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Summary: The objective of  this article is to provide an analysis of  the spatialities of  Airbnb in Sofia, Bulgaria. Relying on 
an analysis of  both quantitative and qualitative data, this article firstly explores the diffusion and concentration of  Airbnb 
listings in the city’s districts. It questions whether the platform’s self-proclaimed contribution to a more diversified offering 
of  tourism accommodation indeed applies to the context of  Sofia. It then identifies which listings are most popular among 
Airbnb guests, and examines who reaps the benefits and profits from this “sharing” economy and who does not. In doing 
so, this article aims to provide a more nuanced understanding of  the power relations in the production and consumption of  
Airbnb experiences. Whilst discussing the socio-spatial impacts of  Airbnb in Sofia, this article takes into account some of  the 
broader urban transformations that have taken place in the city since the end of  the socialist regime in 1989. The findings 
suggest that the large majority of  Airbnb listings tend to concentrate in those districts that are marked by commercialization 
and gentrification and are home to a privileged higher-income population. These areas generally also already benefit from 
a high concentration of  official tourism accommodation and tourist attractions. As such, the article concludes that, like in 
other European cities, Airbnb benefits a selective number of  hosts and potentially further exacerbates an already problematic 
private rental market.

Zusammenfassung: Dieser Artikel analysiert die Verbreitung von Airbnb in Sofia, Bulgarien. Basierend auf  einer Analyse 
sowohl quantitativer als auch qualitativer Daten, wird zunächst die Verteilung und Konzentration von Airbnb-Unterkünften 
in verschiedenen Stadtteilen untersucht. Es wird der Frage nachgegangen, ob die Plattform dem selbst gesetzten Anspruch, 
einer Steigerung der Vielfalt touristischer Unterkünfte, im Falle der Stadt Sofia tatsächlich gerecht wird. Anschließend wird 
analysiert, welche Angebote bei den Airbnb-Gästen am beliebtesten sind und untersucht, wer Nutzen und Gewinn aus dieser 
‚Sharing Economy‘ zieht und wer nicht. Dabei zielt dieser Artikel auf  ein differenzierteres Verständnis der Machtverhältnis-
se zwischen Angebot und Nutzung von Airbnb. Bei der Erörterung der sozial-räumlichen Auswirkungen von Airbnb in Sofia 
werden einige der umfassenden Transformationen der Stadt berücksichtigt, die seit dem Ende des sozialistischen Regimes 
1989 stattgefunden haben. Die Ergebnisse zeigen, dass sich die große Mehrheit der Airbnb-Angebote tendenziell auf  Stadt-
teile konzentriert, die von Kommerzialisierung und Gentrifizierung geprägt sind und von einer privilegierten Bevölkerung 
mit höherem Einkommen bewohnt werden. In der Regel profitieren diese Gebiete bereits von einer hohen Konzentration 
an offiziellen touristischen Unterkünften und touristischen Attraktionen. Aus diesem Grund kommt der Artikel zu dem 
Schluss, dass Airbnb in Sofia, wie in anderen europäischen Städten auch, einer selektiven Anzahl von Gastgebern zugute 
kommt und dazu beiträgt, den ohnehin schon problematischen privaten Mietmarkt weiter zu verschärfen.

Keywords: urban geography, tourism, gentrification, short-term rental, Airbnb, Sofia

1 Introduction

In the last few years, a growing body of litera-
ture has analysed the effects of short-term rental 
platforms on specific urban contexts (for example, 
alizadeh et al. 2018; arias sans and Quaglieri 
doMínguez 2016; CóCola-gant 2016; ferreri and 
sanyal 2018; freytag and Bauder 2018; gurran 
and PhiBBs 2017; guttentag 2015; horn and 
Merante 2017; ioannides et al. 2018; lee 2016; 
MerMet 2017; oPillard 2016; WaChsMuth and 
Weisler 2018). Among these studies, the Airbnb plat-
form is the most frequently discussed case. Through 

its networking technologies, Airbnb connects people 
who seek to rent or rent out residential housing for a 
short period of time, usually for travel and tourism 
purposes. Airbnb’s operational sophistication and its 
relatively unregulated and unrestricted status have 
arguably made it one of the most popular ‘sharing 
economy’ platforms in the world. The platform has 
facilitated over 400 million guest arrivals since its in-
ception in 2008 and now lists over 5 million proper-
ties around the globe (airBnB 2018a). It is currently 
valued $30 billion, making it one of the most valua-
ble start-ups in the United States, where the platform 
was first conceived of (hook 2018). 
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The objective of this article is to explore the 
spatialities of Airbnb in Bulgaria’s capital, Sofia. It 
aims to provide empirical evidence of Airbnb listings 
in Sofia’s districts, whilst considering some of the 
broader processes of urban transformation that have 
taken place in the city in the last decades. Although 
Sofia receives a moderate number of tourists com-
pared to other European cities that have been stud-
ied in relation to the ‘Airbnb-effect’ (adaMiak 2018), 
it has allegedly been witnessing an ‘unprecedented 
tourism boom’ in recent years (SIA 2018; STA 2016; 
2017; UNWTO 2016). The local government and the 
Ministry of Tourism have generally applauded this 
boom, as it further fits in their broader plans to at-
tract foreign companies, entrepreneurs and startups 
to invest in the city (SIA 2018). However, there is 
also a burgeoning sense that tourism development 
needs to unfold ‘sustainably’ in the country, and that 
platform economies like Airbnb have a role to play in 
this (European Council 2018). During an Informal 
Meeting between the European Ministers of 
Tourism held in Sofia in February 2018, a European 
directive was discussed in order to regulate the flour-
ishing short-term rental platforms, including Airbnb 
(ibid.). Estimates of Airbnb listings in Bulgaria re-
main largely unclear, while the majority of listings on 
these platforms are not registered with the Ministry 
of Tourism as official tourism accommodations 
(CaPital 2017; diMitrov 2018). This effectively al-
lows accommodation providers on the platform to 
evade tourist taxes on overnight stays and dismiss 
the regulations that other actors in the industry have 
to comply with (ibid.). 

This article argues, however, that the rise of 
Airbnb in Sofia needs to be considered beyond its 
effects on the hospitality industry and its non-com-
pliance with regulations. It wishes in fact to reflect 
on some of the broader spatial processes of transfor-
mation that have occurred in the city since the end 
of the socialist regime in 1989 and investigates how 
platforms like Airbnb are imbricated in or exacerbate 
such processes. In doing so, this study relies on an 
analysis of listing data that were extracted from the 
platform in 2015 and in 2018. First, I take stock of 
the diffusion and concentration of Airbnb listings 
in Sofia’s neighbourhoods against the backdrop of 
broader urban transformations in the city’s districts. 
Here I also examine how Airbnb contributes to a 
supposedly more ‘diversified’ offering of tourism 
accommodation vis-à-vis officially registered tour-
ism accommodation in these same neighbourhoods. 
Then, I briefly discuss who potentially reaps the ben-
efits and profits from the Airbnb economy in Sofia 

and who does not. Whilst mapping out the listings 
and the hosts’ profiles, I simultaneously reflect on 
some of Airbnb’s claims about its alleged positive 
economic impacts on ‘communities’ worldwide (see 
airBnB 2018b; but also roelofsen and MinCa 2018). 
In doing so, this article intends to provide a more 
nuanced understanding of the power relations in the 
production and consumption of ‘Airbnb experiences’. 
In order to measure these impacts of Airbnb, I take 
into consideration the locations of the hosts’ listings, 
analyse the number of times these listings have been 
reviewed by guests, and finally carry out a qualitative 
analysis of the hosts’ biographies. This article forms 
the concluding part of a triptych in which I discuss 
how three different spatial scales – that of the body, 
the home, and the city – interrelate and overlap in 
the Airbnb economy in order to unveil the spatial, 
political and ethical implications of the platform 
(roelofsen 2018; roelofsen and MinCa 2018; see 
also Molz 2018). Drawing on the work of scholars in 
urban- and tourism studies, and especially inspired 
by approaches taken in the work of arias sans and 
Quaglieri doMínguez (2016) and CóCola gant 
(2016), I rely on a mixed method research approach. 
By combining a content analysis of qualitative user-
generated data with a statistical analysis of quantita-
tive closed-ended data, I wish to analyse, interpret 
and connect different aspects of the platform’s so-
cial-spatial impacts in their complexity. 

 2 Tourism, tourism controversies and Airbnb

Writing in 1975 about the rise of the ‘Golden 
Horde’ –a new ‘tribe’ of Mass Tourists– turner and 
ash cynically argued that international tourism might 
just as well be understood as “a device for the system-
atic destruction of everything that is beautiful in the 
world” (1975, 15). Although turner and ash’s highly 
influential work was flawed for various reasons (see 
Britton 1977), it was one of the earlier attempts to 
chart through a genealogical approach the adverse 
impacts of tourism on social, environmental and eco-
nomic livelihoods. At around the same time, the term 
‘sustainable development’ was first coined bearing 
the promise of supposedly ‘mitigating’ tourism’s neg-
ative impacts (see hannaM and knox 2010, 129; also 
MoWforth and Munt 2003). Among other ‘tools’ of 
sustainable tourism development, scholars argued 
for a ‘carrying capacity’ of places, referring to “the 
number of people that a site can cope with before it 
deteriorates beyond an acceptable regeneration rate” 
(Beeton and Benfield 2002, 497; see also, Beeton 
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1998). But despite these efforts to chart the ‘limits of 
tourism growth’ and to argue for more responsible 
forms of tourism, the investment in tourism develop-
ment around the globe has continued unceasingly in 
the past decades and its ‘successes’ remain applauded 
by many local governments, intergovernmental or-
ganizations and business elites. ‘Boosting’ tourism 
and sustaining ‘growth’ are the discourses that still 
permeate the global tourism industry reports today 
(see UNWTO 2017). 

Tourism, as a social force, thus continues to 
pervade people’s livelihoods; not just in terms of its 
sheer scale produced by steep increases in incom-
ing tourist numbers (UNWTO 2017), but also in 
terms of its impact on everyday practices, social re-
lations and emotions that intersect in what people 
consider their ‘home’ (roelofsen 2018). In today’s 
hyper-connected world, ColoMB and novy (2016, 
23) argue, there remain very few places “whose cul-
tures, economies, social relations and spatial dynam-
ics are not impacted by tourism”. What is popularly 
termed ‘overtourism’, signals an epitome of such 
places where various tourism forces have penetrat-
ed the everyday lives of local residents to such an 
extent that their “lifestyles, access to amenities and 
general well-being” are negatively affected (Milano 
et al. 2018). Such ‘touristification’ of places around 
the world has arguably led to an increased politiciza-
tion of tourism ‘from below’, which has manifested 
itself in a variety of ways (ColoMB and novy 2016, 
20). From residents protesting in the streets to lo-
cal government campaigns that underpin elections; 
these initiatives take issue with tourism growth and/
or with the impacts of tourism on the local socio-
spatial fabric, sometimes brought about by very spe-
cific forms of tourism (arias sans and Quaglieri 
doMínguez 2016; CóCola-gant 2016; ColoMB and 
novy 2016; füller and MiChel 2014; nofre et al. 
2018; oPillard 2016). These protests call for a regu-
lation of the tourism economy and changes in urban 
development and planning models, effectively put-
ting the rights of residents above the perils of capi-
talism (ColoMB and novy 2016). It is no coincidence 
that these uprisings have been particularly prevalent 
in highly frequented ‘tourist cities’ where the ‘qual-
ity’ of the city itself has long been a commodity, con-
sisting of both material and non-material, symbolic 
dimensions (fainstein and gladstone 1999). Due 
to the steep increase in tourism arrivals over the 
years, these places have seen an increased pressure 
on facilities that are tightly interwoven with other 
urban (infra)structures and are used by both tourists 
and residents (fainstein and judd 1999). 

In the last decade, tourism activities that have 
driven transformations in urban space have often 
been analysed through the concept of tourism gentrifica-
tion (arias sans 2018; CóCola-gant 2018; gothaM 
2018; gravari-BarBas and guinand 2017). Here, 
tourism is seen as “as a set of practices that has causal 
impacts on urban form, sociospatial patterns, and 
processes of urban development” (gothaM 2018, 8). 
Whereas in earlier years the term elicited the com-
mercial aspects of gentrification “including the re-
placement of residential land-uses with commercial 
(touristic) land-uses and displacement of mom-and-
pop businesses by entertainment corporations and 
tourist attractions” (gothaM 2018, 1), in recent years 
the term has also been employed to signal the “larger 
economic and political processes, including tourism 
development, the deregulation and reregulation of 
urban real estate markets, the actions of transnational 
corporations, and shifting patterns of global finance” 
(ibid.). Tourism, indeed, has for decades been driven 
by global actors (such as hotel chains, rental com-
panies and tour operators), whose operations have 
drawn and impacted on the local socio-spatial fabric. 
However, it must be noted that local actors, including 
residents, and tourists also contribute to tourism gen-
trification (gravari-BarBas and guinand 2017, 3; 
stors and kagerMeier 2017) and structure their 
environment so as to take advantage of the tourism 
economy (herzfeld 2017). Moreover, gentrification 
processes are not confined to those areas initially 
conceived for tourism (CóCola-gant 2018, 281). 
As already gentrified areas usually provide a ‘middle 
class sense of place’ with specific consumption facili-
ties, these areas usually also attract tourists, suggest-
ing that processes of tourism and gentrification en-
force one another (ibid., 282). Neighbourhoods that 
are not initially considered or conceived of as major 
tourist destinations, now provide for what has been 
termed ‘new urban tourism’: they appeal to tourists 
for the same qualities that make these neighborhoods 
attractive as places to live, work, and consume (novy 
2010, 31). This (relatively) new form of tourism cen-
tres on the experience of ‘everyday’ or ‘ordinary’ city 
life, relying as such on “the amenities, the retail- and 
entertainment infrastructure that city residents also 
prefer” (füller and MiChel 2014, 1314) 

Marketing campaigns on the part of short-term 
rental platforms like Airbnb indeed promise tourists 
the possibility of booking accommodation ‘off the 
beaten track’, in neighbourhoods that supposedly 
provide a more ‘authentic and local’ experience. As 
such these platforms arguably tap into people’s grow-
ing discontent with the exploitative nature of com-
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mercially mediated travel practices or mass tourism’s 
production of experiences that are perceived to be de-
void of true meaning (MaCCannell 2013). Already 
in the first years of Airbnb’s operations, hotel lobbies 
and other actors in the hospitality industry started to 
accuse the platform of avoiding zoning laws, evading 
occupancy taxes, and dismissing public health regu-
lations, all of which are compulsory conditions for 
hotels and other traditional forms of tourism accom-
modation to operate (lee 2016, 233). Work in the 
fields of (tourism) management and business studies 
has clearly demonstrated the economic impact of the 
emerging short-term rental platforms on tradition-
al businesses and labour (see e.g. fang et al. 2016; 
oskaM and BosWijk 2016; sigala 2017; zervas 2017). 
Such studies have confirmed the platform’s ability to 
disrupt and transform existing tourism markets and 
their legal and regulatory frameworks (guttentag 
2015), and contribute to the further deregulation of 
the marketplace in line with broader existing neolib-
eral regimes (Martin 2016). 

Yet other studies have tended to focus on the ef-
fects of Airbnb on local housing markets and the re-
lated processes of displacement. The platform in fact 
plays an important role in the reallocation of housing 
stock from long-term to short-term markets and the 
related rise of housing- and rental prices (e.g. Barron 
et al. 2017; horn and Merante 2017; lee 2016; 
WaChsMuth and Weisler 2018). This process, in ef-
fect, has led to various forms of direct and indirect 
displacement of residents from certain neighbour-
hoods, often as a result of rent increase by tourism in-
vestors and landlords (CóCola-gant 2016). Among 
other important findings, these studies exemplify the 
role of Airbnb in disrupting local housing markets 
and accelerating gentrification in specific neighbour-
hoods. Various studies have provided compelling 
empirical evidence of the ‘Airbnb-effect’ in popular 
European tourist destinations such as Barcelona, 
London, Madrid, Paris, Reykjavík, Rome, Venice and 
Vienna (see for example arias sans and Quaglieri 
doMínguez 2016; Celata 2017; CóCola-gant 2016; 
CóCola-gant and Pardo, 2017; ferreri and sanyal 
2018; freytag and Bauder 2018; gil and seQuera 
2018; gutiérrez et al. 2017; MerMet 2018; nofre 
et al. 2018) but also reveal how the platform affects 
mid-sized cities in Europe with highly diversified 
economies that are not necessarily ‘over-touristified’ 
(see also ioannides et al. 2018). Whilst local regula-
tory responses to Airbnb have varied depending on 
the amounts of listings in places as well as their per-
ceived negative externalities (nieuWland and van 
Melik 2018), the platform continues to contribute to 

social displacement – also driven by the daily disrup-
tions caused by increased presence of tourists in cer-
tain areas (CóCola-gant 2016; gurran and PhiBBs 
2017; nofre et al. 2018; zanini 2017). 

3 The housing market and urban transforma-
tions in Sofia 

Sofia is the heart of Bulgaria’s economic, political 
and cultural life and the administrative centre of Sofia 
Province. Demographically it is the most densely pop-
ulated city in the country, with 1.3 million inhabitants, 
corresponding to 17.5 % of the national population 
(2011 census data from NSI 2012). During the social-
ist era, the state took on an important role in reducing 
housing inequality by means of specific planned urban 
policies (vesselinov 2004). Dwellings were allocated 
to residents through “a socialist administrative meth-
od of distribution in accordance with housing need 
regardless of income” (ibid., 2610). But the state also 
produced what has been termed as an urban ‘regime of 
controlled uniformity’ through the application of a rel-
atively constant and uniform system of property rights 
and ensured regulated access to housing loans through 
the State Savings Bank (ibid., 2610–2611). After the 
collapse of the socialist regime in 1989, Bulgaria ex-
perienced a drastic reduction of the role of the state in 
all branches of the economy. This change was particu-
larly felt in the housing construction industry and led 
to a substantial restructuring of the residential mar-
ket and the patterns of habitation in Sofia (hirt and 
stanilov 2007, 218). During the early 1990’s, Bulgaria 
initiated a massive privatization of the housing sector, 
both in terms of production and ownership. By 2001, 
96 % of all dwelling units in urban areas were in pri-
vate hands (ibid.). The transition to a market economy 
also brought about new sources of housing inequality, 
such as a “lack of state subsidies for housing [...] the 
transfer of responsibility for social housing from the 
state to the municipalities and changes in mortgage 
lending” (vesselinov 2004, 2613). 

In June 2017 the World Bank published a report 
on Bulgaria’s Housing Sector Assessment that raised 
a number of serious concerns about Sofia’s housing 
sector (World Bank 2017). The report states that 
Bulgaria has extremely high vacancy rates and that af-
fordability has become an increasing problem across 
the country. Household mobility in Bulgaria is one of 
the lowest among the countries that have transitioned 
to a market-based economy since the fall of the Iron 
Curtain (ibid., 1). Immediately after the 2007-8 global 
financial crisis, house prices have dropped by 30-
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50 %, but have now again reached pre-crisis levels, 
with average market prices being the highest in Sofia 
City (ibid., 107). At the same time, poverty rates have 
risen. More than a third of young adults continue to 
live with their parents, as they are unable to afford 
their own housing. Another major area of concern is 
vacancy and overcrowding. Over 40 % of households 
live in overcrowded conditions whereas the housing 
vacancy rate in Sofia is 24 %. This high vacancy rate 
might be seen as an opportunity to address the ab-
sence of a robust rental market: today less than 5 % of 
the country’s housing stock is leased out in the rental 
market (World Bank 2017, 124). However, current 
regulations in the country tend to erode the rights 
of both tenants and landlords, proving an important 
cause for housing market failures (ibid., 16; see also 
loWe 2000). At the same time, landlords are unwill-
ing to rent their properties out due to the current 
eviction laws, which, according to the report, tends 
to favor the tenants. Other aspects that keep land-
lords from renting out their property is “the inability 
to enforce formal lease agreements in the court of 
law” as well as “a general hesitation to rent out the 
property based on the legacy of poor maintenance” 
(World Bank 2017, 16). Moreover, a “flat 10 % income 
tax applies to rental income, which, although mini-
mal, could be a disincentive to report rental income” 
(ibid.). For tenants, on the other hand, the problem 
is the high cost of market-based rentals. Some “42 % 
of single person households, and 31 % of tenants in 
market priced rentals face housing cost over-burdens” 
(ibid., 2). Only the highest income decile (> BGN 
1969.00/ EUR 1006.00 monthly) of the population 
can afford high priced rental properties, whereas 
less expensive rental properties are only affordable 
to the seventh income decile and above (i.e. > BGN 
1070.00/ EUR 547.00 monthly) (ibid.). Up until today, 
there is almost no reliable data concerning the rental 
market in Sofia, its size and dynamics (see also loWe 
2003) making it difficult to say something precise 
about the actual impact of Airbnb in this context.

Sofia City is subdivided in 24 districts (see Fig. 1), 
which can be broadly clustered into different ‘rings’ 
(hirt and stanilov 2007). Each of these clusters 
have gone through their own processes of residential 
restructuring some of which will be discussed later in 
conjunction with an analysis of Airbnb data.

The first ring is the ‘historic’ central core area 
with residential buildings built in the late 19th and 
20th century (hirt and stanilov 2007). The central 
core of Sofia historically hosts the key government, 
finance, and management functions for the urban re-
gion and Bulgaria (staddon and Mollov 2000, 383). 

It also features a large proportion of the city’s offi-
cial tourism attractions, for example, the Aleksander 
Nevski Cathedral, the Ancient Serdica Complex, 
the Regional History Museum, the Archaeological 
Museum, the Sofia History Museum, the Women’s 
Market and many more. Since the early 1990’s, this 
ring has gone through a series of spatial transforma-
tions, marked by densification, commercialization, 
and gentrification (hirt and stanilov 2007, 223). 
As a consequence of the ‘unfreezing’ of the land and 
of the real estate market after the collapse of the so-
cialist regime, this ring has become an attractive area 
for foreign investors and exiled Bulgarians to acquire 
multi-family homes (Brade et al. 2009, 228). In the 
past decade, Sofia’s centre has witnessed a conversion 
of residential spaces to office and commercial use, and 
the replacement of older structures with larger build-
ings. This conversion has accommodated primarily 
commercial and office functions, ostensibly leading 
to the displacement of lower and middle-income resi-
dents (hirt and stanilov 2007, 223). The city centre 
has accordingly seen a substantial decline of residents 
in the decades following the collapse of the socialist 
regime (stanilov and hirt 2014). Moreover, ‘com-
mercial gentrification’, a process by which new luxury 
shops and services target the more affluent residents, 
office employees and visiting tourists, has forced low-
er rank stores and services to relocate. These lower 
rank commercial entities provided amenities to lower 
income residents and the elderly residents of Sofia 
who, consequently, have been hit hard by the impact 
of commercial gentrification. This has led to displace-
ment of vulnerable groups from the inner city to the 
housing estates located at the city outskirts (ibid., 225). 

Surrounding the central core are traditional ur-
ban neighbourhoods with medium-height residential 
buildings, which arose during the early and mid-20th 
century (hirt and stanilov 2007). Prestigious low-
density neighbourhoods in this ring, such as Lozenets, 
have also undergone intense processes of re-develop-
ment. They are also the center of post-socialist gen-
trification, including high property prices (see hirt 
2012, 101) and the conversion of public green spaces 
as well as pre-war single-family housing into upscale 
(usually gated) medium-height residential housing 
(hirt 2006). Here, first floors along the main streets 
have been converted to commercial use. 

The third ring is the largest and incorporates the 
vast majority of socialist housing estates, which were 
built between the early 1960’s and the late 1980’s. 
These estates largely consist of modernist high rises 
made of prefabricated concrete panel blocks, sur-
rounded by shopping- and medical facilities, schools 
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and other services (hirt and stanilov 2007; staddon 
and Mollov 2000). An estimated 60 % of Sofia’s resi-
dential population lives in such large-scale housing 
estates (Brade et al. 2009, 228). The lack of mainte-
nance of socialist-era multifamily buildings represents 
an area of concern. A reported 75 % of these buildings 
is older than 30 years and suffer from “leaking roofs, 
damaged facades with fallen plaster, ill-maintained 
stairwells and hallways, and leaking water and sewer 
pipes” (World Bank 2017, 13). 

The fourth ring could be conceived of as an 
evolving low-density residential periphery, which 
comprises of predominantly single-family homes 
(hirt and stanilov 2007, 215). The Vitosha district 
largely covers the southern part of this ring, which 
is characterized by a large number of gated commu-
nities, constructed by a powerful group of private 
stakeholders (Brade et al. 2009, 228). sMigiel (2013, 
134) argues that this group was only able to construct 

these segregated landscapes “because of a neo-liberal 
policy setting whose main policy pillars are deregula-
tion, decentralisation, privatisation and commodifica-
tion”. Programmes, projects and strategies of inter-
national institutions such as the World Bank and the 
International Monetary Fund have inspired this urban 
policy model since the 1990’s (ibid.). In the last 20 
years, the population in these peripheries has grown 
exponentially. Vitosha, for example, has witnessed a 
60 % increase in population and a 150 % increase in 
the number of dwellings (stanilov and hirt 2014).

4 Methods

As noted above, this paper is the result of a 
socio-spatial analysis of Airbnb listing data that 
was manually extracted from the platform in May 
2015. As such, the below presented analysis is de-

Fig. 1: Map of  Sofia City districts. Adapted from Hirt (2012, 116) and reproduced with the permission of  the author.
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rived from a snapshot of the listings advertised on 
the platform during a very specific period of time. 
Section 6 will discuss some of the important limita-
tions that such a snapshot entails in terms of pro-
viding an accurate and reliable analysis. By using 
the platform’s openly accessible search tool, a gen-
eral search was conducted using the ‘Sofia, Bulgaria’ 
search terms, without specifying a specific district 
or number of persons staying, nor specific periods 
or number of nights of stay. The resulting 483 list-
ings that were produced through the search engine 
were thereafter manually ‘scraped’ after which the 
data was parsed and categorized. The information 
that was extracted and categorized included: the 
unique URL of the listed property; the name of 
the host; the host’s profile description (biography); 
the place of origin of the host (if mentioned); the 
year the host became a member of the platform; the 
name of the listing (e.g. ‘Super central four-room 
apartment’); the type of listing (whether the list-
ing concerned an entire place, a private room or 
a shared room); the number of guests the listing 
could host; the number of beds present in the list-
ing; the street name (both in Cyrillic and Latin); the 
district in which the listing was located; the num-
ber of listings per host in Sofia; the number of list-
ings per host in total (also outside Sofia); whether 
more listings were within the same property (e.g. 
if private rooms were located in the same house); 
whether it concerned public or private property 
(e.g. whether the listing was a hostel, hotel, B&B 
or a non-commercial entity, if mentioned in the de-
scription); the overnight rate of a listing per night 
(in the months July and in November); the clean-
ing fees hosts levied (if applicable); the service fee 
charged by Airbnb in July and November; the num-
ber of guest reviews received per May 2015 (when 
the data was first extracted); the number of guest 
reviews received per June 2015 (when the data was 
double checked in a second round); whether or not 
the host had received a Superhost status at the time 
of inventory; and the gender of the host. 

During the first round of analysis, each host 
was given an ID number in order to differentiate 
between unique hosts and to account for hosts 
with multiple listings. The hosts’ profile descrip-
tions were thematically analysed using qualitative 
data analysis software MAXQDA. During a third 
round of analysis in April 2018, all URL’s of the 483 
listings that were extracted in 2015 were revisited 
again to verify: 1) if the May 2015 listings were still 
active; and 2) how many reviews the listings had 
received since May 2015.

5 An exploration of  Airbnb in Sofia

In 2015, a total of 483 Airbnb listings in Sofia 
showed up in the search results and were analysed. 
Almost three quarters of all Airbnb listings were 
located in the so-called historical core, and in the 
southern peripheral districts of the second ring of 
Sofia (see Fig. 2). These are the ‘culturally desirable 
districts’, which have generally already been subject 
to processes of commercialization and gentrification 
since the end of the socialist regime. More specifical-
ly, the top 5 highest concentrations of Airbnb listings 
were located within the following districts: Sredets 
(168 listings); Oborishte (80 listings); Triaditsa (42 
listings); Lozenets (38 listings) and Vitosha (22 
listings). These together make up for 73 % of all 
Airbnb listings in the city. Sredets is the most densely 
Airbnb-listed district and accounts for 35 % of all 
Airbnb listings in Sofia. In Sredets 70 % of all list-
ings were entire places. In Oborishte, Triaditsa, and 
Lozenets, over 78 % of all listings concerned entire 
places rather than private- or shared rooms within 
a property. Out of all listings, approximately 73 % 
concerned entire places, 24 % were private rooms 
and the remaining 3 % were shared rooms. 

Since the initial data collection in 2015, Airbnb 
listings have increased fivefold in Sofia (SIA 2018). 
Sofia Investment Agency, which is officially part of Sofia 
Municipality and promotes and assists foreign in-
vestment in the city, positively showcases Airbnb’s 
popularity in its most recent report on Tourism 
and Transport in Sofia (ibid.). Relying on data ob-
tained from AirDNA, the report states that Airbnb 
is becoming an increasingly important player in the 
tourism market, which is reiterated in the report by 
Boris Pavlov, founder of the local Airbnb Property 
Manager Firm Flat Manager (ibid., 21). Out of a to-
tal of 2353 active Airbnb listings in Sofia in 2018, 
roughly 80 % concerned entire places (SIA 2018, 
20). Returning to the earlier observations made by 
the World Bank (2017), the increased presence of 
Airbnb listings in the city, and particularly of entire 
places rather than shared accommodation, raises 
questions around what this means for local tenants 
that currently face an extremely critical rental mar-
ket. Based on the latest 2011 census data provided 
by National Statistical Institute (NSI 2012), Sofia 
had approximately 600,000 dwellings. Although 
there are no exact figures available on the total 
dwellings for rent in Sofia, according to the World 
Bank report (2017) less than 5 % of all dwellings - 
approximately 30,000 - were available on the rental 
market. Considering that those 1882 Airbnb listings 
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in Sofia concern entire apartments, one can pre-
sume that these make up at least 6 % of the current 
estimated rental market. As it stands, Airbnb pro-
vides local property managers and landlords with 
the opportunity to rent out to tourists rather than to 
residents, affording them to avoid dealing with the 
problematic regulations around rental housing. At 
the same time, local residents who seek long-term 
rental housing in an already tight housing market, 
find themselves confronted with the encouragement 
of private investment in tourism accommodation 
rather than long-term secure housing. 

When comparing the approximately 1,100 
Airbnb beds listed in Sofia in 2015 to an approximate 
18,400 beds within Sofia’s official Accommodation 
Establishments (also termed ‘AE’s’ by STA 2017) a few 
observations can be made. Just over 55 % of all Airbnb  
beds are located within Sredets and Oborishte. These 

districts are part of the city ring and harbour some of 
the most commonly visited tourist attractions. Whilst 
Oborishte has a moderate share of AE-beds, Sredets 
accounts for a share of over 8 % of total AE-beds in 
Sofia (STA 2016). Another 15 % of all Airbnb beds are 
located within Triaditsa and Lozenets, which are both 
located in the second ring of Sofia. These two districts 
make up for over 20 % of the total AE-beds in Sofia, 
with Lozenets corresponding to a little over 12 % of all 
beds (ibid.). The Vitosha district, which is located at the 
southern rims of Sofia and is famous for the Vitosha 
National Park and Vitosha Mountain, accommo-
dates the largest number of official Accommodation 
Establishments and the second largest number of 
 AE-beds. While being the fifth most Airbnb-listed dis-
trict, it only accounts for approximately 40 Airbnb beds 
compared to approximately 1800 AE-beds. Although 
the most densely Airbnb-listed districts indeed resem-

Fig. 2: Distribution of  Airbnb listings by district in Sofia (Bulgaria) May 2015. Source: the author’s own map compiled from 
Airbnb listing data extracted in May 2015.
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ble the most popular AE-districts in Sofia, all official 
AE’s enjoy a slightly more even spread throughout all 
districts in Sofia. Thus, despite Airbnb’s claims that 
74 % of Airbnb properties are located outside the main 
hotel districts (airBnB 2018b) the concentration of 
listings and beds in Sofia’s city centre and second ring 
show a rather different picture (see Fig. 2 and Fig. 3). 

The somewhat less popular peripheral districts 
and the socialist housing districts Kremikovtsi, Novi 
Iskar, Nadezhda, Lyulin and Iskar have the lowest 
concentration of both Airbnb listings and AE’s. Krasna 
Polyana and Ilinden are perhaps the only two districts 
that do not have AE’s and do have 5 and respectively 
7 Airbnb listings each. The densely populated lower- 
and middle-income districts –roughly clustered within 
the third ring– are minimally represented in the list-
ing data. Districts such as Mladost, Studentski, Iskar, 
Lyulin, Nadezhda which can be clustered under the 
third ring, have the highest population number and 
are the largest in terms of area, but represent a mere 
7 % of all Airbnb listings. These districts incorporate 
the vast majority of socialist housing estates. And 
although these lower- and middle-income districts 
could arguably profit from an extra income, they also 
represent the least reviewed Airbnb-listed districts.

5.1 Guest reviews of  Airbnb listings in Sofia

A significant limitation in estimating Airbnb’s 
potential economic impact in specific districts comes 
from the fact that the platform does not disclose in-
formation on the number of bookings made by their 
guests. Although reviews do not elicit information on 
the number of nights that were booked nor the over-
night fees that were charged for the stay, they may 
however provide some approximate esteem of the 
popularity of certain districts. Consequently, the re-
views may disclose some information on who profits 
from Airbnb, and who does not. Out of all 483 listings 
in Sofia, 206 listings received reviews, whereas 277 
listings did not receive any reviews. A total of 2629 
reviews were counted in May 2015. Almost 80 % of 
all reviews could be attributed to listings within three 
districts: Sredets (1509 reviews, or, 57 %), Oborishte 
(399 reviews, or, 15 %) and Lozenets (150 reviews, or, 
6 %) (see Fig. 4). 

Again, these are the districts in which we find the 
main hotel providers, tourist attractions and are the 
districts with high property- and rental prices, expe-
riencing densification, commercialization, and gen-
trification. This shows how tourism and gentrifica-

Fig. 3: Official hotel beds versus Airbnb beds by district in Sofia (Bulgaria) May 2015. Compiled from Airbnb listing data 
extracted in May 2015 and data from STA 2016.

0

200

400

600

800

1.000

1.200

1.400

1.600

1.800

2.000

2.200

50 100 150 200 250 300 350

Bankya

Ilinden

Iskar

Izgrev

Krasna
Polyana

Krasno Selo

Kremikovtsi

Lozenets

Lyulin

Mladost

NadezhdaNovi Iskar

Oborishte

Ovcha kupel
Pancharevo

Poduyane

Serdika

Slatina

Sredets

Studentski

Triaditsa

Vazrazhdane

Vitosha

Vrabnitsa

Of
fic

ia
l H

ot
el

 B
ed

s

Airbnb Beds

Number of Airbnb ListingsDistricts

City Center
Early to Mid 20th Century Districts
Socialist Housing Districts

Industrial District
Peripheral Districts

168

1
10

Official Hotel Beds vs. Airbnb Beds 



322 Vol. 72 · No. 4

tion in Sofia are effectively interrelated – those areas 
that already attract middle-class residents and have 
undergone gentrification processes are most popular 
among Airbnb guests. However, listings in the follow-
ing districts, largely characterised by social housing 
estates, did not show any reviews: Poduyane, Iskar, 
Ovcha kupel, Bankya, Kremikovtsi, Lyulin, Novi 
Iskar and Vrabnitsa. 

In Sredets, the top 23 listings (out of 87 reviewed 
listings) received 1016 reviews. These 23 listings thus 
account for 67 % of all reviews in the district. In 
Oborishte the top 10 listings (out of 37 reviewed list-
ings) received 272 reviews, which account for 68 % of 
the total reviews in the district. And in Lozenets, the 
top 5 listings (out of 19 reviewed listings) received 113 
reviews, which account for 75 % of the total reviews 
in the district. What these top three Airbnb districts 
therefore share is that a little over 25 % of reviewed 
listings make up for almost 70 % or more of the to-
tal reviews. This suggests that the distribution of 
Airbnb revenues is strongly unequal not just between 
districts but also within districts in Sofia. Moreover, 
more than 75 % of all reviews account for stays in 
entire places rather than (shared) bedrooms within 
people’s homes. 

Finally, all 2015 Airbnb listings in Sofia were re-
visited again online in April 2018 using the listings’ 
unique URL’s. This second round of analysis aimed 
to verify: 1) if the 2015 listings were still active; and 
2) how many reviews these listings had received since 
2015. Out of 483 total properties visible on the plat-
form in 2015, approximately 40 % were no longer list-
ed in 2018. Out of the remaining properties still listed, 
a little less than half still did not receive a single guest 
review to date. The remaining properties received a 
total of 5984 extra guest reviews on top of their ex-
isting reviews received in 2015. Conforming to the 
findings from 2015, Sredets, Oborishte and Lozenets 
remain the top three districts in terms of guest re-
views over a period of 3 years (May 2015-April 2018). 
On average, the remaining 2015 listings in Sredets 
enjoyed a growth of 233 %; those in Oberishte of 
271 %, and those in Lozenets of 267 %. 

5.2 Airbnb Sofia’s ‘local’ hosts

A total of 318 unique hosts were counted on the 
platform. The large majority identified themselves 
as residents from Sofia, but others as Bulgarian na-
tionals living abroad and a few others as foreign 
residents. Most profiles/biographies were written in 
English, several were written in German, Spanish or 

French, and only three in Cyrillic. The large majority 
of hosts declared to be fervent travellers themselves, 
open to other cultures, and were keen to share their 
‘version’ of Sofia with Airbnb guests. Most profiles 
also attested of highly educated people who worked 
as lawyers, IT- and software specialists, artists, de-
signers, journalists, marketing- and PR specialists. 
This confirms what other studies have found: that 
Airbnb is a relatively exclusive marketplace for high-
ly educated professionals (e.g. frenken and sChor 
2017; sChor 2017) with privileges such as the po-
litical right to mobility and the economic means to 
travel. At first sight, a total of 27 % Airbnb listings 
of private- and shared rooms in Sofia could be in-
terpreted as rooms that are ‘shared’ within a private 
property of a local host. However, a more detailed 
analysis showed a different picture. Out of these 128 
private/shared rooms, 35 rooms (27 %) were adver-
tised by property managers, hostel owners hostels, 
B&B’s and guesthouses. 

A total of 250 hosts advertised one listing on 
the platform and almost half of all Airbnb listings in 
Sofia were advertised by only 68 hosts. Very optimis-
tically assuming that all hosts advertised at least one 
of the properties in which they usually lived, around 
one third of Sofia’s Airbnb listings represented prop-
erties that were either second homes or properties 
that were not owner-occupied. Furthermore, a total 
of 32 hosts on the platform were representatives or 
personnel of commercial entities such as hostels, 
hotels, B&B’s, guesthouses and rental agencies. For 
example, host Daniela (a pseudonym) managed 13 
entire Airbnb listings in Sofia. Daniela’s biography 
explained: “I manage professionally designed apart-
ments in Sofia’s top neighbourhoods catered towards 
discerning travellers (leisure or business) who want 
to experience Sofia”. Professional hosts like Daniela 
accounted for 92 Airbnb listings, or, 19 % of the total 
listings in Sofia. These listings received a total of 247 
reviews (9 % of the total reviews). It has been argued 
that some of these commercial entities profit from 
Airbnb’s relatively low booking commissions and 
the option to rate users in order to encourage ap-
propriate behaviour (ePstein 2014; ITB 2014). Here, 
Airbnb arguably also allows property managers and 
landlords to ask higher rents from tourists, whilst po-
tentially not declaring income tax, which is manda-
tory when renting out to resident tenants. Reflecting 
on the abovementioned results, one can assume that 
a significant number of hosts on the platform do not 
represent the celebrated ‘local’ hosts whom “share 
the home in which they live”, as claimed by Airbnb in 
its own reports (2018b).
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6 Limitations

While discussing these findings, however, 
a number of limitations in this study have to be 
taken into account. The first and foremost limita-
tion pertains to the inherent fluidity and partiality 
of the data. Since hosts can adjust, list and unlist 
their property at their convenience and at any given 
time, the dataset in this study only captures Airbnb 
listings within a specific time frame. Airbnb listings 
– including entire places – can be advertised on 
the platform for only a very limited period of time, 
while being inhabited for the remainder of the time. 
The findings presented above should therefore be 
read with caution and at no time should they be 
referred to without mentioning the fluid and partial 
nature of the data. The second limitation is that the 

listings on the platform were not accurately georef-
erenced. Airbnb did not disclose the exact location 
of the listings and listings can be anywhere between 
0-150 meters away from the actual location on the 
map that is paired up with Airbnb’s search engine. 
Whilst a few Airbnb hosts did disclose the exact 
street number of their property in their advertise-
ment, the majority of hosts did not. Consequently, 
the street name of each listing and its location on 
a map (using the zoom function) was attributed to 
a specific district in Sofia City as accurately as pos-
sible but a margin of 0-150 meters had to be taken 
into account. The 84 anonymized listings that did 
not feature street names but instead mentioned 
‘Sofia City’ as a location, were each attributed to a 
district based on their location on the map that is 
paired up with Airbnb’s search engine. 
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7 Conclusion

This study aimed to explore the spatialities of 
Airbnb in Sofia, taking into account the broader pro-
cesses of urban transformation that have developed in 
the city over the past decades. Despite Sofia attracting 
a moderate yet rapidly growing number of interna-
tional tourists compared to other more popular tour-
ist cities in Europe, this study has shown that Airbnb 
had an impact somewhat similar to those experienced 
in other destinations. However, Airbnb’s presence 
in Sofia also revealed something specific, due to its 
recent history as a post-socialist city. Airbnb listings 
predominantly concentrate in those districts that have 
undergone processes of (commercial) gentrification 
and also harbour the majority of officially registered 
tourism accommodations and tourism attractions. 
These are, at the same time, the most affluent areas 
of Sofia, areas that house the growing middle- and 
upper-middle classes of Bulgaria (hirt and stanilov 
2007). Thus, while Airbnb declares to offer a ‘local’ 
experience to travellers by staying in non-tourist-satu-
rated neighbourhoods, the findings in this study sug-
gest otherwise. Commercialization, gentrification and 
a privileged higher-income population mark the most 
popular Airbnb neighbourhoods in Sofia. In a similar 
vein, Airbnb mainly benefits those hosts that already 
profit from a privileged position: both in terms of 
their residential location in the city, as well as in terms 
of their socio-economic status. Perhaps equally im-
portant is the fact that this study has brought to light 
the socio-spatial inequalities produced by Airbnb in re-
lation to larger economic and political processes that 
have prevailed in the city after the end of the socialist 
regime. These include the unregulated privatization of 
the housing market, and a neo-liberal housing agenda 
that resulted in “a delegitimation of all kind of public 
involvement in urban development”, a philosophy still 
guiding Sofia’s urban policy today (sMigiel 2013, 128). 
A philosophy that, ironically enough, was promoted 
in the past by the same World Bank that now express-
es its concerns about the current state of Bulgaria’s 
housing market (ibid.). 

The municipality’s burgeoning desire for tour-
ism growth and its celebration of the tourist ‘boom’ 
to incentivize more foreign investment seem to offer 
the ideal conditions for Airbnb business to flourish 
in Sofia. Although housing security (and affordabil-
ity) might be pressing concerns for the municipal-
ity and Bulgaria more generally, the prioritization of 
tourism development is not perceived as a process 
potentially aggravating those same problems. This 
is somewhat surprising as Bulgaria is certainly not 

new to the unique set of challenges that the ‘shar-
ing economy’ brings to urban governance and policy 
makers. A far more radical stance was taken when 
car-service platform Uber first launched in Bulgaria 
in 2014 (gavrilov 2015). The platform was quickly 
met with massive opposition from taxi drivers and 
state institutions, who claimed that “neither the 
company [Uber] nor the drivers comply with the 
road transport law and other relevant legislation” 
(Markova 2016). About one year later, Bulgaria’s 
Supreme Court forced the platform to seize its oper-
ations. But while Airbnb has operated in Bulgaria for 
much longer than Uber, the aforementioned Informal 
Meeting between the EU Ministers of Tourism on 
curbing Airbnb within the country is a relatively new 
one (diMitrov 2018). In order to prevent a further 
decrease in the city’s already critical rental housing 
stock and the associated spatial transformations, ur-
ban planners and policymakers in Sofia may learn 
from other cities around the world that have regu-
lated the platform (see, for example, nieuWland and 
van Melik 2018). At the same time, this work on 
Sofia will hopefully inspire other studies on cities in 
Eastern Europe with lower numbers of tourist arriv-
als where Airbnb may have similar impact on social 
change in the city.

Acknowledgements 

I want to thank Prof. Dr. René van der Duim 
and Prof. Dr. Ulrich Ermann for their guidance and 
for their comments on the earlier drafts of this arti-
cle. For the comments on the following drafts of this 
article I want to thank the two anonymous referees. 
Thanks are also due to Daniel Blazej and Michael 
Kolesnik for creating the maps and scatterplot in 
this article and for their overall dedication to my pro-
ject. This work was supported by the University of 
Graz through the URBI Faculty’s Doctoral Stipend.

References

adaMiak, C. (2018): Mapping Airbnb supply in European 
cities. In: Annals of  Tourism Research 71, 67–71. htt-
ps://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2018.02.008

alizadeh, T.; farid, R. and sarkar, S. (2018): Towards un-
derstanding the socio-economic patterns of  sharing 
economy in Australia: an investigation of  Airbnb listings 
in Sydney and Melbourne metropolitan regions. In: Ur-
ban Policy and Research 1–19. https://doi.org/10.1080/
08111146.2018.1460269

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2018.02.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2018.02.008
https://doi.org/10.1080/08111146.2018.1460269
https://doi.org/10.1080/08111146.2018.1460269


325M. Roelofsen: Exploring the socio-spatial inequalities of  Airbnb in Sofia, Bulgaria2018

airBnB (2018a): Fast facts. https://press.atairbnb.com/fast-
facts/ (Date: 10.11.2018)

– (2018b): Airbnb’s positive economic impact in cities 
around the world. https://www.airbnb.com/economic-
impact (Date: 10.05.2018)

arias sans, A. (2018) Turisme i gentrificació: apunts des de 
Barcelona. In: Regió Metropolitana de Barcelona: Ter-
ritori, estratègies, planejament [online] 60, 130–139. ht-
tps://www.raco.cat/index.php/PapersIERMB/article/
view/339245

arias sans, A. and Quaglieri doMínguez, A. (2016): Un-
ravelling Airbnb. Urban perspectives from Barcelona. 
In: russo, P. and riChards, G. (eds.): Reinventing the 
local in tourism. Bristol, 209–228.

Barron, K.; kung, E. and ProserPio, D. (2017): The shar-
ing economy and housing affordability: evidence from 
Airbnb. Available at SSRN: https://doi.org/10.2139/
ssrn.3006832

Beeton, S. (1998): Ecotourism. A practical guide for rural 
communities. Melbourne.

Beeton, S. and Benfield, R. (2002): Demand con-
trol: the case for demarketing as a visitor and en-
vironmental management tool. In: Journal of  Sus-
tainable Tourism 10 (6), 497–513. https://doi.
org/10.1080/09669580208667184

Brade, I.; herfert, G. and Wiest, K. (2009): Recent trends 
and future prospects of  socio-spatial differentiation in 
urban regions of  Central and Eastern Europe: a lull be-
fore the storm? In: Cities 26 (5), 233-244. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.cities.2009.05.001

Britton, R. (1977): Book review: The Golden Hordes: 
International tourism and the pleasure periph-
ery. In: Leisure Sciences 97–112. https://doi.
org/10.1080/01490407709512874

CaPital (2017): Airbnb or long-term rental? https://www.cap-
ital.bg/biznes/moiat_kapital/2017/04/08/2949437_
airbnb_ili_dulgosrochen_naem/ (Date: 10.05.2018)

Celata, F. (2017): La “Airbnbificazione” delle città: gli effet-
ti a Roma tra centro e periferia. https://web.uniroma1.
it/memotef/sites/default/files/Celata_Airbnbificazi-
one_Roma.pdf

CóCola-gant, A. (2016): Holiday rentals: the new gentri-
fication battlefront. In: Sociological Research Online 
21 (3). https://doi.org/10.5153/sro.4071

– (2018): Tourism gentrification. In: lees, L. and PhilliPs, 
M. (eds.): Handbook of  gentrification studies. Chelten-
ham and Northampton, 281–293.

CóCola-gant, A. and Pardo, D. (2017): Resisting tourism 
gentrification: the experience of  grassroots movements 
in Barcelona. In: Urbanistica Tre, Giornale Online di 
Urbanistica 5 (13), 39–47.

ColoMB, C. and novy, J. (eds.): (2016): Protest and resis-
tance in the tourist city. London.

diMitrov, M. (2018): Bulgaria minister takes aim at Airbnb, 
Booking.com. http://www.balkaninsight.com/en/arti-
cle/bulgarian-tourism-ministers-wants-airbnb-booking-
regulated-by-eu-02-22-2018. Balkan Insight, 23 Febru-
ary. (Date: 11.11.2018)

ePstein, E. (2014): Hostels embrace Airbnb in effort to es-
cape rising booking fees. Mashable, 19 July. http://mash-
able.com/2014/07/19/airbnb-hostels/#Iw_z5y3M-
VGqY

European Council (2018): Arrival and doorstep Bulgarian EU 
Presidency (Angelkova) video. Available at: https://tvnews-
room.consilium.europa.eu/videos?keywords=tourism%20
bulgaria (Date: 27.09.2018)

fainstein, S. and gladstone, D. (1999): Evaluating urban 
tourism. In: judd, D. and fainstein, S. (eds.): The tourist 
city. New Haven, 21–34.

fainstein, S. and judd, D. (1999): Cities as places to play. In: 
judd, D. and fainstein, S. (eds.): The tourist city. New 
Haven, 261–272.

fang, B.; ye, Q. and laW, R. (2016): Effect of  sharing econ-
omy on tourism industry employment. In: Annals of  
Tourism Research 57, 264-67. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
annals.2015.11.018

ferreri, M. and sanyal, R. (2018): Platform economies and 
urban planning: Airbnb and regulated deregulation in 
London. In: Urban Studies 55 (15), 3353–3368. https://
doi.org/10.1177/0042098017751982

frenken, K. and sChor, J. (2017): Putting the sharing econ-
omy into perspective. In: Environmental Innovation and 
Societal Transitions 23, 3–10. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
eist.2017.01.003

freytag, T. and Bauder, M. (2018): Bottom-up touristifica-
tion and urban transformations in Paris. In: Tourism Ge-
ographies 20 (3), 443–460. https://doi.org/10.1080/146
16688.2018.1454504

füller, H. and MiChel, B. (2014): ‘Stop Being a Tourist!’ 
New dynamics of  urban tourism in Berlin-Kreuzberg. In: 
International Journal of  Urban and Regional Research 38 
(4), 1304–1318.

gavrilov, P. (2015): After UBER, is Airbnb OK? Webcafe. 
http://www.webcafe.bg/webcafe/parite/id_1873048908 
- 05.10.2015 (Date: 10.05.2018)

gil, J. and seQuera, J. (2018): Expansión de la ciudad turística 
y nuevas resistencias. El caso de Airbnb en Madrid. In: 
Empiria. Revista de Metodología de Ciencias Sociales 41, 
septiembre-diciembre, 15–32. https://doi.org/10.5944/
empiria.41.2018.22602

gothaM, K. (2018): Assessing and advancing research on 
tourism gentrification. In: Via Tourism Review 13. htt-
ps://doi.org/10.4000/viatourism.2169

gravari-BarBas, M. and guinand, S. (eds.) (2017): Tourism 
and gentrification in contemporary metropolises: interna-
tional perspectives. London.

https://press.atairbnb.com/fast-facts/
https://press.atairbnb.com/fast-facts/
https://www.airbnb.com/economic-impact
https://www.airbnb.com/economic-impact
https://www.raco.cat/index.php/PapersIERMB/article/view/339245
https://www.raco.cat/index.php/PapersIERMB/article/view/339245
https://www.raco.cat/index.php/PapersIERMB/article/view/339245
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3006832
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.3006832
https://doi.org/10.1080/09669580208667184
https://doi.org/10.1080/09669580208667184
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2009.05.00
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2009.05.00
https://doi.org/10.1080/01490407709512874
https://doi.org/10.1080/01490407709512874
https://www.capital.bg/biznes/moiat_kapital/2017/04/08/2949437_airbnb_ili_dulgosrochen_naem/
https://www.capital.bg/biznes/moiat_kapital/2017/04/08/2949437_airbnb_ili_dulgosrochen_naem/
https://www.capital.bg/biznes/moiat_kapital/2017/04/08/2949437_airbnb_ili_dulgosrochen_naem/
https://web.uniroma1.it/memotef/sites/default/files/Celata_Airbnbificazione_Roma.pdf
https://web.uniroma1.it/memotef/sites/default/files/Celata_Airbnbificazione_Roma.pdf
https://web.uniroma1.it/memotef/sites/default/files/Celata_Airbnbificazione_Roma.pdf
https://www.memotef.uniroma1.it/sites/dipartimento/files/Celata_Airbnbificazione_Roma.pdf
https://doi.org/10.5153/sro.4071
http://www.balkaninsight.com/en/article/bulgarian-tourism-ministers-wants-airbnb-booking-regulated-by-eu-02-22-2018
http://www.balkaninsight.com/en/article/bulgarian-tourism-ministers-wants-airbnb-booking-regulated-by-eu-02-22-2018
http://www.balkaninsight.com/en/article/bulgarian-tourism-ministers-wants-airbnb-booking-regulated-by-eu-02-22-2018
http://mashable.com/2014/07/19/airbnb-hostels/#Iw_z5y3MVGqY
http://mashable.com/2014/07/19/airbnb-hostels/#Iw_z5y3MVGqY
http://mashable.com/2014/07/19/airbnb-hostels/#Iw_z5y3MVGqY
https://tvnewsroom.consilium.europa.eu/videos?keywords=tourism%20bulgaria
https://tvnewsroom.consilium.europa.eu/videos?keywords=tourism%20bulgaria
https://tvnewsroom.consilium.europa.eu/videos?keywords=tourism%20bulgaria
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2015.11.018
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2015.11.018
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098017751982
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098017751982
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2017.01.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eist.2017.01.003
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616688.2018.1454504
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616688.2018.1454504
http://www.webcafe.bg/webcafe/parite/id_1873048908 - 05.10.2015
http://www.webcafe.bg/webcafe/parite/id_1873048908 - 05.10.2015
https://doi.org/10.5944/empiria.41.2018.22602
https://doi.org/10.5944/empiria.41.2018.22602
https://doi.org/10.4000/viatourism.2169
https://doi.org/10.4000/viatourism.2169


326 Vol. 72 · No. 4

gurran, N. and PhiBBs, P. (2017): When tourists move in: 
how should urban planners respond to Airbnb? In: Jour-
nal of  the American Planning Association 83 (1), 80–92. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01944363.2016.1249011

gutiérrez, J.; garCía-PaloMares, J. C.; roManillos, G. and 
salas-olMedo, M. H. (2017): The eruption of  Airbnb 
in tourist cities: comparing spatial patterns of  hotels and 
peer-to-peer accommodation in Barcelona. In: Tourism 
Management 62, 278–291. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
tourman.2017.05.003

guttentag, D. (2015): Airbnb: disruptive innovation and 
the rise of  an informal tourism accommodation sector. 
In: Current Issues in Tourism 18 (12), 1192–1217. htt-
ps://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2013.827159

hannaM, K. and knox, D. (2010): Understanding tourism: 
a critical introduction. London.

herzfeld, M. (2017): Playing for/with time: tourism and 
heritage in Greece/Thailand. In: gravari-BarBas, M. 
and guinand, S. (eds.): Tourism and gentrification in 
contemporary metropolises: international perspectives. 
London, 233–252.

hirt, S. (2006): Post-socialist urban forms: notes from So-
fia. In: Urban Geography 27 (5), 464–488. https://doi.
org/10.2747/0272-3638.27.5.464

– (2012): Iron curtains: gates, suburbs and privatization of  
space in the post-socialist city. Malden.

hirt, S. and stanilov, K. (2007): The perils of  post-socialist 
transformation: residential development in Sofia. In: st-
anilov, K. (ed.): The post-socialist city. Berlin, 215–244.

hook, L. (2018): Airbnb marks first full year of  profit-
ability in 2017. Financial Times. https://www.ft.com/
content/96215e16-0201-11e8-9650-9c0ad2d7c5b5 
(Date: 10.05.2018)

horn, K. and Merante, M. (2017): Is home sharing driv-
ing up rents? Evidence from Airbnb in Boston. In: 
Journal of  Housing Economics 38, 14–24. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.jhe.2017.08.002

ioannides, D.; röslMaier, M. and van der zee, E. (2018): Airbnb 
as an instigator of  “tourism bubble” expansion in Utrecht’s 
Lombok neighbourhood. In: Tourism Geographies, 1–19. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616688.2018.1454505

ITB (Internationale Tourismus-Börse) (2014): ITB world 
travel trends report 2014/2015. Berlin. https://www.
itb-berlin.de/en/Press/Downloads/Publications/ 
(Date: 12.12.2018)

lee, D. (2016): How Airbnb short-term rentals exacerbate 
Los Angeles’s affordable housing crisis: analysis and 
policy recommendations. In: Harvard Law and Policy 
Review 10, 229–253.

loWe, S. (2000): A tale of  two cities – rental housing in 
Budapest in Sofia in the 1990s. In: Journal of  Housing 
and the Built Environment 15 (3), 249–266. https://doi.
org/10.1023/A:1010181015496

– (2003): The private rented sector – evidence from Budapest 
and Sofia. In: loWe, S. and tsenkova, S. (eds.): Housing 
change in East and Central Europe: integration or fragmen-
tation? Aldershot, 63–72.

MaCCannell, D. (2013): The tourist: a new theory of  the lei-
sure class. Berkeley and Los Angeles.

Markova, E. (2016): Bulgaria: Supreme Court shuts down 
smartphone car service Uber. Eurofound. European 
Foundation for the Improvement of  Living and Working 
Conditions. https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publica-
tions/article/2016/bulgaria-supreme-court-shuts-down-
smartphone-car-service-uber (Date: 12.12.2018)

Martin, C. J. (2016): The sharing economy: a pathway to sus-
tainability or a nightmarish form of  neoliberal capitalism? 
In: Ecological Economics 121, 149–159. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2015.11.027

MerMet, A.-C. (2017): Airbnb and tourism gentrification. 
Critical insights from the exploratory analysis of  the 
‘Airbnb syndrome’ in Reykjavík. In: gravari-BarBas, M. 
and guinand, S. (eds.): Tourism and gentrification in con-
temporary metropolises: international perspectives. Lon-
don, 52–74.

Milano, C.; Cheer, J. and novelli, M. (2018): Overtourism: 
a growing global problem. The Conversation. https://
theconversation.com/overtourism-a-growing-global-
problem-100029 (Date: 12.12.2018)

Molz, J. G. (2018): Discourses of  scale in network hospitality: 
from the Airbnb home to the global imaginary of  ‘be-
long anywhere’. In: Hospitality & Society 8 (3), 229–251. 
https://doi.org/10.1386/hosp.8.3.229_1

MoWforth, M. and Munt, I. (2003): Tourism and sustainabil-
ity: development and new tourism in the Third World. 
Abingdon.

nieuWland, S. and van Melik, R. (2018): Regulating Airb-
nb: how cities deal with perceived negative externalities 
of  short-term rentals. In: Current Issues in Tourism. htt-
ps://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2018.1504899

nofre, J.; giordano, E.; eldridge, A.; Martins, J. C. and 
seQuera, J. (2018): Tourism, nightlife and planning: chal-
lenges and opportunities for community liveability in La 
Barceloneta. In: Tourism Geographies 20 (3), 377–396, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616688.2017.1375972

novy, J. (2010): What’s new about new urban tourism? And 
what do recent changes in travel imply for the “tourist 
city” Berlin? In: riChter, J. (ed.): The tourist city Berlin. 
Tourism and architecture. Salenstein, 27–35.

NSI (National Statistical Institute) (2012): Population and hous-
ing census in the Republic of  Bulgaria 2011. http://www.
nsi.bg/census2011/pageen2.php?p2=179andsp2=209 
(Date: 10.05.2018)

oPillard, F. (2016): From San Francisco’s ‘Tech Boom 2.0’ 
to Valparaíso’s UNESCO World Heritage Site: resistance 
to tourism gentrification from a comparative political per-

https://doi.org/10.1080/01944363.2016.1249011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2017.05.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2017.05.003
https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2013.827159
https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2013.827159
https://doi.org/10.2747/0272-3638.27.5.464
https://doi.org/10.2747/0272-3638.27.5.464
https://www.ft.com/content/96215e16-0201-11e8-9650-9c0ad2d7c5b5
https://www.ft.com/content/96215e16-0201-11e8-9650-9c0ad2d7c5b5
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhe.2017.08.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhe.2017.08.002
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616688.2018.1454505
https://www.itb-berlin.de/en/Press/Downloads/Publications/
https://www.itb-berlin.de/en/Press/Downloads/Publications/
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1010181015496
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1010181015496
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/article/2016/bulgaria-supreme-court-shuts-down-smartphone-car-service-uber
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/article/2016/bulgaria-supreme-court-shuts-down-smartphone-car-service-uber
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/article/2016/bulgaria-supreme-court-shuts-down-smartphone-car-service-uber
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2015.11.027
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2015.11.027
https://theconversation.com/overtourism-a-growing-global-problem-100029
https://theconversation.com/overtourism-a-growing-global-problem-100029
https://theconversation.com/overtourism-a-growing-global-problem-100029
https://doi.org/10.1386/hosp.8.3.229_1
https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2018.1504899
https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2018.1504899
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616688.2017.1375972
http://www.nsi.bg/census2011/pageen2.php?p2=179andsp2=209
http://www.nsi.bg/census2011/pageen2.php?p2=179andsp2=209


327M. Roelofsen: Exploring the socio-spatial inequalities of  Airbnb in Sofia, Bulgaria2018

spective. In: ColoMB, C. and novy, J. (eds.): Protest and 
resistance in the tourist City. London, 129–147.

oskaM, J. and BosWijk, A. (2016): Airbnb: the future of  net-
worked hospitality businesses. In: Journal of  Tourism Fu-
tures 2 (1), 22–42. https://doi.org/10.1108/JTF-11-2015-
0048

roelofsen, M. (2018): Performing “home” in the sharing econ-
omies of  tourism: the Airbnb experience in Sofia, Bulgaria. 
In: Fennia, 196 (1), 24–42. https://doi.org/10.11143/fen-
nia.66259

roelofsen, M. and MinCa, C. (2018): The Superhost. Biopoli-
tics, home and community in the Airbnb dream-world of  
global hospitality. In: Geoforum 91, 170–181. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2018.02.021

sChor, J. B. (2017): Does the sharing economy increase inequal-
ity within the eighty percent?: findings from a qualitative 
study of  platform providers. In: Cambridge Journal of  Re-
gions, Economy and Society 10 (2), 263–279. https://doi.
org/10.1093/cjres/rsw047

SIA (Sofia Investment Agency) (2018): Sofia tourism and air 
transport market report. September 2018. http://invest-
sofia.com/en/introducing-the-new-sofia-tourism-and-air-
transport-market-report-2018/ (Date: 11.11.2018)

sigala, M. (2017): Collaborative commerce in tourism: implica-
tions for research and industry. In: Current Issues in Tour-
ism 20 (4), 346–55. https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.20
14.982522

sMigiel, C. (2013): The production of  segregated urban land-
scapes: a critical analysis of  gated communities in Sofia. 
In: Cities 35, 125–135. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cit-
ies.2013.06.008

staddon, C. and Mollov, B. (2000): City profile: Sofia, Bulgaria. 
In: Cities 17 (5), 379–387.

STA (Sofia Tourism Administration) (2016): SOFIA. Tour-
ism in Figures 2016, Sofia, Bulgaria. https://www.vis-
itsofia.bg/images/pdf/tourism-in-figure-2016-en.pdf  
(Date: 10.05.2018)

– (2017): SOFIA. Tourism in figures 2017. Sofia, Bulgaria. 
https://www.visitsofia.bg/images/pdf/tourism-in-figure-
2017-en-.pdf  (Date: 11.11.2018)

stanilov, K. and hirt, S. (2014): Sprawling Sofia. In: stanilov, 
K. and sýkora, L. (eds.): Confronting suburbanization: ur-
ban decentralization in postsocialist Central and Eastern 
Europe. https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118295861.ch6

stors, N. and kagerMeier, A. (2017): The sharing economy 
and its role in metropolitan tourism. In: gravari-BarBas, 
M. and guinand, S. (eds.): Tourism and gentrification in 
contemporary metropolises: international perspectives. 
London, 181–206.

turner, L. and ash, J. (1975): The Golden Hordes: internation-
al tourism and the pleasure Periphery. London.

UNWTO (World Tourism Organization ) (2016): International 
tourism trends in EU-28 member states. Current situation 

and forecasts for 2020-2025-2030. https://ec.europa.eu/
growth/content/international-tourism-trends-eu-28-mem-
ber-states-current-situation-and-forecast-2020-2025-0_en 
(Date: 11.11.2018)

– (2017): The UNWTO World tourism barometer. http://
marketintelligence.unwto.org/content/unwto-world-tour-
ism-barometer (Date: 11.11.2018)

vesselinov, E. (2004): The continuing “Wind of  Change” 
in the Balkans: sources of  housing inequality in Bulga-
ria. In: Urban Studies 41 (13), 2601–2619. https://doi.
org/10.1080/0042098042000294583

WaChsMuth, D. and Weisler, A. (2018): Airbnb and the rent 
gap: gentrification through the sharing economy. In: En-
vironment and Planning A: Economy and Space 50 (6), 
1147–1170. https://doi.org/10.1177/0308518X18778038

World Bank (2017): Bulgaria - Housing sector assessment. 
Washington, D.C. http://documents.worldbank.org/cu-
rated/en/776551508491315626/Bulgaria-Housing-sector-
assessment-final-report (Date: 10.05.2018)

zervas, G.; ProserPio, D. and Byers, J. (2017): The rise of  the 
sharing economy: estimating the impact of  Airbnb on the 
hotel industry. In: Journal of  Marketing Research 54 (5), 
687–705. https://doi.org/10.1509/jmr.15.0204

zanini, S. (2017): Tourism pressures and depopulation in 
Cannaregio:eEffects of  mass tourism on Venetian cultural 
heritage. In: Journal of  Cultural Heritage Management and 
Sustainable Development 7 (2), 164–178. https://doi.
org/10.1108/JCHMSD-06-2016-0036

Author

Dr. Maartje Roelofsen
University of  Graz

Department of  Geography and Regional Science
Heinrichstrasse 36

8010 Graz
Austria

and

Macquarie University
Department of  Geography and Planning

Sydney
NSW 2109

Australia
maartje.roelofsen@mq.edu.au

https://doi.org/10.1108/JTF-11-2015-0048
https://doi.org/10.1108/JTF-11-2015-0048
https://doi.org/10.11143/fennia.66259
https://doi.org/10.11143/fennia.66259
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2018.02.021
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2018.02.021
https://doi.org/10.1093/cjres/rsw047
https://doi.org/10.1093/cjres/rsw047
http://investsofia.com/en/introducing-the-new-sofia-tourism-and-air-transport-market-report-2018/
http://investsofia.com/en/introducing-the-new-sofia-tourism-and-air-transport-market-report-2018/
http://investsofia.com/en/introducing-the-new-sofia-tourism-and-air-transport-market-report-2018/
https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2014.982522
https://doi.org/10.1080/13683500.2014.982522
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2013.06.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2013.06.008
https://www.visitsofia.bg/images/pdf/tourism-in-figure-2016-en.pdf
https://www.visitsofia.bg/images/pdf/tourism-in-figure-2016-en.pdf
https://www.visitsofia.bg/images/pdf/tourism-in-figure-2017-en-.pdf
https://www.visitsofia.bg/images/pdf/tourism-in-figure-2017-en-.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118295861.ch6
https://ec.europa.eu/growth/content/international-tourism-trends-eu-28-member-states-current-situation-and-forecast-2020-2025-0_en
https://ec.europa.eu/growth/content/international-tourism-trends-eu-28-member-states-current-situation-and-forecast-2020-2025-0_en
https://ec.europa.eu/growth/content/international-tourism-trends-eu-28-member-states-current-situation-and-forecast-2020-2025-0_en
http://marketintelligence.unwto.org/content/unwto-world-tourism-barometer
http://marketintelligence.unwto.org/content/unwto-world-tourism-barometer
http://marketintelligence.unwto.org/content/unwto-world-tourism-barometer
https://doi.org/10.1080/0042098042000294583
https://doi.org/10.1080/0042098042000294583
https://doi.org/10.1177/0308518X18778038
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/776551508491315626/Bulgaria-Housing-sector-assessment-final-report
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/776551508491315626/Bulgaria-Housing-sector-assessment-final-report
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/776551508491315626/Bulgaria-Housing-sector-assessment-final-report
https://doi.org/10.1509/jmr.15.0204
https://doi.org/10.1108/JCHMSD-06-2016-0036
https://doi.org/10.1108/JCHMSD-06-2016-0036

