 
managers should manage their operations, in light of 
satisfying the customers in the attributes where they place 
importance. As such, it should be reiterated that the findings 
of this study are subtle but consequential to the industry, 
specifically to the third-party distribution platforms and 
merchant websites. For example, the current customer 
rating criteria suggested by OTAs can be improved forthwith 
for alternative accommodation based on the findings of the 
study. The competition with traditional and alternative 
accommodation types in the indistinguishable online 

evaluation frameworks can be disadvantageous for both 
parties given the asymmetries between the two, considering 
the difference in market segments and the value proposition. 

Notwithstanding the originality, the present research is not 
free from limitations. First, the findings of this study may not 
be generalized to all of the market or every situation. 
Although the interview and expert opinions were consistent 
with the evidenced found in the literature, the perspective 
and interpretation may not be consistent across cultures and 
market environments. Some important findings might be lost 
in the systematic review, and this might happen to the 
expert opinions as well. Second, the five basic and four 
extended attributes explored in this study are to be the 
sources of comparative value, but the enumerative weights 
or path of the attributes to latent variables have not been 
addressed. Empirically examining the relationship and the 
impact of the respective attributes would be a significant 
extension of the current study. 
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