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This study has identified the meaning of home and its importance for the  developing of perso-

nal identity of the ongoing growing floating population. 

The city of Umeå is the University pole in the Swedish region of Norrland. Lots of new students 

arrive each year and the University is not able to guarantee accommodations for everyone, fur-

thermore temporary workers have the same problem of finding a dwelling.

The challenging issue for the floating population in Umeå is the difficulty of finding an affor-

dable and available dwelling where the rights of security, sanitary and civic belonging are assu-

red at a reasonable price. 

Airbnb is the easiest way to find a temporary room. However, the use of Airbnb in Umeå is not 

explicitly permitted by the Municipality. The investigation of Airbnb has shown that nowadays 

a regulation is needed in order to limits its damages and exploit its potentialities. The goal is 

to relate the vacant spaces in Umea to an architectural design solution and to transform empty 

commercial buildings in potential homes through the involvement of Airbnb

This project proposes to use vacant commercial spaces, where both the  rights of the people 

and the regulation of rental fees can be assured, through a careful and strategic regulation as 

transitory solution for these people.

Abstract
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Statement of the problem 

The challenging issue for the floating population1 in Umeå is the difficulty of finding an 

affordable and available dwelling, especially at the beginning of the fall. 

The city of Umeå is the University pole in the Swedish region of Norrland. In fact, a lot of 

new students arrive each year and the Umeå University is not able to guarantee accommo-

dations for everyone. Regularly plenty of students do not have a residence when they arri-

ve to Umeå. Furthermore, during the start of the fall semester hostels and hotels are fully 

booked and overpriced. Afterward, uncountable students arrive in the city lacking even a 

temporary lodging. Within this background, likewise temporary workers have troubles to 

find an accommodation. Recently, numerous east European construction workers came 

to work in Umeå, as a consequence of the massive  start of construction sites in the city2.

Whenever someone can find a temporary accommodation on time before arriving, this is 

usually considerably expensive. The most common research platform is Airbnb and this is 

the easiest way to find a temporary room. However, the use of Airbnb in Umeå is not expli-

citly permitted by the Municipality. In the following paragraphs, I present documentation 

which shows Airbnb’s risk to be banned, due to the adverse impact it had on numerous 

European cities. 

Due to these circumstances, Umeå risks to be omitted from the circle of national and internatio-

nal mobility. The lack of mobility is a significant disadvantage for the economy and the cultural 

life of the city and consequently also for the local Universities. 

Currently, in Sweden, there is a housing crisis resulting from new laws and the increase of priva-

tisation of public housing in the 1990s3. The issue becomes chronic in Swedish cities where a 

large number of new people arrive every year and consequently the need of housing increases. 

According to the article “Inside Sweden’s housing crisis” 3 in the city of Stockholm, more than 

half a million people are on the municipal waiting list for a flat and it takes an  average of eleven 

years to get one. 

Introduction
1 A group of people who 
frequently move from place to 
place. 

2 J. Samuelsson, conversation 
with author, 8 May 2017.

3 D. Polanska, “Inside Sweden’s 
housing crisis: when reno-
vation means eviction” The 
Local, <https://www.thelocal.
se/20170209/inside-swe-
dens-housing-crisis-when-re-
novation-means-eviction>,  20 
June. 2017. 
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In these years Sweden reached the record number of young Swedes who continue to live at 

home with their parents out of necessity despite they want to live on their own, according to a 

new report from the Swedish Union of Tenants (Hyresgästföreningen)4.  In a statement, Hyre-

sgästföreningen senior analyst Love Börjeson said: «Having a home is a prerequisite for a 

young adult to develop their dreams, their self-esteem and their lives. And that’s crucial for the 

well-being of a society as a whole»5. 

According to the architect Alex Gimenez, a home is indispensable to build a personal identity 

because it provides a shelter for other basic rights. In his article “Si la ciutat és una paella, l’ha-

bitatge és l’arròs” 6 he claims that if someone does not have a residence he can not vote, if he 

does not have anywhere to shower or sleep he can not look for a job or establish relationships. 

On the assumption that housing is becoming just goods7, how are housing rights even possible 

to be respected?

Purpose of the study

This thesis study and design project includes three main goals. In consideration of the  home 

as the shelter for other human rights, the first goal investigates the meaning of home today and 

how it is perceived by the current floating population8. Moreover, it analyses how the lack of 

accommodation affects the essential right of security, sanitary and civic belonging. 

The second goal consists of an understanding of the international company Airbnb and its 

effects on two European cities with the purpose of proposing a regulated use of it that can be 

sustainable for communities and citizens. 

The last goal is to relate these findings to an architectural design solution and to transform 

empty commercial buildings in potential homes through the involvement of Airbnb. This alter-

native way of living can perhaps enable the city of Umeå to guarantee a home to all new inco-

ming students/temporary workers using local resources and proposing Airbnb as a collective 

and civic activity which strengthen the city.

Delimitation

This study investigates a possible solution to handle the difficulties that many people

face looking for an accommodation in Umeå. The proposition works within a tempo-

rary dimension and it could assure imminent and temporary homes to students and

  

4 Hyresgästföreningen, 
“Hem for alla“, 
Hyresgästföreningen/Påverka, 
<https://www.hyresgastforenin-
gen.se/paverka/kampanjer/re-
gion/stockholm/hem-for-alla/>, 
20 June 2017.

5 The Local, “Housing crisis 
forces record number of young 
Swedes to live at home: report”, 
The Local, <https://www.
thelocal.se/20170518/housing-
crisis-forces-record-number-of-
young-swedes-to-live-at-home-
report>, 20 June 2017.

6 A. Gimenez, “Si la ciutat 
és una paella, l’habitatge és 
l’arròs”, Barcelona Metròpolis: 
capital en trasformaciò, vol. 
98, Noves perspectives sobra 
l’espai pùblic - el repte social, 
2015, pp. 48-51.

7  P.V. Aureli, N. Brenner, M. 
Campbell, M. Carpo, K. Easter-
ling, R. E. Adams, P. Illner, S. 
Jacob, R. Marcaccio, J. Self, 
B. Steele, Urban-think tank, 
W. Vanstiphout, E. Weizmann, 
F. Williams, Real estate: life 
without debt, 171402, Fulcrum, 
Bedford Press, Germany, 2014.

8  Cambridge Dictionary, 
Cambridge Business English 
Dictionary, <http://dictionary.
cambridge.org/it/dizionario/
inglese/floating-population>, 15 
January 2017.
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temporary workers who come to Umeå. However the proposed intervention is not con-

ceived as  a solution to the housing crisis. 

Another delimitation is the choice to focus on the categories of students and tempo-

rary workers. The up to date variety of housing available on the rental market frequent-

ly does not meet the needs of these groups or it is not economically accessible and 

this leads to a lack of housing opportunities for them. As a matter of fact, the floating 

population can only enter the rental market because of the temporary measure of their 

stay. Nowadays the number of people who travel for work or decide to study abroad 

increased9 and it modified the requirements that a home has to accomplish.

Perhaps, it can be argued that the above mentioned rights do not apply to temporary 

accommodation on account of temporal issue. However, according to the Charter Of 

Fundamental Rights Of The European Union10, security, sanitary and privacy are fun-

damental rights and the home provides them. Indeed these rights should be ensured 

regardless the amount of time. 

Furthermore, according to the study … living merely few weeks in a low quality environ-

ment can affect your everyday life and your health. 

There are other groups of people such as immigrants, refugees, and homeless involved 

in the dialogue. The issue in relation to these categories will be shortly addressed in 

this paper through the description of the design, considering some of these groups 

possible users of some spaces.

Limitation

In order to highlight the complexity of the matter, the investigation of Airbnb impact 

on neighbourhood is circumscribed to the European cities of Barcelona and Umeå. 

In the following paragraphs Barcelona is shown as example of how disruptive Airbnb 

can be on the housing market and citizens’ life, if it is not regulated. I present data 

and experiences collected during the time spent in Barcelona  between the months of 

September 2016 and January 2017. Through my personal experience of looking for an accom-

modation, living in Airbnb rooms and through several conversation with students and temporary 

workers, I had an insight point of view of the concern. In fact, the rental market is often inacces-

sible for the floating population and frequently they do not have a home but an alienating room

instead. I can also date how Airbnb has been used in the last years in Barcelona and how it has

9 K. Timmerman, “Millennials 
and home: understanding the 
needs of the millennial genera-
tion in their living environment“, 
Degree of Master of Fine arts, 
Florida State University College 
Of Fine Arts, Florida, 2015, 
p.2,  < http://search.proquest.
com.proxy.ub.umu.se/doc-
view/1722263870/>, accessed  
24 April 2017.

10  Official Journal of the Euro-
pean Communities,  “Charter 
Of Fundamental Rights Of The 
European Union”, 2000.
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affected the rental market for the purpose of defining if it can still be considered a home-sharing 

activity or not. 

The other city in focus in this thesis is Umeå, in Sweden. As already mentioned above, in the city 

of Umeå there is a lack of accommodation, due to the Swedish housing shortage.

I have been living in Umeå since August 2015 and by way of my personal experience and inter-

views I dated the main concern about the lack of accommodation and the non-speculative way 

in which Airbnb has been used there. 

In this paper I present two divergent scenarios regarding the practice of Airbnb and two diffe-

rent behaviours of Airbnb hosts, in order to start a dialogue concerning how this phenomenon 

needs to be regulated by Government in connection to the wellness of the city.

Design Approach

This design project suggests a solution to the lack of dwellings through the utilisation 

of local resources, local organisations and the experiment of alternatives ways of li-

ving.

The project foresees the transformation of vacant commercial spaces in temporary 

homes with the implication of a technological system of movable and prefabricated 

rooms and a supervised use of Airbnb. Students and temporary workers could enter 

the space as soon as they move in the city. 

The design explores the domestic potentialities of neglected buildings generally con-

sidered un-homely11 such as empty industrial spaces or vacant commercial spaces. It 

is explored how the architectural design can accommodate the floating population’s 

needs in relation to their personal and social identities. It is intended that the design 

will promote a sense of belonging, produce a quality environment in terms of basic 

comfort (light, ventilation and air quality) and try to encourage the feeling of being at 

home through a proper utilises of the existing building. 

In order to design a space where people can feel at home, it is essential to understand 

the meaning of home. Generally, for people it is important to develop a connection with 

the surrounding. To determinate what attributes are included in the view of home, it 

is useful to understand better how to meet needs and desires through elements that 

enhance the emotional connection to the living space.

11  With the term un-homely A. 
Blunt and R. Dowling refers to 
something that does not tradi-
tionally relate to the house. A. 
Blunt & R. Dowling, Home, 1st 
edn, Routledge, USA & Canada, 
2006. 



11



12

The following part of this paper moves on to describe in greater detail the idea of home 

within Architecture and how the home is more then just shelter. 

In this chapter the meaning of home will be explored within and beyond the house, in 

fact a house is not always a home. 

Home  

/hoƱm/
n., adj., adv., v., homed, hom•ing

1. a house or apartment that is the usual place where one lives;
2. the place in which one’s family life and affections are centered;

3. a person’s own country12

Home not only as a house

In the opinion of Elia Petridou  many literatures that focused on the definition of home for the 

study of social relations has tended to identify the home with the physical space that we nor-

mally call ‘house’. In his chapter “The taste of home”13 he states that the danger of this asso-

ciation is that more emphasis is placed on the physical structure instead of on the way people 

experience and understand their environment. What is missed is the dynamic way in which 

everyday practice makes the home meaningful to those who inhabit it.

In her social research “The idea of a Home: a kind of space” Mary Douglas has argued that 

home is a “localisable idea”14 , it is somewhere, it is a context for human experience, unexpected 

encounters, movement and memories. Paraphrasing Mary Douglas, home is rather ‘a kind of 

place’, which acquires its meaning through practice; it forms part of the everyday process of the 

creation of the self.

What is a Home?
12 Wordreference, “Definition”, 
[website] < http://www.wordre-
ference.com/definition/home> 
accessed 5 January 2017.

13 E. Petridou, The taste of 
home, in D. Miller ed. , Home 
possessions: material culture 
behind closed doors, Berg, New 
York, 2001, pp. 87-121.

14  M. Douglas, The idea of 
home: a kind of space, Social 
Research, p. 287–307. 1991
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15  Martin Heidegger, Building 
dwelling thinking, tr. Albert Hof-
stadter and Harper Colophon, 
ed.Books, New York, 1971, p.63

16 Martin Heidegger, Building 
dwelling thinking, tr. Albert Hof-
stadter and Harper Colophon, 
ed.Books, New York, 1971, 
p.347

17  Martin Heidegger, Building 
dwelling thinking, tr. Albert Hof-
stadter and Harper Colophon, 
ed.Books, New York, 1971, p.63

18 I. M. Young, House and home: 
feminist variations on a theme, 
Princeton University Press, Prin-
ceton, 1997, pp. 64-134.

In fact the notion of home is widely complex and it involves many disciplines such 

as anthropology, psychology, sociology, human geography and so on. It is now well 

established from a variety of other studies that home is a series of subjective emo-

tions and attachments, some of which connects to a physical structure that most of 

the time provides shelter. 

According to Alison Blunt and Robyn Dowling’s researches gathered in the book “Home”, 

home is a multi scale concept and it moves from a domestic to a transnational scale.  

This key concept can evoke a sense of belonging as well as alienation and it is central 

to the construction of people’s identities through a wide range of home-making practi-

ce. 

In his essay “Building dwelling thinking”, Martin Heidegger raises two main que-

stions: «what is it to dwell?» and «how does building belong to dwelling?»15. Heidegger 

explains how buildings (house) and dwellings (home) are not equivalent to each other: 

the home is often produced through a building but not all buildings are homes. As he 

writes «The truck driver is at home on the highway, but he does not have his lodging 

there; the working woman is at home in the spinning mill, but does not have her dwel-

ling place there; the chief engineer is at home in the power station , but he does not 

dwell there…»16 For the author dwelling is a way of inhabiting the world which it is not 

only produced by but also comes before building: «Only if we are capable of dwelling, 

only then can we build»17.

In the same way, Iris Marion Young in her book “House and home: feminist variations 

on a theme”18  notes that humans dwell making the places through their daily activi-

ties. By means of housing those activities, the space starts to gain a domestic identity. 

These spaces and activities establish relations with other material things, between 

themselves and dwellers, and between dwellers and the enclosing environment. She 

brings up domestic violence as an example of how the idea of home is not always as-

sociated to positive feelings. A house atmosphere can be oppressive and alienating as 

easily as it can be supportive and in comfort, as shown also by home detention used 

as an alternative to prison. Consequently a house might not be a home, and the feeling 

of home is not only experienced in a house.
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The home-making practice

From the same example I. M. Young wants also to show how events influence the relationship 

between the dweller and the place, lead the dweller to start a relation with the space, which can 

build or not a sense of home in the house. 

Indeed the home is not just the dwelling or the feelings connected to that, but it is the relation-

ship between the two, the material space and the affective space. Therefore this relationship 

does not simply exist but it is made by the person during time. Home is a process of making and 

comprehending forms of dwelling and belonging. This ongoing procedure has both material 

and imaginative components. Thus, as already said before, people create home through social 

and emotional relationships. Although home is also materially created - new structured formed, 

objects and decorations used in place. Home is an alive apparatus which continues to grow and 

change through everyday domestic practice. When and how the home-making practice mate-

rially manifests depends from the personal experience of people and their past.

Young people’s personal home-making process start when they leave the family home and enter 

the adult world through inhabiting a new dwelling. Before this moment the home where they 

grew up as children was already set up by their parents during their previous home-making 

practice. In fact children absorb the feeling of being at home from their parents’ perception. 

However, during the years spent in the family home, young people do not completely have the 

chance to freely create their own home. Indeed they live as sort of guests in someone else alre-

ady-made home. Parents agree on rules that have to be respected in the house and that limits 

the range of choices. When I was in high school I spent a big part of my day in school because 

of the busy schedule. The building was extremely large and in the afternoon it was quite empty 

and peaceful. I remember I often stayed there with a dear friend even when we did not have any 

class scheduled in the afternoon. Indeed we enjoyed sitting and chatting in the corridor or lying 

outside in the garden. Sometime we felt at home in those moments because we could set our 

own rules. 

In a study investigating the meaning of home experienced by Swedish elderly, S. Dahlin-Iva-

noff1, M. Haak, A. Fa¨ Nge & S. Iwarsson (2007)19 reported some finding that could be summa-

rised as general factors of home necessarily achieved during the home-make practice in order 

to feel at home. Home means security; the feeling of knowing nothing dangerous will happen 

to you within those four walls. The feeling of security is related to the accessibility of the place,

having access to the resources you need most generates a safe environment. Home means 

19  S. DAHLIN-IVANOFF1, M. 
HAAK, A. FA¨ NGE & S. IWARS-
SON, The multiple meaning of 
home as experienced by very 
old Swedish people, Scandina-
vian Journal of Occupational 
Therapy, Healthcare, 2007, 14: 
p. 25-32
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having memories; if you have no memories associated with the place, it does not feel 

like home. Home means time; the feeling of being at home needs time to be created 

and it grows as events occur building meaning and security. Home means freedom;  

having the freedom to come and go as you wish and having the possibility to decide to 

do things in your own way. Home means privacy; a place for reflection where you can 

be on your own in peace and quiet. Home means having the opportunity to leave your 

personal mark. Home is a space that looks the way you want it to look, with personal 

things around. It signifies a place that you are free to furnish according to your own 

taste, mixing colours and shapes in such a way that makes you feel comfortable with 

yourself. 

Generally people think it is important to be able to make things as comfortable as pos-

sible and everyone has a different way to reach that comfort.

The importance of domestic personalisation

During the process of home-making personal items has an important role. The action 

of choosing objects and decorating the space allows people to express themselves 

and to appropriate the new space. Indeed, to make a choice means having the freedom 

you need to make yourself feel as the owner of the place and explore the domestic 

scale of the place.  

A research study done by D. Geoffrey Hayward20 tries to  categorise important features of a 

home for a young population. As already mentioned the concept of home is built by means of 

social and personal significance that objectify the surrounding. Therefore Hayward’s study fo-

cal point is why housing is important to a person’s life. He identified several meanings desired 

by young adults within a home as: the relationship with others, a social network, a self-identity, 

a place of privacy and refuge, as stability and continuity, a personalised space, a place of acti-

vity, a childhood home and as a physical structure. From this research he interpreted two main 

conclusions. First, that people usually separate the idea of home as a personalised place from 

home as a physical structure (house). This distinction reminds that housing’s design should 

encourage personalisation and representation of people’s personal identity. The physical hou-

sing structure has the power to influence behaviours through the gender of different spaces, 

whether private, semi private, or public. Each kind of infrastructure is more suitable for different 

activities, as a consequence the organisation of the space is crucial for the comfort and the fully

20  D. G. Hayward, Dimensions 
of home. In Priorities for Envi-
ronmental Design Research, ed. 
Environmental Design Resear-
ch, Washington D.C. , 1978, p. 
418 - 419.



16

functionality of the space.

The second conclusion comes from the meaning of home as self-identity. A person can see 

home as a personal space, a place of privacy or as relationships with others. In many cases 

for young generation home encourages the sense of belonging. A place where people and their 

surroundings share similar morals and interests. The single physical structure (house) is not the 

only thing which can symbolise the self, also other aspects of the immediate outside surroun-

ding can be a source of self-identity and become part of the home.

The temporary home

The social scientist Liz Kenyon interviewed university students in England between the ages 

of 18 - 23 in order to understand student’s perception of home. All those students had moved 

from their family home for studying. The study highlighted three different student’s interpre-

tation of home: childhood home, short term home, future home21. From these interpretations 

Kenyon extracted four factors of home: the personal home (meaningful, a sense of independen-

ce, personalised space, sense of belonging, memories); the temporal home (stable, permanent, 

lasting); the social home (others, supportive atmosphere, friendly neighbourhood) and the phy-

sical home (meaningful possessions, comfortable environment, safe haven). 

In regard to the thesis and the design project, I focus on the explanation of Kenyon’s temporal 

home.

The temporal home expresses a meaning that is linked to time. The students interviewed by 

Kenyon often considered their university houses as temporal homes because of the short 

amount of time they will spend there before moving to another stage of life. Because of the 

temporary nature, these students did not always feel as they could develop a deep attachment 

to the physical house. This reason makes even more important the fact that the designed space 

must be suitable for students to start their home-making process within the available time.

To achieve this goal the design needs to be flexible and open to be personalised. A combination 

of memorable items within their space, their surroundings outside of the house, and their social 

interactions with people and places are what aid in achieving this connection, and a sense of 

stability within a temporal home.

Homely22 and un-homely23 buildings

The home-making practice can not be completely determined by architects during the design 

21 L. Kenyon, A home from 
home. Student’s transitional 
experience of home, in T. 
Chapman & J. Hockey, Ideal 
homes?: Social Change and the 
Experience of Home, Routledge, 
New York, 1999, 84 - 95.

22   With the term un-homely A. 
Blunt and R. Dowling refers to 
something that does not tradi-
tionally relate to the house. A. 
Blunt & R. Dowling, Home, 1st 
edn, Routledge, USA & Canada, 
2006, p.26.

23  With the term un-homely A. 
Blunt and R. Dowling refers to 
something that traditionally 
relates to the house. A. Blunt 
& R. Dowling, Home, 1st edn, 
Routledge, USA & Canada, 
2006, p.26.
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process but they can lead it through working on the gender of the space. Indeed some infra-

structures allow specific activities more than others. A physical building structure has the ability 

to influence behaviours through the incorporation of different spaces, whether private, semi 

private, or public. The design of the space should provide opportunities for personalisation. 

Usually open spaces are more suitable for communitarian activities while smaller spaces are 

linked to privacy and safety.  

In contrast, other dwellings and experiences - such as living in a refugee camp or a homeless 

hostel - may appear unhomely since they do not correspond to normative notions of home. Just 

as the homely can be rendered unhomely; unhomely places may become homely. Therefore 

places that have the connotation of being unhomely, such as commercial locals, offices, old 

industries or empty buildings might become homely after a careful analysis of the space and 

its potentialities.

The right to security, sanitary and civic belonging

As previously stated, a home is indispensable to build a personal identity because it provides 

a shelter for other basic rights. With regard to that, this paragraph describes the importance of 

the right to security, sanitary and civic belonging. 

One of the key characteristic of the contemporary society where we live in, is the historically un-

precedented number of people migrating all around countries. Automatically, the international 

movement of those people impact the housing market.

In order to debate the importance of security I report a case study happening in the UK. 

As a consequence of the international mobility, in the UK a business called “Property  Guardian” 

started. Several UK firms run guardian schemes and look after empty houses or commercial 

premises on behalf of owners. These firms recruit individuals who need a cheap accommoda-

tion or want a flexible lifestyle to guard the place. In return for their guardianship the individuals 

can live in the building paying a cheaper rent. Because of the increasing amount of people in-

terested in becoming a Property Guardian, the firms started to arise the rents and to put more 

severe rules that do not safeguard the tenant. In fact, there is no real security of tenure as in 

standard rented tenancies. In most of the cases guardians have to leave the place with a short 

notice, usually less than 30days’ notice. Moreover, there are severe restrictions about group 

activities or pets and often firms expect guardians to pay an insurance and to buy their own 

fireproof equipment24. Within this circumstances it is easy for the firms to evict tenants without

24 G. Norwood, “Property 
guardian schemes offer quirky 
homes at low rents. But not for 
long”, The Guardian, Renting 
Property, 10 January 2010,  
<https://www.theguardian.
com/money/2010/jan/10/
property-guardian-schemes>, 4 
February 2017. 
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facing any consequences. This situation highlights tenants’ requirement of living in a condition 

where security is certain. The design project foresees a fair contract for the tenant with the aim 

of guarantee the right to security. In fact, a lack of security creates a stressful environment and 

does not allow the individual to feel at home.

According to the United Nations Regional Information Centre of Western Europe25 sanitation is 

a human right and the lack of it obstructs the right to life and health. It is a sensitive issue and 

an unpopular subject. The access to sanitation is recognised to be a basic service required to 

live a normal life. 

In Umeå there are some categories which could benefit of public sanitation structures foreca-

sted by the designed proposition, such as public showers or public toilettes. During a Facebook 

conversation with a student of  Umeå University I was told that in the past  some students had 

lived in the school campus or in the University courtyard because of the lack of accommoda-

tion26.

Even though the group of Roma People is not included in the two main group in focus, it is re-

levant to report their need of sanitary structure as well. Until the 2016 the pentecostal church 

Pingstkyrka organised a system of public shower for homeless in Umeå. Today the service is 

closed and it seems that this group of individuals do not have another sanitary place to access 

due to the fact that they use to live in caravan27.

As previously indicated, housing is fundamental to personal identity. Home as a sense of be-

longing is especially relevant for people migrating across the world. Automatically, the interna-

tional movement involves the process of establishment of a new home in an unknown place. 

The notion of home is central for migrants who leave the family-home for another28. Usually 

migrants do not have easy access to the rental market for different reasons: they might not 

be financially convenient as investment and sometimes prices are prohibitive. Due to the fact 

that the demand is considerably high, landlords and rental agencies often speculate and offer 

low-quality dwellings. For instance, when I moved in Umeå I first resided toward an Airbnb room. 

The host was the only one who answered to the numerous requests I sent and that was the only 

available room I could find. In that case I had to share a living room with another girl for a total of 

3.000 kronor a month each. Similarly, in Barcelona I met numerous students who had troubles 

with Catalan rental agencies. In the process of collecting data I reported the story of Lena29, an 

Architecture student who had to live for three months in a room without a window. 

25 United Nations Regional 
Information Centre of Western 
Europe, “Sanitation as a human 
right”, Unric, [website] <http://
www.unric.org/en/sanita-
tion/27281-sanitation-as-a-hu-
man-right>, 22 July 2017

26 Due to privacy reasons I will 
not explain more about the 
issue.

27 E. Persson. Conversation 
with the author, 18 May 2017.

28 A. Blunt and R. Dowling refers 
to something that traditionally 
relates to the house. A. Blunt 
& R. Dowling, Home, 1st edn, 
Routledge, USA & Canada, 
2006, p.20.

29 L. Teraneo, Conversation with 
the author, 26 September 2017. 
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Figure 3.  Relief of one of the Airbnbs I lived in Barcelona with another girl.
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She booked the room through the rental agency Spotahome before arriving to Barcelona. Be-

cause of the worry of not finding any accommodation in September, she booked the room in the 

previous months without visiting it. According to the pictures on the agency’s announcement 

there was supposed to be a window in the room. Instead, when she moved in she noticed that 

the window opened toward the inside kitchen and not to the outside street. Unfortunately, the 

agency required an advance payment of three monthly rent and she could not change place 

without losing those money. Sadly, there are plenty of stories similar to the one of Lena. Due 

to the difficulty and the timing of searching for an accommodation in an unknown city within a 

temporary dimension and without a safe platform, various students rely upon rental agencies. 

However, the agency is not a guarantee. On the contrary they often take advantage from the 

individual’s vulnerability and the fact that they are foreigners. 

Indeed it is difficult for foreigners to access local platform for renting if they do not know the 

language or any local citizens.

The project attempts to reduce the sense of loneliness30 of individuals through the design of 

shared spaces. People who lived the same experience could meet there and connect with each 

other. Indeed, a safe and non-speculative place that people can inhabit during their research 

could decrease the level of stress and the chance to be tricked. Afterward, mobility could also 

benefit from it.

30  K. TIMMERMAN, “Millennials 
And Home: Understanding The 
Needs Of The Millennial Gene-
ration In Their Living Environ-
ment“, Degree of Master of Fine 
arts, FLORIDA STATE UNIVER-
SITY COLLEGE OF FINE ARTS, 
Florida, 2015, p.2,  < http://sear-
ch.proquest.com.proxy.ub.umu.
se/docview/1722263870/>, 
accessed  24 April 2017.
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So far this paper has focused on the notion of home and the rights it encloses. The following 

section presents a focus on the online portal Airbnb, it discusses  the two divergent scenarios 

regarding the practice of it and it starts the dialogue concerning its regulation.

Airbnb: how everything started

In 2007 Joe Gebbia and Brian Chesky co-founded the online portal Airbnb. Due to the American 

financial crisis (2007-2008) Gebbia and Chesky searched for a way to increase their income 

to pay the rent. The first Airbnb attempt took place in San Francisco. They rented an air mat-

tress in the living-room to a couple of tourists and cooked breakfast, for a total amount of $80. 

Afterward that successful experiment they thought of creating a business out of it. At first, they 

asked Nathan Blecharczyk to design the first official Airbnb website (airbedandbreakfast.com). 

Then they involved various hosts into the project. It was not until 2009 that the company started 

to grow and to earn enough capital in order to be noticed by significant investors such as Sequo-

ia Capital and Ashton Kutcher31. For the duration of the first years, the profit was limited to $200 

per month and not many tourists showed interest in the website. The reason of the failure was 

attributed to the low quality pictures that advertised the rooms on the platform. Consequently 

Gebbia and Chesky hired a professional photographer to shoot high quality pictures of the dwel-

lings. Suddenly they started to earn $400 per week. In fact, people became more interested in 

the service and trusted more a well advertised announcement. Nowadays Airbnb argues that 

one of the major strength of the company is the skill of  helping people to book unique homes 

and experiences. Costumers have the possibility to meet local hosts, live in their homes and 

become a guest instead of a tourist. Up to now Airbnb is utilised in 191 countries, 65.000 cities 

and counts 1.5 millions of listings of its website. 

According to Gebbia and Chesky the benefit of their approach is that both guests and hosts 

can be enriched by the home-sharing experience. The first one can explore a different way of 

travelling, characterised by a more authentic encounter with the local traditions and not by com-

mercial activities, while the latter can use the additional income for home repairs and to fund 

Airbnb
31 Crunchbase, Organization/
Airbnb/Investors, Crunchbase, 
[website] <https://www.crun-
chbase.com/organization/airb-
nb/investors >, 10 Feb. 2017.
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Figure 2.  Advertisement of the company Airbnb on Sequoia Capital’s website (https://www.sequoiacap.com)
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their passion. 

However one question that needs to be ask is whether nowadays Airbnb is still part of a sha-

ring-economy for neighbourhoods and its citizens or if it’s rather becoming part of the 

hotel industry disguised as home-sharing company.

Can Airbnb still be considered a home-sharing practice? 

As reported by the data collected by Tom Slee, Murray Cox and John Morris in the project “In-

side Airbnb”32 the majority of Airbnb listings in several metropolis are entire homes. A greater 

amount of those are rented more than ninety days per year. Subsequently, this influences the 

local housing market and the respective communities.

According to the data provided by the project “Inside Airbnb”, in the neighbourhood of Barcelona 

Eixample, there are 5.607 listings between rooms and dwellings which are rented for touristic 

purpose through Airbnb. The 54.1% are entire homes. This value implies that more than half of 

the hosts does not rent a spare room where they live. Besides the 74.8% (4.194 properties) of 

these listings is registered under the indicator of high availability, which means that the room/

apartment is available more then ninety days a year.

Furthermore on Airbnb each host can choose the night price by themselves without following 

any regulation. In Eixample the average night price is €97 and the estimated monthly income 

for an Airbnb host is €643. In the same neighbourhood an ordinary monthly rent of a long-term 

contract is around €460. Therefore the difference between the two incomes suggests that ren-

ting through Airbnb became more remunerative than a  traditional long-term rental situation.

In order to classify how Airbnb has been used in Barcelona, it is significant to explain the data 

about the multi-listing indicator highlighted by Tom Slee. A host who has more than one dwel-

ling advertised on Airbnb can be considered to conduct a multi-listing activity. The 63.8% of the 

hosts in Eixample are registered as owner of a multi-listing activity. One of the section of the 

website “Inside Airbnb” registers the hosts who own the greater amount of listings33. The first 

slot of the list is occupied by the host registered as Pep. He rents out 40 locals on Airbnb. The 

second host is called Angel. Angel owns 36 Airbnb and it is possible to read on his profile that 

he works for the rental agency Bcnapartments. The fourth slot is occupied by the host Javier, 

he owns 31 Airbnb located  in Barcelona. He also has listings in Madrid and Malaga and he 

reaches a total amount of 166 Airbnb within the three locations. Afterward several researches I 

discovered that Javier is a false name used by the rental agency BeMate which provides a City 

32 Tom Slee, Murray Cox & Jhon 
Morris, Get the data/Barcelona, 
Inside Airbnb [website] <http://
insideairbnb.com>, 20 Jan. 
2017.

33 Tom Slee, Murray Cox & Jhon 
Morris, ”Get the data/Barce-
lona/top hosts”, Inside Airbnb 
[website] <http://insideairbnb.
com>, 20 Jan. 2017.
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Mate service. In fact, the agency offers a local concierge who usually takes care of the guest.

So far, the findings of Inside Airbnb suggest that the platform is no longer used merely by inde-

pendent hosts who share their houses. On the contrary, in Barcelona as in other European cities, 

Airbnb became popular among agencies and hosts who made a business out of it.

In the course of the study I registered as a host in order to collect additional information. 

One of the first step of the registration process was to establish the type of accommodation 

I wanted to provide. Bed&breakfast, boutique hotel, hostel, serviced apartment, pension and 

heritage hotel appeared between the listing options I was allowed to rent out. Moreover, Airbnb 

permits the offer for rental of island, plane, treehouse, condominium and castles for touristic 

purposes.

The presented data shows that Airbnb’s administration provides opportunity for professional 

agencies to speculate on the home-sharing system. Consequently, independent hosts who truly 

share their home are damaged. Furthermore they have to suffer from eventual restrictions from 

Municipalities, caused by the improper use of Airbnb and the lack of transparency of the com-

pany. 



25

Figure 3.  Javier’s profile on Airbnb
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Figure 4-5.  Screenshots of the process of becoming a host and the list of possible listings.
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The influence of Airbnb on the housing market in Barcelona

In Barcelona there is a total of 17.369 Airbnb listings between shared rooms, single rooms and 

entire houses. The 50.4% of those listings are entire apartments34.

According to the data of Inside Airbnb there are 8.762 full houses rented out on Airbnb. Those 

houses are removed from the housing market because of touristic purposes. Afterwords they 

are no longer used for long term living conditions. 

Assuming each dwelling could be inhabited by one person, it can be state that Barcelona could 

have lost at least 8.762 citizen due to Airbnb in one year.

More than half a million people have been evicted in Spain since 200835. Among all Spanish 

cities, Barcelona is home of the most evictees and the neighbourhood with more eviction is 

Ciutat Meridiana. Evidently not all the eviction are related to Airbnb, in 2009 the Spanish housing 

market crashed due to the economic crisis and people were not able to pay their mortgages. 

Nowadays banks own many empty buildings which could be used for other social purposes 

and the Municipality of Ada Colau36 is working toward that direction. Within this scenario it is 

happening more and more often that landlords decide to evict tenants to transform the dwelling 

in touristic apartments and Airbnbs. The previous comparison between the income from a tou-

ristic short-term rent and a long-term rent shows that the former option is more remunerative 

for the owner than the latter in most of the cases. Another instance, in the neighbourhood of 

El Born the average monthly income from one Airbnb listing is around 740€ while the monthly 

income from a long-term rental situation is between 400-450€. Afterward the number of apart-

ments and rooms available for long-term rental situation is decreasing and the existing ones 

are becoming more and more expensive. It is commonly known that students do not earn much 

money with occasional jobs and in Barcelona rents are often too expensive for their expenses. 

Many students are forced to choose uncomfortable living situations which are lacking the alre-

ady mentioned basics home factors. 

A Capitalistic Company

The section below describes the economical structure of Airbnb. According to the CNBC re-

port37  the company has a market value of 31$ billions. It exceeded the market value of the Hil-

ton hotels of 28$ billions. The way in which Airbnb operates might be compared to the functio-

ning of a bank. Indeed, the company functions as a channel during the bank transfer between

34 Tom Slee, Murray Cox & Jhon 
Morris, Get the data/Barcelona, 
Inside Airbnb [website] <http://
insideairbnb.com>, 20 Jan. 
2017.

35 A. Gimenez, Si la ciutat és 
una paella, l’habitatge és l’arròs, 
Barcelona Metròpolis: capital 
en trasformaciò, vol. 98, Noves 
perspectives sobre l’espai 
públic - el repte social, 2015, 
p. 48

36 J. Badcock, “Barcelona 
to fine Airbnb and Home-
Away €600,000 each for offe-
ring ‘illegal’ accommodation”, 
The Telegraph, 24 November 
2017, <http://www.telegraph.
co.uk/news/2016/11/24/
barcelona-fine-airbnb-home-
away600000-offering-illegal-ac-
commodation/>, 20 January 
2017.

37 CNBC, “Airbnb just closed a 
$1 billion round and became 
profitable in 2016”, CNBC, 9 
March 2017, [website] <http://
www.cnbc.com/2017/03/09/
airbnb-closes-1-bil-
lion-round-31-billion-valua-
tion-profitable.html>, 1 March 
2017.   
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the guest and the host. When the former book a room, the payment does not arrive directly to 

the latter but it passes through Airbnb. The company retains the capital until 24h after the arrival 

of the guest in the structure, then it transfers the capital to the host’s bank account. But during 

the time between the two payments Airbnb invests and earns interests on the stored capital.

In terms of regulation the inaccessibility to Airbnb’s data makes complicated for Municipalities 

to assure the habitability of the listings, check the amount of listings that every host owns and 

prevent possible crimes happening. Airbnb data is not transparent and this makes even more 

arduous to completely understand the effects of this new alternative market. The host has the 

possibility to be verified to appear more trustful and have more chances to be chosen by guests. 

The verification procedure includes an email address, a phone number and recently they also 

ask for a valid ID. But the company does not require hosts to be verified and the hosts are free 

to decide the level of personal information they want to share. When hosts want to register a 

listing they have to declare if it will be an entire place, a private room or a shared room. In the 

scenario of the entire place Airbnb attaches this message: «Guest will rent the entire place. In-

clude in law-units». This unclear message means that hosts are responsible for everything that 

concerns local laws and taxes. They need to know how the rental policy works in their own city 

and they have to deal with all the documentation even though Airbnb never requires license or 

permissions. The interface between the company and the host is very simple and takes place 

in front of a screen. This is what makes the action of starting a business on Airbnb so easy and 

quite surreal. The host does not have the feeling of starting a real business or signing a contract 

with a real company.

The Swedish housing system and the housing shortage

Let us now consider how the housing system works in Sweden and how the housing shortage 

influences the mobility.

The Bostadsrätt (Cooperative housing or Housing Association) has been part of the Swedish 

culture since the 1800s, being a response to extreme housing shortages and severe housing 

speculation. The main goals of these organisations were to give everyone the possibility to con-

trol their housing situation through collective building and to provide quality dwellings to larger 

groups in society. The rent covered the indispensable costs of the accommodation such as 

heating, water and electricity, plus a contribution to the association depending on the size of the
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apartment. All the rest of the profits coming from the rental market were accumulated by the 

residents themselves, rather than to private landlords to spare. 

Nowadays the Bostadsrätt transforms in Bostadsrättsförening (Condominium Association) 

which mostly consists in already existing rental units converted into cooperative housing, or 

construction companies that had built the building in order to sell housing rights. When the 

construction company creates a Bostadsrättsförening, a construction board is needed. Such 

a board does not always work for the members’ interests, but rather for the interests of the 

construction company. A consequence of this change might be an increase of the monthly 

expenses. 

It is believed that the Swedish housing policy’s aim is no longer to “provide quality dwellings to 

all people at an affordable price” but instead “a well functioning housing markets in a long term 

scenario” where consumer’s needs are met with an adequate supply of housing38. Due to the 

massive immigration in 2016 the need to accommodate increased even more in Sweden.

Another possible way of renting an apartment is through the municipally owned public housing 

company that every Swedish city has. In order to be able to rent an apartment through these 

companies the future tenant has to queue many years because of the high demand.

As already mentioned in the introduction, the link between the Swedish housing shortage and 

the mobility of the country make the proposition more valuable. In Sweden the housing shortage

is becoming an obstacle for mobility and intercultural exchange. Consequently the lack of ac-

cessible housing does not allow young people to move out from the family home, start their 

own life experience and follow personal ambitions. In Swedish cities such as Stockholm or Go-

teborg the queuing time to gain access to the public housing market is estimated between five 

and ten years39. Each city has its own Municipality Housing Company, it is not rare that parents 

subscribe children on the company’s website in order to accumulate enough queuing time for 

the child’s future. An alternative to the local public housing company is the black market where 

first-hand tenants sublet spare rooms in their apartments. Usually on the private market apart-

ments are more expensive than the one on the public market. Even though the Government 

establishes an economical limit for rents and regulations it is often not affordable for young 

generations to rely on those solutions. 

A big amount of Swedish cities risk to be omitted from the circle of national and international 

mobility because of the lack of dwellings. Perhaps, this problems can decrease the attraction 

of a city. The lack of mobility is a huge disadvantage for the economy and the cultural life of the 

city and consequently also for the local Universities.

38 Quora, “What is Sweden’s 
cooperative housing system?”, 
Quora, <https://www.quora.
com/What-is-Swedens-coo-
perative-housing-system>, 20 
February 2017.

39 D. Polanska, “Inside Swe-
den’s housing crisis: when 
renovation means eviction” The 
Local, <https://www.thelocal.
se/20170209/inside-swe-
dens-housing-crisis-when-re-
novation-means-eviction>,  20 
June. 2017.
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Airbnb and Umeå

As previously indicated, in each Swedish city there is a municipal owned public housing com-

pany. In Umeå its name is AB Bostaden and it is a subsidiary to Umeå  kommunföretag (Muni-

cipal Company). The company controls about 45% of the housing rental market and 80% of the 

student dormitories in Umeå. Congruent with the Swedish philosophy, queuing is the most fair 

and transparent way to convey housing even though it usually takes many years. In fact, people 

have to queue a minimum of six years to obtain an apartment with AB Bostaden and for a stu-

dent dormitory the queue timing is between eight months and one year. 

Regarding the subletting system, anyone who has a first-hand contract with the company and is 

not able to use the flat or the room is entitled to sublet it for a short period of time. Though, if the 

tenant is renting a single room with the company, he is not allowed to rent it out during summer 

because June and July are rent-free months. Although to have the right to sublet, the tenant 

must have a particular reason such as temporary employment abroad or a break in his studies. 

To justify that decision he must send a written application including an official certificate from 

the receiving institution and wait for the permit.

Throughout the course of the study I contacted the Letting Administrator of Bostaden in order 

to ask if the company allows tenants to sublet their room on Airbnb. When I asked during an 

exchange of emails the answer was: “Our apartments are for permanent living so we do not 

approve of Airbnb.”40

ccording to the rule of Bostaden, if a couple rent a two bedrooms apartment and subsequently 

they want to rent out one of the two rooms to temporary hosts, the couple is not legally allowed 

to do it. One of the limitations of this regulation is that it denies to people the right to share their 

homes and it usually leads to an illegal activity. 

With the intention to understand the hosts’ point of view and to investigate the use they are 

doing of Airbnb I interviewed some of them. I contacted them through Airbnb website asking for 

a meeting. Oddly, only few hosts agreed to meet me and showed up to the meeting.In fact, some 

of them previously agreed to meet me but in the end they did not come, others did not want 

to meet or became suspicious after I explained the reason of the interview. Perhaps they were 

worried about the possibility of being denounced or of a penalty. In fact, when the interviewees 

I met were asked if the landlord knew about their Airbnb activity, the majority commented they 

did not communicate it to anyone. Moreover in term of taxes none of the participants denoun-

ced their activity to the tax agency before subscribing on the website. Many of them stated to 

40 Letting Administrator of Bo-
staden email conversation with 
the author, 24 February 2017.



32

Sublet a room with Airbnb

Sofia Musatti

Figure 6-7.  Screenshots of the email conversation with Bostaden.
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Figure 8-9.  Screenshots of the conversation with the Airbnb host in Umeå.
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not earn more than the minimum income allowed by the Swedish government as independent 

workers with Airbnb. The Swedish law asserts an annual income of 18.951 kronor41 there is no 

need to pay taxes. However all the people interviewed uses Airbnb as a second source of inco-

me and, excluding students, everyone has a full-time job or a profit-making business. Therefore, 

to be able to use Airbnb without having to pay taxes each host must earn not more then 1.578 

kronor42 per month and not have any other income.

Consequently, Bostaden concerns towards Airbnb are understandable, considering how disrup-

tive it has been in European cities Barcelona, as discussed above. Indeed the previous email 

would seem to suggest that Bostaden does not see in Airbnb any capacity and they decided to 

forbid it given that it is not related to any kind of “permanent living”.

Nonetheless the findings from the interviews suggest the contrary. If Airbnb is used as an ethi-

cal home-sharing practice perhaps it can have a positive effect on people’s life. 

I report the personal story of Susan, one of the person interviewed, as a valuable example. 

Susan lives in Umeå and she is a 60 years old craftswoman, she makes paintings, jewellery, 

matches holders with recycled papers, traditional Swedish butter knifes and many other items 

in her studio at home. Before handicraft became her daily job she had worked in a psychiatric 

Institute for twenty years. At one point of her life she decided not to have a regular job anymore 

but to opt for a different kind of life. During the interview she told me how the fact of being the 

boss of herself can let her experiment more freedom and she can do what she loves to do, even 

though her business activity is not very remunerative. Susan lived in a big house in Umeå with 

her husband until he passed away ten years ago. The monthly rent of the house is 7.500 kronors 

and nowadays Susan can not afford it alone continuing to be a craftswoman. She subscribed on 

Airbnb in 2013, when the company started to develop in Umeå. Today she can keep living in her 

home thanks to the income provided by her Airbnb activity. She rents out one single room of the 

house and guests are free to use the kitchen and the living room. Her aim is to earn just enough 

to pay half of the monthly rent, not more. One of the clear outcome of the interview was the will 

of not using Airbnb for speculation but to be able to keep living in her house without having to 

sacrifice her lifestyle. Moreover in Susan’s case, between her craftswoman business and Airbnb 

she earns more than the minimum annual Swedish fax-free income. So her Airbnb activity could 

be considered not purely legal due to the tax issue. 

Even though the building where Susan is living is not owned by Bostaden this is a scenario that 

shows how Airbnb might indirectly be connected to the permanent living situation of someone.

41 Information om Sverige, “Att 
betala skatt (Paying taxes)”, 
Information om Sverige 
[website], <https://www.infor-
mationsverige.se/Engelska/
Samhalle/Samhallsorientering/
Pages/Att-betala-skatt.aspx>, 
25 February 2017.

42 Information om Sverige, “Att 
betala skatt (Paying taxes)”, 
Information om Sverige 
[website], <https://www.infor-
mationsverige.se/Engelska/
Samhalle/Samhallsorientering/
Pages/Att-betala-skatt.aspx>, 
25 February 2017.
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Airbnb threaten by European Municipalities

The Swedish government did not explicitly take position itself towards Airbnb, decla-

ring if the practice is formally legal or not. It happened in Stockholm on 27th August 

2015, that “…a landmark ruling banning a woman in Stockholm from renting out her 

apartment via the home-sharing website Airbnb after a rent tribunal likened the letting 

with running a “hotel business” on the premises has sparked debate in Sweden”43. The 

27-years old woman asked to the rent tribunal the permission to rent out her apartment 

on a total of seven times between August 20th and September 23rd.  This case shows 

how the lack of written regulation about Airbnb can lead cities to ban the use of it. 

Indeed many other cities around Europe are implementing their own strategy accor-

ding to the local rental laws. The Municipality of Berlin was the first one who took 

radical measures against Airbnb. As reported by The Guardian in the article “Berlin 

ban on Airbnb short-term rentals upheld by city court”44 of June 2016, under the new 

ban people who rent more than 50% of their apartment on a short-term basis without 

a permit from the city hall will risk a fine of €100.000. 

Afterword the Mayor of Barcelona, Ada Colau, fined Airbnb and Homeaway €60.000 for 

advertising and renting out touristic accommodations without license. As announced 

by The Guardian in the podcast “Is this the world’s most radical major?”45 the attitude 

of Stockholm, Berlin and Barcelona regarding Airbnb could set a precedent for similar 

bans in other cities where the company faces growing political opposition and they 

could inspire similar restrictions. In connection with that, Gracia Vara Arribas, a lawyer 

who advised the EU on the sharing economy declared: “Cities are closely watching 

each other to see what types of regulations are possible and Berlin’s verdict will surely 

have an impact on the behaviour of other cities.”46 

As was mentioned in the previous pages, the way in which Airbnb is mostly used in 

Umeå does not involve speculation or hotel companies yet. On average the interviewe-

es often advertised only one listing and it was almost always located in the same 

place where they lived. However, the risk that without a regulation the Airbnb activity 

in Umeå could become speculative in the future is real. As a matter of fact Umeå is 

one of Sweden’s fastest growing cities and the Municipality’s goal is to pass 200.000 

inhabitants before 205047. In my opinion, with the increase of the economical power of 

Umeå, and without a proper regulation, perhaps the city will face dilemmas similar to 

the one happening in Barcelona.

43 The Local, “Swedes deba-
te capital’s first Airbnb rent 
’ban’”, The Local, <https://www.
thelocal.se/20150827/woman-
hit-by-stockholms-first-airbnb-
ban>, 15 March 2017.

44  P. Oltermann, “Berlin ban 
on Airbnb short-term rentals 
upheld by city court”, The Guar-
dian, <https://www.theguardian.
com/technology/2016/jun/08/
berlin-ban-airbnb-short-term-
rentals-upheld-city-court>, 1 
June 2017.

45  D. Quijones, “Barcelona just 
Declared War on Airbnb (and 
its Hosts)“, Wolfstreet, <http://
wolfstreet.com/2016/09/11/
barcelona-declared-war-on-air-
bnb-and-hosts/>, 1 February 
2017. 

46 P. Oltermann, “Berlin ban 
on Airbnb short-term rentals 
upheld by city court”, The Guar-
dian, <https://www.theguardian.
com/technology/2016/jun/08/
berlin-ban-airbnb-short-term-
rentals-upheld-city-court>, 1 
June 2017.

47  Umeå Municipality, “Web-
site of Umeå municipality”, 
Umeå Kommun [website], 
<http://www.umea.se/umea-
kommun/funktionsmappar/
sprak/languages/engli-
sh.4.bbd> 25 February 2017. 
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Figure 11.  Protests against Airbnb in Barcelona
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The research method

The research questions

The two primary research questions that leaded this study were: “How can the lack of 

accommodation  in relation to students and temporary workers affect the essential 

right of security, sanitary and civic belonging?” and “How can Airbnb be regulated in 

order to become a sustainable system which empowers the city and its citizens?”. 

There are secondary research questions that were investigated during the study to 

suggest further inside into the issue. They include the following: 

1. “ Considering the home as the shelter of other human rights, what is it a home 

nowadays and how it is perceived by the current floating population? ” 

2. “ Is Airbnb still part of a sharing-economy for neighborhoods and citizens or is it 

rather becoming part of the hotel industry disguised as home-sharing company? “

3. “ How can the city of Umeå offer a home to all new incoming students/temporary 

workers using local resources and transforming Airbnb in a strenght for the city? “

The research methodology

The procedure for this research study was completed as follows: data collection from 

the personal experience of living in Barcelona and Umeå, review of supporting literatu-

re and related studies, interviews with Airbnb hosts, conversations with students who 

had difficulties in finding an accommodation in Barcelona and Umeå, data collection 

about websites and Facebook groups linked to the research of an accommodation in 

Umeå, exchange of emails with local associations and institutions, documentation of 

the results, site inspections, review and analysis of the findings.  

Site selection

The research study for this project thesis takes place in Umeå, Sweden and Barcelona,
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Spain. The determination of these two locations was defined by a personal experience 

and the ability to access the data collected during that. 

Assumption

In performing this study, the first assumption made is that Municipalities’ attitude 

towards Airbnb will become more indisposed in the future, according to newspaper 

articles48. Therefore the need to regulate it emerges as necessary. The second as-

sumption is that in the future the city of Umeå will become the economical centre of 

Norrland49 and it will have to accommodate a higher number of students and foreigner 

workers.

48  P. Oltermann, “Berlin ban 
on Airbnb short-term rentals 
upheld by city court”, The Guar-
dian, <https://www.theguardian.
com/technology/2016/jun/08/
berlin-ban-airbnb-short-term-
rentals-upheld-city-court>, 1 
June 2017.

49   Umeå Municipality, “Web-
site of Umeå municipality”, 
Umeå Kommun [website], 
<http://www.umea.se/umea-
kommun/funktionsmappar/
sprak/languages/engli-
sh.4.bbd> 25 February 2017. 

Personal Experience

• How did the idea of hosting with Airbnb start? When did it start?

• I guess at the beginning it might have felt a bit weird but also 

exciting to have someone you don't know in your home.. Was it 

difficult to get use to that? 

• How does the division of spaces works when you have a guest? 

• What do you like from this experience?

• Is there also something that you don't like from this experience? 

• Have you ever though about renting the room for a long-term rent 

situation? 

Practical Issues

• Where your Airbnb is?

• How many spare rooms there are in your apartment? Are all 

available to host guests?

• How often do you have people coming?

• Which kind of guests do usually book the room? Students, workers, 

tourists..? And for how long?

• Which kind of contact do you have with Airbnb? 

• How much time does it take to be a host? Is it a weekly activity..-

more/less?

• What do you like from the Airbnb system? Do you think is it easy to 

use? Does the system make you feel secure? Insurance.

• Do you also have some friends who use Airbnb?

Many municipalities nowadays are charging Airbnb because many 

big hotel companies subscribes as hosts and use the website to run 

their business. This creates some problems in the neighborhood and 

it also damage the smaller hosts and the housing market. 

Law

I'm trying to understand how the rental policy works in Sweden and 

how the Swedish government position itself towards Airbnb.

• Did you have to ask some permission to rent out the room? 

• Who is the owner of the building? 

• Is it first hand rented? 

• Can you choose the night price?

• How much can you earn from Airbnb in one year? 

• How much is Airbnb charging you for the service? 

• Can you tell me how does the booking process works for the host.. 

• If you could change or improve something of Airbnb what would 

you do?
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The design project

The site

Umeå is the biggest city of Norrland, in the north of Sweden, and it counts 111.503 

citizens on a surface of 2317 kmq. One of the biggest problem Umeå faces every year 

is the  lack of housing  in relation to the arrival of many new students. 

In 2015 Umeå University was welcoming 1.000 new students between free-movers and 

exchange students. Every year The Emergency Housing Association of Umeå Univer-

sity helps these new students to find a temporary accommodation before their arrival 

while they are looking for a permanent one. However, the association was forced to 

close on June 2017, probably due to a lack of capital.

 The SFS Bostadsrapport 2016 reports Umeå under the definition of Röda städer (Red 

city) with other Swedish cities like Stockholm, Goteborg, Malmo and Uppsala. Röda 

städer means the local University can not offer student accommodation during the fall 

semester. According to the SFS report the waiting time for a student at the local muni-

cipal housing company Bostaden is about one year in Umeå. The Emergency housing 

association operates an emergency room mediation, but there are often not enough 

dwellings to cover the demand. Most new students are referred to the secondary mar-

ket, but neither that is sufficient for all of them to find a solution. Otherwise many live 

with other students in a too crowded environment to work in the long term scenario. 

In the spring, the situation is better, but before that period arrive some students in-

terrupt their studies because of the housing shortage. There are plans to build nearly 

1.500 student housing in the coming years. If these plans became reality the situation 

would obviously improve. Nevertheless, there are fears that the new homes will be too 

expensive for students. 

The empty building that have been used as case study is the vacant commercial space 

UP2. It is located in the city centre of Umeå facing an inactive square. For students, 

the possibility of being included in the city life can strongly characterise the quality 

of the experience. Moreover, the project wants to show how the presence of students
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Figure 12.  Shopping Mall UP2 outside
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in the city  of Umeå can enrich the city itself. The right to sanitary and civic belonging 

goes beyond the single student and include all citizens. 

UP2 has been owned by the estate agency Scherdins until the company Balticgruppen 

recently bought it. On March 3rd, during one of the site inspection, I got to know that 

the company decided to built offices in that space. In Umeå there are already many 

offices which are currently unused50. 

The choice of the place is related to its position, to the fact that the structure has been 

inactive for at least two years51 and also to propose an alternative and more sustai-

nable use of this space. 

The functional program

This thesis focuses on how the lack of accommodation affects our right of security, 

sanitary and civic belonging. Through the use of Airbnb as regulated phenomenon, the 

re-use of vacant spaces and a system of movable and prefabricated rooms, this study 

is trying to propose an alternative solution to the lack of dwellings for students and 

temporary workers. 

The main idea is that a home is the shell for other basic rights such as: security, sani-

tary and belonging. 

The idea is to adapt vacant commercial buildings in homes for newly arrived people in 

Umeå. The design might adjust to the existing morphology of the building and it will 

change from space to space. As a matter of fact, it is necessary to have a movable 

and flexible technology because these spaces will not stay forever empty and they 

will be different from each other. Whenever the owner of the space wants to start a 

commercial activity again it will be useful if the technology is detachable, packed and 

transported somewhere else with the minimum economical loss. The design needs to 

be resistant, with the possibility to replace possible damaged areas affecting as less 

as possible the existing structure. 

An exception will be made for the two spaces opening toward the city: the civic work-

shop and the common showers. They will be built with a different technique because 

they are considered to be permanently present in the building due to the enrichment 

they might provide to the city. 

50 M. Hallén & J. Samberg, “Info-
ga: öppna rum för  fler möten”, 
Master, Umeå School of Archi-
tecture, Umeå, 2016-2017.

51 M. Hallén & J. Samberg, “Info-
ga: öppna rum för  fler möten”, 
Master, Umeå School of Archi-
tecture, Umeå, 2016-2017.
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The strategy

In order to explain how the proposal works I will take into exam the actions a new te-

nant will do before moving into the building. 

The first step would be to contact the association before arriving in Umeå. Before the 

Umebo Emergency Housing closed, the idea was to be supported by their network and 

create a collaboration with them. Umebo would have been in charge of receiving the 

requests and then behaving as a bridge through the potential tenant and the super-

visor of the space. The supervisor would be a student and have his office inside the 

building. Now the role of the Umebo Emergency Housing could be replaced by Umeå 

University website. 

Afterwards the tenant could move in as soon as he arrives in town. The supervisor 

would help him to subscribe on Bostaden during the check-in, explain all the rules and 

sign the contract. The subscription on Bostaden is one of the conditions to respect in 

order to be able to access the space. The design is not thought as permanent living, 

thus as soon as the tenant will be able to access a student room on Bostaden or finish 

his work (if temporary worker) he will be asked to move out and leave the space for 

others. 

The contract assures the right to security, therefore tenants will not run the same risks 

as the occupants of the Property Guardian52. 

Every two tenants, in addition to their private room, will receive the possibility of ren-

ting another smaller room on Airbnb together. The circumstances of renting through 

Airbnb will be subordinated to clear rules stated into the contract, in the interest of 

avoiding speculation and business-making. The association will ask a percentage on 

the profit in order to finance the expenses and the rest of the capital will be shared 

by the two tenants. According to the regulation each tenant will receive 1196 kronor a 

month and this amount of money is considered to assure their right to civic belonging.

The aim of this proposition is to show a feasible scenario of how Airbnb could be re-

gulated and then enrich the city. 

Indeed, with its percentage (45% on the monthly profit) the association could finance 

the supervisor’s income, recreational and educational activities for the citizens. The 

supervisor will be in charge of organising events and workshop opened to the city. A 

list of achievable events will be presented during the analysis of the designed space.
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Evidently, all tenants will be welcome to be involved in the organisation and the pro-

position of activities. Due to the earning coming from Airbnb the events could be eco-

nomically accessed by everyone, costing only few kronors. The expensive lifestyle of 

Umeå makes this opportunity even more valuable for those who can not afford the 

usual prices. 

This is where the right of belonging expands from just students to all citizens and can 

be achieved through a regulated use of Airbnb. The experience of living the city hap-

pens also through the activities that it proposes. In my opinion, it is necessary to live 

in an accessible city in order to extend the notion of home to the outside. Accessibility 

does not only include infrastructure but it relates to what the city offers to its citizens 

in a non-commercial dialogue. Perhaps, the presence of more non-commercial spaces 

which offer  civic occurrences might enhance the quality of life in a city. 

In the following pages I present each ambient through the use of drawings and a short 

explanation.

a i r b n b

outs ide
cinema
lunches
publ ic

act iv i t ies
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Figure 13.  Hand-drawn drawing of the full layout
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Figure 14.  Detail: common showers
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The hall

The original entrance of the shopping centre UP2 consists of an escalator that leads 

to the second floor, where the intervention takes place. The access to the second floor 

was lacking a front door, which made the entire floor constantly accessible. Therefore 

a threshold was necessary to assure security.

The kitchen

The kitchen is the space where the greater amount of interactions happend. It is the 

best space where to practice the skill of living with others. Indeed the experience of 

sharing the kitchen with several stranger can be a challange. 

In the drawing some of these challanges are represented.
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I wouldn’t mind some company

Do you want some coffè?

Be patient.

Respect the common spaces!

Can’t she do it in her room...?!

Why nobody cleans...?

Maybe I can aks if I could borrow some eggs
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Pipes and Ventilation

In most of the commercial spaces there is already a mechalical ventilation sistem and 

they are provided of toilettes. In case lack of these two basic services, an alternative 

system is proposed in this schematic drawing.

The two rooms

As explained before, domestic personalisation has an important role in the process of 

home-making and not every house can be a home. In fact, through choices and decora-

tions people express themselves and appropriate the new space. Having the power of 

making a choice means having the freedom to feel the owner of the space and explore 

its domestic scale. 

Therefore, the design was thought to be flexible and to encourage the act of choosing. 

Deliberately tenants can choose between two different types of room, according to 

their own tendency. The former is a full hight rectangular space with a bright window 

and the latter is also a rectangular space but with the supplement of a small mezzani-

ne. Both of them have a neutral shape with white and smooth walls, without furniture 

or decoration in order to not have any constriction. Whenever the tenant will move in, 

he could personalise the room as he wishes using objects borrowed from the storage. 
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The most private space

The design foresees several communal areas due to the morphology of the existing 

building and the concept of living in a less individual way. Nonetheless, the need of 

private moments within a shared environment remains essential.  

I believe the functional program needs to include another confidential space in addi-

ction to the personal room. In order to achieve this aim the design includes several 

units where dwellers can reach a higher level of isolation alone or with others. The 

round structure is composed by two layers of thick curtains and a roof made with the 

same material that insulates the inside space.

The storage

As was mentioned in the previous paragraph, domestic personalisation had remar-

kably influenced the design. As a result of the importance of decoration and choices 

the functional program includes a storage where tenants can borrow objects and fur-

niture in order to decorate their personal room. The articles will be collected through 

donations and the Municipality’s secondhand market Returbutiken52. Frequently both 

categories of students and temporary workers do not invest on things because of the 

temporary nature of their stay. Through the borrowing of secondhand items the dwel-

ler can develop faster an emotional attachment to the place. Moreover, the furniture 

can also be used to decorate common spaces and that could enhance communication 

between house mates.

52  Umeå Kommun,
 “Retrobutiken”, retrobutiken.
com  [website], <http://
retrobutiken.com>, ac-
cessed 19 March 2017.
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Double height space

The right to civic belonging: the civic Workshop

As already said the functional program foresees a workshop where non-commercial 

events can be organised. 

The civic workshop includes a stage for representations and performances. According 

to the  design it can be used as table area or as stalls area.

The space can host educational workshops, communitarian lunches and it can be ren-

ted by local associations in order to organise festivals or other events. 

The triangular inside structure continues outside towards the actual square. The extru-

sion is a semi-closed envelope with an open balcony and an indoor space. Due to the 

openings the rest of the building is not deprived of light.

Facing the envelope there is an informative totem where citizens can find out about the 

activities of the month. At the top of the totem there is a movie screen that, together 

with the projector installed in the envelope’s facade, originate an outside movie thea-

tre. The entry staircase functions also as public space and as stall area for the cinema. 

Likewise, a modest intervention has been made in the square. The current playground 

has been re-thought according to the geometrical grid of the floor. The pattern of the 

floor raises and descends in several spots in order to create seatings on different ver-

tical levels. 

Resulting from the contribution that this type of places could generate in the life of 

the city of Umeå and considering the dimension of the proposed intervention, the civic 

workshop is considered to be permanent. 
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The right to sanitary: Common Showers

As discussed above, the home is the shelter that encloses other essential human ri-

ghts. By “right to sanitary” this paper analyses the accessibility to the structures rela-

ted to personal hygiene, within the city environment. During a Facebook conversation 

with a student of  Umeå University I was told that in the past  some students had lived 

in the school campus or in the University courtyard because of the lack of accommo-

dation. 

The aim of introducing common showers in the design is to assure the right to sanitary 

to everyone, even when people are devoid of a home. 

Therefore the design foresees a room with six showers shared by the tenants and the 

citizens who might need it. A system of time slots should assure a functional sharing 

of the space for all users. The service is accessible to the public from 11:00am to 

17:00pm, because it is usually the time students or workers are outside. An employed 

person will be in charge of cleaning the space, the expenses will be financed by the 

rent of the rooms and by a small fee of 15 kronor for the external users.   

A trapezoidal structure extrudes from the commercial centre UP2 toward the square, 

in order to be more visible and to arouse citizens curiosity. By the use of shiny colours 

the contrast between the existing envelope and the new addition is highlighted. The 

trapezoid reaches the square through triangular pillars, which bear the stairs. The clo-

se presence of the ex-tourist office and the shops at the bottom floor influences the 

choices of the design in relation to size and shape. Considering the contribution that 

common showers could generate in the city the intervention is considered to be per-

manent.
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Conclusion

This study has identified the meaning of home and its importance for the personal 

identity of  the ongoing growing floating population. A home is considered the shelter 

for the rights of security, sanitary and civic belonging. Previous analysis has revealed 

that nowadays these rights might not be always respected due to the speculative ren-

tal market created by the current increase of the massive international mobility. This 

project proposes to use as transitory solution for students and temporary workers 

vacant commercial spaces where these rights can be assured through a careful and 

strategic regulation.  

The proposal foresees a design which comprehends the re-use of local vacant buildin-

gs and a collaboration between Airbnb and the local Municipality in order to enhance 

the city and its citizens. Taking into account that a house is not always a home the 

design explores the domestic dimension of  commercial spaces and it proposes a 

change of use during their inactive period.

The investigation of Airbnb has shown that nowadays a regulation is needed in order 

to limit its damages and exploit its potentialities. In this thesis I would like to address 

the issue to Governments and especially to the Swedish Government. In my opinion, 

according to the decision of the Swedish Government of listing the entire country on 

Airbnb, the reflection of how Airbnb should be regulated becomes even more urgent.
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Thank you.
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