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In the field of accommodation sharing, little attention has been paid to micro-
entrepreneurship of hosts. Based on the signaling theory and the resource-based theory, 
we proposed a three-way interaction effect model to investigate the moderating effect of 
resource configuration (business size and host reputation) on the relationship between 
business age and host performance. A statistical analysis of the secondary panel data 
crawled from Airbnb.com was tested through the negative binomial model. The results 
shown that: (1) Business age is positively related to host performance; (2) the positive 
impact of business age on host performance is stronger for smaller size; host reputation 
has no significant moderating effect on the relationship between business age and host 
performance; (3) the joint consideration of business age, size, and host reputation has a 
three-way interaction effect on host performance. The positive impact of business age 
on host performance is strongest for hosts with smaller size and higher host reputation. 
These results are helpful to understand the micro-entrepreneurship performance of hosts 
in the field of accommodation sharing.

Keywords: micro-entrepreneurship, accommodation sharing, resource-based theory, host performance, business 
age

INTRODUCTION

In recent years, the sharing economy has witnessed a spurt of development on a global scale. 
It has significantly changed the tourism and hospitality industries (Priporas et  al., 2017; Akbar 
and Tracogna, 2018). Since tourism and hospitality industries are labor-intensive requiring less 
expert knowledge (Phizacklea and Ram, 1995), they have become one of the main areas of 
individual entrepreneurship (Hollick and Braun, 2005; Nikraftar and Hosseini, 2016; Li et  al., 
2020). The emergence of P2P accommodation platforms provides individuals with “franchising” 
micro-entrepreneurship opportunities (Cohen and Sundararajan, 2015). Individuals are able to 
generate income by renting out vacant houses through P2P accommodation platforms (Martin, 
2016; Teubner et  al., 2017). Airbnb, the premier platform for shared accommodation (Oskam 
and Boswijk, 2016), has attracted 4 million people in 100,000 cities worldwide to rent out 
their vacant houses for micro-entrepreneurship (Airbnb, 2021).
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Previous studies have focused on the economic and social 
impact (Oskam and Boswijk, 2016; Koh and King, 2017), 
marketing and consumer behavior (Lutz and Newlands, 2018; 
Casais et  al., 2020), and pricing issues (Gibbs et  al., 2018; 
Magno et  al., 2018) on accommodation sharing. However, to 
the best of our knowledge, fewer studies have regarded Airbnb 
hosts as the micro-entrepreneurs, and thus, the research on 
accommodation sharing entrepreneurship has been largely 
neglected (Sigala, 2016). Against the backdrop, this study 
explored the accommodation sharing from the perspective of 
micro-entrepreneurship. Tourism micro-entrepreneurship is 
small-scale, informal tourism businesses with fewer owners/
managers/worker (Ferreira et  al., 2015; Ditta-Apichai et  al., 
2020). In this perspective, each host is all operating a micro-
enterprise. As the competitive pressure is increasing with the 
number of hosts on the platform increases, it has become an 
important issue to explore the impact mechanism of the 
host’s performance.

Existing studies have identified the significant impact of 
firm age on firm strategy and performance (e.g., Steffens et al., 
2009; Ismail and Jenatabadi, 2014). Nevertheless, consensus 
on how firm age affects firm performance has not yet reached 
and two major views are found in literature. The first propose 
is that younger firms are more risk aware (Shane and 
Venkataraman, 2000), flexible (Resnick et  al., 2006), and 
innovatively and thus could effectively utilize their own resources 
to achieve better performance (Withers et al., 2011; Kilenthong 
et  al., 2016). On the other hand, the second view holds that 
the managers of young firms are lack of experience and 
knowledge (Slevin and Covin, 1997; Thornhill and Amit, 2003), 
which then leads to misuse and waste of resources. As a firm 
grows maturer, its experience and knowledge become 
progressively abundant, and thus, its performance improved 
(Harvie et  al., 2010). There are two main reasons for this 
controversy: First, the discussion of the relationship between 
firm age and performance lacks a specific industry analysis; 
second, the impact of resources on this relationship is not 
clearly resolved. Therefore, this study attempts to answer the 
following two questions:

On the sharing accommodation platform, how does business 
age affect host performance?

How does the host’s resource configuration (business size 
and host reputation) affect the relationship between business 
age and performance?

To answer the aforementioned question, a three-way 
interaction model was proposed based on the resource-based 
theory. Specifically, this study investigated the moderating 
influence of host’s business size and reputation on the relationship 
between business age and host performance by using Airbnb’s 
secondary panel data. Random effect negative binomial models 
were adopted to test hypotheses. This paper examined the 
following issues: (1) the direct effect of business age on host 
performance; (2) the moderating effect of size and host reputation 
on the above direct effect; and (3) the three-way interaction 
effect of business age, size, and host reputation on host 
performance. The findings not only enrich the resource-based 
theory and provide implications for future study on hosts’ 

entrepreneurial behavior, but also help hosts to optimize 
performance or make business expansion decisions.

THEORY AND MODEL

Signaling Theory
The signaling theory proposed by Spence (1978) provides a 
basic framework to account for how buyers and sellers try to 
solve the problem of information asymmetry in the online 
shopping context. Sellers have an incentive to signal the quality 
of their goods and services to customers. When customers 
are unfamiliar with service providers, they can use information 
clues, such as the service provider’s past experience as the 
reflection of service quality (Wells et al., 2011). External signals 
(Richardson et  al., 1994) are usually not evaluated as the 
inherent clues of the product, such as sellers’ reputation (Chu 
and Chu, 1994) and commitment (Boulding and Kirmani, 
1993), and are generally considered to be  better received than 
internal signals (i.e., product clues), especially when external 
signals are more accessible or easier to understand (Parasuraman 
et  al., 1988). In general, signal sources with high reliability 
are more effective in changing users’ attitudes or behaviors 
than that with low reliability. When users believe that signal 
providers have rich relevant knowledge, experience, or resources, 
users are more likely to adopt their signal for decision-making 
(Wu and Wang, 2011). Similarly in the field of sharing 
accommodation, if the hosts show more resources and 
professionalism, it will usually be easier for consumers to make 
decisions (Xie et  al., 2021).

Resource-Based Theory
The resource-based theory stresses that internal resources of 
a firm are the primary determinants of a firm’s superior 
competitive advantage (Wernerfelt, 1984; Barney, 1991). Resources 
refer to the tangible and intangible resources used by the firm 
to conceive and implement its strategy (Barney, 2001; Wiklund 
et  al., 2010). The former include financial or physical value 
(Grant, 1991), while the latter refers to non-physical resources, 
such as skills, reputation that brings firms sustainable competitive 
advantages (Hall, 1992; Amit and Schoemaker, 1993). Firm 
resources are essential for the creating, implementing, and 
obtaining entrepreneurial behavior rewards (Covin and Slevin, 
1991). Small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) may 
be  particularly restricted in terms of tangible and intangible 
resources (Thornhill and Amit, 2003; Anderson and 
Eshima, 2013).

Both tangible and intangible resources are crucial for a 
company to gain a competitive advantage (Williamson, 1975; 
Barney, 1991; Tayles et  al., 2007)). Previous studies revealed 
that tangible resources (e.g., financial and fixed asset) are 
significantly positively related to entrepreneurial orientation or 
firm growth. For instance, firm size, as an indicator of the 
stock of tangible resources (Wiklund and Shepherd, 2003; Audia 
and Greve, 2006), has been proved to be  significantly related 
to firm performance, particularly entrepreneurial performance 
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(Rajan and Zingales, 1995; Serrasqueiro and Nunes, 2008). 
However, Kamasak (2017) found that intangible resources make 
a larger contribution to firm performance than tangible resources. 
This is especially true for SMEs, that is, SMEs with higher 
levels of intangible resources have greater flexibility, which may 
promote firm growth (Rogers, 2004). Firm reputation, for 
example, is considered as a critical intangible resources in a 
firm’s strategic arsenal (Barney, 1991) and has been proved to 
be positively correlated to firm performance (Greenwood et al., 
2005; Hall and Lee, 2014).

Business Age and Host Performance
Though firm age, as mentioned above, can significantly impact 
the firm’s strategy and performance (Stinchcombe, 1965; 
Kristiansen et  al., 2003), the empirical conclusions are 
controversial on the relationship between firm age and 
performance. Following Birch’s (1979) pioneering research, the 
mainstream view is that younger firms grow faster than older 
ones (Geroski and Gugler, 2004; Davidson, 2010). For instance, 
the study by Coad and Rao's (2010) study found that the 
expected growth rate of sales, profits, and productivity of older 
firms was low, and they have not converted employment growth 
into sales, profits, and productivity growth. However, research 
by Coad and Rao (2010) and Capasso et  al. (2015) also found 
evidence that firm performance increases with age. This result 
is grounded on the consensus that older firms have more 
specific resources than younger firms (Hannan and Freeman, 
1984; Ranger-Moore, 1997). Specifically, in the start-up stage, 
human capital like the knowledge and operating ability of the 
manager or founder is critical for the survival of the business 
(Van Praag, 2003). In the following stages, manager’s capacity 
in older firms can be  increased through previous start-up or 
management experiences. In this sense, compared with the 
younger firms which lack knowledge or resources to execute 
their strategy (Venkataraman et  al., 1990; Lussier, 1995), older 
firms are likely to perform better with the growth in manager’s 
experience and knowledge (Harvie et  al., 2010).

Knowledge and intelligence accumulated through interaction 
with consumers is one of the critical factors for firms to succeed 
in the competition within tourism and hospitality industries 
(Stamboulis and Skayannis, 2003). For hosts under analysis in 
this study, most of them are non-accommodation professionals 
who seek for extra income by utilizing idle resource (Lee, 
2016; Li et al., 2019). That is, they have not received professional 
training and lack experience and knowledge in customer 
management, cost control, platform recommendation algorithms, 
and taxation (Dillahunt and Malone, 2015; Cetin and Bilgihan, 
2016; Hamari et  al., 2016; Jhaver et  al., 2018; Liang et  al., 
2020). However, through learning by doing, they can continuously 
improve their skills in terms of using facilities, tools and 
technology, cost reduction, pricing, and interaction with guests 
(Wang and Nicolau, 2017; Benítez-Aurioles, 2018). This also 
enables the host to replicate its service operations more effectively, 
further improving service profitability. That is, with the host’s 
business age increasing, the profitability of host is more likely 
to increase (Agiomirgianakis et  al., 2012; Aissa and Goaied, 

2016). In addition, time is one of the key contributors to the 
development of social capital (Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 1998). 
For the sharing economy, the social capital that hosts build 
over time may positively affect consumer satisfaction and trust 
(Huang et al., 2017; Teubner et al., 2017), so the host performance 
therefore will accordingly getting better and better. Based on 
above, we  propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: The host’s business age is positively 
associated with host performance.

The Moderating Role of Size
Previous research believes that the influence of firm age on 
firm performance is different according to resources obtained 
(Steffens et  al., 2009). Most of those studies explored the 
boundary conditions. For example, many scholars discuss the 
interactive impact of firm size and firm age on firm growth 
or performance (Steffens et  al., 2009; Nunes et  al., 2013). 
Specifically, larger enterprises generally have scale-based cost 
advantages, while SMEs with less assets show better flexibility, 
enabling them quickly to respond to market changes (Lam 
et  al., 2019; Choi et  al., 2021). In the early stage of 
entrepreneurship, insufficient funds or managers’ capabilities 
are some of the main reasons for the SMEs’s death (Wiklund 
et  al., 2010). In this sense, for SMEs, larger size may increase 
their fund pressure and management costs, and as the firm 
age grows, it may hinder the improvement of managers’ 
experience and ability, which then affect the growth in  
performance.

As an emerging industry, sharing accommodation provides 
more opportunities for early hosts to build first-mover advantages. 
In the stage of initial entry, hosts entering the sharing economy 
platform may carry out particular renovations before renting, 
such as decorating and adding new facilities, which may increase 
funds burden. In addition, as hosts are mostly self-employed, 
large size means that they are required to manage the multiple 
accommodations at the same time, which can not only increase 
the management and service costs, but also affect consumers’ 
perception of service quality. As a result, consumer satisfaction 
and trust may decline, which can weaken the effect of age 
on performance. Thus, for small size businesses, hosts are more 
flexible in responding to the market and can pay more attention 
to service quality. With the increase of business age, hosts’ 
management and service capabilities grow faster, which then 
is more likely to promote performance growth. On the country, 
for large size businesses, management and service costs are 
higher. The management capabilities accumulated over time 
may not be  enough to respond to market changes and satisfy 
consumers, which may weaken the positive impact of age on 
performance. Based on above, we  propose the following  
hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: The relationship between business age and 
host performance is moderated by size, such that the 
relationship is stronger for lower size.
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The Moderating Role of Host Reputation
Under resource-based theory, intangible resources are not easy 
to obtain and replicate in the factor market, which is the 
most potential source of business success (Kor and Mesko, 
2013; Molloy and Barney, 2015). As one of the typical intangible 
resources, firm reputation involves a comprehensive external 
evaluation of the firm’s past performance (Dowling, 2016). 
Moreover, due to the inherent uncertainty associated with 
Internet transactions, firm reputation is considered a key asset 
for online sales (Bensebaa, 2004), which can inform consumers 
of the credibility and quality of the company, thereby simplifying 
the consumer’s decision-making process (Drover et  al., 2018). 
Therefore, reputation is considered as the key driving force 
for consumers to respond positively to the firm and has positive 
effects on firm performance (Srivastava et  al., 2001; Wei 
et  al., 2017).

According to the signaling theory, the comprehensive 
evaluation of hosts’ reputation, such as “superhost” in the 
Airbnb platform, indicates that the host’s comprehensive service 
quality is relatively high. Previous studies have shown that 
online users are more willing to use and pay higher fees to 
service providers with high reputation scores (Yacouel and 
Fleischer, 2012; Ert et  al., 2016). “Superhost” is considered 
more trustworthy and high-quality which can attract more 
consumers and orders (Kim et  al., 2016; Viglia et  al., 2016). 
That is, if the host’s reputation is high, as business age grows, 
the accumulation of word-of-mouth may make it easier for 
businesses to gain performance growth. Therefore, we  propose 
the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3: The relationship between business age and 
host performance is moderated by host reputation, such 
that the relationship is stronger for higher host reputation.

Business Age, Size, Host Reputation, and 
Host Performance
Grant (2002) stated that selecting strategically relevant tangible 
and intangible resources to generate more value is the best 
way to attain superior sustainable performance. This study 
proposes that tangible resources and intangible resources may 
synergize in the host entrepreneurship process, which brings 
performance growth. In light of the relationship between business 
age and host performance, business age is more suitable for 
hosts with a smaller size and a higher level of host’s reputation. 
This is because that smaller business size and higher host 
reputation would create synergy in business age implementation 
as internal resources from highly consumer identification of 
host’s reputation can enhance the complementarity in the 
influence of business age on host’s performance, thereby further 
enhancing the fit between smaller business size and business age.

The resource-based theory indicates that valuable, rare, and 
unique resources promote favorable performance results outcomes 
(Wernerfelt, 1984; Barney, 1991). Newbert (2007) observed that 
intangible resources are the critical source of competitive 
advantage due to their inherent inimitable nature. Combined 

with Hypotheses 2 and 3, this shows that the relationship 
between business age and performance would be  the strongest 
among smaller size of hosts that also possess a host reputation 
advantage compared with industry peers. That is, hosts with 
smaller-sized business are likely to respond to market changes 
faster and pay more attention to single consumers with higher 
service quality than their bigger-sized peers. Meanwhile, 
compared with hosts of larger-sized business, hosts with smaller-
sized ones may make better use of their host reputation with 
strategic value to form competitive advantages. Therefore, they 
show the strongest performance growth.

In a netshell, as business size decreases, the fit between 
business age and host performance increases, which can 
be  further improved by high host reputation. Accordingly, the 
positive impact of business age on host performance will 
enhance for smaller size as host reputation increases. Therefore, 
we  propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 4: Business age, size, and host reputation have 
a three-way interaction effect on host performance, such 
that the association between business age and host 
performance will be strongest when size is smaller and 
host reputation is higher.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Data and Measures
Airbnb was selected as the data set, which is the world’s largest 
peer-to-peer (P2P) accommodation sharing platform (Nieto 
García et  al., 2020). Airbnb is growing rapidly, with over 5.6 
million worldwide listings in nearly 220 countries and roughly 
900 million arrived guests (Airbnb, 2021). There are almost 
4 million hosts on Airbnb with $9,600 average annual earnings 
per host (Airbnb, 2021). We  extracted all Airbnb listings 
information in Beijing, a representative Chinese city with a 
long history of accommodation sharing. Every host of Airbnb 
has a unique profile page that contains the release date, all 
guests’ reviews, and their attributes. By sorting these time clues, 
we  track the host’s start-up and growth behavior over time. 
Since this study focused on the influence of business age on 
hosts’ total booking behavior, we  studied hosts in the platform 
during the period 2013–2018 to ensure the robustness of the 
results. After eliminating hosts that do not exist for the entire 
5 years, the final panel data including 348 hosts from May 
2013 to May 2018 were identified.

Table  1 shows the definition of variables and summary 
statistics. The dependent variable is the total number of reviews 
for all properties (Host_Num) operated by a host. This variable 
indicate the popularity of the host and represent the booking 
behavior of the host (Liang et  al., 2020). There are several 
reasons for choosing this to represent the host performance. 
First, the total number of reviews reflects the lowest booking 
threshold. This is because that the guests are able to post 
reviews on Airbnb only after completing the booking. Second, 
as Liang et  al. (2017) states, the unique design of the 
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accommodation sharing platform makes the review volume a 
crucial predictor of total bookings. Third, previous researches 
show that most of the reviews on Airbnb are positive with 
ratings higher than 4.5 (the full scale is 5), so review valence 
is not a necessary consideration (Fradkin et  al., 2015). The 
three-way interaction variables are the years since a host joined 
the platform (Business_age); the number of properties (Size) 
operated by a host; and superhost status (SuperHost) represents 
the reputation of the host. We  also have control variables of 
host characteristics that may affect the host performance, 
including the average time a host takes to confirm to customer 
reservations (ConfirmTime); whether the host has identity 
verifications on the platform (IdentityVerified); and whether 
the host has a detailed self-introduction (HostDescribe).

Model Specification
The dependent variable is count data with non-negative integers 
(number of reviews a host has received); thus, this study takes 
into consideration Poisson regression and negative binomial 
regression. However, as the conditional variance is much larger 
than the conditional expectation and data presented are 
overdispersed, Poisson regression is rejected. After Hausman 
tests, random effect negative binomial models with year are 
established to examine the significant role of unobserved host 
characteristics (Yao et  al., 2020). In order to test the three-way 
interaction effect of Business_age, Size, and SuperHost on 
Host_Num, this study analyzed three βmain equations as below:

Host Num age
Identity
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a b b
b
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where mi  and lt  denote the individual effects and time 
effects, a0  is the constant term, and it  represents the residual 
error term. We  take a log transformation on the Size with 
skewed distribution (skewness = 3.267). In equation (1), 
we  estimate whether Business_age has a positive impact on 
Host_Num. In equation (2), we  estimate whether Size and 
SuperHost have the moderating influence on the relationship 
between Business_age and Host_Num. In equation (3), 
we  estimate under what level of Size and SuperHost, the 
relationship between Business_age and Host_Num is the strongest. 
Since there may be  multicollinearity between the interaction 
terms, variables in the interaction terms have been mean-
centered, and models have been calculated the variance inflation 
factor (Day and Wensley, 1988).

RESULTS

Table  2 shows the correlation coefficients among all variables. 
The results show that Business_age (r = 0.240, p < 0.01), Size 
(r = 0.553, p < 0.01), and SuperHost (r = 0.181, p  <  0.01) are 
significantly positively correlated with the dependent variable 
Host_Num. Also, the variance inflation factor (VIF) of all 
models are tested to estimate the multicollinearity. The results 
show that the average VIF value is 1.45, which is lower than 
10, indicating that multicollinearity is not a serious problem 
in the study (Mason and Perreault Jr., 1991).

In Table  3, main models 1 to 3 show the coefficients of 
the random effects negative binomial estimations. In model 

TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics.

Variable Definition Mean SD Min Max

Host_Num Number of reviews a host has received 6.92 16.65 0.00 209.00
Business_age Number of years since a host registered with Airbnb 2.46 1.63 0.00 8.00
Size Number of properties operated by a host 0.68 1.18 0.00 10.00
SuperHost Dummy variable indicating whether the host is recognized by 

Airbnb as a superhost, with values of 1 = Super Host, 0 = Regular 
Host

0.31 0.46 0.00 1.00

ResponseTime The average time a host takes to confirm to customer reservations, 
with values 1 = More than a day, 2 = One day, 3 = Few hours, 
4 = Less than an hour

3.49 0.85 1.00 4.00

HostDescribe Dummy variable indicating whether the host has a detailed self-
description, with values of 1 = Described, 0 = Not Described

0.78 0.41 0.00 1.00

IdentityVerified Dummy variable indicating whether the host has identity 
verifications on the Airbnb, with values of 1 = Verified, 0 = Not 
Verified

0.75 0.43 0.00 1.00
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FIGURE 1 | Interaction of business age and size on host performance.

1, Business_age and control variables were introduced. The 
results suggest that Business_age has a significantly positive 
effect on Host_Num (β  =  0.147, p  < 0.01). Hypothesis 1 was 

supported. It indicates a general understanding that with the 
accumulation of experience, the host has enhanced business 
capacities, entrepreneurial experience, and social capital, which 
are all conducive to improving their business performance.

Hypothesis 2 indicates that business age has a greater influence 
on performance in smaller-sized hosts than larger-size ones. 
In model 2, the interaction of Business_age and Size has a 
significantly negative effects on Host_Num (β = −0.614, p < 0.01). 
Figure  1 shows that the impact of Business_age on Host_Num 
increases when Size is low, but decreases when Size is high. 
Hypothesis 2 was supported. This result shows that for an 
inexperienced host, it is beneficial to operate fewer rooms 
within his/her capacity. As the business age increases, the host 
has more expertise to improve his/her performance. However, 
it is more likely to be  retrieved by consumers when a host 
rents out multiple rooms. Thus, junior hosts with several rooms 
could have better performance. As the business age increases, 
renting several rooms would make it easier for hosts to attend 
to one thing and lose sight of another, which is detrimental 
to their business performance in the long run.

Hypothesis 3 indicates that host reputation can strengthen the 
influence of business age on host performance. In model 2, the 
interaction of Business_age and SuperHost does not has a significant 
effect on Host_Num. Hypothesis 3 was rejected. Therefore, contrary 
to Hypothesis 3, host reputation does not significantly affect the 
relationship between business age and host performance.

Hypothesis 4 illustrates the three-way interaction effect of 
business age, size, and host reputation on host performance. Model 
3 shows that the three-way interaction in term of Business_age, 
Size, and SuperHost has a significantly negative coefficient on 
Host_Num (β = −0.295, p < 0.05. The model also suggests that the 
interaction between Business_age and Size has a significantly 
negative coefficient on Host_Num (β = −0.514, p < 0.01); the 
interaction of Business_age and SuperHost has a significantly positive 
coefficient on Host_Num (β = 0.264, p < 0.01); and the interaction 
of Size and SuperHost has a significantly positive coefficient on 
Host_Num (β = 0.775, p < 0.1). Figure  2 indicates that an increase 
in Business_age on Host_Num is significantly enhanced when Size 
is low and SuperHost is high, but is significantly decreased when 
both Size and SuperHost are high. Hypothesis 4 has been supported. 
Results toward hypothesis 4 show that the relationship between 
business age and host performance is strongest among younger 
hosts possessing higher levels of size and reputation. In addition, 
the results also show that when size is involved, host reputation 
plays a positive moderating role in the relationship between 

TABLE 2 | Correlation coefficient matrix.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Host_Num 1.000
Business_age 0.240*** (0.000) 1.000
log(Size) 0.553*** (0.000) 0.590*** (0.000) 1.000
SuperHost 0.181*** (0.000) 0.028 (0.242) 0.015 (0.537) 1.000
ResponseTime 0.122*** (0.000) −0.065*** (0.007) −0.022 (0.362) 0.239*** (0.000) 1.000
HostDescribe 0.098*** (0.000) 0.088*** (0.000) 0.093*** (0.000) 0.155*** (0.000) 0.001 (0.981) 1.000
IdentityVerified 0.042* (0.079) 0.026 (0.273) 0.004 (0.878) 0.133*** (0.000) 0.019 (0.418) 0.129*** (0.000) 1.000

Values of pin parentheses. *p < 0.1; ***p < 0.01.

FIGURE 2 | Three-way interaction of business age, size, and host reputation 
on host performance.
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business age and host performance. All the empirical results can 
be  seen in Table  3.

Then, we  use an alternative estimation method as the 
robustness check. As shown in Table  3, models 1 to 3 map 
the main models of negative binomial regressions, while models 
4 to 6 show the robustness checks of OLS regressions. In OLS 
regression models, we take a log transformation on the dependent 
variable Host_Num with skewed distribution (skewness = 5.886). 
As a result, the robustness check models have consistent 
coefficients with main models.

DISCUSSION

The tourism and accommodation industries have long been a 
fertile field for entrepreneurial activities due to their low barriers 
to entry (Nikraftar and Hosseini, 2016; Li et al., 2020). However, 

in the field of accommodation sharing, little attention has been 
paid to entrepreneurial research. Previous studies have shown 
that shared platforms provide a suitable platform for 
entrepreneurship (Cohen and Sundararajan, 2015), especially 
in the field of accommodation. Based on the signaling theory 
and the resource-based theory, this study investigated the 
influence of the business age on host performance in the area 
of accommodation sharing and the three-way interaction effect 
of business age, size, and host reputation. As shown in Table 4, 
except for hypothesis 3, our hypotheses 1, 2, and 4 are 
all supported.

First, in terms of direct effect of business age on host 
performance, our findings are consistent with Anderson and 
Eshima (2013) and Karadag (2017). Moreover, it is also cemented 
by studies from traditional firms (Sørensen and Stuart, 2000; 
Chang et  al., 2002). In the context of accommodation sharing, 
accumulated knowledge and experiences of the host are vital 
for hotel operating that can influence host performance. 
Specifically, the positive impact of business age on host 
performance suggests that observation, imitation, and learning 
are crucial for the continuous operation of the host. Accumulated 
experience and knowledge in customer management, cost 
control, platform recommendation algorithms, advertising, and 
taxation can promote host performance. This view is from a 
learning perspective and has been recognized by Harvie et  al. 
(2010) and Othman and Rosli (2011).

In addition to explaining the direct effects of business age, 
it has also identified the moderating impact of the resource 
configuration (business size and host reputation) on host 
performance from the perspective of resource-based theory. 
Specifically, business age significantly influences performance 
of hosts with smaller-sized business than that with larger-sized 
ones. The results suggest that size smallness is not always a 
liability for performance, but also an asset for business age. 

TABLE 3 | Regression result.

Negative binomial regression (Main Models) OLS regression (Robustness Models)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

Constant −4.591*** (0.34) −4.848*** (0.27) −4.596*** (0.28) −1.086*** (0.17) −0.649*** (0.11) −0.619*** (0.11)
ResponseTime 0.283*** (0.07) 0.243*** (0.05) 0.239*** (0.05) 0.248*** (0.04) 0.165*** (0.03) 0.163*** (0.03)
HostDescribe 0.373** (0.15) 0.157 (0.1) 0.161 (0.1) 0.190** (0.09) 0.061 (0.05) 0.061 (0.05)
IdentityVerified 0.13 (0.12) −0.057 (0.1) −0.048 (0.10) 0.085 (0.09) 0.017 (0.05) 0.019 (0.05)
Business_age 0.147*** (0.06) 0.437*** (0.07) 0.346*** (0.07) 0.429*** (0.02) 0.152*** (0.02) 0.137*** (0.02)
log(Size) 3.759*** (0.2) 3.473*** (0.26) 2.836*** (0.15) 2.666*** (0.17)
SuperHost 0.648*** (0.18) 0.048 (0.27) −0.127** (0.06) −0.236*** (0.06)
Business_
age*log(Size)

−0.614*** (0.06) −0.514*** (0.08) −0.393*** (0.04) −0.341*** (0.05)

Business_
age*SuperHost

0.059 (0.06) 0.264*** (0.1) 0.246*** (0.04) 0.307*** (0.05)

log(Size) *SuperHost −0.156 (0.19) 0.775* (0.44) 0.149 (0.17) 0.797*** (0.28)
Business_
age*log(Size) 
*SuperHost

−0.295** (0.13) −0.205** (0.08)

Year dummies Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Wald chi-square (p) 0 0 0
N 1740 1740 1740 1740 1740 1740

Standard errors in parentheses. *p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.

TABLE 4 | Test of hypotheses.

Hypotheses Results

H1 The host’s business age is positively associated 
with host performance.

Supported

H2 The relationship between business age and host 
performance is moderated by size, such that the 
relationship is stronger for lower size.

Supported

H3 The relationship between business age and host 
performance is moderated by host reputation, such 
that the relationship is stronger for higher host 
reputation.

Not Supported

H4 Business age, size, and host reputation have a 
three-way interaction effect on host performance, 
such that the association between business age 
and host performance will be strongest when size is 
smaller and host reputation is higher.

Supported
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In addition, the impact of business age on host performance 
increases when size is low, but decreases when size is high, 
potentially because that the host performance in sharing 
accommodation depends heavily on human capital. That is, 
hosts with smaller-sized business are required of lower 
management and serviceability, making it easier to satisfy 
consumers, operate business successfully, and enhance 
performance growth. However, hosts with larger-sized business 
always manage multiple rooms alone, which can easily increase 
management difficulties and weaken the service level for every 
single room, gradually leading to negative influences on 
performance. It may also be that hosts with larger-sized business 
have less flexible ability to cope with market changes, and 
some lists fail to operate, resulting in declining performance. 
Firm age is closely related to firm size (Coad et  al., 2013). 
Among the extant literature, Kilenthong et  al. (2016) pointed 
out that when taking firm age into consideration, firm size 
would obviously influence market behavior, that is, firm size 
can moderate firm age and firm performance. Meanwhile, our 
research results are also consistent with Bates (2005).

Unexpectedly, it is also discovered that host reputation does 
not significantly influence the relationship between business 
age and host performance. According to a study on firm 
reputation, young firms’ reputation is found to be  unstable 
(Flanagan and O’Shaughnessy, 2005). So, in the early stage of 
a host’s start-up, high reputation can be  easily destroyed by 
other factors. However, in the later stage of a host’s 
entrepreneurship, business age and the “superhost” which convey 
quality signals, could be  mutually confirmed, so the individual 
influence of the host’s reputation may be  lower. In addition, 
the negative moderating effect of size may limit the positive 
moderating effect of reputation, and reputation effect thereby 
is not significant.

Finally, the result of the three-way interaction estimates is 
of vale to gain a deeper understanding on the joint effect of 
business age, size, and host reputation on customer perception. 
The joint effect suggests that hosts with smaller-size business 
have a flexible advantage, giving rise to the performance growth 
if they pursue business age with a high level of host reputation.

Theoretical Implications
This study has the following theoretical contributions. First, 
the business age and performance of companies have long 
been discussed over the past 50 years, yet no consensus has 
been reached. This study, focusing on accommodation sharing 
industry, concluded that the business age positively affects host 
performance in the accommodation sharing. The results show 
that the accumulation of experience and knowledge is vital 
for the labor-intensive industry like shared accommodation, 
which is different from the previous view that young firms 
are more risk aware, innovative, and flexible, and thus have 
higher performance (Shane and Venkataraman, 2000; Zahra 
et  al., 2006; Withers et  al., 2011). This study therefore can 
supplement the existing research on firm age and performance.

Second, this study agrees with the view that SMEs are 
restricted in both tangible and intangible resources (Thornhill 

and Amit, 2003). However, unlike Newbert's (2007) statement 
that intangible resources have greater strategic significance for 
SMEs, the present study suggests that for small firms in shared 
accommodation industry, the relationship between business age 
and host performance is more affected by individual moderating 
effect of tangible resources or joint moderating of tangible 
and intangible resources. Notably, tangible resources are a 
necessary condition. In contrast, the boundary effect of intangible 
resources is weaker than that of tangible resources. This new 
finding enriches the research on tangible and intangible resources 
in digital economy. This study thus clarifies the moderation 
mechanism of the host’s tangible and intangible resources on 
the relationship between business age and performance.

Third, most of the micro-research on Airbnb focuses on 
consumer behavior, and relatively less attention has been drawn 
to hosts (Sigala, 2016). This study re-explains the business 
behavior of hosts from the perspective of entrepreneurship. 
This enriches the research on the objects of accommodation 
sharing and helps to understand entrepreneurship in the informal 
economy and sharing economy in a narrow sense.

Practical Implications
This study has some implications for practical guidelines for 
accommodation sharing entrepreneurs and platform developers. 
First, it can help hosts to make correct adjustments to achieve 
optimal performance growth based on their business age, 
previous size, and reputation when improving performance or 
making expansion decisions. Moreover, tangible resources (such 
as size) are essential than intangible resources (such as reputation) 
for hosts. The hosts could reduce or expand their room numbers 
to achieve performance optimization. On this basis, hosts can 
improve the allocation of intangible resources. Second, this 
study may also help platform managers better understand hosts’ 
behaviors and solve hosts’ dilemmas. The accumulation of 
experience and knowledge in related industries and 
entrepreneurship help hosts to continue their business. In order 
to help the junior host to become a mature host faster, platform 
developers could provide some suggestions based on the 
comprehensive results of the current business age, size, and 
reputation. Moreover, platform developers may help the hosts 
renovate their houses and formulate and provide more appropriate 
courses and promotional products to help the hosts, thereby 
promoting the platform’s development. In addition, the platform 
can provide more free or low-cost search engine optimization 
services for hosts who rent fewer rooms in the early stages 
of their start-up.

Limitations and Future Research
This study also has several limitations which is to be  solved 
in future research. First, the sample used in this study is limited 
to China. If the model is retested in different environments 
or cultures, the results may be different. In the future, scholars 
should further test and verify the findings in different contexts 
and cultural backgrounds. Second, the data used in this study 
are mainly based on the Airbnb sharing platform, while a 
variety of accommodation sharing software have emerged in 
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recent years, such as Golightly, Koala, Meituan, Tujia, and 
Xiaozhu, which deserve further exploration. That is, as these 
platforms serve different types of individuals in different countries, 
future research could focus on participants with diverse 
backgrounds and further refine the business behaviors of different 
hosts. Third, traditional hotels have gradually begun to operate 
on third-party digital platforms, which is bound to have a 
certain impact on accommodation sharing entrepreneurship 
(Dogru et  al., 2020). Thus, whether the conclusions of this 
study are also applicable to traditional hotels operated by third-
party digital platforms remains to be  verified. In addition, our 
study only uses the resource configurations of size and reputation, 
while many other resources could be  considered as boundary 
condition. Finally, this study mainly focuses on accommodation 
sharing, but the sharing economy has spawned micro-
entrepreneurs in different fields. Further study on the applicability 
of the findings in other fields can be  conducted. Meanwhile, 
shared accommodation entrepreneurs can be divided into part-
time entrepreneurship and full-time entrepreneurship. These 
two different types of entrepreneurs have different attitudes 
toward performance, resulting in different business strategies. 
Therefore, future research should further discuss this issue.

CONCLUSION

Hosts on sharing accommodation platforms are generally 
non-professionals, meaning that the professionalism and reliability 
of the services provided can be easily questioned by consumers. 
Therefore, how platform hosts release signals to show more 
reliability, attract more consumers, and improve performance 
are of paramount significance for their business success. However, 
most of the existing studies focus on the psychological and 
behavioral aspects of consumers participating in sharing 
accommodation from the perspective of consumers. There is 
a huge gap in terms of the relationship between hosts’ resources 

and entrepreneurial performance from the perspective of hosts’ 
micro-entrepreneurship. Based on the web data crawled from 
the Airbnb platform, this study firstly explored how the business 
age of a host affects his or her performance. Secondly, it 
explores the moderating role of the tangible resources and 
intangible resources owned by the hosts in this direct effect. 
Finally, the impact of the three-way interaction on host 
performance has also been discussed. In particular, this empirical 
research found that business size and host reputation do have 
a significant joint moderating effect on the relationship between 
business age and host performance. This study not only enriches 
the empirical research on the micro-entrepreneurship of hots 
in the sharing accommodation field, but also provides practical 
implications for platform hosts on how to deploy their own 
resources to achieve performance optimization.
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