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Chapter Summary 
 

This case study is about an innovative tourism booking platform, socialbnb, founded by students at the 

Cologne University in 2018. It describes a new accommodation platform that connects social and 

ecological NGOs with potential customers, especially youth travelers. The focus of the study lays on the 

development of the platform from the initial idea to the pilot phase to become a start-up. In general 

terms, the platform helps NGOs to earn an additional income by renting out accommodation on their 

premises to tourists. At the same time, it helps travelers to have an authentic experience. The case study 

can therefore be described as an example of a more inclusive business model that incorporates 

sustainability. 

Overall, the case study gives the background information of the entrepreneurs (from the beginning of the 

idea to the current status), the business opportunity that they saw in the trend towards more sustainable 

travel behavior, and how they put their idea into practice. It also details the benefits of such an approach. 

Learning Objectives: 
 

1. To learn about the development process of a social business from the idea to start-up. 
 

2. To recognize that different stakeholders other than the classic travel agent can be involved in the 
provision of tourism spreading its benefits more widely within a visited region. 
 

3. To understand the business model that combines tourism and local development with the goals of 
social and environmental NGOs. 
 

4. To understand that NGOs can play an important role in local sustainable tourism development. 
 

5. To embrace the concept that NGOs can become a multiplier to shift the income generated by tourism 
to a greater number of locals 
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 The Issue, Opportunity or Trend 
 

 “Tourism has become a pillar of economies, a passport to prosperity, and a transformative 

force for improving millions of lives. The world can and must harness the power of tourism 

as we strive to carry out the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.” António Guterres, 

United Nations Secretary-General  

 

The quote from the Secretary-General of the United Nations reflects the increasing importance of 

tourism in global development issues. The travel industry is one of the most important economic sectors 

these days. In 2019, it accounted for more than ten percent of global economic output, and the trend is 

rising (World Travel & Tourism Council, 2020) and more than 1.4 billion international tourist arrivals 

were recorded with revenues of approximately 1,717 billion US dollars (UNWTO, 2020a). Because of its 

economic significance, tourism offers the potential to accelerate socio-economic developments in rural 

and peripheral regions. It is seen as a key to achieving the United Nations Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs) of the Agenda 2030. However, in March 2020 the global Covid-19 pandemic brought the 

worldwide tourism industry to a standstill and stopped much of those socio-economic developments. As 

a consequence, the World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) developed its Restart Tourism program, 

presenting a roadmap on how the industry should be restructured for the future after this crisis.  

In this program, the UNWTO proposes sustainability as the new normal. They argue that it is particularly 

important to initiate a change towards more sustainability in the tourism industry at this very moment. 

Thereby using its immense economic potential to fulfill the adopted Agenda 2030 (UNWTO, 2020b).  To 

achieve this, it’s important to look for innovative concepts that realize such socio-economic impact-

oriented tourism. One of those innovative solutions is the concept behind socialbnb, which was 

developed within an interdisciplinary student team from the University of Cologne. 

 

Socialbnb is the first booking platform that connects travelers with social and ecological organizations 

(NGOs) to provide an authentic overnight experience, thereby creating sustainable tourism in line with 

the United Nations' Agenda 2030. In particular, NGOs can play “a prominent role in promoting tourism to 

generate wider development.” (Clausen, 2019, p. 71.)  Many local aid organizations in developing 

countries offer an essential added value for such a development. Currently, it could be argued that “NGO-
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funded projects, bring minimal benefits to local communities and fail to transform the economies or 

infrastructure of developing countries in any meaningful way” (Smith, 2015, p. 216). However, NGOs are 

potential economic, environmental, social or political pressure groups that can provide vital input to 

sustainable touristic development (Fennell and Cooper, 2020) such as being a watchdog to monitor 

tourism impacts on indigenous communities and the natural environment as well as providing political 

support, advocacy, and programming (Simpson, 2008; Derrien, Cervency and Wolf, 2019). Their role as 

contributors to sustainable development has increased over the past decades. This also leads to the fact, 

that NGOs enjoy greater acceptance and trust than governmental institutions (Nuscheler, 2004). On the 

one hand, NGOs have the image of being independent. Development work from governmental institutions 

often follows economic or foreign political interests. (Nuscheler, 2004). In addition to this aspect, NGOs 

are also expected to be able to shape development more effectively. They are closer to their target groups, 

less bureaucratic, more motivated, and more committed in their undertakings (Rauch, 2009). 

 

The potency of NGOs stems from the close ties and relationships to local populations (grassroots links) 

that many other international actors lack (Scholz, 2006). NGOs are in their definition an organized form 

of civil society. For that reason, they operate closely with local communities and can better assess the 

situation in the region they are operating in. Therefore, they can help the local population to stand up for 

their rights in an independently organized way. This is more difficult for state institutions, in view of the 

fact that they cannot initiate groups that counteract existing power structures (Nuscheler, 2004).  

The main issue in the efficiency of NGOs arises from the non-profit status of NGOs. This implies that they 

do not engage in any economic activity to strive for profit, but instead allocate all funds to their defined 

purpose. This often leads to a shortage of resources for their work, which is why they rely on external 

support (Brown & Kalegaonkar, 2002). Due to the fact that funds have so far been limited and are often 

allocated to short project periods, the   long-term financing of projects to promote sustainable 

development presents particular challenges for many NGOs (Pasquini et. Al, 2011). 

 

If funds are provided by external sources, it leads to a dependency from the respective donor organization 

or states. This often leads to a conflict of interest between the NGO and the donors (Bank and Hulme, 

2012). Especially with funds stemming from foreign countries, this can lead to the political or economic 

interests of third countries that implement the NGO programs (Ghosh, 2009).  The conflict of interest 
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between NGOs and donor institutions is further exacerbated by the fact that NGOs, in their pursuit of 

innovative solutions, seek to implement new programs and are required to test their functionality 

accordingly, while most donors are eager to achieve rapid successes (Jellinek, 2003). As a result, NGOs 

tend to focus on immediate results in order to obtain further funding and therefore focus on short-term 

measures rather than sustainable development (Michael, 2002). Especially numerous small and local 

NGOs don’t even have the opportunity to receive external funding, because of their lack of Know-How 

and resources for the bureaucratic applying process.  

 

In addition to the predicament of obtaining financial resources, over-reliance on external funds is a central 

obstacle for NGOs. It thus represents one of the greatest challenges and reasons why NGO programs might 

be ineffective. Consequently, it is necessary to explore new approaches for NGOs to finance themselves 

and, above all, ascertain how these funds can be acquired locally so that there is no dependency on other 

countries (Haque, 2002; Abouassi and Trent, 2016). 

 

In particular, as NGOs can be seen as ‘of utmost importance in bringing innovative transformation and 

alternative modes of exchange and development within sustainable tourism’ (Clausen, 2019, p. 82.) 

socialbnb is an example of an alternative mode of exchange in that it cooperates with smaller local NGOs 

to provide additional funding opportunities. The entrepreneurs of socialbnb created a concept to 

potentially finance NGOs worldwide to implement their projects by giving them access to additional 

funding from the growing tourism market. This business concept is especially linked to the 

accommodation sector that is able to directly support the development of destinations (Chilufya, Hughes 

and Scheyvens, 2019). The idea is to offer touristic accommodation within the premises of local NGOs.  

 

Initially, the team identified the strong connection that NGOs have with the local population, additionally 

to their advantage in facilitating development issues as a touristic potential. In addition to higher interest 

in recreation opportunities, the demand for local experiences and sustainable tourism alternatives has 

grown vigorously (Schmücker et al., 2019). Due to economic growth, improved social conditions in 

tourists’ countries of origin and a much better-quality tourism infrastructure in many destinations, the 

number of international travelers is continuously growing.  
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Especially the target of Youth Travellers, aged between 18 -25 are pursuing more sustainable and 

authentic travel experiences (Yousaf et. al, 2018). Of the world's nearly 1.5 billion travelers, 23% consist 

of young travelers between the ages of 18 and 25, making a Market of 368 million travelers (UNWTO, 

2016). This target group travels primarily to discover new cultures and landscapes, as well as to connect 

with the local population, as they increasingly perceive travel as an accessory to education (Yousaf, 2018).  

The Innovation 
Case Context 
 

Socialbnb is helping to transform the tourism industry to realize its potential of sustainable tourism (Smith, 

J. 2019). This realization opens up the premises of the NGOs as accommodation for the travel market, 

consequently creating an entirely new, sustainable offer for a constantly growing target group. On the 

digital platform socialbnb.org, social and ecological aid organizations (NGOs) can offer their unused 

premises as overnight accommodation. Usually, these are accommodation facilities for seasonal 

employees, which are not utilized throughout the whole year. It was found out that there are three main 

categories of premises available to local NGOs worldwide: 1. Accommodations that are similar to hostels 

and located near the projects;2. Homestays, where the traveler stays with the staff at home or directly on 

the project site; 3. More luxurious accommodations with hotel or lodge character. Therefore, there is an 

abundance of and appropriate offers for different target groups, especially youth travelers, regarding their 

individual needs.  

 

 

FIGURE 1: LANDING PAGE OF THE ONLINE PLATFORM SOCIALBNB 
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Travelers can book these accommodation facilities on the online platform (see Figure 1). After booking, 

the traveler pays a commission fee of 15% towards socialbnb so that the booking is confirmed. After the 

confirmation of the NGOs, the guest travels to the NGO and the rest of the price is paid on-site. This way 

the money is directly funneled into a social or ecological project of the NGO and helps to reduce their 

dependency on donations.  

 An essential component during their stay is a guided tour of the project. In this way, travelers obtain 

exclusive insight into the project first hand and gain further knowledge about the thematic field in which 

the NGO operates. The thematic fields of the NGOs matches in many cases the interest of young people 

between the ages of 18 and 35. Recent studies show that they are increasingly concerned with issues such 

as health, diversity, environmental protection, and social justice (Hoffmann, 2020). The NGOs that 

collaborate closely with socialbnb mainly work in education, animal welfare, environmental protection, 

equality, health, and sports. Travelers can filter by these characteristics through the platform to find a 

suitable experience for them. They are integrated into the daily lives of local people for the duration of 

their stay and, depending on availability, can participate in cultural experiences such as a shared local 

dinner or festivities. Each stay finances the respective visited project. Thus, the three levels of 

sustainability (ecological, social, and economic) are taken into account. In comparison to other offers in 

sustainable travel, which focus solely on having as little negative impact as possible through good eco-

efficiency, Socialbnb meets the increased desire for the social responsibility of the target group 

(Hoffmann, 2020). Better financing ensures an increasing quality of NGO projects, from which large parts 

of the local population benefit (social). Besides, NGOs can finance themselves on a sustainable basis and 

thus set incentives for further economic processes (economic).  

 

Such an opening of the travel market for NGOs, which uses the socialbnb platform as providers, is social 

innovation. It is a potential solution to more sustainable tourism while at the same time helping to stabilize 

the underfinanced projects of NGOs worldwide.  The social innovation generated by socialbnb enables 

NGOs to achieve sustainable economic financing continuously and to establish a link between an NGO and 

a more business-like approach. It allows NGOs to create more available resources, thereby significantly 

increasing the quality and economic security of the implemented projects. In addition, large sections of 
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the local population in the surrounding area, for whom the projects' offerings are essential, benefit from 

the improved financing. 

Stakeholders Involved 
 

Socialbnb started as a project of the student initiative Enactus an der Universität zu Köln e.V. During their 

studies, the founding team got acquainted with each other and developed the concept behind socialbnb. 

The initial pilot project, that was visited on a trip abroad, was a small NGO near the Cambodian capital 

Phnom Phen, that aspired to provide free English lessons, which were not available at the state school 

nearby.  The team of the local NGO was seeking funding to build the school and to hire a teacher, however, 

they were unable to receive any donations, due to the lack of attention regarding the project. Together 

with the NGO, the team of students developed an innovative solution to this problem, in which they 

rented out the available space in the village to travelers to finance the construction of the school and hire 

an English teacher. For the student team, it was important to use such an entrepreneurial approach to 

the realization of the project to guarantee long-term success and sustainability.  In only three months, 

more than 30 travelers were able to visit the NGO, and thus enough money could be allocated locally to 

build the school and hire an English teacher for the first six months. Consequently, the NGO was able to 

provide free English lessons for about 200 children.  

 

After that success, it was important to validate, if the concept would be an intelligent way to make the 

income streams of tourism beneficial for a broader mass of local populations. One of the students, 

Alexander Haufschildused his bachelor thesis to analyze the role of NGOs in the socio-economic 

development of the Global South. In a meta-analysis, more than 60 studies were evaluated to highlight 

the benefits of NGOs and the challenges they face in their work. In his thesis, the outstanding importance 

of NGOs for the implementation of the Agenda 2030 was highlighted. A further insight was that one-sided 

financing through donations was found to be one of the main problems in the effectiveness of NGOs. 

Therefore, it was concluded that alternative business models for the financing of NGOs need to be 

developed to provide more effective development co-operations.  

 

To verify the interest of NGOs and the potential demand for such a solution, two members of the team 

traveled to Cambodia and Peru to speak personally with NGOs. At the same time, the team developed a 
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process for acquiring NGOs worldwide from Germany and a catalog of criteria for assessing the suitability 

and security of the NGOs' location as potential tourist destinations. After the selection criteria were 

created, the student entrepreneurs were capable of attracting over 140 cooperation partners in 36 

countries. As of the start of 2021, more than 500 overnight stays have been booked over the digital 

platform. Due to that, the willingness of NGOs worldwide to open up to the tourism market was 

confirmed, as well as the demand for such an experience within the field of sustainable tourism. Over 

time the student project was reshaped into a Start-up with a strong long-term impact focus to reach more 

NGOs and people. A two-member founding team was formed consisting of Alexander Haufschild and Nils 

Lohmann. They follow the principles of creating a social business that focuses on maximizing sustainable 

impacts instead of maximisation of revenues.  

Alexander Haufschild completed his bachelor's degree in Geography and Media studies. In his bachelor 

thesis, he predominantly focused on the role of NGOs for the development of the Global South. In 

addition, he also attained work experience in the field of development cooperation in the public sector. 

Before his studies, he successfully completed a traineeship at a public relations agency in Cologne, where 

he developed online communication campaigns, social media strategies, and independently organized 

events. Furthermore, he enjoyed a journalistic education and worked as a freelancer for three years at 

German newspapers and television. Therefore, he continuously focused on the communication of issues 

of development cooperation and sustainability. With his experience in both areas, he is in charge of public 

relations, PR, and marketing at socialbnb and therefore ensures customer acquisition.  

 

Nils Lohmann has a Bachelor's degree in International Business and, in the course of his studies, focused 

on cooperation with international markets and social entrepreneurship. Afterward, he gained practical 

experience as the first employee of a start-up company in Mexico. Here he was able to witness the 

strategic build-up and was mainly responsible for business development in the form of opening up new 

markets and winning customers, as well as follow-up financing. Furthermore, he was active at BASF and 

KPMG, where he acquired new customers and suppliers and advised companies in the strategic 

implementation of sustainability aspects into their business model. Besides his business experience, he has 

been involved and working with local aid organizations for many years, experiencing first-hand what issues 

they are dealing with. He has worked with aid-organizations in South America and Africa in both nature 

preservation and education. At socialbnb, he is responsible for business development including finance and 
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strategic development. Besides those two social entrepreneurs, the team consists of eight more people 

from different scientific backgrounds, as well as an advisory board consisting of scientists, entrepreneurs, 

NGO leaders, and tourism experts.   

 

Approach Used and the Impact 
 

Since the very beginning, one of the biggest challenges was the search for suitable NGOs across the Globe. 

Small and local NGOs often do not possess the visibility on online platforms or the know-how to garner 

enough attention. But since socialbnb has a pioneering in touristic entrepreneurship, it was necessary to 

develop a multi-layered concept that would enable the NGOs to participate in the tourism market. 

Therefore, the team works with trained regional managers that speak to each organization personally. 

This acquisition process follows a particular procedure. Accordingly, we talk to each NGO personally in a 

video call based on our own developed and scientifically based quality criteria whether a listing on 

socialbnb.org is possible. Afterward, the future hosts are given information on how to deal with travelers 

on-site and what the socialbnb experience looks like in concrete terms. We support NGOs with this 

enabling process to find the optimal focus for their individual stay and thus create a unique travel 

experience. This is an important point, as not many NGOs are already experienced in the field of tourism 

and don’t exactly know how to deal with travelers. Based on this interview and the information provided, 

the suitability of the NGO for the tourism market is validated. After this interview, the NGOs can register 

themselves at the socialbnb platform.   

 

A component in the selection process of NGOs is the review of quality standards. The focus of this process 

are twelve quality criteria. An overview of the criteria is shown in Table 1. The first six quality criteria 

measure the impact and quality of an NGO for the region where it is situated. In addition, there are 

another six criteria that check for the fulfillment of tourism standards, primarily to ensure the safety of 

travelers. For example, the infrastructure criteria also cover the accessibility of hospitals. The 

incorporation of these standards is accomplished and tested in cooperation with the Research Chair for 

Sustainable Tourism of Prof. Dr. Dirk Reiser of the Rhine-Waal University of Applied Sciences in Kleve, 

Germany. There are currently several students working on specific topics regarding socialbnb like the 

evaluation of the twelve quality criteria or a target group analysis.  
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All twelve criteria were derived into qualitative questions under consideration of respective intercultural 

aspects. The questions are asked in the video interview and the answers are evaluated using a rating 

matrix. This process enabled the platform to reach more than 140 NGOs, who now profit from the 

socialbnb concept.  
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Table 1. Quality Criteria 

Criteria Aim Questions asked (examples) 

Local Issue It must be recognizable that the NGO 

has dealt intensively with the local 

conditions and founded the project 

based on a local need. 

Why is the problem that has been solved important 

for the region in particular? 

Good 

Management 

 

To get an understanding of the 

organizational structure of the NGO 

and the working atmosphere, as well 

as the qualifications.  

How is your NGO structured? 

Empowerment To find out whether an increase in the 

self-determination of individuals or 

communities is achieved. 

Does your work have an educational approach? 

Participation To find out if the local population is 

included in the strategy of the project. 

Can the local people participate in decision-

making processes? 

Independence To find out who supports the project. Are there concepts that promote or enable 

economic independence? 

Transparency To find out how transparently the NGO 

deals with spending on donations. 

How is the NGO financed? 

Accommodation To find out if the available rooms are 

suitable as accommodation for 

travelers. 

What’s the room size? Where is the room located? 

Infrastructure To find out how accessible the 

destination is for travelers. 

How easy are goods for daily needs to obtain? 

Touristic potential To find out if the stay has a benefit for 

the traveler as well. 

What can travelers experience on-site? 

Ecology To be able to evaluate the influence on 

the environment. 

Does the NGO have ecological standards? 

Experience To find out if the NGO knows how to 

handle foreign guests. 

Does the NGO already have experience with foreign 

guests? 

Security To make sure that the whole 

experience is safe and brings a benefit 

for both parties.  

Is there a protection strategy for the project target 

group? 
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Furthermore, there is another aspect of consideration, this entails the protection of the people who work 

in the NGOs and benefit from the projects. For this purpose, the team developed region-specific host 

guidelines that specify how the NGOs should deal with travelers. These were created in cooperation with 

the current 140 partner NGOs, as well as with public and touristic institutions. Central aspects are that 

travelers are not allowed to enter the project site unsupervised and that overnight accommodation has 

to be separate from that of the project target group. After approval, the regional managers advise the 

NGOs on establishing this protection concept on site. In addition, particularly vulnerable NGOs, such as 

those with children, can request more information about the travelers in advance. At the same time, the 

team developed extensive specific Traveller Guidelines that also provide travelers with information that 

sensitizes them to the topic with specific house rules. 

 

Implications & Lessons learned 
 

Using the socialbnb platform has already led to several benefits for NGOs and travelers, but the concept 

can lead to a higher financial and moral independence of NGOs worldwide so that they can make an even 

greater contribution to fulfilling Agenda 2030. Besides the monetary effect, the service through the 

regional managers helps to advise the NGOs on how to gain a foothold in the tourism industry. In personal 

talks, they give information on the establishment of an overnight accommodation, specifically adapted to 

the NGOs and the respective cultural conditions. As part of this, the developed host guidelines are used 

to ensure the safety of the NGOs' employees and their target group. This enables the NGOs to host 

travelers with a high standard.  

 

When using the platform, NGO employees are also sensitized to and educated in digital issues as well as 

gaining access to digitization. By taking over the initial listing for the NGOs and displaying them on the 

platform on an ongoing basis and showing them how to keep their data up-to-date, they immediately 

experience the benefits for their organization without needing any digital skills. However, they can acquire 

those skills by collaborating with socialbnb.  

 

Moreover, the focus on targeting youth travelers also ensures that the NGOs receive more travelers who 

are interested in NGO work. These travelers might become long-term supporters and promoters.  
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During the coming years, the vision is to develop socialbnb into the largest travel platform for impact-

oriented travel. Firstly, the team focuses on Marketing to increase the number of customers. 

Nevertheless, there are already first ideas of diversification of the concept. During the next year, they are 

thinking about the expansion of the offer to more luxurious accommodations with some more 

experienced NGOs, so that the team could reach out to other target groups. Furthermore, there are first 

thoughts on how to integrate small tour operators and other local businesses, such as transportation 

services and activity providers to also promote regional tourism, which stabilizes the business model. With 

these expansions, there is a large opportunity to potentiate the impact of socialbnb. 

 

Nevertheless, some risks might occur, since socialbnb is the first operator that opens NGOs for tourists in 

some regions and brings new tourists in ‘untouched’ or less frequented regions. It is therefore important 

to improve the process of quality criteria and accelerate the deep contact the founding team has with the 

local NGOs. This way they can empower local NGOs to interact with travelers in a sustainable way that 

benefits the local population.  

 

Discussion Questions 
 

1. If you were a social or environmental NGO, why would you join (or not join) the internet platform 
socialbnb? 

2. Please argue if and how a social business concept like socialbnb can provide an alternative for a more 
sustainable tourism industry? 

3. Think about the risks involved in running such an operation for the entrepreneurs, the tourists, the 
locals and the tourism industry. 

4. Looking at the quality criteria applied by socialbnb to acquire to NGOs, what do you think is missing? 

5. Explain if you think that such a social business approach will be successful in the future or not. 
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