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INTRODUCTION 

This case study is one of a number extracted from a project titled
“Modelling the EU Economy as an Ecosystem of Contracts
(Methodology Study)” funded by the European Commission. The
project’s focus is to investigate how considering an economy as an
ecosystem of contracts might be used to supplement existing
methods of modelling economic value in a modern interconnected
and increasingly digital world. 

The Open Trust Fabric Alliance (www.opentrustfabric.org) has been
created to provide a platform for an open and inclusive ecosystem
of contributors to demonstrate an innovative approach for both
reporting the economy as an ecosystem of contracts and
implementing it. Connecting the legal, accounting and business
functions into a united system. Creating an interface between these
three worlds helps to support the dynamic visualisation of the
economy through contracts and will help policy makers go beyond
GDP, improving policy design, organisational relationships and
operations. 

The pandemic that we have experienced has the
potential to be an even greater catalyst for
meaningful change. Forcing us to think more
deeply about the way that businesses and society
operate. Among the changes may be a shift away
from the predominant transactional approach to
contracting, instead adopting relational terms
and frameworks. However, while such a move
would be transformational in the way we observe
and manage interconnections, it would not in
itself bring about the relational economy.   

It is the intersection of a relational approach to
contracting and digitisation that will create the
environment for relational economies measured
as ecosystems of contracts. 
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The project has assessed the role of contracts in modern
economies, the current weaknesses, and the opportunity for a
more consistent approach to comparing and measuring contracts.
It then considered two streams, the organisational indicators, and
the technological indicators, that have the potential to come
together to enhance and drive economic value, whether financial,
social, or societal. 

In the consideration of organisational indicators, the report
considers relational contracting, its linkage to ‘friction points’ in the
contracting process, and the impact of platforms resulting in a
simple model that is able to fit the data on an ecosystem of
contracts, Airbnb, and use this model to better understand how the
cost of contracts affects aggregate performance.  

This case study is a part of the overall project aimed at
understanding and comparing a number of different business
models, their design attributes, and how these affect the level of
‘friction’ in the contracting process. The accommodation booking
space was selected as one of three initial case studies for a number
of reasons. 

Firstly, the travel sector and in particular accommodation booking
is a space that has been subject to significant innovation and digital
adoption resulting in several, differentiated, models. While each
model has adopted digital technology to a greater or lesser extent
they have evolved from different starting points and have made
different design decisions.

Secondly, due to the nature of the market, there
are an increasing amount of publicly available
data and insights allowing for analysis of the
models. While much of this is subjective, there is
a significant amount of objective data available
which allows for more detailed modelling os
some of the business models. 

Thirdly, the accommodation booking market
resonates quickly with many peoples and is,
therefore, a good platform for communicating
the underpinning concepts of the project. 

It should be said that when looking at the three
models and three specific applications of them.
This case study and the overall report doesn’t
intend to make a judgement on the
organisations selected. The aim is to provide a
comparison of the three approaches and the
effect of the design decisions and attributes on
the friction points and the associated velocity in
the contracting process. 
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CONTRACT
ECONOMICS 

Contract economics is about understanding the cost of contract
creation, the financial impacts of risk allocation and acceptance,
managing the operational costs associated with contract
performance, identifying friction points throughout the contract
lifecycle and tackling the sources of contract value erosion.   

Leading businesses have recognised that the current approach to
contracting is hugely inefficient and costly and have started to
address this overall “cost of contracting” seeking to understand its
role in driving increased revenue and profit.  

Contract production costs, including
identification and collation of appropriate
terms, negotiation and execution .  
The cost associated with contract complexity.    
The cost associated with post-award
management of contracts, contract operations
and administration.    
The cost associated with asset protection,
risk allocation, impacts on innovation and
continuous improvement .  

Costs associated with the production and
management of contracts need to be looked at in
the context of the entire contracting lifecycle,
including:  

 
One of World Commerce & Contracting’s most-
cited pieces of research is the “10 Pitfalls” which
highlights the ten most significant elements in the
contracting process that are likely to be costing
money – on average these pitfalls cost
organisations around 9.2% of their annual
revenue.  

The cost of contracting  
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Figure 1 The 10 Pitfalls in the contracting process (World Commerce & Contracting) 
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The 10 Pitfalls identified in Figure 1 are examples of negative friction
points which can occur throughout the contracting lifecycle. A
friction-point is defined as any event during the lifecycle that
causes delay and therefore carries a cost (in this context, ‘cost’ can
take multiple forms, ranging from time expended by human
resources to the loss of cost reductions or revenues due to delayed
availability or implementation).  

A recent report published by World Commerce & Contracting, titled
‘Faster Contracts. Better Contracts. (World Commerce &
Contracting (December 2020), Friction Points:
https://www.worldcc.com/Portals/IACCM/Resources/10006_0_Faster
-Better.pdf)  sheds further light on the multiple friction points that
exist in the largely forgotten process of contracting and
demonstrates the extent to which emerging technologies and
platforms are providing solutions. 

As depicted in Figure 2, the process, designed
around the end to end contracting lifecycle, is
split into Phases (e.g., evaluation, negotiation,
implementation) and also between the buyer and
the supplier, since even those friction-points that
they have in common will generally have different
cost impacts. 

Friction points are covered in more detail in a
separate mini-report, however, are important in
the context of this report as they sit at the core of
the different models that we will consider. 

Exploring Friction Points in Contracting 
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Figure 2 Decrypting friction point analysis 10
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An increasingly important factor for consideration in the context of
friction points analysis is the impact of platforms in the lifecycle. As
also explained and analysed in the Feasibility Study (Telesca, L. &
Hazard, J. (2019), ‘Main economic concepts and motivation
supporting a complementary view of GDP’, Deliverable 1, Feasibility
Study: Modelling the EU Economy as an ecosystem of contracts)
platforms are playing an increasingly central role in the “web of
contracts”. They not only accelerate the digitalisation of contracting
but also manage relations, collect and route data, becoming more
and more a super node in the internet of contracts’ topology.
Platforms can take many forms and are not just technological, they
can be the use of forms, templates, and standard contracts to
create increased consistency. 

Whereas Figure 2 depicted a traditional model involving a buy-side
and a sell-side player, it is possible to insert a ‘platform layer’ into
the model. 

The platform provides specific ‘services’ to the
buy and sell side parties (like offloading some
tasks, facilitating communication and/or
streamlining some operations) and often collects,
analyses, and uses data to perform its role and
create value. As shown in Figure 3, in phases 1-3
this is often focused on accelerating the process
of search, selection, and negotiation. It could be
also connected with the removal of certain
control and brokering functions that are
increasing costs or increasing bureaucracy. In
phases 4-5 this is often focused on more efficient
delivery. The value created through the insertion
of a platform can be in the form of velocity,
financial benefit, automatic reporting and control
and or data insight and how these various
categories of value are distributed varies from
platform to platform.

Accelerating contracting via technology: the advent of the
platform’s economy 
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FROM ACCOMMODATIONS
BOOKING TO AIRBNB –
COMPARING THREE
ACCOMMODATION
BOOKING MODELS 

Traditionally, if a traveller wanted to book short term accommodation for a business or leisure trip, they would have needed to
contact hotels, and guest house providers directly with their requirement to understand what was available and on offer. Even in
the early days of the internet, this was the approach, albeit identifying the options and what may be available was simplified and
accelerated.  

Once an option was down-selected the booking was carried out direct with the provider. The guest was at the centre of, and
responsible for a web of relationships and interactions as shown in Figure 4, the ‘direct relationship model’. 

The Direct Model 
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The Local Intermediary Model 
Over time in areas of high demand or focused on specific target
consumers local or focused intermediaries formed. The aim of this
model was for the intermediary to act as the interface between the
guest and multiple hosts. While technology was adopted it was
largely done so as a ‘back office’ task rather than a primary service
offering. 

 

The Global Intermediary Model 
With the growth of the internet as not only a
distributor of information but also a transaction
platform, there was a growth in online travel
booking sites that acted as brokers, aggregators
and increasingly integrators of other providers’
offerings. These platforms, such as Expedia, E-
bookers, Booking.com, largely sat between the
guests and the hosts in the accommodation
market and because they often bundled services
and were defined as ‘tour operators’ they were
also subject to various existing traditional
regulation, such as the EU Directive on Package
and Linked Travel Arrangements (EU Commission
2020: https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/law-
topic/consumers/travel-and-timeshare-
law/package-travel-directive_enGlasserman, P. &
Young, H. P. (2015), ‘How likely is contagion in
financial networks?’, Journal of Banking & Finance
50, 383–399), see Figure 5 for an illustration of
the ‘service aggregator (intermediary) based
model. 
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The benefit for guests is that the platform provides a single portal
to search, select, and transact for a stay, thereby simplifying and
accelerating the process within a platform that is trusted in part
because of its scale and brand reputation. If integrated bookings
are made, while individual elements are subject to package
regulations, there have been instances where guests have booked
multiple services on the platform separately and have found that
when their flight alone was cancelled, they were subsequently
unable to get a refund on their hotel booking. Although both flight
and accommodation were booked on the one platform, they fell
outside of the package regulations. 

Intermediary platforms have their genesis in the traditional travel
and leisure sector and initially were about aggregating flight,
accommodation, and other travel services. 

The Infomediary 
Airbnb, as an example of an infomediary,
however, has its genesis from making available
existing unused capacity either in the form of
spare rooms, or whole properties. In making
available these untapped assets and designing
their business model such that they are largely a
payment platform see Figure 6, they have
consciously positioned themselves in an
unregulated space. Once a guest has selected an
accommodation option, a contract is created
directly between the guest and the host. In many
parts of the world, there are regulations in
relation to short and long-term letting of
residential properties, however, in the Airbnb
model this is the responsibility of the host and
they specifically exclude package regulations in
their T&Cs. 
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Comparing the Platform Models 
While all of these models operate in the same space, they are very
different in their conscious design, their approaches, and the user
experience. Below we will look at various aspects of three of the
models overlaid on the various lifecycle phases showing their
potential impact on the key friction points. 

As described above each of the models is different at the highest
level, however, there are a number of differences when considering
them in more detail. 
 

Platform A: a local intermediary – which
focuses on a national basis and also targets a
specific part of the accommodation market –
this is a basic platform that is the platform
equivalent of the direct relationship model. 
Platform B: a global intermediary – focusing
on multiple types of travel services which can
be integrated or booked separately. 
Platform C: an infomediary. 

The analysis below is a comparison between
three platforms: 

To compare them, a process of searching for a
randomly selected fictional requirement
(Accommodation in St Ives, Cornwall, for 2 adults
and 1 child (10 years old), from 19th July 2021 to
26th July 2021. With car parking and close to the
sea) on each platform was used along with wider
analysis.
 
The comparison is split into a number of specific
perspectives: 
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 Model

Nature of

platform

Friction 

Point Phase 

 

PLATFORM A
(LOCAL

INTERMEDIARY)

PLATFORM B 
(GLOBAL

INTERMEDIARY) 
 

PLATFORM C
(INFOMEDIARY) 

Local intermediary platform (incl.
regulated offering) focused on sub-
set of the accommodation market 

Digital portal on a traditional
‘back-end’ 
Much of the activity takes place
around and/or off-platform 

Acts as a primary reservation
platform and a ‘connectivity solution’
to other reservation channels 

Platform acts as an integrator of
other platforms and connections 
Less alignment and consistency
of commercial offerings with user
requirements as they seem to be
driven by limitations of the
platform e.g., most house rentals
are non-refundable 

Acts as a primary reservation
platform or a reservation channel
when used with a ‘connectivity
solution’ to connect to your primary
reservation platform 

End-to-end integration and
control of the user experience to
reduce friction points – primary
purpose of the platform 
End-to-end digitisation – data
capture, flow and use 

Acts as your primary reservation
platform 

End-to-end self-service by hosts and
guests 
 
More recently the option to use a
connectivity solution or a channel
manager. 

Centralised global travel
intermediary platform (including
regulated offering) 

Centralised global infomediary
platform 
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1 - 6

1 - 6

Level & Nature 

of Data

Collected 

Data 

Usage 

Limited – largely data required to
provide the services 

Restricted usage rights
Privacy policy – 2,650 words 
Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level 10.6 
Readable for 81% of addressable
audience (69% general public) 

Wide usage rights 

 “Create aggregated or otherwise
anonymised or de-identified data, 
which we may use and disclose 
without restriction where permissible “ 

Privacy policy – 12,000 words 
Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level 12.8 
Readable for 64% of addressable
audience (54% general public) 

Wide usage rights 

Privacy policy (incl. Supplements) –
7,500 words 
Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level 12.4 
Readable for 67% of addressable
audience (57% general public) 
 

Considerable levels of data but
often limited to a ‘coarse level’ of
precision 

Significant levels of data at a
precise level 1 - 6

1 - 6



As the summary above shows all three platforms can act as a
primary reservation platform for a host where they can describe,
and manage their assets, the availability and the terms of the
booking. With the Local Intermediary, in addition to direct
marketing by the platform to guests, it also uses connection
solutions to offer the host properties to the guest market through
both the Global Intermediary and the Infomediary to access a
larger pool of potential guests.  

The Global Intermediary offers their platform as a primary
reservation platform to smaller providers, or as a channel for larger
providers who can use a connection solution to connect their
primary reservation platform to the Global Intermediary. 

Originally the Infomediary approach was that it was the primary
reservation platform, however, with growth into the market there
has been an adoption of the use of connectivity solutions and
channel partners. Technology remains at the core of platforms like
Airbnb with them publicly stating: 
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“People, not robots – scaling artificial intelligence to empower, not replace 
At a time when technology is displacing and replacing people in the workforce, Airbnb provides a way to empower people economically. By
enabling new travel experiences, hosts are able to earn more and help sustain their local communities. 

Technology is at the core of this. You may not realise, but every reservation made on Airbnb interacts with machine learning or AI
technology we’ve developed. We use AI across Airbnb to reduce the friction that is inherent to our platform – for everything from improving
search, to preventing fraud, to helping hosts optimise pricing. We first began building machine learning models in 2013 to strengthen our
search and discovery capabilities. On the guest side, for example, this includes matching people with the most relevant listings, Experiences,
and services around the world. When guests visit Airbnb, it’s no longer about just finding a home or experience, but about finding the
perfect one for them. 

For hosts, we’ve developed new ways to improve Smart Pricing to help to predict the probability that a listing will be booked at a given price
at a given calendar date. This helps both drive our search engine as well as hosts price their listing based on what they want to optimise for
(e.g., occupancy rate vs. price per stay). 

We also have some big ideas about how we can build machine learning algorithms and AI in the future. For example, we’re exploring: 

Building a deeper understanding of images – to provide better matching to our guests (i.e., if the host uploads an image that is upside-
down, we can detect and fix it automatically). How can we use images and text to surface up listings where, for example, the host did not
mention that there is a crib, but their photo shows a photo of a crib in one of the rooms? 

Improving reviews using natural language processing (NLP) since we see reviews that are often more about the city guests have visited than
the listing. With NLP, we can surface reviews that are most relevant to the listing itself to provide the best experience for future guests. 

Supporting more advanced search using NLP: Currently, guests can only search for cities, but what if guests can open-text search for “a
beach house in Hawaii for families,” and we provide results that are based on both images and text?” 
(Airbnb (2018), Sharing More About the Technology That Powers Airbnb, Sharing More About the Technology That Powers Airbnb)
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And it’s this reason that we see the approach to data being
different across the platforms. Data and data driven technology is
at the core of both the Infomediary and the Global Intermediary
platforms with both requiring that guests and hosts grant wide
usage rights both in terms of delivering the services and wider
usage to the platforms. These usage rights are buried in long and
relatively complex privacy policies. 

The Local Intermediary uses a shorter and simpler privacy policy
and seeks rights to capture and use data in the delivery of the
services. 
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EVALUATING
PLATFORM
IMPACT ON
FRICTION
POINT
ANALYSIS 

Host Onboarding & Experience 
The host experience is most different with the
Local Intermediary, which is the most traditional,
human-based solution, and is such to create a
differentiator. There is often little information
publicly available as each platform-host
relationship is managed by a real person and
tailored to a certain extent. Equally, the ongoing
management of availability is less flexible and
often agreed upfront for a season or a period of
time, and only tweaked during the period. 

Both the Global Intermediary and Infomediary
have designed self-service solutions which are
light touch in terms of the effort required. The
Infomediary emphasises the importance of high-
quality photos in attracting guests. Ongoing
maintenance on both these platforms is designed
to be low but depends on whether the primary
reservation platform is their platform or the
host’s own platform. The ongoing adjustment of
the offering is an area where the Infomediary
leverages their data technology to use AI/machine
learning to provide advice to hosts. 
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Host experience –

Ongoing level of

platform

maintenance 

Managed onboarding – 5 days
(elapsed time) 

Medium – availability, pricing and
terms agreed upfront on a
seasonal basis with less need to
adjust. Interface with other
platforms provided by the
Company for hosts in return for
potentially a higher management
fee. 

Varied - depending on the
nature of the relationship with
the Company. Where a host
runs their own reservation
system and uses a ‘connectivity
solution’ the cost $ & effort is
likely high as multiple platforms
are used. 

Low – need to maintain Airbnb
asset data, availability and
terms – single platform with
data enabled support e.g.
suggested pricing 

45 mins (Expedia view) +
preparation =~ ½ day (effort)  

Self-service 30-60 mins to list +
photos = ~½ day (effort) 
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Host experience - 

Cost of Discovery 
(1 time per property) 

1 - 2

2 - 3

Friction 

Point Phase 

 

PLATFORM A
(LOCAL

INTERMEDIARY)

PLATFORM B 
(GLOBAL

INTERMEDIARY) 
 

PLATFORM C
(INFOMEDIARY) 



The guest experience during discovery and filtering is critical to
driving perceived ease of use for guests and therefore platform
adoption and ‘stickiness’. It is also a fundamental part of building
trust and this an area where the Infomediary platform has invested
heavily in their design and approach. 

The site is a very visual approach with multiple visualisation
techniques deployed to simplify, communicate, and show what the
offer is both at a overall search output level and at the individual
property level. This results in a simple to understand, and quick to
assess ability for the guest to filter and down select. 

In addition, due to the fact that it has a large pool of hosts and
using various other techniques, the search produced a high
number of results with a wide distribution of pricing, both of which
combine to give guests a perception that they have choice and
their eventual choice is of their own making. 

When compared to the other platforms there are
some significant differences in this area. For
example, when searching on the Global
Intermediary platform it is evident that search
has been developed from the perspective of
searching traditional hotel offerings which have a
tighter range of offerings and amenities rather
than individual properties which have an almost
infinite set of offerings and amenities and in this
area the search and filtering capabilities were
clearly performing at a lower level than the
Infomediary meaning that as a guest there was a
need to double check the outputs. 

The Local Intermediary had the lowest number of
search results and the narrowest spread of
pricing which may give guests the perception that
their choice was being directed by the platform.
In building trust through the process, the
Infomediary platform does this to the greatest
extent as shown by the highest level of previous-
guest reviews for properties compared to the
other two platforms. 
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Guest 

experience

Friction Point Phase 

 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 - 6 

PLATFORM C
(INFOMEDIARY) 

Self-service direct digital platform
or through other platforms incl.
Airbnb or through agents 

12 options  

£1707 - £2145 

Good 

£840 - £8,120 
£17,080 (refined search) 

Poor

Visual 
93.3 = between ‘Excellent’ and

‘Best Imaginable’ 
 

Visual 
54.2 = ‘OK’ 

 

Prose 
41.7 = ‘Poor’ 

 

£766-£2243 (wider area) 
£1286 - £2050 (local area) 

Good 

5 options (not possible to filter on
coastal, this had to be done from
map and car parking included
actually excluded accommodation
with car parking) 

25 options (opened to wider area)
or 7 in local area with 18 places
nearby 

17 options 

32 options (21 local + 9 wider
area) + 100+ showing ‘sold out’
(disclosure that ‘what we are are
paid impacts our sort order’) 

293 options - 232 options in local
area 

Self-service digital platform Self-service digital platform  
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Friction 

Point Phase 

 

PLATFORM A
(LOCAL

INTERMEDIARY)

PLATFORM B 
(GLOBAL

INTERMEDIARY) 
 

PLATFORM C
(INFOMEDIARY) 

1 - 6

Basic search

results 

Refine search – 

parking & coastal 

Price range (excl.

Most & least

expensive

property) 

Quality of search 

Data

visualisation/UX

& System

Usability Scale

(SUS) Score*6

*6 System Usability Scale is a simple methodology for measuring usability developed by John Brooke https://uxpajournal.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/8/pdf/JUS_Brooke_February_2013.pdf 
The scores in this report were from a small group of three independent participants tasked with making a common booking on the three platforms and then scoring their experience using the SUS. 

https://uxpajournal.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/8/pdf/JUS_Brooke_February_2013.pdf


1

 

1

 

1 - 6 

1  

No

Traditional layout 

Low – 0 to 20 

10 mins 

Visually clear graphical layout 

Variable and often very low
(single 0-5 reviews) unless hotels 

15 mins 5 mins 

Visually clear graphical layout – 
easy to see offering and conditions 

High – 10s to 200+ 

Yes Yes
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Search on map 

Property details 

Number of reviews/

properties map 

Time to discover

for Guest 



The concept of negotiation in the context of all three platforms is
different from the traditional view of a contractual negotiation. In
the first instance, all three platforms use host/platform driven T&Cs
where there is no negotiation of them available to guests in the
main. From a guest perspective negotiation is the choice of using
one platform vs another. 

In the case of both the Global Intermediary and the Infomediary the
T&Cs were long, complex and beyond the capabilities and desires
of almost all guests to read and comprehend fully. Both of these
platforms rely on their design and the trust that they have built for
the guest to ‘click through’ the T&Cs without reading them.
 
With the Global Intermediary, only traditional hotels gave the
option to book and pay later. With other bookings payment was
required at the point of booking even for cancellable options. 

On balance the Local Intermediary was the
platform where for various reasons a guest is
most likely to read the T&Cs before booking,
however, their T&Cs were the shortest. 

If there is a requirement from a guest perspective
to request any adjustment to the offer, then in
the main it is designed to be done after the
booking is made with requests direct between
the guest and the host in most cases (e.g., an
earlier check-in). 
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2 - 3 

1 - 3 

10 pages 
7,250 words  
Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level 13.0 
Readable for 63% of addressable
audience (54% general public) 

Less visual layout extends time to
assess the property, e.g. lack of map
of properties. 
 
Due to lower choice, tighter range of
pricing, and less ‘visual transparency’
users may be more likely to read
T&Cs. 
 
T&Cs (excl. Ferry Bookings): 

Review 8 properties – 4-5 mins each
= ~40 mins  
Review T&Cs to get important
information ~15-20 mins 
 
 
Total ~60 mins 

Manual search meant had to click on
higher number (~15) to find likely
properties ~ 20 mins  
Review 8 properties in more detail 4-
5 mins =~30 mins
  
Total ~60mins 

Review 5 properties selected from
map – 3-5 mins each = ~20 mins Plus
1-3 mins – no reading of T&Cs – click
through 
 
Total ~25 mins 

~43 pages  
~25,000 words  
Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level 12.9 
Readable for 63% of addressable
audience (54% general public) 

Poor quality of filtering search
results. 
Down select process more manual  
Visual site layout makes it quite easy
to down select using the map. 
 Some of the descriptions were long
single paragraph prose. 
 
T&Cs incl. privacy statement 

 

~60 pages  
8,700 words 
Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level 13.4 
Readable for 60% of addressable
audience (51% general public) 

Accessible nature of information on
site, level of choice, impression of
open market, trust, and usability
increases velocity to bargain. 
 Importance of map of properties and
photos to assess and down select 
 
T&Cs (excl. policies) 
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PLATFORM C
(INFOMEDIARY) 

Friction 

Point Phase 

 

PLATFORM A
(LOCAL

INTERMEDIARY)

PLATFORM B 
(GLOBAL

INTERMEDIARY) 
 

PLATFORM C
(INFOMEDIARY) 

Ease of

understanding

offering &

bargain 

Cost to bargain

(time) 



Pre-Arrival / Stay Experience (Host & Guest) 
Once the booking has been made and accepted through the
platforms the guest has a contract with the host. In the case of the
Local Intermediary model, the Local Intermediary acts as an agent
of the host. 

The Global Intermediary ‘operates the Website which acts as an
interface between you and the various Travel Service Providers
offering the Services’. In this model guests are subject to the Travel
Service Providers’ T&Cs at the point of booking in addition to the
platform ones. These can be changed by the Travel Service
Providers over time and therefore guests are told to ‘save and/or
print a copy of these General Terms and Conditions for future reference
when making a booking’. 

The infomediary states that their role is to
provide the platform and act as a payment
processor. They explicitly state that they are not
acting as agent in any capacity for hosts or
guests. The T&Cs for bookings between the
guests and hosts are those in the platform T&Cs,
however, hosts may require additional T&Cs to be
signed and this is performed directly between the
guest and host after booking on the platform. 

In each of the models the platform provider takes
a slightly different position, however, what each
platform tries to do is move any minor elements
of ‘negotiation’, for example, an earlier check-in
time, post-booking. 

In the event that there are issues either pre-
arrival or during the stay, both the Local and
Global Intermediary act as an interface point with
the host often providing the ability to talk to a
customer service representative who liaises with
the host. While this is the case with the
Infomediary, there is a much heavier reliance on
the platform as the interface. 
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Post-Stay 
There are two main activities post-stay for all of the models: a) issue
resolution; and b) feedback. 

In relation to issue resolution as with the pre-arrival and stay
communication both the Local and Global Intermediary act as an
interface point with the host often providing the ability to talk to a
customer service representative who liaises with the host.  

While this is the case with the Infomediary, there is a much heavier
reliance on the platform as the interface. For example, if during the
stay there was an issue then either the guest or the host can raise
the issue on the platform in order to try and resolve it between
themselves. Only after a specified period of time can it then be
escalated to the Infomediary who will mediate and eventually opine. 

Feedback has become increasingly important to all of the
platforms. Research shows that feedback in the form of reviews has
a significant impact on peoples’ likelihood to make a purchase
(Podium, 2017) and this is further amplified if the reviews are
trusted. 

With the growth of online trading platforms such as Amazon, and
eBay, users, both buyers and sellers, have become increasingly
used to the concept of reviews and their role in both down
selection and the speed of getting to commitment.  

Each of the booking platforms that we compared
embed the concept of feedback and reviews,
however, there is a difference between the
approach taken by the Local and Global
Intermediaries and the Infomediary. 

While the Local and Global Intermediaries both
allow and encourage guests to leave feedback
about hosts, it doesn’t work in reverse. What is
seen is that in general in the comparison there
was a much lower number of reviews per
property, however, they are increasingly ‘verified
reviews’ with the aim of creating a trusted
environment. 

In the case of the Infomediary, creating a trusted
environment is an aim of the platform. Feedbacks
and reviews are a critical and an integral part of
the lifecycle for both hosts and guests. Reviews
are attributable and both the host’s and guest’s
rankings clearly seen, incentivised and linked to
status’ such as “superhost”. This all contributes to
a trusted environment where people the velocity
of booking and the stickiness of participants is
likely to be higher. 
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Overall Impact of Friction Points  
As we have described in detail in the previous sections, it can be seen that each of the platforms has evolved to a different level of
maturity across the lifecycle. This has been driven by multiple causes including: the starting point of the evolution; the desired
position in the market; and the level of investment. 
From a platform perspective the maturity and design sophistication increases from the Local Intermediary, to the Global Intermediary,
to the Infomediary. As an Infomediary, Airbnb has achieved growing adoption. Their host and guest experience is underpinned by a
process that has been designed (see Figure 7 below) to create a highly frictionless experience for both hosts and guests. This
optimises velocity through the lifecycle and a stickiness where both guests and hosts repeatedly use the platform. Increasingly, this
builds a level of trust so eventually it becomes their first choice and potentially their exclusive choice. 

Search

Check-in / Stay /

Check-out

Host Registration
Host ID

Verification

Asset & Rights

Configuration

Booking

Accepted

Pre-Arrival

Activies 

Guest

Registration

Guest ID

Verification
Book

Payment Process
ID Verification Resolution 

Centre

Post - stay

Activities

Post - stay

Activities

Login

Requirements definition
& selection (Discovery)

Platform onboarding / access rights 
(Trusted Community)

Contract construction, negotation
& agreement (Bargaining)  

Delivery Close out 
(Trusted Feedback &
Dispute Resolution)

Opportunity
Discovery

Master contract
signature 

Delivery Close out & Renewal

Figure 6 The role of infomediary in the Host Guest relationship: The case of AirBnB 

Data aggregation
Data visualisation & 

Perception of choice  
UX design

Differential membership levels based
on data & service offering 

Asset management 
Market access (Asset listing &
visibility) 
Asset booking
Counterparty qualification
Market based insurance

Payment assurance (cancellation) 
Mis-use & damage (security deposit)
Service delivery 
Customer support
Platform support

Mediation service wrt
offering & compliance 
Payment assurance 
Reputation enhancement
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Check-in / Stay /

Check-out

Platform onboarding /
access rights (Trusted
Community)

Delivery Close out (Trusted
Feedback & Dispute
Resolution)

Opportunity Discovery Master contract signature Delivery

While this is a relatively simple transaction the above process diagram can be linked back to the more detailed friction point analysis
as shown in Figure 8 below, allowing the friction points to be scaled to more complex scenarios.  

Host Registration
Host ID

Verification

Asset & Rights

Configuration

Booking

Accepted

Pre-Arrival

Activies 

Search

Guest

Registration

Guest ID

Verification
Book

Payment processID Verification
Resolution

Centre

Post - stay

Activities

Post - stay

Activities

Login

Requirements
definition &
selection
(Discovery)

Contract construction,
negotation & agreement
(Bargaining)  

Close out & Renewal

Phase 1: Evaluation by
supplier 

Phase 1: Evaluation by
buyer

Phase 3: Negotiation
(buyer/seller) mitigate by
the use of standard, non-
negotiable T&Cs

Phase 2: Assembly and
approval by supplier 

Phase 2: Assembly and
approval by buyer

Phase 5: Performarce for
buyer and suppliers

Phase 4: Implementation
for buyer

Phase 4: Implementation
for supplier

Phase 6: Close out/
termination/ renewal for
supplier 

Phase 6: Close out/
termination/ renewal for
buyer 

Figure 8 Airbnb host and guest experience mapped with Friction Point analysis 
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CONCLUSION
AND FURTHER
WORK 
While there’s an growing understanding of the power of platforms,
this case study aims to help develop the understanding of how they
create intangible value in their own right through their impact on
friction points, and the enhancement of relationships in
contracting. 

From a friction point perspective, platforms can both increase the
velocity to agreement and then aid the efficiency of delivery
allowing for the benefits to be shared between all of the parties
including the platform provider. 

From a relational perspective, advanced
platforms have a role to play in enhancing trust at
a human to human level and also at the level of
information flows. At the human level the
development of trust and credibility in the trading
partners is a critical element of successful
platforms both in terms of who is allowed access
but also monitoring their trading behaviours once
on the platform. At the information level the
creation and maintenance of a trusted
information architecture creates intrinsic value in
itself and also through the enhanced velocity and
efficiency that it enables for individual trades and
transactions. 

This case study is one of a number of ongoing
activities that collectively come together in the
overall report. These activities include
investigation into: the role and measurement of
intangibles; modelling and visualising ecosystems
of contracts; the importance of standards in
contracting; and the development of a
methodology for capturing the economic value of
contracts. 
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