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Overview
The rise of AirBnb, HomeAway, VRBO and other similar platforms has brought the pros and
cons of home-sharing and short-term/vacation rentals to the forefront. In the United States
alone, revenue from vacation rentals amounts to $13 billion in 2018, with subsequent
compound annual growth rates (CAGR) of 8%.1 This rapid growth has given way to intense
opposition from various stakeholder groups, who see it as a challenge to existing business or
industry models, or as a threat to established communities, housing affordability, and/or public
safety.
Industry and business groups representing hotels have been amongst the most vocal
opponents of short-term rentals, which consumers and travellers are increasingly opting for as
an alternative to hotels. In turn, hotels have seen decreased business “during holidays,
conventions and other big events when room rates should be at their highest and the industry
generates a significant portion of its profits”, and have had to decrease their prices to
compete.2 In addition, the hotel industry sees AirBnb as having an unfair advantage as they do
not have to incur the taxes that hotels and other regulated accommodations are subject to. A
2016 release from the American Hotel and Lodging Association outlined its plans to combat
short-term rentals, stating that “there should be a level and legal playing field within the lodging
sector, and...regulations and taxes with respect to short-term rentals should be strictly
enforced”.3
Meanwhile, residents have expressed concerns about the impact of short-term rentals on the
community. With “multi-listings”, where a landlord has multiple units listed on short-term rental
sites, renters and renters’ associations have raised concerns about the impact on the
availability of housing stock for locals.4 Tenants also worry about being evicted as landlords are
able to charge significantly more on short-term rental sites. In one case in Los Angeles, tenants
who had been paying $2,000/month were evicted, and found their home listed on AirBnb with
per-night rates adding up to $15,000/month.5 Moreover, neighbors, stratas, and property
management companies also oppose short-term rentals. Some cite safety concerns from
having a “revolving door of constantly changing guests”, while others bemoan the loss of a
sense of community.6
At the same time, for many homeowners and landlords who rent out a spare bedroom for
several nights a month, short-term rentals are a way of supplementing their income and making
it more cost-effective to live and maintain a residence in an unaffordable city. Similarly, there is
demand from travellers seeking additional accommodation options at a cheaper price point.
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With these competing interests and perspectives, policy decisions on short-term rentals need
to balance the priorities and concerns of homeowners, renters, industry or business groups,
and more. Any jurisdiction’s solution to this controversial issue must integrate feedback from
these diverse stakeholder groups.
For example, the City of San Diego’s experience highlights the importance of consulting with
the public early and involving them in co-creating solutions that reflect the impacts and realities
in their neighborhoods. It has been over three years since residents on both sides of the issue
first petitioned the City on short-term rentals, yet no regulations have been passed. Though
several competing proposals were put to Council in December 2017, local representatives
were unable to come to a consensus and pass any of the proposed regulations.7 A transparent
and shared public dialogue can help prevent gridlock and ensure that policies are enforceable
and practical.

Why consult online?
Decision-makers are increasingly recognizing the importance of incorporating online methods
of gathering feedback from the public. Traditional offline forms of citizen engagement, such as
public hearings or open houses, can be time-consuming, inaccessible, or inconvenient for
many. In addition, public meetings on emotionally-charged topics tend to draw the “vocal
minority”, whose opinion may not reflect that of the population at large. The adversarial tone of
many in-person forms of engagement also excludes more moderate members of the
community, who may not feel comfortable participating amongst those with extreme views.
Providing legitimate and defensible methods of providing feedback online is a powerful way to
give voice to community members who are deterred by the combative nature of in-person
consultations.
Online platforms help build trust and support genuine engagement by supplementing in-person
and basic digital submission methods. Online methods of engagement also increase rates of
participation and connect with demographic groups who are less likely to attend a public
meeting, such as youth, families with children, people with physical disabilities, people who
speak a different primary language, and more. Online techniques also allow proponents of
consultations to modify and tailor their approach with greater flexibility, based on their target
demographics.
However, there are still serious challenges with the current methods of engaging and
consulting with citizens online, such as social media, anonymous forms, or surveys. In this
white paper, we will examine the following questions in greater depth:
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1. When consulting online, how can decision-makers ensure that they are hearing from
residents within their jurisdiction?
2. When dealing with controversial issues such as home-sharing, short-term rentals, and
housing affordability, how can facilitators or moderators ensure that online dialogue is
kept respectful and productive?
3. How can local governments facilitate a public consultation process with community
buy-in and public trust?

Solution: Digital ID Authentication and Online Citizen Engagement
One of the first things participants are asked to do at many open houses is to put on a name
tag and introduce themselves before speaking. Most focus groups sessions start with a
roundtable introduction, where participants disclose their name and affiliations to avoid
conflicts of interest. Municipalities and governments often require people to provide their name
and residential address to sign into a public hearing or be added to the speakers’ list. These
measures ensure that everyone is on the same page and establish a baseline of mutual respect
amongst participants.
Governments need to be confident that they’re connecting with and hearing from the right
people in a way that is secure and verifiable while meeting modern-day demands of
convenience and 24/7 access. Digital identity (ID) authentication plays a crucial role.
Processes of authenticating one’s identity – that is, proving that you are the person who you
say you are – are taken for granted in the physical world. For example, people are required to
show identification in order to open a bank account, vote, or board an airplane. This is usually
a fairly straightforward process.
Digital ID authentication is becoming increasingly ubiquitous thanks to the rise of online
government services, online banking, and other forms of online service delivery. It is entirely
reasonable to expect people to prove that they are who they claim to be in order to access
services online. Applying this norm of authentication can be transformational for public input
processes around home-sharing and short-term rentals. When hearing from community
members or key stakeholders, including interest or lobby groups, knowing that participants are
real and relevant builds confidence in the feedback collected. At the same time,
privacy-protecting principles such as Privacy by Design8 must be incorporated into the process
to ensure that the information used to authenticate the participant (e.g. email address, physical
address, driver’s licence, passport, etc.) cannot be abused or compromised.
There are three major benefits of digital ID authentication and online citizen engagement:
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1. Be confident that feedback is originating from within the community: As home-sharing
and short-term rentals are often regulated at the local level of government, the confidence that
feedback is coming from real, local individuals helps ensure that solutions and regulations
reflect the unique needs and challenges of the community. Authenticating participants’ digital
ID to physical location (e.g. residential address) allows decision-makers to prioritize feedback
from or limit participation to residents within their jurisdiction. Policymaking is rarely a
one-size-fits-all situation – while case studies, experiences, and challenges from other
municipalities can provide useful precedent, a nuanced understanding of the local context is
crucial.
Furthermore, as the technology becomes more ubiquitous, online consultations on
controversial issues are also increasingly susceptible to bots and spammers which seek to
undermine the public input process, sway policy outcomes and influence the final decision.
The higher the stakes, the more likely that this is to happen. The recent Federal
Communications Commission (FCC) consultation saw hundreds of thousands of fake
comments opposing net neutrality left by bots, using the names and addresses of dead people
and stolen identities.9 The repeal of net neutrality legislation based on claims of widespread
opposition, justified by fraudulent and indefensible data, has only served to fuel the profound
mistrust between decision-makers and citizens.
Digital ID authentication ensures that participants are real and relevant, and prevents people
and bots from participating multiple times (“ballot-stuffing”) and flooding the system with
duplicate responses. Decision-makers can therefore be confident that feedback is coming from
their constituents, while community members can trust that the outcomes are based on their
feedback and that of real residents, like themselves.
2. Respectful dialogue and defensible feedback: In anonymous or pseudonymous platforms,
the barriers to entry are low and anyone with an Internet connection can participate. Anyone
can start a social media account and obtain direct access to their governments or
representatives. Open online surveys or polls usually do not require any identifying information
and can be completed by anyone. One key benefit is the ability for participants to present their
views without fearing reprisal from community members or other respondents.
Unfortunately, the anonymity or pseudonymity afforded by many online platforms also
encourages participants to act with impunity. The combination of deindividuation and
dehumanization empowers people to speak or behave in ways which they would never do in a
face-to-face interaction. According to a study from the Pew Research Center, “73% of adult
internet users have seen someone be harassed in some way online and 40% have personally
experienced it.”10 The often disrespectful and offensive nature of online discourse is a major
factor that deters local governments from engaging with citizens online. Similarly,
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well-intentioned citizens who want to have their say are often turned off by the trolling,
cyberbullying or harassment which is rampant online – they simply choose to tune out.
Digital ID authentication has proven to be an effective deterrent to these negative online
behaviors. In a recent case study in Elkhart County, IN, where community members were
asked for feedback on the proposed zoning for an immigration detention centre, hundreds of
comments were collected over the course of a week. Despite the charged rhetoric surrounding
immigration on both sides of the aisle, the online discourse on remained respectful and
thoughtful.11 Once participants had been authenticated, they were more likely to take
responsibility and be accountable for their comments. Knowing that other participants were
fellow community members – as opposed to faceless online entities – also helped ensure civil
and productive dialogue.
3. Meaningful and nuanced comparison of public opinion across neighborhoods:
Residents are not a monolithic bloc – even within communities, there are a diversity of
perspectives and priorities. For example, the impacts of short-term rentals may be especially
pronounced in certain neighborhoods. The effect on residents of working-class neighborhoods
may be very different from that on residents in affluent neighborhoods; similarly, the effect on
predominantly rental-based neighborhoods may be very different from that in neighborhoods
where residents own their homes.
By knowing where participants are coming from, the feedback data collected can be spatially
segmented, visualized, and analyzed. The ability to thoughtfully observe and consider the
differences in public opinion across communities within a given jurisdiction strengthens the
impact of any regulations which are crafted and makes them easier to implement.

Conclusion
As home-sharing and short-term rentals continue to expand, local governments need to act to
create practical, effective regulations which reflect the unique needs, concerns and priorities of
their jurisdictions. With the large number of interests and stakeholders invested in the issue,
local governments cannot act unilaterally when shaping regulations. Digital ID authentication is
crucial for the collection of legitimate, defensible feedback data from residents and key
stakeholders, which can then be confidently used in the policymaking process.
Ready to tackle the issue of home-sharing and short-term rentals in your jurisdiction? Contact
PlaceSpeak to learn more about how you can hear from community members and key
stakeholders in an authenticated and defensible manner.
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