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Unknowingly starring in a stranger’s short film or finding an unlisted cellar decorated with locks and chains are two real Airbnb experiences. High reports of hidden cameras and suspicious properties listed on Airbnb sparked serious concerns regarding the company’s accountability in addressing these alarming incidents.
Despite Airbnb's reassurances that hidden surveillance is a minor issue, investigative journalists Isabelle Chapman, Majlie de Puy Kamp, and Audrey Ash from CNN have uncovered contradicting statistics.
During a court deposition, an Airbnb representative revealed over 30,000 complaints about hidden surveillance in the past decade (Chapman et al,. 2024). Although the representative downplayed the number, claiming many complaints stemmed from misunderstandings, the lack of clarity regarding the ratio of credible to debunked claims only fueled skepticism from the court, victims, and customers.
One chilling account the CNN authors report came from David Wyzynajtys and his girlfriend, who became victims of Airbnb’s negligence during their first rental experience in July 2021. Anticipating a romantic getaway, the couple was shocked to discover a secret camera recording them in their rented bedroom. 
The reporters state that Wyzynajtys shakenly described the event as “The scariest moment of [his] life,” (Chapman et al,. 2024). After contacting the police and Airbnb, the couple learned their host had stored over 2,000 photographs of previous renters staying on his Texas property. 
The CNN Journalists report shows the host had been charged with multiple counts of invasive recording, having captured images of over 30 guests, including minors (Chapman et al,. 2024).
The question of Airbnb’s responsibility for these unfortunate experiences arises when considering their “Super Host” feature, a designation awarded to high-performing hosts on their app. Wyzynajtys feels misled by Airbnb's "Super Host" label, pointing out that his host, A. Jay Allee, held this status on the platform. Many attribute their choice of host to this feature, raising concerns about how Airbnb determines which hosts receive this designation.
In light of these unsettling incidents, journalist Chandra Steele from PCMAG offers tips for ensuring a safer Airbnb experience. She advises potential renters to thoroughly review listings for any indication of surveillance. Additionally, Steele recommends checking reviews for terms and complaints about cameras or privacy. Upon arrival, she suggests using a flashlight to inspect mirrors and other objects for reflective surfaces that might hide a camera (Steele, 2024).
If guests discover hidden cameras, Steele encourages them to document their findings and report the situation to Airbnb immediately. This proactive approach can help decrease potential risks, though it cannot eliminate them completely.
Not every Airbnb experience is marked by such anxiety and fear; however, caution is crucial in all types of travel. 
Jack Beresford, a journalist at Newsweekly, wrote about an unsettling experience a young woman from Missouri encountered while vacationing in Chicago. Xena Habashi and her family rented an Airbnb in Illinois, seeking joyful family bonding. While staying at her chosen Airbnb she stumbled upon an unlisted brick cellar decorated with locks and chains. 
Initially, drawn to a light emanating from behind a blocked-off area, the renter investigated, making a shocking discovery. 
Beresford reports that as Habashi creaked open the door of the mysterious lighted room, she was met with a scene straight out of a horror film. Habashi describes the unlisted cellar to Beresford, explaining that “There were wooden doors with locks on and chains on the ground,” (Beresford, 2024).
Despite her unsettling encounter, Habashi continues to rent through Airbnb, suggesting a level of trust in the platform that some might find surprising. Her experience highlights a critical point: while eye-catching stories dominate social media platforms, making them seem more frequent than they are, the majority of Airbnb stays are uneventful and exclude creepy hosts.
The tension between the potential for horror and the reality of most Airbnb experiences pronounces the need for greater awareness and preparedness amongst travelers. Guests must take the initiative to educate themselves about their accommodations and remain vigilant. While many hosts are well-intentioned, ensuring personal safety should always be a priority.
Additionally, accounts of Airbnb’s negligence when awarding ill-intentioned hosts “Super Host” designations and responding poorly to customer complaints raises audience awareness about being independent and prepared for anything when visiting a rental property.
While Airbnb offers unique travel experiences, it is essential for renters to stay informed and cautious as the platform concedes that they have little control of the rental properties and their owners. Hidden cameras and unlisted spaces can turn a romantic getaway into a nightmare, but with diligence and awareness, travelers can protect themselves and enjoy the many benefits that Airbnb has to offer. 
Will you look at your future Airbnb rental property the same way as before?
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