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Research Article

Tourism Geographies

The role of legitimation and delegitimation in new 
path development in tourism

Kristine Blekastad Sagheim

Inland Norway University of Applied Sciences, Elverum, Norway

ABSTRACT
The development of the tourism industry in regional contexts has 
attracted significant interest from tourism geographers, in which 
the evolutionary economic geography (EEG) approach has been 
of interest over the last decade. Recent research on EEG has 
emphasised the role of institutions and particularly legitimacy in 
new path development, claiming that legitimacy is crucial for the 
development of emerging industries. Against this backdrop, this 
paper explores the role of legitimation and delegitimation in the 
development of the sharing economy in Innlandet, a tourism 
region in Norway. The article poses two research questions. How 
is the legitimacy of Airbnb expressed by key tourism stakeholders 
in a tourism region in Norway? Moreover, how can the shifting 
roles of legitimation and delegitimation among key stakeholders 
in the tourism industry inform the literature on new path devel-
opment? These issues are explored in qualitative interviews with 
respondents from four key tourism stakeholder groups: consumers, 
Airbnb hosts, incumbent firms, and regional industry and policy 
actors. The findings reveal legitimacy issues mainly related to reg-
ulatory and normative ambiguities, described by biased regulations 
that result in economic leakages to other regions and countries 
and concerns about decreasing local value creation in the region. 
These findings indicate that the sharing economy lacks legitimacy 
among the stakeholders. The article concerns the role of legitima-
tion and delegitimation in new path development processes, argu-
ing that delegitimation prevents transformative changes and path 
development processes.

Introduction

The emergence and development of the tourism industry in regional contexts have 
attracted great interest in tourism geography studies (Brouder, 2017; Baekkelund, 
2021), in which the evolutionary economic geography (EEG) approach has been of 
interest for the last decade (Brouder, 2020). The EEG literature examines long-term 
economic changes and why development differs across regions by stressing the 
importance of time, history, and pre-existing capabilities to understand regional 
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development (Boschma & Frenken, 2006). Recent EEG research has highlighted the 
role of institutions, particularly legitimacy, in new path development. Legitimacy is 
considered to be particularly important for early path creation (Binz et  al., 2016) and 
emerging industries (Heiberg et  al., 2020; Jolly & Hansen, 2022; MacKinnon et  al., 
2021). Previous studies have tended to focus on successful path creation processes. 
Only a few studies have researched the role of delegitimation and how the loss of 
legitimation may lead to unsuccessful path development (e.g. Binz & Gong, 2021; 
Jolly & Hansen, 2022).

In line with the seminal work of Suchman (1995), this paper treats legitimacy as 
‘a generalised perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, 
proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, 
beliefs, and definitions’ (p. 574). Furthermore, legitimacy is viewed as an endogenous 
process in which negotiations and interactions between key stakeholders influence 
stakeholders’ perceptions of businesses (Uzunca et  al., 2018).

The sharing economy is an innovation and megatrend transforming the tourism 
industry (Belezas & Daniel, 2022; Kuhzady et  al., 2021). Several researchers (e.g. Belk, 
2014; Schlagwein et  al., 2019) have tried to conceptualise and define the sharing 
economy without identifying a standard definition. Scholars advocate that other terms, 
for example, ‘platform economy’ (Schor, 2015) or ‘access-based consumption’ (Bardhi 
& Eckhardt, 2012), are more appropriate for describing a phenomenon in which digital 
platforms intermediate peer exchanges. However, we treat the sharing economy as 
‘consumers (or firms) granting each other temporary access to their under-utilised 
physical assets (‘idle capacity’), possibly for money’ (Meelen & Frenken, 2015). We also 
include services in our understanding of the sharing economy (Muñoz & Cohen, 2017). 
The sharing economy is described in the literature as an innovation that enables firms 
or individuals to launch new services or businesses and enter new markets (Belezas 
& Daniel, 2022), and this innovation has the potential to transform how individual 
actors behave (Kuhzady et  al., 2021), to recalibrate the organisation of economic 
activity and to change the value creation (Kenney & Zysman, 2016). This definition 
and understanding of the sharing economy has strong similarities to the definition 
of innovation provided by Schumpeter (1934), which treats innovation as new com-
binations that may result in new or better products, markets, production methods, 
suppliers and forms of organisation, and is also in line with how innovation is defined 
in EEG (e.g. Boschma & Frenken, 2018).

The term ‘sharing economy’ has a normative character and is valued as a positive 
and progressive achievement (Acquier et  al., 2017). Despite positive rhetoric, the SE’s 
‘dark side’ has received increasing attention (Frenken & Schor, 2017; Frenken et  al., 
2019). The normative character of the concept has raised discussions about the true 
nature of sharing and the misuse of the concept (Belk, 2014), for example, in discus-
sions about the competition between Airbnb and traditional forms of accommodation 
(Leick et  al., 2020; Strømmen-Bakhtiar & Vinogradov, 2019). The sharing economy is 
often described as a case of ‘sharewashing’, whereby ‘the language of sharing is used 
to promote new modes of selling’ (Light & Miskelly, 2015, p. 49), even though the 
business model more closely resembles that of traditional market firms (Muñoz & 
Cohen, 2018). Criticism of the sharing concept has challenged the SE’s legitimacy 
(Ackermann et  al., 2021; Hwang, 2019; Newlands & Lutz, 2020). This criticism is related 
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to the sharing economy’s characteristics such as taxes, regulations, labour, job security, 
consumer issues (Hwang, 2019) and its disruptive nature (Guttentag, 2015; Guttentag 
& Smith, 2017).

This paper is intended to contribute to the ongoing debate about the role of 
legitimacy, particularly delegitimation, in new path development in EEG (Binz & Gong, 
2021; Gong et  al., 2022; Heiberg et  al., 2020; Jolly & Hansen, 2022; MacKinnon et  al., 
2021). Against this backdrop, this paper explores the role of legitimation and dele-
gitimation in the diffusion of the sharing economy in Innlandet, a diverse tourism 
region in Norway, by conducting qualitative interviews with respondents from four 
key tourism stakeholders groups in the region: consumers, Airbnb hosts, incumbent 
firms, and regional industry and policy actors (Uzunca et  al., 2018).

The article addresses the following research questions:

RQ1: How is the legitimacy of Airbnb expressed by key tourism stakeholders in a tourism 
region in Norway?

RQ2: How can the shifting roles of legitimation and delegitimation among key stake-
holders in the tourism industry inform the literature on new path development?

The remainder of the article is structured as follows: The following section reviews 
the literature on EEG and legitimacy and the sharing economy in the tourism industry. 
Section three presents Innlandet county as the study region and the study’s meth-
odology. Section four shows and discusses the empirical data, and the concluding 
section summarises the research and provides suggestions for future research.

Theoretical background

Evolutionary economic geography and legitimacy

Evolutionary economic geography (EEG) is a theoretical framework aiming to under-
stand long-term economic change and why it differs across regions (Boschma & 
Martin, 2010) by emphasising that development is rooted in the existing economic 
structure of regions and nations, including existing industrial structures, regional 
firms, local knowledge flows and regional branching (Boschma & Frenken, 2018). 
‘New path development’, defined as ‘the emergence and growth of new industries 
and economic activities in regions’ (MacKinnon et  al., 2019, p. 114), is a key concept 
in economic geography. The concept describes several regional development pro-
cesses, for example, path extension (continuation of an existing industrial path), path 
creation (the emergence of entirely new industries), path importation (attraction of 
established industries from outside the region), path upgrading (fundamental 
intra-path transformations that changes an existing regional path into a new direc-
tion) and path diversification (Grillitsch et  al., 2018; Hassink et  al., 2019). The latter 
can be defined as ‘moves into a new industry based on related or unrelated knowl-
edge combinations’ (Grillitsch et  al., 2018; Hassink et  al., 2019, p. 1636). EEG empha-
sises that new regional paths develop through either the formation of new ‘local’ 
firms, the transplantation of firms from other locations in new industries in the 
region, or the commencement of new activities by existing firms in new industries 
in the region (Isaksen & Jakobsen, 2017). Entrepreneurs, firms and other organisations 
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play a key role in both processes. EEG treats new path development as an incre-
mental, endogenous, technology-driven and business-led process, in which develop-
ment is an outcome of previous development in the region (Boschma & Frenken, 
2018; Hassink et  al., 2019; Trippl et  al., 2018). This narrow understanding of regional 
development has been criticised (e.g. Hassink et  al., 2019). Hence, recent studies 
have put more emphasis on the role of exogenous sources, particularly on the arrival 
of actors from outside the region and extra-regional knowledge linkages (e.g. Trippl 
et  al., 2018), as well as on legitimacy (Binz & Gong, 2021; Gong et  al., 2022; Heiberg 
et  al., 2020; Jolly & Hansen, 2022; MacKinnon et  al., 2021) and the role of demand 
(Martin et  al., 2019).

Binz et  al. (2016) argue that four key processes are particularly influential for 
path development: knowledge creation, market formation, financial investment, and 
legitimacy. The latter process has recently received increased attention in EEG. 
Legitimacy in its social environment is crucial for a firm’s survival and success (Brown, 
2012; Suchman, 1995). It is an essential resource for attracting other critical resources 
and can be enhanced by the strategic actions of new ventures (Zimmerman & 
Zeitz, 2002).

Legitimacy is often described as having three aspects: regulative, normative and 
cognitive (Scott 1995a, as cited in Zimmerman & Zeitz, 2002). New products and 
processes will be confronted with scepticism if they do not align with the regulative, 
normative and cognitive institutions of a given place. Regulative legitimacy must be 
acquired early in a venture’s existence and concerns how new ventures function and 
expand according to the existing rules, regulations, and expectations created by the 
government or other influential actors (Zimmerman & Zeitz, 2002). Normative legiti-
macy describes how new firms address the norms and values established in the 
environment, and cognitive legitimacy is created when new ventures ‘address collec-
tively accepted practices, knowledge, and ideas’ (Vestrum et  al., 2017, p. 1724), includ-
ing both taken-for-granted assumptions and more specialised, explicit and codified 
knowledge (Zimmerman & Zeitz, 2002).

Despite the relative lack of emphasis on legitimation, particularly on delegitimation, 
their roles have recently been investigated in a few studies in different industries 
(Gong et  al., 2022). Jolly and Hansen (2022) researched legitimacy spillovers from 
contextual structures in the Swedish biogas industry. They suggest that the develop-
ment of a regional industry’s legitimacy is influenced by spillovers from related indus-
tries, policy activism and spillovers from other regions. The authors argue that spillover 
effects may contribute to the loss of legitimacy. Furthermore, Binz and Gong (2021) 
conducted a case study comparing system-building and institutional work processes 
between industries that are new to the world (NTW) and new to the region (NTR). 
NTW industries were described as radically new industries in an early stage of their 
global life cycles, only locally validated, with limited spatial diffusion and dependent 
on loose institutional support structures. NTW industries often encounter scepticism 
as they challenge established practices and disrupt institutions. Such industries must 
be constructed and legitimised ‘from scratch’ (Gong et  al., 2022). In contrast, NTR 
industries are more mature and have successfully diversified into multiple regional 
contexts and developed deeply institutionalised support structures. Thus, NTR indus-
tries can profit from industries established in other regions in legitimacy processes. 



Tourism Geographies 5

Hence, NTR and NTW industries face different challenges in legitimacy processes 
because the ‘liabilities of newness’ differ between industries being NTW and NTR (Binz 
& Gong, 2021).

The sharing economy in the tourism industry

The sharing economy is often described as an urban phenomenon because dense 
urban geography, short distances and high population densities create circumstances 
that ‘enable sharing economy firms to flourish’ (Davidson & Infranca, 2015, p. 218). 
Even though the sharing economy is significantly less effective in the suburbs 
(Thebault-Spieker et al., 2017), is it not limited to large cities (Adamiak, 2019). However, 
there is less knowledge about the sharing economy outside metropolitan regions and 
the USA (Agarwal & Steinmetz, 2019; Thebault-Spieker et  al., 2017). Researchers are 
also calling for more research on the sharing economy in the tourism industry 
(Ackermann et  al., 2021; Kuhzady et  al., 2021), which is one of the industries most 
affected by the sharing economy.

The sharing economy has resulted in disruptive changes in the tourism industry, 
and the literature demonstrates that the sharing economy’s legitimacy is being con-
tested. Studies have identified legitimacy issues related to regulatory, legal, taxation 
and labour issues, as well as consumer concerns, social inequality and political, eco-
nomic and societal impact, such as disruption to traditional industries (Hwang, 2019). 
Moreover, Ackermann et  al. (2021) found that legitimacy issues inform tourists’ deci-
sions as they compare sharing economy services to traditional forms of accommoda-
tion and that a lack of legitimacy negatively impacts behavioural intentions.

Airbnb is one of the sharing businesses that dominate global markets and is the 
primary cause of the worldwide growth of the SE. It is an example of an exogenous 
source and an actor that has arrived from outside the region (Trippl et  al., 2018). The 
platform has recently been researched in several different contexts and countries. 
Guttentag (2015) describes Airbnb’s disruptive potential in the traditional accommo-
dation sector, underlining the importance of understanding its disruptive effect, and 
Guttentag and Smith (2017) show that guests are substituting Airbnb rentals with 
mid-range hotels. Furthermore, Zach et  al. (2020) found that lodging firms need to 
act fast in order to compete with disruptive innovations such as Airbnb, emphasising 
that incumbent firms need to allocate more resources to respond quickly. Research 
from a tourist destination in south-eastern Norway shows that Airbnb rentals had a 
negative impact on traditional forms of accommodation, indicating that Airbnb is 
regarded as a substitute (Leick et  al., 2020). Strømmen-Bakhtiar et  al. (2020) also show 
that home rentals create periods where there are ‘ghost towns’ in a remote Norwegian 
municipality, which makes it challenging for local inhabitants to enter the real estate 
market. Research from other contexts supports these findings. Benítez-Aurioles (2019) 
found that the expansion of Airbnb in Barcelona has negatively affected hotel occu-
pancy and economic returns in all hotel categories, and Airbnb’s entry into the Texas 
hotel market had ‘a quantifiable negative impact on local hotel room revenue’ (Zervas 
et  al., 2017, p. 704). This unintended development has implications for policymakers 
and has necessitated the development of new governance strategies (Vith et  al., 
2019). The need to regulate sharing economy companies has been acknowledged 
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globally, and various restrictions and regulations have been introduced (Vinogradov 
et  al., 2020). However, research also shows that hotels in Norway had more guests 
in regions in which Airbnb expanded rapidly compared with regions with lower Airbnb 
activity (Strømmen-Bakhtiar & Vinogradov, 2019), and Leick et  al. (2021) found that 
the demand for traditional forms of accommodation is positively influenced by Airbnb 
demand in the long term. Their findings indicate that growth in Airbnb spurs growth 
in the established tourism industry at smaller destinations. Finally, Strømmen-Bakhtiar 
et  al. (2020) showed that Airbnb could positively influence peripheral municipalities 
by increasing local tourism, stimulating the restoration of traditional houses and 
increasing mobility.

Methods

Innlandet county as a study region

Innlandet county is located in south-eastern Norway and has evident peripheral 
characteristics. The region has a growing elderly population and a low birth rate. 
Innlandet covers a large area, has many public sector employees, and has an indus-
trial structure dominated by agriculture, manufacturing and tourism. The tourism 
industry is a priority in the region and is essential for ensuring employment, settle-
ment and other local political objectives in parts of the region (Sandberg et  al., 
2020). In 2018, Innlandet had three million commercial guest nights (hotels, mountain 
lodges, camping grounds and cabins), as well as accommodation on platforms such 
as Airbnb. The accommodation sector constitutes 27.1% of the total value creation 
in the tourism industry in Innlandet county (Norwegian Hospitality Association, 2020). 
In addit ion,  the region has approximately 85,000 second homes, 
which is the highest number in Norway.

This study was mainly conducted on three tourist destinations in the region: Øystre 
Slidre, Lillehammer, and Trysil (Figure 1). These municipalities are vital tourist desti-
nations in Innlandet, located in the western (Øystre Slidre), central (Lillehammer) and 
eastern (Trysil) parts of the region. Øystre Slidre is located 900 metres above sea 
level, close to Jotunheimen National Park. Beitostølen is the best-known tourist des-
tination in Øystre Slidre. Lillehammer is a renowned winter sports destination, and 
the town became famous for organising ‘the best Olympic Winter Games ever’ in 
1994 (e.g. Caple, 2014). Trysil is located close to the Swedish border and contains 
Trysilfjellet, the largest winter sports centre in Norway. Trysil has the highest number 
of second homes in Norway. Being in the same region, the three municipalities share 
formal institutions and political and economic conditions. They also share geographical 
characteristics: All of them are close to mountainous regions and are located only 
two to three hours’ drive from Oslo, the capital of Norway, as well as Norway’s main 
airport.

Airbnb in innlandet

The sharing economy platform investigated in this study is Airbnb. Airbnb is the most 
prominent example of the sharing economy in the researched region, which increased 
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the likelihood that the stakeholders would be familiar with the platform. Airbnb was 
launched in Norway in 2010, with an intense period of growth from 2014 to 2016 
(Airbnb, 2016). After years of growing interest in the Norwegian market, the Norwegian 
Tax Administration introduced new regulations in January 2020 that required Airbnb 
to report information on rental transactions during the financial year. In addition, the 
Norwegian Ministry of Local Government and Modernisation introduced short-term 
rental legislation in January 2020, with different regulations according to the type of 
property offered (Airbnb, n.d.-a).

Data on Airbnb from Airdna1 were analysed. The number of Airbnb listings and 
bookings in Innlandet are shown below in Figures 2 and 3. Airbnb grew substantially 
in Innlandet from 2016, reaching 2560 listings in July 2021 (Figure 2). Despite this, 
we can see an evident decline in March 2020, September 2020 and March 2021, 
probably due to the three waves of COVID-19 in Norway.

Airbnb has grown in the largest towns (Lillehammer, Hamar and Gjøvik) and in 
the peripheral municipalities (e.g. Trysil, Øystre Slidre and Ringsaker) in the county, 
probably because of tourism and the high number of second homes (Figure 3). The 
platform mainly offered cabins (40%). Trysil has the highest number of units (17% of 
the total). From July 2020 to July 2022, 995 units and 1,538,192 room nights were 
available in Innlandet. Of these, 359,195 room nights were booked. Each unit's revenue 
was approximately EUR 8425 during the past 12 months (Capia, 2021).

Figure 1. I nnlandet in Norway (Source: Aleksander Bern).
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Design, data collection and analysis

Twenty-four semi-structured interviews were held with key tourism stakeholders repre-
senting four groups (Uzunca et al., 2018): consumers, Airbnb hosts, incumbent firms and 
regional industry and policy actors (Table 1). The informants were recruited in various 
ways. For example, the consumers were recruited through a survey conducted by the 
CreaTur project (a Norwegian research project about the sharing economy in Innlandet 
county), and the hosts were recruited through their Airbnb listening. Common to all 
four groups was that many actors were contacted via email, but relatively few responded, 
even though follow-up emails were sent. This made it challenging to get a sufficient 
number of informants. Nevertheless, we are satisfied with the data material we generated.

The interviews were conducted in August, September and October in 2021. An 
interview guide was developed for each stakeholder group and used as a basis for 

Figure 2.  Number of Airbnb listings and bookings in Innlandet, half-yearly data (January 2016–July 
2021). Source: Airdna.

Figure 3.  Number of Airbnb listings in selected municipalities in Innlandet county (January 
2016–July 2021). Source: Airdna.
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the interviews. Owing to the COVID-19 pandemic and resource constraints, most 
interviews were conducted online using Microsoft Teams (with the camera on). The 
interviews lasted an average of 30 minutes, and all were digitally recorded and tran-
scribed verbatim. A six-phase analysis inspired by Braun and Clarke’s (2012) thematic 
analysis was conducted, as such an analysis is suitable when investigating 
under-researched themes. We started by familiarising ourselves with the data, by 
generating codes, searching for and reviewing themes, as well as defining and naming 
themes, before ending with the final phase, which was the write-up. The three aspects 
of legitimacy (regulative, normative and cognitive) were used as the analytical frame-
work for the analysis.

The role of legitimation and delegitimation in new path development

This paper started by posing two research questions. RQ1 is discussed in the next 
section by presenting the key themes that emerged in the analysis. The following 
section (The effects of legitimation and delegitimation on new path development) 
aims to answer RQ2 by building on the findings and discussions from RQ1.

Cognitive legitimacy

The data show that most stakeholders had positive feelings about Airbnb and the 
SE. All the stakeholders were familiar with the Airbnb brand, thereby strengthening 
Airbnb’s cognitive legitimacy. The consumers reported that choosing Airbnb or tradi-
tional forms of accommodation depended on the purpose of their trip; hotels were 
preferred when they were travelling with their partners, but Airbnb was preferred 
when travelling with their children, extended family or friends. Price and space were 
also decisive. However, a few consumers admitted that they were unfamiliar with 
Airbnb and had forgotten that Airbnb was an option when travelling:

I was travelling with my friends last weekend, but we didn’t know that [Norwegian 
tourist destination] was so popular. We knew there were a lot of people there, though 
we didn't know that everything was booked and occupied. But we didn’t check Airbnb. 
It's not something that my friends and I would usually do. We didn’t think about it all 
weekend, not even when we got home. Not before now (interview data, users).

Table 1.  Key stakeholders interviewed (Source: Author).
Key stakeholder groups

Consumers2 (potential consumers on Airbnb)
•	 Four women, three men
•	 Age 28–65
•	 Students, employees, retirees
•	 From all over Norway

7

Hosts on Airbnb
•	 Sharing the entire place, private room, or second home

6

Incumbent firms in the accommodation sector
•	 Hotels, hostels, and camping sites

5

Regional industry and policy actors
•	 County municipality, destination management and marketing organisations 

(DMMOs), regional council, Head of Business Development, and Deputy 
Head of Business Development)

6

Total number of interviews 24
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Moreover, a few of the stakeholders from the regional industry and policy actor 
group questioned whether Airbnb was part of the sharing economy or whether it 
was a conventional booking platform. Hence, the stakeholders did not fully understand 
Airbnb’s operational procedures, suggesting a lack of cognitive legitimacy (Ackermann 
et  al., 2021).

Regulative legitimacy

Taxation and regulation are commonly discussed themes in the sharing economy (e.g. 
Agarwal & Steinmetz, 2019) and were also discussed in the interviews. Short-term 
accommodation has been more strictly regulated in Norway and other countries over 
the last five years, which has increased the regulative legitimacy of incumbent firms 
and stopped a black economy from emerging. The consumers described this as 
favourable because it makes Airbnb a safer and more professional option.

The stakeholders criticised Airbnb for benefitting from local tourist firms and DMMO 
investments in the region without contributing funds for public goods, marketing, or 
the country because Airbnb is headquartered abroad. Also, Airbnb does not report 
statistics to Statistics Norway (the National statistics office of Norway), making it 
challenging to calculate the number of guest nights in the region. Several respondents 
described that Airbnb does not contribute funds for public goods: ‘These platforms 
enter the market with a free pass. They have not invested in the market; we have 
invested!’ (interview data, incumbent firms). Incumbent firms demanded that there 
should be equal rules and conditions for taxation and value-added tax for all the 
different kinds of accommodation services to avoid the revenue stream flowing out 
of the region and country. Other stakeholders described the same issue: ‘Because 
these companies pay no tax on their profits to the Norwegian Tax Administration, 
nothing comes back; it [sharing economy] is not a good solution’ (interview data, 
regional industry and policy actors). The consumers echoed this view by questioning 
the sharing economy’s ethical perspectives and claiming that the sharing economy 
occupies in a grey zone between legal and illegal business, arguing that the sharing 
economy is sometimes part of a black economy in terms of taxation. These consumers 
feared that sharing economy businesses would oust traditional companies competing 
on other terms. These issues were described as one of the sharing economy’s main 
challenges, as they implied regulative legitimacy issues (Ackermann et  al., 2021).

The distortion of competition was another key theme during the interviews. 
Regional industry and policy actors were concerned about the distortion of compe-
tition and described it as a challenge resulting from insufficient regulation, implying 
low regulative legitimacy. However, the government’s adjustments have made the 
sharing economy more acceptable. The tax system in Norway is considered legitimate, 
which gives Airbnb more legitimacy as part of a fair tax system. Nonetheless, Airbnb 
exacerbates distortion of competition:

Obviously, there is still a distortion of competition, but at least the authorities have 
made a conscious choice, meaning this is an ok regulation. I think it’s undoubtedly 
positive for Airbnb because it was somewhat little challenging to talk in positive terms 
about Airbnb when you knew the sharing economy was unregulated. There was a lot 
of tax evasion and so on (interview data, regional industry and policy actors).
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The consumers and hosts questioned service fees. Hosts pay a service fee of 3% 
on each booking, and guests pay approximately 14.2% (Airbnb, n.d.-b). Service fees 
were described as a general social issue for digital platforms because they create 
economic leakages to foreign countries, which calls into question the regulative 
legitimacy of Airbnb. In contrast, most hosts described the service fee charged by 
Airbnb as reasonable, considering what they receive in terms of marketing and secure 
payment solutions and because hosts only pay when a booking is made and not for 
advertising. However, the hosts highlighted that fees raise costs for consumers and 
are seldom taxed in the country where the transaction takes place (Hwang, 2019), 
which they described as irritating and a regulatory issue. One of the hosts was very 
frustrated:

The weekly price I’ve set (…) increases by 17% … Airbnb didn’t inform me about 
this. People have to pay a lot to stay here. I don’t like it, nor the fact that it goes 
abroad. I would rather pay more tax here. I understand that they should profit from 
this … but they’re well paid. (interview data, hosts).

Given the disruptive potential of the sharing economy (Kuhzady et  al., 2021) and 
loosely regulated worldwide institutional support structures (Hwang, 2019), we 
suggest that the sharing economy is in an early stage of its life cycle as a radical 
innovation which is new to the world (Binz & Gong, 2021), despite one of the first 
sharing economy companies being established as early as 2008 (Airbnb). In contrast 
to NTR industries, NTW industries cannot rely on previous development and suc-
cessful establishment in other contexts, making it more challenging to achieve 
legitimacy. Binz and Gong (2021) highlight that NTW industries depend on active 
system-building agency in terms of regulative frameworks to be legitimate. This 
study is aligned with the study of Binz and Gong (2021) by demonstrating that 
regulative aspects challenge sharing economy legitimacy. The stakeholders have 
called for changes in regulations to create a balanced competitive environment and 
maintain the vibrancy of tourist destinations because the sharing economy could 
undermine the existing tourism industry and avoid the distortion of competition. 
In order to develop, the sharing economy needs substantial institutional and policy 
support.

Normative legitimacy

Several hosts admitted that they considered making their own contracts instead of 
using Airbnb because of Airbnb’s poor customer service and fees. This raises normative 
legitimacy issues because the hosts ignore the platform’s guidelines by not respecting 
its rules (Ackermann et  al., 2021).

The stakeholders have seen examples from cities such as Barcelona and Venice, 
where house prices have increased in areas with a strong Airbnb presence: ‘We read 
a lot about places like Barcelona and Venice, where cultural sustainability has been 
under pressure. We’re not going to contribute to that’ (interview data, consumers). 
Moreover, the stakeholders described the increased presence of Airbnb, which makes 
it difficult for residents and students to find permanent residences. Airbnb tourists 
have taken over entire neighbourhoods, resulting in anti-tourist campaigns. Issues 
regarding house prices raise normative legitimacy problems, as established house 
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prices can no longer be counted on (Ackermann et  al., 2021). Descriptions of Airbnb 
problems in other settings, combined with the stakeholders’ own experiences, demon-
strate that negative spillover effects from one context can reduce an emerging indus-
try’s legitimacy in another (Jolly & Hansen, 2022).

Potential consumers viewed Airbnb as a balanced alternative to traditional forms 
of accommodation, but whether they perceived Airbnb as a competitor or a supple-
mentary provider varied from one consumer to the next. Airbnb was described as a 
competitor in urban settings. In contrast, several of the stakeholders reported a more 
positive sentiment towards Airbnb in the countryside because Airbnb provided an 
opportunity in regions that had few accommodation providers, demonstrating that 
legitimacy depends on context (Jolly & Hansen, 2022):

I’m more positive towards Airbnb in the countryside because it doesn’t compete 
with other industries to the same extent. It offers people a homestay and experience 
of Norwegian culture while giving [the inhabitants] a supplementary income (interview 
data, consumers).

The stakeholders argued that Airbnb could offer another kind of experience, access 
to ‘hidden’ locations, and proximity to local knowledge and inhabitants. The regional 
industry and policy actors appeared to agree with the potential consumers’ views. 
They were more optimistic about the opportunities related to the sharing economy 
for rural tourism in sparsely populated areas. Airbnb can positively influence regional 
development in rural regions because consumers using Airbnb also use other services 
in the region, a finding that was also described by Battino and Lampreu (2019).

The effects of legitimation and delegitimation on new path 
development

The analysis demonstrates that the sharing economy in Innlandet is characterised by 
issues concerning all three aspects of legitimacy, indicating that the sharing economy 
is characterised by delegitimation by most of the informants. Legitimacy is considered 
a key process for new path development, particularly for early path creation (Binz 
et  al., 2016) and emerging industries (Heiberg et  al., 2020; Jolly & Hansen, 2022; 
MacKinnon et  al., 2021). A lack of legitimacy (delegitimation) may prevent the devel-
opment of new paths, and the tourism industry continues along the same path as 
before (path extension). Hence, there is less reason to believe that the sharing econ-
omy will make transformative changes in the regional tourism industry in Innlandet 
(Figure 4). Conversely, the sharing economy would likely expand if it achieved legit-
imacy among key tourism stakeholders. An expanded sharing economy could challenge 
the region’s traditional tourism industry (also Figure 4), as we have seen in examples 
from other contexts (e.g. Barcelona and Venice). We do not argue that the sharing 
economy on its own can initiate an entirely new path through path creation. It is 
more likely that the sharing economy can initiate renewal processes in the existing 
tourism industry, for example, by implementation of new technologies or new business 
models that change the existing tourism industry into a new direction (path upgrad-
ing), or by diversifying the existing tourism industry, which for example can be 
triggered by incumbent firms moving into related industries through path diversifi-
cation (Asheim et  al., 2019).
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Even though we argue that the region's sharing economy is characterised by dele-
gitimation, Airbnb is currently growing (Figures 2 and 3). Hence, legitimacy among all 
stakeholders is not necessary for innovations to succeed. Stakeholders have different 
roles and influence on new path development. Previously, the literature on EEG has 
primarily focused on the role of firms (Boschma & Frenken, 2018), but the role of 
demand has also recently been in focus (Martin et al., 2019). Martin et al. (2019) describe 
the importance of the demand side by referring to examples from the literature on 
sharing economy in which local demand (e.g. for car-sharing services) has spurred the 
emergence of new services and infrastructure in a region (e.g. Cohen & Muñoz, 2016), 
and thus caused the importation of new paths (path importation). The sharing economy 
business model is triadic and comprises sharing platforms, resource owners (hosts) and 
resource users (consumers) (Curtis & Mont, 2020). We consider it less critical that the 
sharing economy achieve legitimacy among incumbent firms than among hosts and 
consumers, as the latter two groups constitute the demand side of the SE. Hence, in 
investigations of the SE’s legitimacy, we believe it is vital to emphasise the demand 
side, as the users drive the sharing economy forward. If hosts do not legitimise the SE, 
it will result in a lack of supply; if consumers delegitimise the SE, this will result in a 
lack of demand. We have seen that both consumers and hosts have raised questions 
concerning several aspects of the SE, which align with the points made by Binz et  al. 
(2016): emerging industries risk legitimacy issues and thus fail to create user acceptance. 
These findings contribute to a broader understanding of the role of legitimacy in new 
path development processes by taking individual actors into account and emphasising 
that stakeholders play different roles in new path development. Moreover, the article 
offers knowledge about the influence of legitimation, and particularly delegitimation, 
among stakeholders on the development of innovations in the tourism industry.

Conclusion

This paper started by posing two research questions. RQ1 asks how the legitimacy 
of Airbnb is expressed among key tourism stakeholders in a tourism region in Norway. 
All stakeholder groups critiqued various aspects of Airbnb, describing cognitive, reg-
ulative and normative legitimacy issues. The issues are mainly related to regulative 

Figure 4.  The effects of legitimation and delegitimation on new path development.
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and normative ambiguities arising from unfair regulations and conditions that result 
in economic leakage and concerns about reduced local value creation because of the 
SE. These findings indicate that the sharing economy is characterised by delegitimation 
among key regional stakeholders.

RQ2 asks how the shifting roles of legitimation and delegitimation among key 
stakeholders in the tourism industry inform the literature on new path development.

The legitimacy issues found in RQ1 describe the role of legitimation and delegit-
imation in new path development processes. Legitimacy promotes path development 
through a belief in local value creation, as well as economic, environmental and 
idealistic logic. In contrast, the delegitimation restrains development through calls for 
new regulations, tax claims and concerns about reduced local value creation. The 
findings demonstrate that the shifting roles of legitimation and delegitimation can 
inform the literature on new path development. The article’s main argument is about 
the role of delegitimation in new path development. The article contributes to the 
literature by arguing that delegitimation prevents transformative changes and new 
path development. If the sharing economy is considered legitimate by key tourism 
stakeholders, it will likely be strengthened. An expanded sharing economy could 
challenge the traditional tourism industry in the region over time, thereby changing 
the dynamics of the industry. However, it is not expected that the sharing economy 
on its own can create an entirely new path. New path development through, for 
example, path upgrading or path diversification is more likely to occur. These findings 
show that the sharing economy can open or close regional development processes 
differently, depending on legitimation and delegitimation. Moreover, stakeholders play 
different roles in new path development. We argue that the demand side has con-
siderable influence in the sharing economy because demand drives the sharing econ-
omy forward. However, we assume that subversive growth, and thus new path 
development, require legitimacy among all stakeholders.

There has been little previous research on the role of delegitimation in new path 
development. Future studies on new path development must focus more on delegit-
imation to understand processes that encourage or prevent regional development. 
Moreover, legitimacy is culturally embedded, and further research is required in other 
regions and industries. Finally, the effects of legitimation and delegitimation on new 
path development should be quantitatively tested in future research.

Notes

	 1.	 Airdna is an analytics firm specialising in short-term rentals. The data were received upon 
special request by the research team. Data from Homeaway/Vrbo are also included in 
the dataset from Airdna. The historical data for Norway provided by Airdna only date 
from 2016. Thus, the beginning of the sample may not include all actual listings.

	 2.	 The consumers were recruited from a survey conducted by CreaTur. They were not re-
quired to have been previous consumers of Airbnb. Thus, both direct and indirect expe-
riences of the platform were described.
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