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Brian Chesky and Airbnb: Leading Through Crisis and Change

1.Introduction
Brian Chesky is the co-founder and Chief Executive Officer of Airbnb, one of the world’s most popular travel and accommodation platforms. He co-founded the company in 2008 alongside Joe Gebbia and Nathan Blecharczyk, after the idea came from renting out air beds in their San Francisco apartment during a busy conference where hotels were fully booked (Airbnb Newsroom, 2025). Since then, Airbnb has grown into a platform operating across more than 220 countries and regions, which has welcomed over two billion guests worldwide (Airbnb Newsroom, 2025). Strong leadership from Chesky has played a key role in the growth, particularly during periods of major change and challenges.
The biggest challenge Chesky has faced as a leader came in 2020, when the COVID-19 pandemic brought travel to almost a complete standstill. The impact on Airbnb was severe, with overall revenue declining by 72% compared to the previous year (Gerwe et al., 2023). Despite this, Chesky led the company through the crisis and took Airbnb public in December 2020. This made Airbnb one of the largest IPOs of that year (NPR,2020; Airbnb, 2020).
The purpose of this report is to evaluate how Chesky managed this period of change within the tourism sector. It will examine his leadership style and the key decisions he made, consider how these impacted the people and culture within Airbnb, and explore what his approach can show about managing organisations effectively during times of change.



2.1 Leadership and Change Management
The COVID-19 pandemic took the global travel and tourism sector into one of the most difficult changes to date. For Airbnb, the impact happened straight away, with overall revenue falling by 72% compared to the year before (Gerwe et al., 2023: Fortune, 2020). This change left Chesky with a huge threat to the business which forced him to make a series of difficult decisions quickly.
Kotter’s (1996) eight-step change model provides us with a useful framework for evaluating how Brian Chesky responded. The first step in this model is creating a sense of urgency, which was demonstrated by Chesky almost instantly. Within a few weeks of the pandemic shutting down areas, he cut Airbnb’s marketing budget entirely, reduced executive salaries and made the decision to lay off 1,900 workers which was around 25% of the total workforce (Airbnb Newsroom, 2020). This level of quick thinking reflects what Kotter (1996) argues is needed at the start of a successful change process. Additionally, Kotter (1996) argues that acting too slowly can make recovery much harder.
Alongside this, Chesky communicated the changes clearly and openly, which is another main step in Kotter’s (1996) model. Instead of issuing a formal statement, he wrote a detailed letter to all employees explaining the reasons behind layoffs and what support was available to them. Employees that were let go received 14 weeks of pay, extended healthcare and job placement support (Airbnb Newsroom, 2020). Mullins and Rees (2023) suggest that clear communication during change is essential for keeping trust. Considering this, Chesky’s approach reflected this well.
Following this, Chesky also made a strategic decision that was important to Airbnb’s recovery. After noticing that people were beginning to book local stays closer to home, he shifted the company’s focus towards domestic trips and longer stays (McKinsey, 2021). Additionally, Chesky mentioned that searches were the biggest tell for change as before people book an Airbnb, they type in a location and dates. This information told Chesky to focus on domestic and closer stays (McKinsey, 2021). This links to steps five and six of Kotter’s (1996) model, which focuses on removing obstacles and creating short term wins. This decision worked for Airbnb, and by December 2020, Airbnb had recovered enough to still compete to be one of the largest IPOs that year (NPR,2020: Airbnb, 2020).

However, Chesky’s change management was not all positive. Some Airbnb hosts felt that the decision to allow guests to cancel bookings and receive full refunds during the start of the pandemic left them financially worried, due to a lack of support from the company. This lack of support lead to Airbnb hosts pursuing legal action (CNBC, 2020a). This shows that even with Chesky’s support for guests and employees, managing stakeholder and host relationships was less consistent.
When comparing Airbnb’s response to Booking.com, some clear differences show. Booking.com also laid off around 25% of its staff during the pandemic, however this announcement from the company did not come until August 2020 (CNBC, 2020b). This response was several months after Airbnb’s which suggests that Booking.com was slower to create urgency. Using Kotter’s (1996) model, a slow approach to change is more likely to result in failure. Chesky’s faster decision-making allowed Airbnb to recover more quickly and showed how strong leadership during change can provide an advantage overall.

2.2 Leadership Style, Culture and People
Brian Chesky’s leadership style during the COVID-19 pandemic reflects Burns’ (1978) concept of transformational leadership. Instead of using rewards or punishments to manage employees, Chesky focused on inspiring them through a shared purpose and vision. This was clear through the way he communicated during the layoffs at the start of the pandemic. Chesky wrote an open letter to all employees that was also made public. This letter explained the situation clearly with transparency and consideration for staff (Airbnb Newsroom, 2020). Burns (1978) and Bass (1985) argue that transformational leaders motivate people by pushing higher ideals rather than just managing daily tasks. Considering this, Chesky’s response during the pandemic reflected this well.
 Alongside this, Lewin’s (1939) leadership framework helps to understand Chesky’s approach clearer. During the pandemic period, Chesky used a more democratic style of leadership. Instead of making decisions alone, he involved his leadership team in the restructuring of the company. Additionally, he was open with employees about the reasoning behind each decision made (McKinsey, 2021). Lewin (1939) suggests that a democratic leadership style results in stronger commitment and morale from employees, compared to a more autocratic approach. This theory is supported by the way Airbnb’s workforce responded during the crisis. Through the directory that helped laid off employees find new jobs to the clear communication, the company itself retained a strong sense of loyalty among former and current staff (McKinsey, 2021). In a conversation with McKinsey (2021), Chesky discussed how he reached out to other CEOs in the sector to aid in finding positions for laid off employees. During this period, Chesky assigned part of his recruitment team to roles that also helped laid off employees have a better chance of finding new jobs. This demonstrates how Chesky’s leadership style and dedication results in commitment from staff.
Airbnb’s organisational culture also played an important role during the pandemic period. Schein (1985) argues that culture exists at three different levels. These levels are visible artefacts, shared values and underlying assumptions. At Airbnb, the value of belonging is present for all three levels. From the physical environment to the company values, Airbnb employees have a clear understanding of what the company stands for. Due to this, Chesky helped maintain morale during this difficult time (McKinsey, 2021; Stanford GSB, 2022).
However, the pandemic showed some cultural tensions within the company. The large number of layoffs put pressure on the company value of being built around belonging (CNBC, 2024). Chesky described writing the letter to employees as emotional and that it is true that a company is not a family (CNBC, 2024). This showed that even a strong culture can face pressure during major changes like COVID-19, which is recognised in Schein’s (1985) work on culture.
2.3 Strategic Recommendations
Based on the analysis carried out in this report, three practical recommendations can be made to help Chesky improve his leadership. Alongside this, these recommendations will aim to help Chesky with Airbnb’s performance during future periods of change.
The first recommendation is that Chesky should improve how he communicates with hosts during times of crisis like COVID-19. As highlighted earlier in the report, the decision to allow guests to cancel bookings and receive full refunds left many hosts financially unsupported. Some Airbnb hosts used the Airbnb as a primary source of incoming meaning this decision left them at risk (CNBC, 2020a). Burns (1978) argues that transformational leaders need to also consider the needs of stakeholders alongside customers and employees. Due to this, Chesky should develop a clearer communication strategy that includes hosts in major decisions. This would help strengthen trust between Airbnb and its hosts going forward.
The second recommendation is that Chesky should develop a more situational approach to his leadership style. Lewin (1939) argues that different situations call for different styles of leadership. Although Chesky’s democratic approach worked well during the pandemic, there could be future situations where a quicker approach is required. Mullins and Rees (2023) suggest that effective leaders are those who can adapt their style to match the demands of the company. Goleman (2000) also supports this, arguing that the most effective leaders are those who can move between different styles depending on the situation. Through Chesky altering his leadership style, Airbnb could benefit from a more well rounded and effective leadership overall.
The third and final recommendation is that Chesky should continue to reinforce Airbnb’s organisational culture. Schein (1985) argues that culture must be reviewed and maintained on a regular basis, especially during times of change. As shown during the pandemic, even stronger culture like Airbnb’s can come under pressure when company altering decisions need to be made. As Airbnb’s sense of belonging is strong as a company, Chesky should continue to communicate regularly with employees to keep the strong culture.
3. Conclusion
This report has evaluated how Brian Chesky led Airbnb through one of the biggest periods of change the global tourism has seen. Overall, Chesky demonstrated strong and effective leadership throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. He did this through making quick decisions that helped the company survive and recover during a very difficult time.
Using Kotter’s (1996) change model, it is clear that Chesky responded well to the crisis. He created urgency, communicated openly with employees and made a pivot towards domestic travel which was important to Airbnb’s recovery. These decisions helped the company go public by the end of 2020 and return to further growth shortly after (Airbnb Newsroom, 2021a). However, as this report has shown, the management of host relationships during this period was less consistent. This highlighted that even strong leadership can have weakness when managing all aspects during change. 
Chesky’s transformational and democratic approach was explored using Burns (1978), Bass (1985) and Lewin (1939) models throughout the report. Through this, Chesky’s leadership style played an important role in maintaining staff loyalty and morale. Schein‘s (1985) three levels of culture helped evaluate Airbnb’s strong culture of belonging, which was important in helping the company through this difficult period. Although some cultural tensions were exposed during COVID-19, the strong foundations built by Chesky allowed the company to maintain its identity throughout. By the second quarter of 2021, Airbnb’s revenue had already exceeded pre-pandemic levels. This shows how effective leadership and good decision making can bring strong recovery through hard times (Airbnb Newsroom, 2021b).
Based on the analysis in this report, three recommendations have been made for Chesky going forward. These changes include improving host communication during crisis, developing a more situational approach to leadership and continuing to push Airbnb’s strong culture of belonging. If these recommendations are considered by Chesky, Airbnb will be in a stronger position overall to manage periods of change in the future.
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