Couchsurfing as a socio-anthropological aspect of hospitality
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Introduction
Many scholars devoted their works to phenomenon of hospitality and it is usually associated with a closely intertwined intimate and personal relationships and amity conformed by the terms of geniality and hostility [Molz, 2007].
Nevertheless, the concept of hospitality has transformed due to advanced technologies and market expansion and has been simplified because of the market force. The commodification begins to play a crucial role in the sphere of tourists’ practices. As a counterbalance, there are some new hospitality practices appearing in the tourism field, for instance, couchsurfing.
Couchsurfing is a global guest network targeted at giving travelers all over the world a possibility to find free temporary accommodation or to shelter wayfarers in their house. Couchrsurfers can be divided into two groups – guests, who visit someone on a free basis and hosts who lodge travelers in their house. Their interactions become possible because of a special Internet-platform where all of participants have got special personal profiles. The basis of couchsurfing ideology consists in forming social and cultural network, focusing on such human values as tolerance and cosmopolitanism.
Aim and objectives of the project
The presented project focuses on the communication of couchsurfers (guests and hosts) as in the offline-world as on the Internet. As for the main aim of the investigation, we decided to describe and to analyze mechanisms of couchsurfers’ interaction to understand how this example of social network functions. To come to the solution, a list of objectives was set up:
· To reveal how couchsurfers perceive tourist practices and differ their community and the tourist community;
· To reveal the motives of couchsurfers while travelling or hosting;
· To reveal the practices of gift-exchange developed among couchsurfers.
Methodology and data
We conducted 23 interviews with couchsurfers of different age and travelling status, asking them to narrate their couchsurfing experience. We confined our sample with those couchsurfers who live in Russia and have guested or hosted other couchsurfers at least 2 times for the past year. Table 1 describes our sample:
Table 1
Respondents’ differentiation by age, gender and couchsurfing status
	Age
	Host
	Guest
	Hosts and guest

	18-30
	2 men
2 women
	2 m
2 w
	2 m
2 w

	31+
	2 m
2 w
	2 m
2 w
	2 m
2 w


Interviews were conducted both face-to-face and via Skype. Each interview lasted around 40 minutes. We used an intensive sampling as we attempted to grasp the essence of couchsurfing practices, not the marginal cases. There was no trouble with accessibility to the field. Couchsurfers were very interested and intrigued by our invitation to the interview.
As to the limitations of our sample we can mention the fact that all of our respondents had positive attitudes towards the couchsurfing. Our sampling did not presuppose interviewing those who had malign experience and for this reason stopped to travel via couchsurfing.
Results
Having considered base elements of couchsurfers’ lifestyle and their views on mass tourism, we can conclude that couchsurfers and tourists (according to the words of couchsurfers) are two opposite sides of the travelling continuum, however, couchsurfers also have gradation on more and less commercialized in their community. Besides, it is important to note main couchsurfer’s characteristics that have been revealed: couchsurfers usually prefer temporary job to permanent one, they don’t get married and rarely have children; their relations with locals are not as commercialized as they are between usual tourists and locals. This means that by getting rid of such social anchors as family and work responsibilities they have more abilities to fill in their social and cultural capitals during travelling.
As for the motivation of couchsurfers, it was found that the main purpose of their interactions is communication: guests and hosts are fond of new acquaintances; they are easy-going and really open-minded persons, who can easily initiate a social contact. Moreover, the aims of guests and hosts differ; however, it is impossible to interpret the reasons of guests’ travelling in terms of egoistic self-interest while hosts are supposed to be altruists – it is not so and their relationships are based on the principle of mutual benefit. 
Moreover, it was explored that money are not implemented in couchsurfers’ offline relations in any way. Paying your host for nights lodging is considered as atypical and even offensive behavior. Hosts were discovered to appreciate emotions and knowledge received from conversations with their guests more than symbolic gifts like souvenirs and postcards. We also elucidated the fact that hosts differentiate their guests and attitude towards them. However, it is more the matter of external circumstances, not the purposeful act.

All in all, couchsurfing is an outstanding example of interdependence of two worlds: a usual world with face-to-face contacts and a world of the Internet virtual ties. This hospitality service makes our life noticeable and exciting. It is a sort of a search of authenticity – according to Goffman’s theory of frontstage and backstage couchsurfers try to discover new, authentic places of interest where native people from foreign countries live. As a result they get acquainted with a real backstage of the lives of indigenous people and this fact is a central in couchsurfing philosophy.
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