
Financial Success and Growth Mechanism of Airbnb Founded 

During the 2008 Economic Recession 

Zehong Liu * 

Huaer Zizhu Academy, Shanghai, China, 200241, 

Email:liuzehong2026@126.com 
*Corresponding author 

Manuscript received March 11, 2026; accepted June 5, 2026; published June 22, 2026. 

 
Abstract—The 2008 global economic recession has long been 

regarded as a hostile environment for new ventures, as most 

firms founded in this period face slow growth and persistent 

disadvantages known as the “scarring effect.” Yet Airbnb, 

which launched at the height of the crisis, has achieved 

remarkable financial growth and built a global presence. This 

paper focuses on Airbnb’s financial performance and the 

underlying logic of its growth under recessionary conditions, 

employing literature review, data analysis and case study as 

core research methods. This paper defines financial success 

along three dimensions: continuous expansion of revenue scale, 

sustained high growth, and the transition from loss to 

profitability. Findings indicate that Airbnb’s success stems 

from aligning with supply-demand shifts during the recession, 

an asset-light platform model, powerful two-sided network 

effects, and strong adaptive resilience. The case also 

demonstrates that firm heterogeneity and dynamic 

reinforcement enabled the company to overcome the 

recession’s scarring effect. Revenue, listing counts and 

profitability all trended upward despite external shocks, 

proving that recession entry does not inevitably lead to 

long-term disadvantages. This study enriches the 

understanding of platform firm growth under macroeconomic 

shocks and offers insights for startups and policymakers. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

The 2008 financial crisis triggered a sharp global 

economic downturn, cutting consumer spending, restricting 

investment and raising survival pressure for newly founded 

firms. Traditional economic literature has proposed the 

“recession scarring effect,” arguing that firms entering the 

market during recessions tend to suffer weak early growth 

and long-term size gaps compared to those founded in 

economic booms (Ouyang, 2009; Sedláček & Sterk, 2017). 

However, several digital platform firms established in this 

period achieved unusual growth, with Airbnb standing out 

as a representative example. 

Existing research has explored the sharing economy, 

platform business models and network effects, but few 

systematically explain why some startups can thrive rather 

than be constrained by recessions. Most studies focus on the 

average impact of economic shocks and overlook 

differences across firms (Hessels, Van Gelderen, & Thurik, 

2008; Klepper, 2002.). Additionally, few studies combine 

theoretical mechanisms with real financial data to unpack 

Airbnb’s continuous growth path. 

This paper takes Airbnb as the research object, analyzes 

its financial performance from 2010 to 2024, and explores 

the internal and external mechanisms that underpinned its 

success. The research uses literature analysis, financial data 

interpretation and case mechanism deduction. Its 

contributions are threefold: firstly, breaks the stereotype of 

the “recession scarring effect” by taking Airbnb as a case, 

demonstrating that platform firms with structural 

advantages can overcome the adverse impact of recessions, 

thus supplementing the theoretical connotation of firm 

heterogeneity under macroeconomic shocks; secondly, it 

integrates measurable financial performance indicators with 

internal and external growth mechanisms, forming an 

integrated research framework of “performance 

presentation-mechanism interpretation” and filling the 

existing research gap; thirdly, it clarifies the key paths for 

startups to achieve financial success in adverse 

environments, providing targeted and operable practical 

references for entrepreneurs and policymakers, which 

expands the practical application scope of digital platform 

firm growth research. 

II. OVERVIEW AND FINANCIAL PERFORMANCE OF AIRBNB 

A. Development and Operation Status 

Airbnb, founded in 2008, began as a solution to rent 

pressure by offering air mattresses in the founders’ 

apartment for short-term stays. Over the years, it evolved 

into a global asset-light short-term rental platform, boasting 

over 8.1 million listings worldwide by 2024. During this 

period, its annual revenue reached $11.1 billion, 

establishing it as one of the top travel applications and 

securing third place in the U.S. market. Its business spans 

accommodation, local experiences and long-term stays, 

with operations extending across more than 200 countries 

and regions. 

Hit by the pandemic, Airbnb delayed its IPO in 2020, but 

adjusted strategy quickly and staged a strong recovery, with 

post-pandemic performance surpassing 2019 levels. Despite 

this resurgence, Airbnb continues to navigate challenges, 

including stricter global regulations and a dip in net income 

in 2024. 

B. Definition of Financial Success 

In this study, financial success is strictly defined through 

specific economic indicators, deliberately excluding factors 

such as brand recognition and social impact. The definition 

encompasses three critical dimensions. The first factor is the 

continuous expansion of the revenue scale, which refers to 

the consistent increase in overall financial income. The 

second one is a sustained high-growth trajectory, indicative 

of maintaining an accelerated rate of development over time. 

The third one is the transition from a state of loss to 

achieving profitability, marking a crucial turning point in 
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financial health. 

C. Financial Performance Evidence 

Airbnb has demonstrated significant financial 

performance growth over the past decade, illustrated by 

three key metrics. Firstly, the company’s revenue saw 

extraordinary growth, skyrocketing from almost zero in 

2010 to nearly $5 billion by 2019. Despite facing challenges 

during the 2020 pandemic, when revenue dipped to $3.4 

billion, the company managed to resume a strong growth 

afterward (Penrose, 1959; Airbnb Inc, 2024). 

Secondly, the global scale of Airbnb’s operations 

expanded dramatically, as the number of listings surged 

from fewer than 1,000 in 2010 to over 7 million in 2020, 

representing an almost 8,000-fold increase and establishing 

a mature global service network. 

Thirdly, Airbnb achieved a milestone with its first annual 

profit in 2017, signaling a transformation from a 

capital-intensive startup into a more stable and mature firm 

capable of generating sustainable cash flow. 

III. KEY FACTORS FOR AIRBNB’S FINANCIAL SUCCESS 

Airbnb’s financial success is largely attributed to its 

asset-light business model and cost efficiency.  

A. Business Model: Asset-Light Platform and Cost 

Efficiency 

Unlike traditional hotels, Airbnb owns no real estate. 

Instead, it acts solely as an intermediary connecting hosts 

and guests, facilitating connections between hosts and 

guests and generating revenue through service fees. This 

operational framework allows Airbnb to circumvent the 

substantial costs associated with property acquisition, 

renovation, and management the conventional hotels face. 

As a result, the company enjoys low marginal costs and high 

scalability (Haltiwanger, Jarmin, & Miranda, 2013; 

Hopenhayn, 1992). Its growth is primarily reliant on user 

participation rather than massive capital investments. This 

gives Airbnb a notable structural advantage, enabling it to 

expand rapidly by onboarding new hosts and entering global 

markets at a speed that outpaces traditional hotel chains, 

which must incur expenses to build or lease properties for 

growth. 

B. Market Demand: Budget Substitution and User Base 

Expansion 

The economic downturn led to a significant tightening of 

travel budgets, prompting consumers to shift from expensive 

hotel stays to more affordable and flexible options in 

short-term rentals, such as those offered by Airbnb (Airbnb 

Inc, 2024). This trend represented a direct substitution for 

traditional hotel accommodations, particularly attracting 

price-sensitive travelers who had previously preferred hotel 

stays. Furthermore, the document identifies millennials and 

budget-conscious travelers as the primary user demographic 

that emerged during this period. As the economy began to 

recover, this pattern of demand remained consistent, 

ensuring the sustained growth of Airbnb and similar 

platforms in the long term. The analysis underscores how 

economic factors can drive consumer preferences toward 

alternative accommodation options, emphasizing the role of 

affordability in shaping market demand. 

C. Supply Side: Activating Idle Resources and Network 

Growth 

On the supply side, the economic recession increased 

household income uncertainty, pushing homeowners to 

monetize idle housing assets through Airbnb. This shift 

effectively activated previously dormant supply, resulting in 

a rapid increase in the platform’s available listings. As the 

number of hosts grew, there was a corresponding 

enhancement in the variety of options and geographic 

distribution of listings, which in turn attracted a larger 

number of guests. This phenomenon created a 

self-reinforcing two-sided network effect: an increase in 

listings attracted more users, while the influx of users 

encouraged even more hosts to join the platform. 

Consequently, this dynamic led to a reduction in average 

operating costs and established higher barriers to entry for 

competing platforms (Haltiwanger, Jarmin, & Miranda, 

2013; Hopenhayn, 1992). 

D. Resilience and Strategic Adaptation 

Airbnb showed strong resilience in the face of external 

shocks, most notably the pandemic. When travel demand 

collapsed, the company quickly adjusted by launching 

long-term rental products aimed at retaining hosts, while 

also postponing its IPO to navigate through unstable market 

conditions (Airbnb Inc, 2024). This adaptive strategy 

allowed Airbnb to weather the crisis and achieve a strong 

recovery in the post-pandemic phase, with performance 

metrics surpassing those of pre-2020 levels. Such 

adaptability not only lessened the adverse effects of these 

external challenges but also reinforced the sustainability of 

its growth model. 

IV. IMPLICATIONS 

A. Theoretical Implications 

This study challenges the conventional “recession 

scarring effect” by showing that differences among firm 

heterogeneity and structural advantages can offset 

long-term disadvantages. Through the example of Airbnb, it 

demonstrates that “gazelle firms,” characterized by rapid 

growth, scalable business models, and network effects, can 

succeed even during economic downturns, defying typical 

patterns of slow growth (Hessels, Van Gelderen, & Thurik, 

2008; Klepper, 2002; Birch, 1981). This study also enriches 

understanding of dynamics in the platform economy, 

highlighting the roles of supply-demand matching and 

adaptive strategies in shaping firm performance in the face 

of macroeconomic shocks. 

B. Practical Implications 

For entrepreneurs, the study underscores the value of 

adopting asset-light and scalable business models that are 

adaptable to evolving market dynamics. Startups should 

focus on maintaining flexibility and a user-centered design 

approach to efficiently respond to economic variations.  

For policymakers, this paper suggests that supporting 

digital platform firms with high growth potential, rather 

than simply encouraging more entries, can drive economic 

resilience.  

Moreover, investments in digital infrastructure and 

regulatory frameworks that strike a balance between 
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innovation and consumer protection are also critical. 

V. CONCLUSION 

This paper uses Airbnb as a case to analyze its financial 

success and growth mechanisms after launching during the 

2008 economic recession. Results show that Airbnb’s rapid 

growth and sustainable profitability stem from aligning with 

supply-demand shifts during the recession, an asset-light 

platform structure, two-sided network effects and strong 

strategic resilience. Theoretically, Airbnb overcame the 

recession scarring effect through firm heterogeneity and 

dynamic reinforcement, proving that recession entry does 

not necessarily lead to long-term disadvantages. 

However, this research has several limitations. Firstly, it 

relies on a single case study, so the universality of the 

findings needs verification across more platform firms. 

Secondly, it does not deeply analyze how regulations and 

competitive pressure affect long-term performance. To 

address the limitation of a single case study, this paper can 

expand the research scope by adding multiple platform firms 

founded during the 2008 economic recession for 

comparative analysis, so as to enhance the universality and 

representativeness of the research findings. To make up for 

the insufficient analysis of external influencing factors, this 

paper can further explore the specific impact mechanisms of 

government regulations and industry competitive pressure 

on Airbnb’s long-term financial performance and growth 

trajectory, combining relevant policy documents and 

industry data. 

Future research can expand in three directions: 

conducting multi-case comparisons of platform firms 

founded in different economic cycles; quantitatively testing 

how business model structure affects resistance to recessions; 

and exploring interactions between digital platform growth 

and government regulation. This study provides a new 

perspective for understanding digital firm growth under 

macroeconomic shocks and helps improve decision-making 

for entrepreneurs and policymakers. 
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