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What's Inside
Everything in this guide, with page numbers. Skip to whichever chapter answers your
question right now.
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SUMMARY

The 60-Second Version
The whole guide boiled down.

• Book and pay ONLY through the Airbnb or Vrbo app or website — never off-platform.
• Never wire money, use Zelle/Venmo/Cash App, or send a gift card for a rental.
• Beware a host who pushes you to pay or message 'directly' — that's the scam.
• Read reviews critically; reverse-image-search the photos if unsure.
• Pay with a credit card (through the platform) so you can dispute if needed.
• On-platform is your shield Almost every protection — and almost every way to get your

money back — depends on having booked and paid through the platform. That single
habit is your shield.

WELCOME

1.! Read this first — one rule prevents almost every scam
If you remember nothing else, remember this: book and pay entirely through the Airbnb or

Vrbo website or app — never by wire transfer, Zelle, Venmo, Cash App, gift card, or a

check sent 'directly to the owner.' The platforms' protections only apply when you pay

through them. The moment a host coaxes you to pay off-platform, that's the scam, every

time. Stay on the platform and you've sidestepped the great majority of vacation-rental

fraud. Renting a vacation place without getting burned Vacation rentals — a whole house

or condo booked through Airbnb or Vrbo — can be a wonderful, affordable way to travel,

especially for a family. They're also a favorite target for scammers. A little know-how keeps

you safe. I'm Bill, from Bill's Home Tech in Portage County, Ohio. Folks ask me how to

book these places without worrying they'll arrive to find no rental at all. The good news is

that the scams follow predictable patterns, and once you can spot them, booking is

genuinely safe. This guide gives you the one golden rule, the red flags to watch for, how to

read listings and reviews with a clear eye, and what the platforms' protections do and don't

cover. Calm, practical, and aimed at keeping your trip — and your money — safe. Want a

second pair of eyes on a booking? Before you book a place, I'm glad to look it over with

you and check for the warning signs. A few minutes now can save a ruined trip. Call or text

me at (330) 200-8042.
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HOW IT WORKS

2. How booking a vacation rental works
A quick picture, so the safety advice makes sense.

On Airbnb or Vrbo, hosts list their homes with photos, a description, a price, and reviews

from past guests. You search by place and dates, pick a listing, and book and pay right

there in the app or website. Your payment goes to the platform, which passes it to the host

— often only after you've checked in — and that middle step is a big part of what keeps

you safe. You message the host through the platform's own messaging too, not by

personal email or text. Keeping the whole transaction — booking, payment, and messages

— inside the platform is what lets the company step in if something goes wrong.

Scammers' entire goal is to pull you out of that safe system. The platform is the referee

Think of Airbnb or Vrbo as a referee holding the money and the messages. As long as the

game is played on their field, they can call a foul. Step off the field and there's no referee.

THE GOLDEN RULE

3. The golden rule: pay on-platform, always
This one habit defeats the most common scam by itself.

The single most common vacation-rental scam is a host who, after you've shown interest,

asks you to finish the booking 'directly' — pay by bank wire, Zelle, Venmo, Cash App, or a

gift card, often dangling a discount for the trouble. The instant money leaves the platform,

you have no protection, no refund path, and often no rental: the 'host' vanishes. So the rule

is simple and absolute: complete the entire booking and payment inside the Airbnb or Vrbo

app or website, using their checkout. No legitimate host needs you to pay another way, and

any request to do so is your signal to walk away. If you only follow one rule from this guide,

make it this one.

WATCH OUT

Off-platform payment is the scam, full stop Wire, Zelle, Venmo, Cash App, gift cards, a
check to the owner — for a vacation rental, any of these is a bright red flag. Real bookings
are paid through the platform's own checkout, period.
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THE RED FLAGS

4. The warning signs to watch for
Scams follow patterns — learn them and they're easy to spot.

• Pushed off-platform: 'message me directly,' 'pay by Zelle for a discount,' a payment link
by email. The number-one tactic.

• Too good to be true: a stunning place at a suspiciously low price, especially in a busy
season.

• Pressure to hurry: 'another family is about to book — send money now to hold it.'
• Duplicate or stolen listings: the same photos appear on other sites or at other addresses.
• Evasive host: dodges specific questions, gives odd or inconsistent answers, or asks for

personal/financial details early.
• Fake lookalike websites: a link that isn't really Airbnb.com or Vrbo.com asking you to

'confirm' payment.
• Any one of these is a 'stop and check' You don't need all the signs — one is enough to

pause. Step back, verify, and if it still feels off, move on to another listing. There are
plenty.

READING REVIEWS

5. Reading reviews with a clear eye
Reviews are gold — if you read them critically.

A listing with a solid history of reviews from real guests, over time, is reassuring —

scammers rarely have that. Be more cautious with a listing that has no reviews at all, or a

sudden burst of brand-new, all-five-star, oddly similar reviews, which can be faked. Read a

few of the middle-of-the-road reviews, not just the glowing ones; they're often the most

honest about what the place is really like. Look for specifics — reviewers mentioning the

neighborhood, the beds, the host's responsiveness. Vague, generic praise ('great place,

highly recommend!') repeated over and over can be a manufactured sign. A real history of

detailed, varied reviews is one of the best signals a listing is genuine. Trust the boring

details The most trustworthy reviews are the specific, slightly boring ones — 'the stairs are

steep,' 'great water pressure,' 'host left us local tips.' That texture is hard to fake.
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VERIFYING A LISTING

6. Checking that a place is real
A couple of quick checks catch a fake listing.

If a listing seems too good or something feels off, do a little homework.

Reverse-image-search the photos — save a photo and look it up online to see if the same

images appear elsewhere, which can mean they were stolen from a hotel or another listing.

Search the address and the listing's text too; a real place usually has a consistent footprint,

while a fake one may turn up in odd places. Ask the host a specific question through the

platform's messaging — about the neighborhood, parking, or a house detail. A genuine

host answers readily; a scammer gets vague or pushes you to 'just book.' These few

minutes of checking are the difference between a great trip and a costly mistake.

Reverse-image search is your friend Stolen photos are a classic fake-listing tell. A quick

reverse-image search — a grandchild can show you how in a minute — often unmasks a

fraud instantly.

THE PROTECTIONS

7. What the platforms' protections cover
Real safety nets — but only when you book on-platform.

Airbnb includes a guest protection called AirCover at no extra cost on bookings made

through them. In general terms, it's meant to help if a host cancels at the last minute, if the

place is seriously misrepresented or not as listed, or if you can't check in — with help

rebooking a comparable place or getting a refund. Not every complaint qualifies, so read

the current terms. Vrbo has a comparable free protection (recently branded VrboCare)

covering host cancellations, check-in problems, fraud, and significant misrepresentation,

with help rebooking. Both of these only apply to bookings paid through the platform —

another reason the golden rule matters. Because these programs and their exact terms

change, confirm the current coverage on the official site before relying on it.

WATCH OUT

Protections only apply on-platform AirCover and VrboCare are real and valuable — but
worthless on a booking you paid for off-platform. The protection and the golden rule go hand
in hand.
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CAMERAS AND ARRIVAL

8. Cameras, privacy, and arriving safely
What to expect on-site, and what the rules say.

On privacy: Airbnb banned all indoor security cameras in its listings as of spring 2024 —

none are allowed anywhere inside, disclosed or not. Outdoor cameras (like a doorbell cam)

are permitted but must be disclosed before you book and can't watch indoor or private

spaces. So if you ever spot a camera indoors, that's against the rules — report it. (Vrbo's

rules are similar; confirm current policy.) On arrival, check that the place matches the listing

— right address, right home, as described. If it doesn't, or something feels unsafe,

document it with photos and contact the platform through its app right away rather than

paying anyone more money or arguing with a stranger. The platform's support can help

rebook or refund when a listing isn't what was promised. Photograph problems, report

in-app If the place isn't as promised, take photos and report it through the app immediately

— that record and that channel are what get you rebooked or refunded.

BOOKING YOUR OWN OR HELPING FAMILY BOOK

9. Two ways people come to this — and both are fine
Some folks are booking a getaway for themselves; others are helping an older parent

who's nervous about doing it online, or booking a big family place for everyone. The safety

rules are the same; the hand-holding differs. If you're booking it yourself You want to book

confidently and avoid the traps.

• Do everything — search, message, book, pay — inside the official app or website.
• Run the red-flag and review checks before you pay.
• Pay with a credit card through the platform so you can dispute if needed. If you're helping

a parent (or booking for the family) You want them safe and the trip to go smoothly.
• Sit with them and book it together on the real app, explaining each step.
• Warn them plainly never to pay a 'host' by wire, Zelle, or gift card, even if asked later.
• Save the booking confirmation and the platform's help number where they can find it. I'll

book it safely with you If booking a vacation rental online feels daunting, I'll sit with you,
vet the listing, and walk through a safe booking together. Call (330) 200-8042.
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PAYING SAFELY

10. Paying the safe way
How you pay is your last line of defense.

Always pay through the platform's own checkout, and use a credit card rather than a debit

card or bank transfer when you can. A credit card gives you a second safety net: if

something goes truly wrong and the platform's protection doesn't resolve it, you can

dispute the charge with your card company. Debit cards, wires, and payment apps offer far

weaker recourse. Never give a host your full card number, bank details, or

Social-Security-type information directly — the platform's checkout handles payment

without the host ever needing those from you. Anyone asking for them outside the official

checkout is fishing, not hosting. Credit card, through the platform The safest combination is

a credit card paid through the official checkout. It stacks the platform's protection on top of

your card's dispute rights — two safety nets, not one.

COMMON MISTAKES

11. Common mistakes
Sidestep these and you've avoided nearly every scam.

• Paying off-platform because a host offered a discount — the cardinal error.
• Clicking a payment link sent by email or message instead of booking in the app.
• Rushing because of 'someone else is about to book' pressure.
• Skipping the reviews or trusting a wall of brand-new five-star ones.
• Communicating off-platform early, where the company can't see or help.

WATCH OUT

A discount for paying 'directly' is bait The offer of a lower price if you pay outside the
platform is the single most common hook. The 'savings' is the lure on the hook — don't bite.
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IF YOU'RE SCAMMED

12. If it happens anyway
Act quickly, and know what's recoverable.

If you suspect a scam, contact the platform immediately through its app or help center and

report it. If you paid by credit card through the platform, you can also dispute the charge

with your card issuer — one of the best reasons to pay that way. The platform may be able

to rebook you or refund you under its protection program. The hard truth: money sent

off-platform by wire, Zelle, Venmo, Cash App, or gift card is usually gone for good, because

those methods are built to be irreversible — which is exactly why scammers insist on them.

That reality is the strongest argument for never leaving the platform in the first place. You

can also report the fraud to the authorities, but recovery of off-platform money is rare.

WATCH OUT

Report fast, but prevention is everything Speed helps if you paid on-platform or by card.
Off-platform payments are almost never recovered — which is why the golden rule, not the
cleanup, is what truly protects you.

CHECKLIST

13. Your safe-booking checklist
Run through this before you pay.

• I'm booking and paying only inside the official Airbnb/Vrbo app or website.
• No one has asked me to wire money, use Zelle/Venmo/Cash App, or send a gift card.
• The listing has a real history of specific, varied reviews.
• I reverse-image-searched the photos if anything felt off.
• The host answered my specific questions readily, through the platform.
• I'm paying with a credit card through the platform's checkout.
• I've saved my confirmation and the platform's help contact.
• If any box is unchecked, pause This list is your pre-flight check. If even one item doesn't

sit right, stop and verify before you pay. A few minutes beats a lost deposit and a ruined
trip.
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HELPING A RELATIVE

14. Helping an older relative book safely
A little coaching prevents a lot of heartache.

Vacation-rental scams hit older travelers especially hard, because the 'pay me directly for a

discount' pitch sounds like a friendly favor. The best protection you can give a parent is one

plain rule, repeated: never pay for a rental except through the official app, and never by

wire, Zelle, or gift card, no matter how nice the 'host' seems or how good the deal. If you

can, book the trip together on the real app so they see what a safe booking looks like, and

save the confirmation and the platform's help number somewhere handy. That way, if a

'host' later contacts them asking for money, they'll recognize it instantly for what it is. I'll

coach them — and you I'm glad to sit with an older relative, book a trip safely together, and

leave them with the simple rules that keep the scammers away. Call (330) 200-8042.

THE WIDER PATTERN

15. The pattern behind all these scams
Spot it once and you'll spot it everywhere.

Notice the shape of the vacation-rental scam: get you excited, create urgency, then move

you to an irreversible, off-platform payment. That exact pattern runs through nearly every

modern scam — the fake 'your account is locked' call, the 'grandchild in trouble' plea, the

too-good online marketplace deal. The details change; the move to a wire, gift card, or

payment app does not. So the habit you build here protects you far beyond travel:

whenever anyone pressures you toward an urgent, unusual, irreversible payment, that

pressure itself is the warning. Slow down, step back, and verify through an official channel.

My scam-safety guides cover the broader picture when you'd like it. Urgency plus odd

payment equals scam Burn this into memory: pressure to pay right now, in an unusual or

irreversible way, is the common thread of scams. Recognizing it is a lifelong safeguard.



Bill's Home Tech BillsHomeTech.com  ·  (330) 200-8042
Booking Vrbo and Airbnb Safely

Tech Made Simple. Service Made Personal. Page 12 of 27
For general information only — not professional advice. Use at your own risk.

For electrical, gas, water, or ladder work, please call a licensed professional. — Bill's Home Tech

COMMON QUESTIONS

16. Common Questions
The vacation-rental-safety questions I hear most.

Q: What's the single most important rule? Book and pay only through the Airbnb or Vrbo

app or website. Never wire money, use Zelle/Venmo/Cash App, or send a gift card for a

rental — that's how nearly every scam works. Q: A host offered a discount if I pay directly.

Is that okay? No — that's the classic scam. The discount is bait to get your money

off-platform, where you have no protection. Decline and book through the platform, or find

another place. Q: How can I tell if a listing is fake? Check for a real history of specific

reviews, reverse-image-search the photos, and ask the host a specific question. Vague

answers, stolen photos, or pressure to pay off-platform are the tells. Q: What protections

do I have if something goes wrong? Airbnb's AirCover and Vrbo's VrboCare can help with

host cancellations, misrepresentation, and check-in problems — but only on bookings paid

through the platform. Confirm current terms. Q: Are there cameras in these rentals? Airbnb

bans all indoor cameras; outdoor ones must be disclosed. If you ever find a camera

indoors, that breaks the rules — report it through the app. Unsure about a place you

found? Send me the listing and I'll help you check it for warning signs before you book. Call

or text (330) 200-8042.

QUICK RECAP

17. The quick recap
The whole guide in one glance.

• Book and pay ONLY through the official Airbnb/Vrbo app or website.
• Never wire, Zelle, Venmo, Cash App, or gift-card a rental payment.
• A 'discount for paying directly' is the classic scam — decline it.
• Read reviews critically; reverse-image-search photos if unsure.
• Pay by credit card through the platform for a second safety net.
• Protections (AirCover/VrboCare) apply only to on-platform bookings.
• Indoor cameras are banned on Airbnb — report any you find.
• Stay on the platform, travel in peace Keep the whole booking on the official app, pay by

card, trust the reviews and your gut — and a vacation rental is a safe, lovely way to
travel.
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THE UPSIDE

18. Why it's worth doing — safely
Don't let the scammers scare you off a great way to travel.

It would be a shame to miss out on vacation rentals out of fear. For a family trip, a whole

house with a kitchen and separate bedrooms often beats a cramped row of hotel rooms —

more room, more comfort, and frequently less money. Millions of people book these safely

every day by following the simple rules in this guide. The scams are real but avoidable, and

the defense is mostly one habit: stay on the platform. With that in hand, you can book a

lakeside cabin or a beach condo for the whole clan with confidence, and enjoy the trip

instead of worrying about it. Safe travel is still great travel The rules aren't meant to scare

you off — they're what let you book that perfect family place with a clear mind. Travel on,

just travel smart.

A LITTLE TRIP PREP

19. A little prep for a smooth stay
Beyond safety, a few habits make the trip itself easier.

• Save your booking confirmation and the check-in instructions where you can find them
offline.

• Keep the platform's app on your phone so support and messages are a tap away.
• Note the exact address and how to get in (lockbox code, key, or app) before you leave.
• Screenshot the listing's photos and description, in case the host edits them later.
• Have the host's platform-messaging thread handy for any arrival questions.
• Keep it all in the app Because everything — booking, messages, support — lives in the

app, keeping it on your phone means your whole trip's paperwork is in your pocket, safe
and handy.
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YOU CAN DO THIS

20. A little reassurance
Booking safely is a skill anyone can learn.

You don't have to be tech-savvy to book a vacation rental safely — you just have to hold

one simple line: everything through the official app, and never an off-platform payment.

That single boundary does most of the work. Add a glance at the reviews and a

trust-your-gut pause, and you're better protected than most travelers. Keep this guide

handy when you plan your next trip, and don't hesitate to ask for a second opinion on a

listing. A few minutes of care buys a worry-free getaway — and that's exactly the kind of

small help I'm glad to give. One boundary, lots of peace Hold the line on paying through the

platform, and the rest is just enjoying the planning. You've got this — and I'm a call away if

you want a second look.

21. Understanding the Full Price
The nightly rate is only part of what you will pay.

One of the most common surprises with a vacation rental is the final bill. The big nightly

number you first see is rarely the whole story. On top of it come extra charges - a cleaning

fee, the platform's service fee, sometimes an extra-guest fee, and local taxes. Knowing to

look for the total before you book saves a jolt at checkout and makes comparing places

fair.

• Nightly rate - the headline price for the room or house per night
• Cleaning fee - a one-time charge some hosts add; not every host charges one
• Service fee - the platform's own charge for booking through them
• Taxes - state and local lodging taxes, which may be added near the end
Both Airbnb and Vrbo have moved toward showing a total price that folds in the fees,

though taxes are sometimes added at the final step. Always scroll to the full breakdown

before you pay, where every line is listed out. A place with a low nightly rate but a steep

cleaning fee can cost more than one that looked pricier at first glance.

TIP

For a short stay, a one-time cleaning fee hurts more per night than on a long one. When
comparing places, look at the grand total for your exact dates, not the nightly rate alone.



Bill's Home Tech BillsHomeTech.com  ·  (330) 200-8042
Booking Vrbo and Airbnb Safely

Tech Made Simple. Service Made Personal. Page 15 of 27
For general information only — not professional advice. Use at your own risk.

For electrical, gas, water, or ladder work, please call a licensed professional. — Bill's Home Tech

GOOD TO KNOW

These platforms change how they display prices from time to time, and rules about showing
the full up-front total vary by region. Whatever the layout, find the complete breakdown
before you commit - it is always there before you pay.

22. Cancellation Policies - Flexible to Strict
Know the rules before you book, not after plans change.

Every listing has a cancellation policy, chosen by the host, that decides how much you get

back if you need to call off the trip. They range from easygoing to quite firm, and the policy

is shown on the listing before you book. Reading it first is simple good sense - life happens,

and you want to know where you stand if it does.

• Flexible or Relaxed: a full refund if you cancel by a set number of days before
• Moderate: a full refund with a somewhat longer notice window
• Firm or Strict: partial or no refund unless you cancel well ahead
• The exact windows vary by platform and listing - always read the specific terms
A flexible policy costs a little peace of mind if your plans are uncertain; a strict one often

comes with a better price but less forgiveness. The platforms use their own names and

day-counts for these tiers, and they can change, so do not rely on memory - read the policy

spelled out on the listing you are actually booking.

TIP

If your plans are at all uncertain - a health matter, an elderly relative, uncertain weather -
lean toward a flexible policy even if it costs a touch more. The freedom to change your mind
is worth it.

WATCH OUT

A strict policy means your money may be tied up the moment you book. Do not book a strict
listing on a whim or before you are sure of your dates - that is where refund
disappointments come from.
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23. Canceling a Booking and Getting Your Money Back
If you must cancel, do it the right way through the platform.

Plans fall through, and canceling a vacation rental is a normal thing to do. The key is to

cancel inside the official app or website, the same place you booked, so the platform

handles the refund according to the policy. Never try to arrange a cancellation and refund

privately with a host outside the platform - that undoes all your protection.

1 Open your trip or reservation in the official Airbnb or Vrbo app or website
2 Find the booking and look for the option to cancel
3 Review how much will be refunded under the listing's policy before you confirm
4 Confirm the cancellation and save the confirmation you receive
How much you get back depends on the policy and how far ahead you cancel. Some

platforms also allow a short grace period right after booking - cancel within a day or so and

you may get everything back, provided check-in is still well off. The refund returns to your

original payment method, which is one more reason paying by card through the platform is

wise.

GOOD TO KNOW

Service fees are sometimes only partly refundable, or refundable only if you cancel very
soon after booking. The refund breakdown shown before you confirm tells you exactly what
comes back.

TIP

If a true emergency forces a cancellation outside the policy, contact the platform's support
and explain. They cannot always help, but a polite, honest request through official channels
sometimes finds a little flexibility.

24. Reporting a Problem and Filing a Claim
If the place is not as promised, act promptly and in the app.

Sometimes you arrive and something is genuinely wrong - the place is not as listed, a

major amenity is broken, it is not clean, or you cannot get in at all. Both platforms have

protections for exactly this, but they work only if you report the problem quickly, through the

official app, with evidence. Arguing with the host by private text does not start a claim.

1 Take clear photos or a short video of the problem the moment you notice it
2 Contact the host through the platform's messaging to give them a chance to fix it
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3 If it is not resolved, report it to the platform through its app or help center
4 Do this promptly - these protections often require reporting within a short window
Guidance commonly points to reporting a covered problem within about three days of

discovering it, with your photos attached, though the exact window and what qualifies can

change. The platform may help rebook you somewhere comparable or arrange a refund.

Not every complaint qualifies - a place being a bit smaller than you hoped is different from

a broken furnace in winter.

TIP

Your photos, with their time stamps, are your best evidence. Take them before you move
your bags in or clean anything up, so the record shows exactly how you found the place.

WATCH OUT

Do not simply leave and go book a hotel on your own without first reporting through the app.
Going off on your own can forfeit the help you would otherwise be owed - let the platform try
to make it right first.

25. The Credit-Card Chargeback - Your Last Resort
When all else fails, your card company is a final safety net.

This is the quiet, powerful reason to always pay by credit card through the platform. If

something goes badly wrong - the place was a fraud, or a refund you are clearly owed

never arrives, and the platform's support cannot resolve it - you can ask your card

company to dispute the charge. This is called a chargeback, and it is a protection a wire or

a payment app simply does not offer.

• A chargeback is a formal dispute you raise with your credit card company
• It is a last resort - try the platform's own support and refund process first
• You will need records: your booking, your messages, your photos, and dates
• It works only because you paid by card; off-platform payments have no such path
Call the number on the back of your card and explain the situation plainly, with your

evidence ready. The card company investigates and can reverse the charge if your case

holds up. This is exactly why paying by card through the official checkout stacks two safety

nets - the platform's protection and your card's dispute rights - one on top of the other.
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GOOD TO KNOW

Keep every record until well after the trip - the booking confirmation, the message thread,
and any photos. A dispute goes much better when you can show a clear, dated trail of what
happened.

WATCH OUT

A chargeback only exists because you used a credit card. Money sent by wire, Zelle,
Venmo, Cash App, or gift card has no such recourse and is almost never recovered - which
is the whole reason scammers push those methods.

26. Reading the House Rules and What's Included
The listing tells you the rules - read them before you book.

Every rental comes with house rules and a list of what is and is not provided. These sit on

the listing, and reading them before you book prevents the most common letdowns -

arriving to find no pets allowed, a strict quiet time, a guest limit smaller than your group, or

no washer when you expected one. A few minutes here saves a lot of disappointment later.

• Maximum number of guests - exceeding it can bring extra fees or cancellation
• Pets - whether they are allowed, and any pet fee
• Quiet hours, smoking rules, and check-in and check-out times
• Amenities included - kitchen, laundry, air conditioning, parking, internet
If a detail matters to your group - a ground-floor bedroom, a full kitchen, reliable heat -

confirm it is listed rather than assumed. Watch too for extra-guest fees, which add a charge

per person over a certain number. Counting your whole party honestly up front keeps the

price and the rules straight for everyone.

TIP

If something you need is not mentioned in the listing, ask the host through the platform's
messaging before you book. Their answer is on the record, and a clear reply is also a good
sign the host is genuine.

WATCH OUT

Do not quietly bring more guests, a pet, or extra cars than the rules allow, hoping no one
notices. It can lead to extra charges or even being asked to leave - far better to book a place
that truly fits your group.
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27. Messaging the Host - Good Questions to Ask
A few clear questions tell you a lot about a place and a host.

Before you book, it is perfectly normal to message the host with questions, and their

answers serve double duty - you learn what you need, and you get a feel for whether the

host is genuine and responsive. Always do this through the platform's own messaging,

never by personal email or text, so the conversation stays on the record where it protects

you.

• "How does check-in work - is there a lockbox, a key, or an app?"
• "Is there parking, and is it included?"
• "How far is it from the beach, the town, or whatever you care about?"
• "Are there stairs, and is there a bedroom or bathroom on the main floor?"
A genuine host answers readily, specifically, and kindly. A vague, rushed reply, or a nudge

to "just book" or to pay "directly," is a warning sign. Specific questions also catch a fake

listing, because a scammer who copied someone else's photos often cannot answer real

questions about the actual place.

TIP

Ask at least one very specific question about the property or neighborhood. A real host
knows their own place; an evasive or generic answer is a reason to look elsewhere.

WATCH OUT

If a host ever steers the conversation off the platform - asking you to email, text, or message
them elsewhere - that is the classic move before a scam. Keep every word inside the official
app.

28. Check-In and Check-Out Made Simple
Most arrivals these days are self-service - here is what to expect.

Gone are the days of meeting a landlord with a brass key. Most vacation rentals now use

self-check-in - a lockbox with a code, a keypad on the door, or a smart lock you open with

the app. The host sends the instructions before you arrive, usually through the platform's

messaging. Knowing this ahead of time keeps you from standing on a porch wondering

how to get in.

• The host sends check-in instructions before your arrival - read them in advance
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• Look for the lockbox code, keypad number, or app steps, and save them where you can
find them offline

• Note the exact address and any gate or parking details before you leave home
• Check-out usually has a few simple chores and a set time - the listing spells them out
At check-out, hosts often ask for small courtesies - start the dishwasher, take out the trash,

strip the beds, lock up. These are listed in the house rules so there are no surprises.

Leaving on time and following the short list keeps your reviews glowing and the cleaning

fee fair.

TIP

Save the check-in instructions and address as a screenshot before you travel, in case you
lose internet on the way. Your whole arrival should be in your pocket and readable offline.

GOOD TO KNOW

If the code does not work or you cannot get in, message the host through the app right
away and, if needed, contact the platform's support. Do not pay anyone extra on the spot to
"let you in" - that is not how it works.

29. Entire Place, Private Room, or Shared
Airbnb offers different kinds of stays - pick the one that fits.

Not every listing is a whole house to yourselves. Especially on Airbnb, you will see a few

kinds of stay, and the difference matters a great deal for comfort and privacy. Reading

which type a listing is - it is stated plainly near the top - makes sure you are not surprised to

find you are sharing a home with the owner or other guests.

• Entire place - the whole home is yours; best for families and privacy
• Private room - your own bedroom, but shared common areas with others
• Shared room - you share the sleeping space too; the most basic and budget option
• Vrbo listings are generally whole homes, which many families prefer
For a family trip or anyone who values quiet and privacy, an entire place - a whole house or

condo - is usually the happy choice, with its own kitchen and separate bedrooms. A private

room can suit a solo traveler on a budget who does not mind a shared kitchen. Just know

which you are booking before you pay.
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GOOD TO KNOW

Vrbo focuses on whole-home rentals, so you are far less likely to end up sharing with
strangers there. On Airbnb, check the listing type carefully, as it mixes all three kinds.

WATCH OUT

If privacy matters to you, filter or search for "entire place" so shared listings do not clutter
your results. It saves scrolling past rooms that were never going to suit you.

30. Finding a Place That Fits Your Needs
Filters and a careful read help you book a place you can actually use.

A beautiful rental is no good if you cannot climb its stairs or fit your family in it. Both

platforms let you filter your search for the things that matter, and reading the listing closely

fills in the rest. A little care here means the place you book is one you can comfortably live

in for the length of your stay.

• Use filters for bedrooms, bathrooms, and the amenities you must have
• Look for step-free access, a ground-floor bedroom, or grab bars if mobility is a concern
• Check for air conditioning, heat, laundry, and a full kitchen as needed
• Read the photos and description for stairs, steep driveways, or a long walk to the door
Reviews are gold here - past guests often mention "the stairs are steep" or "everything is

on one floor," the honest details a listing may gloss over. If accessibility is important,

message the host to confirm specifics, since a filter may not capture everything about a

particular home.

WATCH OUT

For anyone with trouble on stairs, search specifically for single-level homes or step-free
access, and confirm with the host. A photo can hide a flight of stairs the description never
mentions.

GOOD TO KNOW

The accessibility features listed on a rental are entered by the host and are not always
complete or verified. When it truly matters, a direct question to the host, answered through
the app, is your surest confirmation.
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31. Deposits, Damage, and Incidental Charges
Know how deposits work so a normal stay does not cost you extra.

Some rentals ask for a security deposit or may charge for damage after your stay. Handled

through the platform, this is usually straightforward and fair - most guests never pay a cent

beyond their booking. But it helps to understand how it works so that an honest stay does

not turn into an unexpected charge, and so you know your footing if a host claims damage

you did not cause.

• A security deposit may be held and released after check-out if nothing is amiss
• Any damage claim is made through the platform, not by a host demanding cash
• You have a right to see evidence and to respond to a claim you dispute
• Report any pre-existing damage with photos when you arrive, to protect yourself
The simplest protection is a few photos when you arrive, showing the place as you found it,

and a few when you leave, showing you left it tidy. If a host later claims you broke

something that was already broken - or was never broken at all - your dated photos and the

platform's claims process are how you defend yourself. Never pay a damage claim in cash

or off-platform.

TIP

Take a quick photo tour the moment you walk in - any existing scuffs, stains, or broken
items. It takes two minutes and is your best defense against an unfair damage claim later.

WATCH OUT

If a host contacts you after the stay demanding money for damage outside the platform - by
app, wire, or gift card - do not pay. Legitimate damage claims go through the platform's own
process, where you can see the evidence and dispute it.

32. Instant Book vs Request to Book
Two ways to reserve - and what each means for you.

When you go to reserve, you will meet one of two setups. Some listings offer Instant Book,

where you can reserve right away without waiting for the host's say-so. Others are Request

to Book, where you ask and the host approves before you are charged. Both are perfectly

safe when done through the platform - the difference is simply how quickly you are

confirmed.

• Instant Book - reserve immediately, no waiting for host approval
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• Request to Book - you send a request and the host approves or declines
• Either way, you pay through the platform's checkout - that part never changes
• Request to Book sometimes lets you message the host before committing
Instant Book is convenient when you have found the right place and want it locked in.

Request to Book gives a moment for a short exchange with the host first, which some folks

prefer. Neither changes the golden rule one bit: the booking and payment happen inside

the official app, with your card, so your protections are in place.

GOOD TO KNOW

With Request to Book, you are usually not charged until the host accepts. If a request is
declined, you are not out any money - you simply look for another place.

TIP

Whichever you use, run through your safe-booking checks first - reviews, photos, a question
to the host. Instant Book is fast, so do your looking before you tap, not after.

33. Airbnb and Vrbo - How They Differ
Two trusted platforms, with a few differences worth knowing.

Airbnb and Vrbo are the two big names in vacation rentals, and both are safe when you

follow the golden rule of booking and paying on-platform. They overlap a great deal, but a

few differences can help you pick which to use for a given trip. Neither is simply better - it

depends on what you are after.

• Vrbo focuses on whole-home rentals - good for families wanting a place to themselves
• Airbnb offers whole homes plus private and shared rooms, a wider mix
• Both have guest protections, booking messaging, and reviews
• Both pass your payment through the platform, which is what keeps you safe
If you want a whole house for the family with no chance of sharing, Vrbo's focus suits that

well. If you want the widest selection, including single rooms and city apartments, Airbnb

offers more variety. Many travelers check both for the same dates and compare the places

and the total prices before deciding.

TIP

It is worth searching both platforms for your trip - the same home is sometimes listed on
both, occasionally at different total prices once fees are counted. A few extra minutes can
turn up a better deal or a better place.
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GOOD TO KNOW

The safe-booking habits in this guide apply equally to both. Whichever you choose, keep
the whole transaction on the official app, pay by card, read the reviews, and trust your gut.

BILL'S HERE TO HELP

34. You don't have to do this alone
You just have to remember that a friendly, patient person is one call away.

I hope this guide made booking a vacation rental safely feel a little less daunting and a lot

more doable. Keep it in a drawer with your other home papers, come back to a page

whenever you need it, and don't worry about memorizing anything. When you'd rather have

a hand, that's exactly what I do. I come to your home, work at your pace, and never make

you feel rushed or silly for asking. A first visit is a flat $99, and for the parts that don't need

me on-site I can often help right on your screen for $49. Every visit comes with a 30-day,

come-back-free guarantee. I'm a patient tech helper — not a mechanic, an electrician, or

the manufacturer — so for repairs, wiring, or warranty work I'll help you understand your

options and line up a trustworthy local pro. Bill's Home Tech — real help, close to home

Call or text me at (330) 200-8042, or visit BillsHomeTech.com. Serving Atwater and all of

Portage County. 30+ years of patient, plain-English tech help — and if you're ever not

100% happy with a visit, I'll make it right or refund it. That's a promise. — Bill
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AT A GLANCE

A Picture to Follow Along

The Golden Rule
Safe booking vs. the scam

Safe Scam

Where you book Official app 'Message me'

How you pay Platform
checkout

Wire / Zelle

Your protection AirCover/VrboCare None at all

If it's wrong Refund path Money gone

Everything through the platform. Off-platform payment is the scam.
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AT A GLANCE

A Second Look

Checking a Listing
A few minutes of homework

1

Read reviews
Specific, varied,

over time

2

Search photos
Reverse-image
for stolen ones

3

Ask a question
Specific, via
the platform

4

Trust your gut
Off? Move to
another place

A genuine host and listing pass all four with ease.

BEFORE YOU GO

A Note From Bill
A quick note from Bill. I write these guides to make home tech a little less frustrating, and I do

my best to keep every step accurate and up to date. Still, every home, device, and setup is a

bit different, so I can't promise a guide will match yours exactly or fix your particular problem.

These guides are for general information only — they're not professional, legal, or financial

advice, and they don't replace your device's own manual or the manufacturer's instructions.

Please go slow, use your own good judgment, and use everything here at your own risk. If a

step involves electrical wiring, a gas appliance, a water heater, plumbing, or climbing a ladder

— or if anything just doesn't feel safe — please stop and call a licensed professional (or give

me a call at 330-200-8042). Bill's Home Tech and Bill Davis can't be responsible for any

damage, data loss, or injury that results.
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HOW I CAN HELP

Your Visit — and My Promise
In-home visit — $99 flat for your first visit. No contracts and no surprise charges, and a

30-day follow-up is included.

Remote Support — $49 for a screen-share session. I only connect with your permission, you

watch the whole time, and you can end anytime. If I can't fix it over the screen-share, I refund

the $49 — and if it turns out you need me in person, that $49 goes toward your visit. It's

included free for Support Plan members ($39/mo).

GOOD TO KNOW

My promise — If you're not 100% satisfied with your visit, I'll come back at no charge, or
refund the full $99. No questions, no awkwardness. That's how I'd want to be treated.

Call or text (330) 200-8042 · Book a visit: billshometech.com/book · bill@billshometech.com

This free guide is for general information only — not professional advice, and no substitute for your device's own manual. Any prices
or outside products mentioned can change; please confirm current details before you buy. Please use your own good judgment and
follow it at your own risk — for anything involving electricity, gas, water, or heights, stop and call a licensed professional. Bill's Home

Tech and Bill Davis can't be responsible for any damage, data loss, or injury that results. © 2026 Bill's Home Tech, LLC.


