






“How can leadership be exercised in a complex, interdependent world to foster high performance, adaptation and innovation?”
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Brian Chesky, a San Francisco native, and identifies their achievements in the world of business. Brian Chesky is the co-founder and CEO of Airbnb, the most successful peer-to-peer home rental platform (Gabbia, 2020). Airbnb – his first start-up – was launched in 2008 and is now the world’s leading peer-to-peer home rental platform, doubling its share price when it was launched publicly on 10th December 2020 (Beltran, 2020). 

Chesky launched Airbnb which has caused a revolution in the way in which people book their holidays and business travel: prior to Chesky launching Airbnb, the only options for people to take holidays were to stay in a hotel or to rent a holiday home for a specified period of time (usually a week or longer). Thanks to Chesky’s Airbnb, travellers can now rent homes on a nightly basis, allowing travel to different cities or regions. Not many entrepreneurs can say, like Chesky, that they have revolutionised a whole industry: he was the recipient of the 2015 Disruptor Award for his contributions to revolutionising the travel industry (Disruptor Awards, 2015). 

The complex environment in which Brian Chesky leads is due to multiple factors and the various major contributors to complexity in this industry. These factors and contributors include the current VUCA (volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity) environment following the COVID-19 pandemic which represents a mega-trend for the travel industry and the changing regulatory environment under which Airbnb (and its hosts) operate which means that the future regulatory responses to Airbnb in major cities are unclear. 

These trends, in turn, create uncertainty and complexity for the travel industry as a whole, for the Airbnb business model and for the leadership style that is required to foster innovation, adaptation and high performance in organisations within the travel industry. This essay will explore the ways in which Brian Chesky has demonstrated different leadership styles, critically evaluating his leadership approach and exploring whether his leadership approach is successful in encouraging innovation, adaptation and high performance. 

Leadership can be defined as “the action of leading a group of people or an organisation” (Northouse, 2020, p. 18). Various styles of leadership have been identified (Northouse, 2018), three of which will be discussed in relation to Brian Chesky: transformational leadership, authentic leadership and adaptive leadership. 

Transformational leadership has been defined as “a leadership approach that causes a change in individuals and social systems” (Burns, 1978, p. 112). Authentic leadership has been defined as “a leader who accepts and demonstrates personal responsibility for their actions, outcomes and mistakes” (Henderson and Hoy, 1983, p. 67-68). Adaptive leadership has been defined as “the act of mobilising a group of individuals to handle tough challenges and emerge triumphant at the end” (Heifetz et al., 2009). Brian Chesky demonstrates all of these types of leadership, and the essay will now discuss examples of this in reference to his actions at Airbnb. 

One of the factors that has created complexity is the current VUCA environment following the COVID-19 pandemic and the different lockdowns in different countries which affected Airbnb’s profits because homeowners were unable to rent out their homes during the lockdowns. Brian Chesky demonstrated adaptive leadership qualities because he responded to this VUCA environment by firstly slim-lining Airbnb’s workforce and then by marketing new opportunities for travel, even in areas that were locked down. 

As Lee (2021) discusses, Chesky, showing an ability to use adaptive leadership, quickly came up with the idea to market Airbnb-hosted properties as a “home from home” that people could safely rent to be able to work away from their own home but away from their own families. This idea led to a 20% increase in bookings even during lockdown, rescuing Airbnb from the worst of the pandemic-induced losses it had faced (Lee, 2021). This strategy appears to have saved Airbnb’s share price as during even the worst of the lockdowns, it was trading at a 22% increase from the day its shares were launched (Lee, 2021). 

The major contributors to complexity in the travel industry are external crises which can negatively impact particular destinations or particular hosts and which, as the pandemic showed, can cripple the entire industry. Airbnb is able to avoid some of the worst consequences of such external events due to Chesky’s innovation which led to the development of Airbnb’s then unique business model: it does not own any of the properties it rents out and so the hosts are the ones who assume any falls in rental income which might negatively impact ownership of the asset, and Airbnb has a flexible enough business model that it can change how it markets its business to potential clients. 

This approach, championed by Chesky’s transformational leadership style, ensured that Airbnb survived the worst crisis in its history and that Airbnb was able to bounce back once the world started to open up again, post-pandemic. Indeed, Brian Chesky is predicting a “travel revolution” post-pandemic, envisioning bumper profits for Airbnb as people who now work from home as routine will want to change atmosphere and will rent homes-from-home for a change of scene, most probably for much longer periods of time than usual pre-pandemic Airbnb rentals (Palmer-Derrion, 2021). 

Regarding Brian Chesky’s authentic leadership approach, he has said that in order to champion the mission of Airbnb, it is necessary to live the Airbnb mission: operationally, this means that he leads by encouraging a sense of belonging for all employees so that employees feel comfortable at work and when they feel comfortable and feel that they are a meaningful part of the business, they will do their best work (Chesky, 2014). 

Chesky consistently shows a high degree of learning agility: he is willing to accept his failures and to use them as a springboard to improve the things that need improving. This learning agility led to the development, at Airbnb, of an inter-supportive matrix-based organisational structure within which employees work in small teams of up to ten people, each of these “villages” cross-referencing and feeding off of the other “villages” to provide timely solutions to any problems that arise and to develop creative solutions to new issues and problems that arise (Chesky, 2014). Chesky’s authentic leadership style led to this novel organisational structure: he learnt from the mistakes at other companies and relied on his own intuition to develop an organisational culture that would allow Airbnb to develop a culture of creativity. 

Brian Chesky leads authentically by creating a values-based culture that encourages success. He has stated “Culture is a thousand things, a thousand times. It’s living the core values when you hire; when you write an email; when you are working on a project…We have the power, by living the values, to build the culture…Why is culture so important to a business?... When the culture is strong, you can trust everyone to do the right thing. People can be independent and autonomous. They can be entrepreneurial” (as quoted in Nobi, 2021). 

Chesky believes strongly, therefore, that if leaders model the values, they expect their employees to demonstrate – utilising an authentic leadership style - then this will generate a values-based culture which will lead to organisational success because these values will encourage employees to always do their best and to always choose the right action, one right action at a time (Chesky, 2014). For Chesky, at Airbnb, culture – which is “a shared way of doing something with passion” as Chesky has described culture – is the number one priority (Nobi, 2021). 

Leading authentically via exemplifying the values-based culture that he wants to see across Airbnb, Chesky relies on core values, on letting processes grow from this values-based culture and remembering that even if Airbnb goes through a rough time, that the values-based culture will sustain employees which will, in turn, sustain the company (Nobi, 2021). 

This highly organic process that Chesky uses to steer Airbnb through its evolution relies on Chesky’s own social and emotional intelligence. Social intelligence, which is the ability to understand and manage interpersonal relationships (Goleman and Boyatzis, 2008), is an important aspect of leadership because leaders need to be able to relate to their employees and to determine how to get the most out of their employees through understanding their employees and understanding how they can be encouraged to perform optimally (Goleman and Boyatzis, 2008). 

This organic process is also steered by Chesky’s reliance on his intuition: he leads organically, combining authentic, adaptive and transformational leadership by using his intuition regarding what the best decisions are for both the short- and long-term. Chesky’s emotional intelligence (Goleman, 1995) is demonstrated through the empathy that he uses when making announcements (including the suspension of fees for bookings in Ukraine within the first few days of the Russian invasion (Airbnb, 2022)), the self-awareness he uses to steer Airbnb through crises and the humility with which he admits mistakes which will now be discussed in more detail. 

As Chesky (2014) notes, leadership can get consumed by issues and by problems but by using culture as a compass, it is easy to see that such issues and problems are simply short-term and insignificant in the long-term. This form of transformational leadership – using culture as a compass that orients the business and its strategic aims – shows employees that they can deal with any problems that arise which ensures that employees use their creativity to find solutions, making the business not only resilient to existing issues/problems but future-oriented, anticipating issues/problems as they arise which gives Airbnb its buoyancy (Chesky, 2014). 

This transformational leadership style, based on creating a motivational organisational culture, has been so successful that Brian Chesky has been named one of Fortune Magazine’s Top 20 World’s Greatest Leaders (Fortune, 2020). 

The leadership characteristics that Brian Chesky demonstrates, in respect to how they encourage/discourage innovation, adaptation and high performance, include a strong sense of justice, a strong sense of honesty and truthfulness and constant future-planning through looking forwards to anticipate any issues that might arise and to deal with these issues before they become serious problems (Feloni, 2015).

As Feloni (2015) notes, Brian Chesky possesses the characteristic of humility which is important in a leader: he has always been willing to listen to hosts and to renters, especially when they have experienced problems, because Chesky believes that this is where the greatest lessons can be learned which can lead to significant improvements in Airbnb’s business model.  

One specific examples of this humility are when, in 2011, a renter in San Francisco destroyed the host’s home and then stole the host’s identity. This was a PR nightmare for Airbnb, as it played on the fears of many potential hosts. Chesky stated, in response to the incident, that “We felt paralysed…we have really screwed things up…We should have responded faster, communicated more sensitively, and taken more decisive action to make sure the host felt safe and secure…but we weren’t prepared for such a crisis and we dropped the ball” (as quoted in Feloni, 2015). 

In tandem with this humble apology, Chesky announced that all hosts would receive a guarantee of $50,000 in protection so that if a renter damaged their home, Airbnb would cover the cost of the repairs. About this incident, Chesky has stated that it taught him the most important lesson of his career: “A consensus decision in a moment of crisis is very often going to be middle of the road, and they’re usually the worst decisions. Usually in a crisis, you have to go left or go right”. 

His humility in the face of this PR disaster led to him showing clear emotional intelligence and authentic and adaptive leadership qualities: making a difficult decision that could have been disastrous but which, on balance, only strengthened the core business values; being humble enough to reflect on the situation and to identify the lessons that the incident was teaching him; and then having the vision to implement the necessary actions in response to these lessons to ensure that a similar situation never arose which would have been catastrophic for the Airbnb business model which is based on the bond of trust between the host, the renter and Airbnb. 

Regarding how Chesky encourages/discourages innovation, adaptation and high performance, Chesky is known to rely on optimism. He has stated that “the trick is to be optimistic” because as he has stated “I think the psychology of the leader often becomes the psychology of the organisation” (quoted in Lee, 2021). Chesky notes that being optimistic means being realistic about how the company can perform, because of the structures in place that support great performance, and relying on these optimistic predictions, based on reality, when things become difficult. 

Chesky notes that it was this adaptive leadership approach that allowed him to continue to lead effectively even during the COVID-19 pandemic when Airbnb revenue had dropped significantly and when he had to dismiss staff that were no longer considered “core” to Airbnb’s mission (Lee, 2021). 

Chesky is a straight-talking leader: as he says “…even if I said something ineloquent, it’s better than people thinking I’m bullshitting them” (quoted in Lee, 2021). It is this combination of authentic leadership characteristics – honesty, humility and the ability to straight talk – that has led Chesky to be labelled one of our era’s greatest leaders. 

In conclusion, in response to the question of whether the leadership approach adopted by Brian Chesky is appropriate to foster innovation, adaptation and high performance, the essay finds that yes, Brian Chesky’s leadership approach does foster innovation, adaptation and high performance. 

Chesky’s transformational leadership style and the values-based organisational culture he has built, coupled with the fact that he leads with honesty and humility, always trying to do the right thing and to take the right action, even under difficult circumstances, is motivational to employees. 

This motivation, in turn, encourages creativity which fosters a culture of innovation and of thinking outside the box to not only develop novel solutions to issues and problems, which creates organisational resiliency, but also to future-proof the company by anticipating future issues and developing workable solutions to these issues before they become major problems. 

All of these factors encourage high performance from all employees and from the CEO, which creates an organisational culture that leads to success: high performance is the norm that has been established across Airbnb by the leadership decisions and the example that Brian Chesky sets. 

This, in turn, has led to a culture of innovation and creativity which allows Airbnb to adapt to problems. The response to the incident in San Francisco when a renter damaged a host’s home, in which Chesky implemented a new company-wide policy of home insurance for renters, led to an increase in sign-ups for new hosts: by responding to a crisis with a bold move, Chesky’s leadership inspired hosts to take a chance on Airbnb which led to improved financial performance and growth for Airbnb. 

Chesky’s approach to leadership shows how leadership can be exercised in a complex, interdependent world in a way that fosters high performance, adaptation and innovation. For Chesky, problems are but opportunities to innovate and to improve by building this into the company culture as a spirit of optimism, Chesky shows how, even during complex and difficult times, effective leadership can contribute to high performance. 
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