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Short-term rental (STR) platforms hold promise for promoting inclusive tourism, although the digital divide risks barring certain groups from reaping these benefits. Existing research has analyzed the impacts of STR platforms but there is a lack of evidence on impact perceptions, especially as they relate to socio-demographic variables. To address this shortcoming and using digital inequality theory, we report the results of a survey in the United States and the United Kingdom. We find that age is a significant factor in shaping perceptions and engagement with STR platforms. Younger individuals have a more positive outlook toward STRs and are more likely to use them. Education and income also influence STR use. American respondents generally had more positive perceptions of STR impacts yet showed less engagement with the platforms than their British counterparts. These insights can inform strategies to mitigate digital inequalities and optimize the inclusivity of STR platforms.
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1 Introduction

The sharing economy is based on peer-to-peer interactions to acquire, provide, or share access to goods, and services via digital platforms (Schlagwein et al., 2020). Over the years, it has become mainly associated with large players such as Uber and Airbnb. The sharing economy has notably transformed the accommodation market, with short-term rental (STR) options becoming an appealing alternative for property owners compared to traditional long-term rentals (Shokoohyar et al., 2020). In the global lodging industry, STRs, also known as home-sharing, is a growing sector (O'Neill and Yeon, 2023). STR platforms such as Airbnb play a significant role in matching the increased accommodation demand with the growing number of tourists (Garcia-López et al., 2020). Moreover, STR platforms enable individuals to earn extra income by renting out unused space to travelers (Barron et al., 2021).

While tourism more generally often benefits the middle and upper classes (Jamal and Camargo, 2014), STRs may foster inclusive tourism and promote certain objectives of sustainable tourism development as outlined in Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 10 (Lutz and Angelovska, 2021). On the demand side, STRs—brokered through platforms such as Airbnb—are attractive because they come with lower prices and greater convenience, which benefits resource-constrained individuals. On the supply side, STRs open opportunities for extra revenue and income generation (Gassmann et al., 2021; Lutz and Angelovska, 2021). However, STR platforms could also exacerbate inequality by disproportionately impacting disadvantaged individuals. Even though city residents might seem like they have common interests, their rights and concerns can differ considerably, with power and fairness in cities being unevenly distributed, where some groups have more advantages than others (Torkington and Ribeiro, 2022). Several scholars have explored how STR platforms affect local communities, thus showing inequality implications (Masoumi Dinan et al., 2025). For example, the impacts of STR platforms on housing prices, new business opportunities, gentrification, the hotel industry, and regulatory issues have been explored (Barron et al., 2021; Bianco et al., 2022; Franco and Santos, 2021; Garcia-López et al., 2020; Maté-Sánchez-Val, 2021; Robertson et al., 2022; Soh and Seo, 2023; Yeon et al., 2020), with much of the research stressing the disruptive nature of STR platforms. However, the perceived impacts of STRs have received less attention (Jordan and Moore, 2018; Lutz et al., 2024; Masoumi Dinan et al., 2025; Nieuwland and van Melik, 2020; Stergiou and Farmaki, 2020). Thus, evidence is limited on citizens' perceptions of STR platforms and their variation across social characteristics. Moreover, the growth of STRs has sparked debates on the need for regulations due to social issues (locals feeling alienated, poorer tourist experiences), economic disruptions (real estate market instability, dependence on tourism), and cultural and environmental concerns (damage to heritage sites and natural environments) (Benítez-Aurioles, 2021).

Understanding the relationship between socio-demographic characteristics of residents and their perceptions of STR impacts is crucial for developing balanced, fair, and effective policies that address the needs and concerns of all community members, while harnessing the economic potential of STRs. Nevertheless, this aspect has received insufficient academic attention. Moreover, the impact sociodemographic factors have on the use of STRs remains underexplored, including how age, income, education, and cultural background influence the use patterns of STR platforms. Therefore, this paper aims to address the following three questions:

RQ1: How do personal and positional factors shape perceived STR impacts?

RQ2: How do personal and positional factors, affect the use of STR platforms?

RQ3: What is the difference in perceptions of the impacts of STRs between users and non-users of these platforms?

Our study, based on digital inequality theory (Lutz, 2019; Robinson et al., 2015), investigates these research questions both in the United States (US) and the United Kingdom (UK). By doing so, we provide implications for the tourism industry and impetus for inclusive, particularly through spotlighting marginalized individuals. Integrating these groups into the tourism economy not only provides growth opportunities for the tourism industry but can also foster equity and social cohesion. The results show the importance of creating inclusive policies and practices that ensure everyone can participate in and benefit from tourism-related activities. Moreover, understanding the varying perceptions of STRs across socio-demographic groups provides insights for policymakers and STR platforms. By analyzing these differences, they can tailor their policies and services to meet the specific needs and preferences of certain socio-demographic groups. This targeted approach can lead to more effective regulation, enhance user satisfaction, and ensure that the benefits of STRs are accessible to a broader segment of the population.



2 Literature review


2.1 Public opinion and attitudes about the impact of STR platforms

Perceptions of the impacts of STR platforms can be both positive and negative. Shin et al. (2023), merging social exchange and stakeholder theories, reveal that consumers prioritize sociocultural benefits, such as improved social relations, over economic gains, such as increased tourism revenue and job opportunities, when it comes to community resilience. In positive terms, STR platforms offer varied spaces and employment opportunities (Dogru et al., 2020), contributing to tax revenue and societal welfare (DiNatale et al., 2018). Additionally, they are viewed as a sustainable business model that can generate wealth without relying on financial support from governments (Masoumi Dinan et al., 2025; Midgett et al., 2017). Moreover, many consumers welcome the development of STR platforms due to their affordability, which opens the opportunity for tourism for groups that may otherwise have been excluded and provides an increased range of accommodation options for customers (Guttentag, 2015). This increased choice provided by STR platforms is evident in listings located in residential areas, which can offer a more authentic tourism experience (Bucher et al., 2018). All these impacts can be expected to be seen positively.

In negative terms, STR platforms are subject to criticism (Murillo et al., 2017) and are often portrayed by the media as disruptive (Dogru et al., 2020). One of the main concerns is the displacement of residents due to the gentrification of neighborhoods (Franco and Santos, 2021; Sans and Domínguez, 2016; Stergiou and Farmaki, 2020). Another concern is the impact STRs have on housing prices (Benítez-Aurioles and Tussyadiah, 2021). The widespread use of STRs has lowered some residents' quality of life due to increased noise, anti-social behavior, and tourism-related nuisances. This has led to changes in demand for local services and a weakening sense of community (Mody et al., 2019). Safety and health concerns (Hazée et al., 2019), discrimination (Lee et al., 2021) legal uncertainties (Rojanakit et al., 2022), and privacy issues (Lutz et al., 2018) have resulted in calls for greater regulation and more accountability of STR platforms (Akbari et al., 2022).



2.2 Inclusive tourism in a digital era

The rapid expansion of information and communication technologies (ICTs) in the tourism industry highlights an evolving digital landscape, with online platforms such as Expedia and TripAdvisor reshaping travel planning (Pouri and Hilty, 2021) and STR platforms such as Airbnb transforming the accommodation sector by scaling up traditional homestays (Bakker and Twining-Ward, 2018). While these digital innovations have increased access to tourism, their benefits are not equally distributed. The concept of inclusive tourism, which seeks to ensure equitable tourism opportunities for all, brings attention to these disparities (Scheyvens and Biddulph, 2018). For instance, according to Torabi (2024) tourism can help reduce poverty and promote economic growth in rural areas. Achieving inclusive tourism requires a flexible and evolving approach that engages diverse stakeholders (Nyanjom et al., 2018) and incorporates minority groups into the tourism workforce to foster sustainable industry growth (Hon and Gamor, 2022).

Although STR platforms may democratize accommodation services (Kadi et al., 2022), socio-demographic barriers continue to limit participation (Eichhorn et al., 2022). These platforms are often assumed to create economic opportunities for hosts and enhance access to lodging for travelers. However, their accessibility is not uniform. Digital literacy gaps and a lack of awareness can exclude certain groups from the benefits of the sharing economy (Angelovska et al., 2020, 2021; Eichhorn et al., 2022; Lutz and Angelovska, 2021). Moreover, the discourse on inclusive tourism must extend beyond STR platform users (i.e., guests and hosts) to consider broader socio-economic dynamics (Masoumi Dinan et al., 2025). This includes policymaking involvement, respectful self-representation in tourism markets, the expansion of tourism into underserved areas, and the local social impacts of STR activities (Scheyvens and Biddulph, 2018).



2.3 Digital inequality theory

Digital inequality research investigates the barriers that prevent individuals from fully participating in a digital society and adopting new technologies (Philip and Williams, 2019). At its core, digital inequality theory posits that existing social inequalities lead to disparities in access to digital technologies, which in turn reinforce and perpetuate those very inequalities (Van Dijk, 2005). Van Dijk's (2005) influential theory on the digital divide identifies four critical stages of digital access: motivational (the willingness to engage with digital tools), material (ownership of necessary devices and internet services), skills (digital literacy and competencies), and usage (diversity of digital activities and time spent online). Access across these stages is influenced by personal factors, such as age, gender, cognitive ability, and health, as well as positional factors, including education, employment, household income, and national context (Van Dijk, 2005, 2020). Research has consistently found that individuals from privileged backgrounds engage with digital technologies in more capital-enhancing ways than those from disadvantaged backgrounds, further widening socio-economic disparities (Hargittai, 2010; Lutz, 2019). At the core of digital inequality, individuals may or may not be motivated to engage in online activities. Even with motivation, they might still lack essential material resources like internet access or a compatible device, which are necessary for engaging with location-based apps. A third critical stage involves the skills needed to effectively use online services (Hargittai, 2010; Van Deursen et al., 2011; Van Dijk, 2005, 2020). Finally, individuals need the opportunity to apply their motivation, skills, and material access in actual usage. Van Dijk refers to this as usage access, which includes the need, occasion, obligation, time, or effort required to use technology. Usage is considered the ultimate goal of the adoption process.

Tourism scholars have examined the different impacts of STRs, for example on the housing market (DiNatale et al., 2018; Garcia-López et al., 2020; Robertson et al., 2022), hospitality, and over-tourism (Celata and Romano, 2022; O'Neill and Yeon, 2023; Soh and Seo, 2023). However, there is a noticeable lack of attention when it comes to the perceived impacts of platforms, especially through the lens of digital inequality and inclusive tourism (Lutz and Angelovska, 2021; Scheyvens and Biddulph, 2018; Van Dijk, 2005, 2020). By applying digital inequality theory, researchers can better understand how disparities in access and digital skills shape both the use and perceived impacts of STR platforms.



2.4 Theoretical framework and research model

One important strand of this research focuses on socio-demographic factors, exploring how age, gender, education, income, and place of residence influence STR perceptions. Nugroho and Numata (2022), for example, emphasize that residents' support for tourism development is closely tied to their socio-demographic backgrounds, because these backgrounds shape how they perceive economic gains versus social or environmental costs. In a study of coastal and hinterland residents, Sharma and Dyer (2009) found that proximity to tourist hubs shapes perceptions too: coastal residents benefit directly and therefore perceive tourism more favorably, while inland residents focus more on social impacts, like cultural shifts or changes in community identity.

According to digital inequality theory, residents' ability to participate in digital platforms such as Airbnb depends not only on having Internet access, but also on their digital literacy and ability to turn digital use into economic gains. Similar demographic factors come into play when residents assess sharing economy platforms. Almeida-García et al. (2016) demonstrate that educational background, birthplace, and length of residence all contribute to attitudes toward tourism. Likewise, Sharma and Gursoy (2015) suggest that age, gender, income, education, and occupation combine to shape evolving perceptions over time. Younger and middle-aged residents tend to see more economic promise in tourism (Hong Long and Kayat, 2011), while lower-income residents, often excluded from tourism's most profitable niches, express more skepticism (Julião et al., 2023).

Residents' personal characteristics (such as age, education, and income), combined with their digital capabilities, are likely to shape both how they perceive STR impacts and how (or whether) they engage with STR platforms in the first place. This leads to the following research questions:

RQ1: How do personal and positional factors shape perceived STR impacts?

RQ2: How do personal and positional factors, affect the use of STR platforms?

Additionally, Andriotis (2004) found that residents directly working in tourism hold more favorable views of its impacts than those who are economically detached from the sector. This divide deepens in the digital tourism economy, where non-users (often older, less affluent, or digitally disconnected residents) are more likely to see STRs as a driver of gentrification, cultural erosion, and community disruption. This tension is captured in the third research question:

RQ3: What is the difference in perceptions of the impacts of STRs between users and non-users of these platforms?

In the following, we integrate these insights from the digital inequality, inclusive tourism, and (perceived) impacts of STR platforms literature to derive our research model, which serves to answer the research questions. Our research model is a simplified version of Van Dijk's (2005, 2020) digital inequality theory. Participants were surveyed on their experience with specific STR platforms (e.g., Airbnb and HomeAway), distinguishing between non-users and users (as guests, hosts, or both). This data provides insights into participants' engagement with these platforms, personal categories (age, gender, country, area of residency) and positional categories (education, income, political attitude) from Van Dijk's model influence access and use of digital resources.

By examining these categories, we can understand the impact of STRs among different participant groups. Considering both personal and positional categories provides insights into how individual characteristics and societal factors shape digital inequalities. Figure 1 depicts the structural model based on digital inequality theory.
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FIGURE 1
 Proposed research model.





3 Methods


3.1 Survey design

We programmed an online survey in Qualtrics. Our survey started with a short description of STR platforms and with an informed consent page. Respondents were screened for their awareness of STR platforms (5 UK and 4 US respondents dropped out here) and their use of such platforms, directing them to relevant sections based on their response. Non-users were directed straight to the perceived impact questions. Users were further asked which of the five most prominent STR platforms they use including Airbnb, HomeAway, Booking.com, TripAdvisor FlipKey. Moreover, the use of STR platforms was measured by asking participants about their role as a guest, host, or both guest and host. Participants who had never used an STR platform were classified as level 1, those who had used it either as a guest or a host were categorized as level 2, and those who had experience in both roles (guest and host) were classified as level 3. We also clarified that we were interested in the use of more general-purpose platforms, such as Booking.com and Tripadvisor, only insofar as they are used for STR purposes. Accordingly, the respondents were further streamed into different sections: Guests were directed to the general perceived impact questions and guest-specific perceptions questions, hosts to the general perceived impact questions and host-specific questions, and guests and hosts were directed to answer all sections.

We used 14 items to measure the perceived impact of STR platforms in general (Table 1), refined from a pilot survey with 57 items (Miguel et al., 2022) that was based on different dimensions of impact (e.g., socio-cultural, economic, political, environmental, technological, see also Lutz et al., 2024 and Masoumi Dinan et al., 2025). The impact dimensions were not represented by predefined components/factors but consisted of individual items that were for the most part adapted from Mody et al. (2019). The survey participants had six response options for all impact items, 1-Very negative impact, 2-Somewhat negative impact, 3-No impact 4-Ambivalent impact, 5-Somewhat positive impact, and 6-Very positive impact (see Lutz et al., 2024 for a justification of this response format).


TABLE 1 Factor structure and reliability analysis.
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3.2 Data collection and descriptive statistics

We focused on the US and UK due to their significant STR market size and contrasting usage patterns (Woodward, 2024). Despite sharing the same language, the US and the UK have different STR use patterns, with a significant portion of use in the US driven by internal demand (Woodward, 2024). By contrast, the UK has a more internationally diverse guest composition (Office for National Statistics, 2019).

In June 2021, we launched the online survey in the UK and the US. We chose Prolific for participant recruitment due to its higher data quality compared to alternatives and its ability to provide representative samples (Palan and Schitter, 2018; Peer et al., 2017, 2022; Prolific, 2024). The representative sample has been successfully used for recent top publications in tourism (Kim, 2019) and beyond (Nelson-Coffey et al., 2021). It allowed us to collect a more generalizable sample with age, gender, and ethnic composition that mirrors the general population in both countries (Prolific, 2024). While acknowledging that some degree of self-selection bias is inevitable with online recruitment platforms, Prolific's screening tools and rigorous recruitment processes still yield a robust and diverse sample that enhances the representativeness of our data (Douglas et al., 2023).

After removing missing values due to screening and quality control through two attention checks, 358 respondents in the UK and 370 in the US remained (Total N = 728). The average age was 46.6 years in both the UK and the US. This is higher than the average age in both countries because we did not have minors in the survey. In total 50.90% identified as female, 48.21% as male, and the remaining participants chose another gender identification or preferred to self-identify. Education-wise, 4.40% reported having Middle school/junior high school, 13.87% a high school degree, 6.32% certificate program, 14.56% some college studies, 37.77% bachelor's or equivalent, 17.99% master's degree and 5.08% doctorate or equivalent. The most common area of residency is suburban, with a frequency of 30.08%, followed by big cities (>500K inhabitants) with 24.18%, small to medium-sized cities (< 500K inhabitants) with 23.49%, and finally rural areas with 22.25%.

The political attitude of respondents ranges from 1 to 10 (1 = very left-leaning; 10 = very right-leaning), with a mean of 4.47, suggesting that respondents hold a slightly left-leaning attitude (SD = 2.25). Regarding income, we used 17 predefined annual personal income levels, ranging from 0 to 4,999 to 150,000 or more (in either GBP or USD, depending on the country). The mean income level for both countries together is 7.72 which belongs to the 30,000 to 34,999 income category. Separated by country, the average income in the UK is between 20,000 and 29,999 GBP (5.90), while in the US, it is between 40,000 and 49,999 USD (9.43).




4 Results


4.1 Exploratory factor analysis (EFA)

Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) on 27 perceived impact items (see Appendix) eliminated 13 items falling below the threshold of 0.5 (Williams et al., 2010) or exhibiting high cross-loadings, resulting in a refined set of 14 items (see Table 1). Using Promax rotation and the Principal Axis Factoring method, the EFA resulted in five factors that explain 52% of the total variance: Factor 1 encompasses recreational and amenities aspects, Factor 2 focuses on lifestyle and community embeddedness, Factor 3 addresses impacts on the natural environment, Factor 4 reflects economic impacts related to STR supply and demand, and Factor 5 covers public nuisance aspects such as crime and vandalism.



4.2 Structural equation model (SEM)

We used Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) with the lavaan package in Rstudio (Rosseel, 2012), applying the Maximum Likelihood Robust method (MLR) for parameter estimation and model fit assessment. The model demonstrated good fit: df = 155 (chi-square = 301.69, p < 0.0001), TLI = 0.96, CFI = 0.94, SRMR = 0.027; RMSEA = 0.031. TLI and CFI exceed the recommended threshold of 0.90 and SRMR and RMSEA are below 0.08 and 0.06, respectively (Bentler and Bonett, 1980; Kline, 2023; Lei and Wu, 2007).

Construct validity is examined by assessing convergent and discriminant validity (Ping, 2004). Hair et al. (2014) suggest Cronbach's α and Composite Reliability (CR) scores above 0.70, and Average Variance Extracted (AVE) higher than 0.5. According to (Fornell and Larcker, 1981), if the CR is acceptable and higher than 0.6 the validity of the construct is still sufficient (Pervan et al., 2017). Table 1 indicates that values of Cronbach's α and composite reliability exceed the advised thresholds.

Discriminant validity is established by comparing the square roots of AVE for each construct with the correlations between the constructs (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). Table 2 shows that this is the case.


TABLE 2 Discriminant validity.

[image: Table 2]

To answer RQ1, the relationship between the personal and positional categories and the perceived impact of STR was analyzed (see Appendix Table A2). There were no notable differences in the perceived impacts between female and male participants. Age significantly influenced perceptions of recreational, lifestyle, and economic impacts (p-value < 0.001, z-value = −5.466, −2.270, and −4.727, β = −0.246, −0.093, and 0.223), with younger individuals showing more positive views. Area of residence significantly shaped perceptions. Urban residents had the most positive views, with rural, suburban, and small to medium-sized city residents expressing more negative views on certain aspects. US residents had more positive perceptions of STR impacts compared to UK residents in various aspects, (recreational and amenities: p-value = 0.001, z-value = 3.298, β = 0.156; lifestyle: p-value = 0.015, z-value = 2.441, β = 0.106; environmental: p-value = 0.000, z-value = 3.602, β = 0.170; economic: p-value = 0.002, z-value = 3.602, β = 0.147). Neither income nor education showed significant associations with perceived STR impacts. There was no significant relationship between STR platform use and political attitudes. However, political attitudes significantly influenced perceptions of STR impacts. Right-leaning individuals had more positive perceptions of lifestyle, environmental, and economic aspects (p-value = 0.023, z-value = 2.274, β = 0.111; p-value = 0.002, z-value = 3.039, β = 0.165; p-value = 0.009, z-value = 2.623, β = 0.123 respectively), but more negative perceptions of public aspects compared to left-leaning respondents (p-value = 0.005, z-value = −2.825, β = −0.156)

Further analysis helped to answer RQ2, which covers the influence of personal and positional categories on STR platform use (Appendix Table A3). Gender and area of residency showed no significant effect. However, education, income, age, and country of residency had significant effects. Education and income positively influenced STR platform use (education: p = 0.006, z = 2.763, β = 0.109; income: p < 0.001, z = 4.525, β = 0.180). Age and US residency were negatively associated with use (age: z = −6.610, β = −0.246; US residency: z = −3.792, β = −0.141).

Finally and in relation to RQ3, no significant relationship was found between the perceived impacts of STRs and use of these platforms (Appendix Table A4).




5 Conclusion and implications

This study explored the perceived impacts and use patterns of STR platforms in the US and UK through the lens of digital inequality theory and inclusive tourism (Lutz, 2019; Robinson et al., 2015; Scheyvens and Biddulph, 2018; Van Dijk, 2005, 2020). The findings suggest that demographic factors such as age, country of residence, educational background, and income level significantly impact the use of STR platforms. Younger individuals, who tend to be more comfortable with digital technology, are more likely to engage with these platforms (Amaro et al., 2019; Bilgihan et al., 2014; Eichhorn et al., 2022). Furthermore, those with higher levels of education and income are presumably more frequent users due to greater digital literacy and access (Lutz and Angelovska, 2021; Newlands and Lutz, 2020; Smith, 2016). Interestingly, US-based individuals are less inclined to engage with STR platforms compared to their British counterparts. However, US residents tend to have a more positive attitude toward the STRs impacts. This observation suggests a notable divergence in the adoption and use of STR services between the two countries, warranting further investigation into the cultural, economic, and regulatory factors that might influence such contrasting patterns of STR platform use. Moreover, gender, and area of residency were not statistically significantly associated with the use of STR platforms, and the use level did not have an impact on the perceived impacts of STRs.

We also analyzed the relationship between socio-demographic characteristics and the perceived impacts of STRs. We found that age, country of residency, and area of residency influence the perceived impacts of STRs in some respects. Specifically, younger individuals tend to have a more favorable perception of the recreational, lifestyle, and economic impacts of STRs. This demographic seems to appreciate the convenience, leisure opportunities, and potential financial advantages that STRs offer. Conversely, age did not play a significant role in shaping perceptions regarding the environmental and public sphere impacts of STRs.

The analysis suggests that among various positional factors, only political attitude has a discernible influence on the perceived impacts of STRs. Individuals with a right-leaning political attitude are more likely to hold positive views of the impact of STRs. This correlation might reflect broader ideological beliefs related to property rights, economic freedom, and regulatory perspectives, which are often associated with conservative political thought.


5.1 Theoretical implications

Drawing on Van Dijk's (2005, 2020) digital inequality theory, which outlines the motivational, material, skills, and usage stages of digital access, the study demonstrates that inequalities in digital resources not only shape individuals' ability to engage with STR platforms but also affect the extent to which these platforms may democratize accommodation services. In parallel, the research investigates the perceived impacts of STRs, revealing that while these platforms have the potential to stimulate local tourism and provide innovative lodging options, their benefits are not distributed equally (Eichhorn et al., 2022; Lutz et al., 2024).

Moreover, our work fills a gap in understanding perceived STR impacts by integrating digital inequality theory and inclusive tourism and enriches previous research regarding the perceived impacts of STRs (Lutz et al., 2024; Masoumi Dinan et al., 2025; Martín Martín et al., 2021; Mody et al., 2019; Stergiou and Farmaki, 2020). Unlike some previous studies, we employ a quantitative approach and broaden the scope by including both US and UK samples. This enriches our understanding of socio-demographic influences on STR perceptions and identifies potentially disadvantaged groups (Jordan and Moore, 2018; Lutz et al., 2024; Miguel et al., 2022; Mody et al., 2019).

Our conclusions are consistent with the findings of Andreotti et al. (2017), suggesting that younger individuals, those with higher educational qualifications and with greater incomes are more inclined to use such sharing economy platforms. This aligns with digital inequality theory (Lutz, 2019; Lutz and Angelovska, 2021; Robinson et al., 2015; Van Dijk, 2005, 2020), which suggests that disparities in skills access and usage access create variations in digital platform engagement. Since younger individuals have higher exposure to digital tools and stronger technological competencies, they face fewer barriers in adopting and using STR services. Individuals with higher income and education levels are more likely to engage with STR platforms due to their greater access to digital resources, higher digital literacy, and familiarity with online transactions (Angelovska et al., 2020, 2021). This pattern aligns with digital inequality theory (Van Dijk, 2020), which posits that disparities in material access (availability of devices and internet connectivity) and skills access (digital literacy and competency) contribute to variations in digital engagement. Higher-income individuals typically have access to better technological infrastructure, including high-speed internet and advanced digital devices, reducing barriers to STR use. Similarly, individuals with higher education levels are more proficient in navigating digital platforms, assessing online reviews, and utilizing platform features effectively (Hargittai, 2002; Van Deursen and Van Dijk, 2014). In contrast, those with lower education and income may experience digital exclusion, limiting their participation in the STR economy and reinforcing socio-economic inequalities in tourism accessibility. This exclusion can limit the spread of economic benefits within a community, as the income generated from STRs will likely flow to a homogenous group that is younger, more educated, and has higher income. As a result, the potential for STRs to contribute to local economic development is diminished, as not all community members have the opportunity to participate as hosts or service providers.

Contrary to the findings by Huang and Yuan (2017) and Kim et al. (2013), who identified gender as a significant factor influencing online customer behavior in tourism, our research did not find gender to be a significant determinant in the use of STR platforms. This suggests that there is an equitable opportunity for all genders to engage with and benefit from STR platforms. Such gender neutrality in perceptions is an encouraging indicator of inclusivity within the STR marketplace. It implies that the economic and social opportunities afforded by STRs, such as supplemental income for hosts and affordable, diverse lodging options for travelers, are equally perceived by men and women. Significantly, STRs contribute to inclusive tourism, thereby supporting the attainment of SDG 10, which calls for reduced inequalities (Lutz and Angelovska, 2021). Furthermore, our findings align with research by Johnson and Mehta (2024), which suggests that the sharing economy is a digital commons that provides women access to networks and resources. This understanding of the sharing economy highlights its role as a potential facilitator of inclusivity.

Investigating the perceived impacts of STRs, the results indicate younger individuals exhibit a more favorable view of the impacts of STRs. Being active participants in the STR market, this demographic is likely to have their perception of STR impacts influenced positively. For example, they typically view the lifestyle and economic aspects of STRs in a positive light because they directly benefit from them. The social dimension of STRs resonates with the younger generation's values of openness and exchange. The interaction with guests from various cultural backgrounds is not merely a transaction but an opportunity for cultural exchange and building global networks. The positive perceptions of STRs by younger individuals can also be attributed to their lifestyle choices, which often prioritize experiences over possessions. The sharing economy model of STRs aligns with this preference, offering an authentic and localized travel experience that is sought after by many young travelers. Moreover, from a digital inequality standpoint (Van Dijk, 2005, 2020), younger cohorts typically possess higher digital literacy and better material access (e.g., smartphones, reliable internet). These advantages enhance their ability to discover, evaluate, and engage with STR platforms, thereby shaping more positive perceptions of the social and economic benefits.

In line with previous research, based on a study by Miguel et al. (2022) and the perceived impacts of STRs among UK residents exhibit an ambivalent yet moderately positive sentiment. However, this study highlights that US residents hold a comparatively more favorable perception of STRs (Lutz et al., 2024). According to Nieuwland and van Melik (2020), European cities tend to have more relaxed regulations for STRs compared to their American counterparts which typically enforce stricter rules, such as the necessity for permits, specific safety measures, and the provision of information by STR hosts. This difference can be attributed to the regulatory approaches adopted by European and American cities, to manage and mitigate the negative impacts associated with STRs.

Further analysis suggests that residents' perceptions of STRs vary significantly depending on their area of residence. Those living in rural areas, suburbs, and small to medium-sized cities generally hold a more negative view on at least one aspect of STRs when compared to their counterparts in larger cities. This variance in perception could be attributed to several factors. Residents in rural areas, suburbs, and smaller cities may experience the negative externalities of tourism more acutely. Without the infrastructure to support increased visitor numbers, these regions can suffer from traffic congestion, overuse of public spaces, and a strain on local resources. Furthermore, the economic benefits in these areas may be more dispersed or less visible, leading to a perception that STRs serve external visitors at the expense of the local community. The findings align with research by Sharma and Dyer (2009), which indicates a proximity effect. Those living closer to tourist attractions often benefit more directly from tourism and, therefore, tend to have a more favorable view of its impact. This proximity allows for easier access to the economic opportunities provided by tourism, including increased demand for local services and businesses. However, this proximity benefit might not be uniformly felt across different residential areas, especially when the capacity to absorb tourist activity is limited. In rural or less densely populated areas, residents may feel that tourism disrupts their lifestyle and environment, potentially leading to a negative perception of STRs. Moreover, a study by Philip and Williams (2019) on rural tourism in Scotland found that challenges with digital inequality were due to a lack willingness to use the Internet; rather, residents faced disadvantages because their Internet connection was inadequate for the online activities they wanted to engage in. This digital disadvantage prevents them from benefiting from STR platforms, ultimately shaping their support for tourism based on their perceptions of its advantages and disadvantages (Nugroho and Numata, 2022).

Right-leaning individuals may view STRs favorably as they align with property rights by Segal and Whinston (2013), which posits that property rights grant the owner the ability to use and benefit from an asset, exclude others from it, and transfer these rights if they choose. This viewpoint is supported by Friedman (2017) who argues for minimal government interference in private property decisions, which could be extrapolated to support the freedom to rent out one's property via STR platforms.

Contrary to our expectations, our analysis did not reveal a significant association between STR platform use and perceived STR impacts. In fact, this result indicates that the frequency of platform use does not have any significant effect on perceptions of STR impacts. This suggests that perceptions of STRs are likely shaped by other factors such as personal values, media coverage, local context, or indirect experiences. In other words, being an active participant in the STR market does not automatically lead to more favorable or unfavorable perceptions compared to those who have never used these platforms at all.



5.2 Practical implications

Our findings provide valuable insights for STR platforms. Particularly, STR platforms should cultivate a more comprehensive positive impact and overall user experience. This approach can contribute to the establishment of a coherent brand image and help in building legitimacy within the market (Newlands and Lutz, 2020). The outcomes of this study hold practical value for advocates of STR platforms, enabling them to tailor their strategies according to specific demographic profiles, ensuring a more inclusive approach. Government and policymakers need to invest in tourism infrastructure, particularly in rural and suburban areas. This investment could improve residents' perceptions of STRs, as the absence of such support may lead to negative views, as discussed by Garcia-López et al. (2020). Platform service providers should craft inclusive tourism policies that address the needs of underrepresented demographics in STR participation. This approach is supported by Andreotti et al. (2017), who highlighted the tendency of younger, more educated, and wealthier individuals to engage with STRs, suggesting the need for policies that also enable older and less affluent community members to benefit from the STR economy. For example, they can offer amenities or create more authentic experiences designed to attract older individuals, encouraging their active participation as both guests and hosts on these platforms. Examining the perceived impacts of STRs through the framework of digital inequality theory and inclusive tourism enables policymakers to formulate policies that are fairer and more encompassing, effectively tackling the distinct hurdles encountered by various societal groups within the digital sharing economy.



5.3 Limitations and future research

Our study has limitations, which provide directions for future research. We used cross-sectional data during Covid-19, which may have affected the responses. Longitudinal studies are needed to examine changes over time. The study's focus on Western, English-speaking countries may limit the wider applicability of its findings; future research should include a diverse range of countries. Additionally, further research should investigate how different residential areas affect STR perceptions. Our reliance on Prolific for recruiting participants means that there could be selection bias, with younger and tech-savvy respondents over-represented—a demographic that also features prominently among users of STR platforms (Andreotti et al., 2017; Angelovska et al., 2020, 2021; Eichhorn et al., 2022; Smith, 2016). We tried to address this issue through employing Prolific's representative sample option, which uses quotas for age, gender and ethnicity to mirror the population distribution in the US and UK (Prolific, 2024). Thus, the findings are more generalizable and robust than a convenience sample or a non-quota sample. Nevertheless, the perceived impacts of STR platforms and the use of such platforms might look slightly different in a random sample. We encourage future studies to rely on truly representative samples, for example through random-digital dialing or in-person stratified random sampling. Moreover, our quantitative research design means that the article favors breadth over depth. We could not discuss perceived impact or use dynamics of STR platforms in specific geographies or communities within the US and UK. Future studies should complement our findings with more immersive and context-specific findings, for example through case studies of specific communities affected by STR use and platforms, connecting digital inequality theory to localized experiences. Finally, the small number of hosts in our sample limited our analysis. Increasing the number of host participants will provide a fuller picture of STR dynamics.
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Good public transportation (20) 0.70
Having live sports to watch in my community (19) 0.61

Lifestyle The preservation of my lifestyle (14) 0.90 078 0.83 0.58
My personal life quality (17) 0.70
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Environment Clean air and water (3) 0.80 0.71 071 0.45
Preservation of natural areas (1) 0.67
Peace and quiet (4) 0.58

Economic Demand of STRs in general (21) 078 0.76 0.76 0.61
Offering of STRs in general (22) 0.77
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Drug and alcohol abuse (10) 0.74

FL, Factor Loading; CR, Composite Reliability; AVE, Average Variance Extracted.
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