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Airbnb started with air
mattresses and rent due

Brian Chesky did not begin with a
company. He began with a problem
at home.



The story in numbers
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Where the numbers come from
Every figure in this document was checked against its original source. Here is how they break down:

Independently reported · 22 Not verified · 2

In December 2020, Airbnb became a public company via an initial public
offering
EN.WIKIPEDIA.ORG ·  INDEPENDENTLY REPORTED
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The path
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AUGUST 29,  1981

Brian Chesky was born in Niskayuna, New York, U.S.

1999

Chesky graduated from Niskayuna High School.

2004

Chesky graduated from the Rhode Island School of Design with a Bachelor of Fine Arts degree
in industrial design.

AFTER 2004

Chesky moved to Los Angeles to work for 3DID as an industrial designer.

OCTOBER 2007

Chesky moved to San Francisco to live with Joe Gebbia and hosted short-term renters in their
home.

FEBRUARY 2008

Nathan Blecharczyk joined as chief technology officer and the third co-founder of the venture
then named AirBed & Breakfast.

AUGUST 11,  2008

The site Airbedandbreakfast.com was launched.

2008

The founders sold election-themed cereal and raised between US$ 20,000 and US$ 30,000
according to the Brian Chesky article, while the Airbnb article

EARLY 2009

The founders enrolled in a Y Combinator startup course.



0 1

The Rent Problem
The first version of Airbnb was not a travel company.

In October 2007, Brian Chesky moved to San Francisco to live with Joe Gebbia. They did not have
enough money to pay the rent.

Then an Industrial Designers Society of America conference filled the city. Hotel rooms were scarce.
Chesky and Gebbia put air mattresses in their living room and offered short-term accommodation,
with Pop-Tarts for breakfast.

It was a small response to a visible problem: people needed somewhere to sleep, and two people
had unused space.

That matters because the idea did not begin with a business plan. It began with a situation they
could see from inside their own home.

October 2007: Chesky moved to San Francisco.

The first offer was air mattresses, a room, and breakfast.

The first test involved real guests, not a hypothetical market.

Dates and events are based on the supplied research material. No outcome is implied by the first
experiment.
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0 2

A Marketplace, Not a Hotel
Airbnb connects people with space to people who need a place to stay.

The company operates as an online marketplace for short- and long-term homestays, experiences,
and services.

Hosts offer a room, home, or service. Guests search, compare, and book. Airbnb acts as the broker
and charges a commission from each booking.

The important shift was not simply putting one apartment online. It was turning a spare room into a
supply category that could be discovered by people outside the host's personal network.

That model depends on both sides showing up. A listing without guests is not a business. Guests
without trusted listings have nowhere to book.

Supply: homes, rooms, experiences, and services.

Demand: people looking for places or activities.

Revenue: a commission connected to each booking.

The commission-based marketplace description is based on the supplied research material.
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0 3

The Build Was Uneven
The early process was a chain of small attempts, not one clean launch.

After the first home experiment, the founders asked Nathan Blecharczyk to work on a website. The
site launched before South by Southwest in 2008. It generated two bookings.

That result did not create momentum by itself. The founders re-launched before the 2008
Democratic National Convention, but growth remained difficult. Chesky and Gebbia later had
US$20,000 each in debt after the convention, according to the supplied research.

They changed their distribution method. They used microblogs and eventually reached larger
Denver-area publications and national publications. The strategy is reported to have produced 800
room listings and 80 guest bookings.

They also made election-themed cereal boxes, selling Obama O's and Cap'n McCains. The
supplied material reports sales of US$20,000 to US$30,000.

In early 2009, they enrolled in Y Combinator. The product was still alive because the founders kept
changing how they tested and funded it.

Build a basic website.

Launch before a specific event.

Measure actual bookings.

Change the distribution channel when the first one stalls.

Find a way to keep operating long enough to learn.

The booking, debt, listing, and cereal figures are marked as [FACT] in the supplied research dossier.
The cereal sales figure is reported in the cited material.
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0 4

Funding the Next Test
The cereal was not the business. It bought the founders more time to work on the
business.

Airbnb's early monetization came from the marketplace model: the company charges a commission
from each booking.

Before that model could become meaningful, the founders needed money to continue building and
testing. The election-themed cereal created a temporary source of funds. The supplied research
reports US$20,000 to US$30,000 in sales.

Y Combinator later provided US$20,000 in seed money in exchange for a six-percent stake,
according to the supplied research. At the end of the course, Sequoia Capital invested US$585,000.

These figures describe financing events, not personal income or guaranteed business results. The
useful point is sequence: customer activity came first, then a clearer funding path.

Primary model: commission on bookings.

Temporary funding: a product outside the core marketplace.

Seed funding: capital exchanged for equity.

Later investment: funding after continued testing.

All financing figures are based on the supplied research material and should be checked against the
original cited sources before publication.
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0 5

Find the Narrow Door
The first growth path was not broad awareness. It was a narrow channel that could
be worked directly.

The founders targeted microblogs and specific event-driven demand instead of trying to reach every
traveler at once. That approach reportedly led to 800 room listings and 80 guest bookings, followed
by coverage in larger Denver-area and national publications.

The pattern was practical: start where the problem is concentrated, find people already looking, and
use the resulting activity to earn attention elsewhere.

Airbnb later expanded into Europe after acquiring Accoleo. It also used acquisitions to enter areas
including travel activities, luxury rentals, accessibility, corporate relocation, and business travel.

In May 2025, the company launched Airbnb Services and a redesigned Airbnb Experiences
platform. The marketplace had moved beyond home rentals, but the underlying logic remained
similar: connect demand with independent supply.

Concentrate on a moment when demand is visible.

Use a channel you can reach without a large budget.

Turn early activity into evidence for the next channel.

Expand only after the original exchange is understandable.

Growth events and the May 2025 launch are based on the supplied research material. The 800 listings
and 80 bookings figure is identified as [FACT].
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0 6

The Cost of Operating
A marketplace can create value and still create serious problems.

In 2011, Chesky was criticized for his handling of a situation after his comments were publicly
contradicted by the host whose house had been vandalized.

Airbnb has also faced criticism and legal disputes involving safety incidents, hidden cameras,
discrimination, short-term rental regulation, and other issues.

These are not side notes to the business model. When a company sits between strangers, the
company's promises are tested in homes, neighborhoods, and moments of conflict.

The early story is often told as a sequence of clever pivots. The harder part is visible too: trust has to
be maintained after something goes wrong, not only when the launch story is being told.

A public response can become part of the product experience.

Safety and trust are operating responsibilities.

Regulation can shape whether a marketplace can function.

Growth does not remove the need for accountability.

The challenges summarized here are based on the supplied research material. They are not presented
as an exhaustive account of Airbnb's legal or safety history.
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0 7

Five Things to Keep
The useful lessons are smaller than the legend.

Start with a problem you can observe directly. The founders could see the empty floor, the rent
problem, and the shortage of hotel rooms.

Test the smallest version with real people. Two bookings were not a breakthrough, but they were
stronger evidence than an enthusiastic conversation.

Use a narrow distribution channel before trying to reach everyone. The early audience was
connected to specific events and communities.

When a method stalls, change the method without abandoning the problem. The founders changed
channels, products, and funding approaches while keeping the core exchange in view.

Treat mistakes as part of operating. Customers, hosts, neighbors, and regulators are affected by
marketplace decisions. Learning includes how the company responds when the experience is not
controlled.

Observe the problem.

Run the smallest real test.

Work one narrow channel.

Change the method, not automatically the problem.

Build accountability into the model.

These learnings are interpretations of the supplied story, not claims that the same sequence will
produce the same result for another business.
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0 8

How to Start This Model Today
Begin with one exchange you can make visible.

Do not start by building a broad platform. Choose one supply type, one customer type, and one
moment when the need is easy to recognize.

Interview both sides before writing the full product. Ask hosts what they would actually offer, what
would stop them, and what proof they need before accepting a booking. Ask customers what they
currently do instead and what would make them trust a new option.

Run the first exchange manually. Use a simple landing page, a form, a spreadsheet, and direct
messages. Confirm availability yourself. Handle the payment and follow-up process carefully. The
goal is to learn where trust, timing, and pricing break.

Only then automate the repeated parts. Add profiles, reviews, calendars, payments, cancellation
rules, and support as the evidence requires them.

The modern version also needs safety and compliance from the start. Define identity checks,
dispute handling, data protection, local rules, and clear responsibilities before growth makes them
harder to fix.
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0 9

How to Start This Model Today (2)
Pick one narrow market.

Recruit a small number of suppliers and customers manually.

Complete and document the first exchanges.

Measure completed transactions, repeat interest, cancellations, and unresolved problems.

Automate only the work that repeats.

This is a practical starting framework derived from the story. It is not a forecast or a promise of
traction.
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1 0

Tools and Resources
Use tools that expose the work instead of hiding it.

For discovery, use short interviews, a shared research document, and a simple database of
customer problems. Record exact words and observed behavior rather than broad praise.

For the first version, use a landing-page builder, an online form, a spreadsheet, and a calendar.
These are enough to test whether supply and demand can meet before building a marketplace.

For operations, define a written booking flow, payment terms, cancellation rules, identity and safety
checks, and a support inbox. A marketplace becomes real when someone needs help.

For measurement, track inquiries, approved listings, completed bookings, cancellations, repeat
usage, disputes, and time spent per transaction. Do not confuse sign-ups with completed
exchanges.

For learning, study marketplace case histories, local short-term rental rules, consumer protection
requirements, payment-provider documentation, and Y Combinator's public startup talks. No
affiliate products are included.

SELFMADECODEX 13 /  15



1 1

Tools and Resources (2)
Discovery: interviews and a research log.

Prototype: landing page, form, spreadsheet, and calendar.

Operations: booking rules, payment process, and support workflow.

Measurement: completed exchanges and failure points.

Compliance: local regulation, consumer protection, and data handling.

No affiliate recommendation is included. The resource categories are intentionally tool-agnostic and
should be matched to the market and jurisdiction.
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Sources & transparency
Every figure in this document comes with its source. Anything the person only stated
about themselves is marked as self-reported.

• Brian Chesky is Airbnb's co-founder and CEO. — Co-founder and CEO [FACT] Wikipedia https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bria
n_Chesky

• Brian Chesky was born on August 29, 1981, in Niskayuna, New York, U.S. — August 29, 1981; Niskayuna, New York, U.S.
[FACT] Wikipedia https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brian_Chesky

• Chesky graduated from the Rhode Island School of Design in 2004 with a Bachelor of Fine Arts degree in industrial design.
— 2004; BFA [FACT] Wikipedia https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brian_Chesky

• Before Airbnb, Chesky worked as an industrial designer for 3DID in Los Angeles. — Industrial designer at 3DID [FACT] Wiki
pedia https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brian_Chesky

• Chesky moved to San Francisco in October 2007 to live with Joe Gebbia. — October 2007; San Francisco [FACT] Wikiped
ia https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brian_Chesky

• Chesky and Gebbia did not have enough money to pay rent. — Insufficient money for rent [FACT] Wikipedia https://en.wiki
pedia.org/wiki/Brian_Chesky

• They opened their house to short-term renters during the Industrial Designers Society of America conference. — Short-ter
m rentals during the conference [FACT] Wikipedia https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brian_Chesky

• They provided air mattresses and Pop-Tarts for breakfast. — Air mattresses and Pop-Tarts [FACT] Wikipedia https://en.wik
ipedia.org/wiki/Brian_Chesky

• Nathan Blecharczyk joined as the third co-founder and worked on a new website. — Third co-founder [FACT] Wikipedia htt
ps://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brian_Chesky

• The site launched before South by Southwest in 2008 and generated two bookings. — Two bookings [FACT] Wikipedia htt
ps://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brian_Chesky

• The strategy of targeting microblogs led to 800 room listings and 80 guest bookings. — 800 room listings; 80 guest bookin
gs [FACT] Wikipedia https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brian_Chesky

• Chesky and Gebbia each had US$ 20,000 in debt after the Democratic National Convention. — US$ 20,000 each [FACT]
Wikipedia https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brian_Chesky

• Sales of the rebranded cereal generated between US$ 20,000 and US$ 30,000. — US$ 20,000–US$ 30,000 [FACT] Wikipe
dia https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brian_Chesky

• Y Combinator provided US$ 20,000 in seed money in exchange for a six-percent stake. — US$ 20,000; six percent [FACT]
Wikipedia https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brian_Chesky
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