
Airbnb & the Orinda Party Shooting 
Crisis Communications Analysis 

 

On October 31, 2019, five people were killed in a Halloween party shooting in Orinda, 

California. The incident occurred in a four-bedroom Airbnb house rented by a woman who told 

the owner that her family needed to escape from the Sonoma County wildfire, according to the 

Associated Press. The party was advertised on social media as an “Airbnb Mansion Party” and it 

hosted more than 100 people, police records say. Authorities said two guns were found at the scene 

but, to this date, no arrests have been made and there is no immediate word on the motive of the 

attacks (Dazio & Nguyen, 2019).  

 This Airbnb rental had explicit rules barring parties, Airbnb spokeswoman Ben Breit told 

the L.A. Times. Suspicious of the one-night rental on Halloween night, the owner, Michael Wang, 

reminded the renter that no parties were allowed. After receiving numerous complaints from their 

neighbors, the Wangs contacted the police, which was already on its way when the shooting 

occurred around 10:50 p.m.  

 The gravity of the situation required a prompt response from the accommodation-sharing 

company whose business model lies in the trust that hosts and guests have on each other. This 

deathly incident raised questions about Airbnb’s crisis management protocols, lodging policies, 

and willingness to comply with city regulations. Not addressing these questions could potentially 

harm the reputation of the company, which is planning on filing for an initial public offering in 

2020. 

The purpose of this analysis is to break down Airbnb’s response to the crisis and analyze 

these strategies under the light of Steven Fink’s crisis communications theory.    

 

Development and Evolution of the Crisis 

a) The Prodromal Stage 

According to Fink, the Prodromal Stage is the first critical stage in the anatomy of a crisis. 

During this stage, organizations experience pre-crisis events (known as prodromes or warning 

signs) that, if left unattended, have the potential to escalate in intensity, damage the reputation or 

positive public opinion of the company, interfere with normal operations, fall under government 

or media scrutiny, and damage the bottom line (2013, p. 45). The ultimate goal of crisis 



management is “to manage the prodrome so successfully that you go from prodrome to resolution 

without falling into the morass of the acute and chronic stages” (p. 47).  

Before the Orinda party shooting happened, Airbnb had a series of policies and measures 

in place to guarantee the safety of hosts and guests. This showed that Airbnb was aware of the 

potential risks of this shared business model and was prepared, to some extent, to handle a crisis 

in its prodromal stage. For example, the company had arranged a Trust and Safety team “comprised 

of a range of 24/7 response agents, engineers, data scientists, product managers, designers, law-

enforcement liaisons, crisis managers, and victim-advocacy specialists. That’s in addition to the 

company’s deep bench of experts in policy, privacy, cyber security, insurance, and fraud issues” 

(“How Airbnb builds trust…”). Additionally, Airbnb had a series of safety protocols in place, as 

shown in this infographic shared on their website: 
 

 
 

These measures were focused on ensuring that there was a safe relationship between guests 

and hosts before the reservation occurred, but they did not regulate activities that could go wrong 

during a guest’s stay. Additionally, hosts were allowed—and expected—to establish their own 

house rules, including hosting parties while staying at the property.   



This was one of the reasons why Airbnb failed to identify previous incidents at this property 

as a prodromes, or warning signs. According to the San Francisco Chronicle, parties were common 

in the Orinda property before the Halloween massacre. As a consequence, the city issued two 

violation notices to the property; one for exceeding the maximum occupancy and another one for 

parking. The property owners were then forced by the City of Orinda to change their party policies 

in the platform, something Airbnb did not do. And even with the party ban, both Airbnb and the 

hosts were unable to prevent the Halloween party from happening. 

It is important to consider that this was not the first time a shooting has taken place inside 

an Airbnb-listed property. For example, on May 12, 2018, a man was killed in a shooting at an 

Airbnb rental in Vaughan in Ontario, Canada. And on July 30, 2019, five people were shot during 

a house party at an Airbnb rental property in Columbus, Ohio. The company should have 

pinpointed house parties as a possible trigger for shootings and other illicit activities.  
 

b) The Acute Stage  

During the Acute Stage, the crisis is triggered and the crisis and the resulting damage 

develop (Fink, 2013, p. 46). Given Airbnb’s inability to fully control what was happening at the 

Orinda property, a Halloween party with more than 100 attendees was held; violating the city’s, 

the platform’s and the host’s policies.  

The crisis was triggered at 10:50 p.m. on Thursday, October 31, 2019, when an unidentified 

shooter killed four people and left at least four others injured inside the 14 Lucille Way property. 

A fifth victim was pronounced dead on November 2.  

The shooter has not been identified and the causes of the shooting have not been yet 

established. 
  

c) The Chronic and Resolution Stages 

 During the Chronic Stage, the lasting effects of a crisis arise. If not handled correctly, this 

stage might last for a long period of time. During the Chronic Stage, litigation occurs, media 

exposés are aired, internal investigations are launched, government oversight investigations 

commence, tell-all books are written, postmortems are conducted, and more (Fink, 2013, p. 46). 

Airbnb is a global tech company that is particularly attractive to local and national 

newspapers. Additionally, shootings in the U.S. are becoming more frequent and deadlier, which 

has sparked the interest of media outlets and the general public. Both Airbnb’s newsworthiness 



and the shock caused by the shooting make this crisis the perfect “cocktail” for media and 

government scrutiny, social media backlash, and numerous lawsuits.  

 On November 2, Airbnb’s CEO Brian Chesky tweeted a series of measures the company 

was going to take considering the gravity of the situation. This announcement quickly shifted the 

press’ narrative, which went from reporting a shooting at an Airbnb property to portraying a rather 

responsive company that acknowledged the seriousness of the crisis: 

 

Before Chesky’s Response After Chesky’s Response 

 
 

 
 

 

Even though the crisis is not at its Resolution Stage yet and media outlets are still raising 

questions about the effectiveness of the company’s new measures, Airbnb was able to quickly 

change the narrative of the crisis and be perceived as proactive rather than reactive. This response 

allowed them to mitigate the effects of a more painful —and longer— Chronic Stage.  

 

Airbnb’s Crisis Management 

 In his book, Fink differentiates the concept of crisis management from crisis 

communications: “Crisis management deals with the reality of the crisis (…). Crisis 

communications is managing the perception of that same reality” (2013, p. 8).  

 In his November 2 tweets, Airbnb CEO Brian Chesky outlined a series of crisis 

management measures the company would take immediately to prevent this crisis from happening 



again. “What happened on Thursday night in Orinda, CA was horrible. I feel for the families and 

neighbors impacted by this tragedy–we are looking to support them,” tweeted Chesky. “Starting 

today, we are banning ‘party houses’ and we are redoubling our efforts to combat unauthorized 

parties and get rid of abusive host and guest conduct, including conduct that leads to the terrible 

events we saw in Orinda. Here is what we are doing,” he announced. The tweet was followed by 

four specific measures:  

• Expand manual screening of high-risk reservations flagged by Airbnb’s risk detection 

technology. 

• Create a dedicated “party house” rapid response team. 

• Take immediate action against users who violate these enhanced guest policies, including 

removal.  

• “I have directed Margaret Richardson from our Executive Team to oversee this new team 

and initiate a 10 day sprint to review and accelerate the development and implementation 

of these new safety initiatives.” 

• Additionally, the head of Trust and Safety Communications Ben Breit announced to the 

media that the Orinda home rental and the guest had been removed from the platform. 

The Twitter thread closed with an apology statement: 

• “We must do better, and we will. This is unacceptable.” 
 

These strategies suggest that the company acknowledged the gravity of the situation and 

announced a series of specific measures that boosted the company’s reputation. It is evident that 

the company successfully identified, isolated and managed the crisis by flagging house parties as 

a source of possible liability and took immediate action to prevent this from happening in the 

future. Two crisis management tactics the company could have taken to further its efforts are 

flagging one-night reservations during holidays and re-evaluating its rules about weapons (guests 

are allowed to bring weapons to Airbnb as long as they are disclosed, stored and secured). Guns 

will always be a potential liability for a company like Airbnb. 

 

Airbnb’s Crisis Communications 

 According to Fink, in crisis communications “time is always of the essence. If you do not 

properly communicate in the early hours of a crisis, thus allowing others to set the agenda and put 



you on the defensive, the public’s perception of you is going to start to stick and will drag you 

(…)” (2013, p. 20).  

Airbnb did not issue a formal public statement immediately after the shooting. In fact, it 

never did. Instead, the company decided to use both CEO Brian Chesky and Ben Breit, the head 

of Trust and Safety Communications, as its spokespersons. By choosing these two spokespersons, 

the company made sure it was acknowledging the gravity of the crisis. As Fink states, designating 

the CEO of the company is the right course of action when the crisis involves a loss of life (2013, 

p. 63). Additionally, having Ben Breit communicate with the media was the right course of action 

as well, considering he is the authority in terms of the company’s safety policies. 

Brian Chesky decided to use his personal Twitter account to communicate the company’s 

course of action. Choosing this communication channel allowed him to show how immediate 

response and action was essential for the company and how concerned he was about the situation; 

at the same time, it allowed him to respond to possible social media backlash in real-time. Ben 

Breit, on the other hand, handled all the media relations making sure there was a formal Airbnb 

statement in every media outlet reporting the incident. 

Besides announcing concrete measures, Chesky also announced his concern for the victims 

and families affected by the shooting and said the company was looking to support them. Even 

though he did not specify how the company was supporting the victims, he acknowledged them 

and took the time to “make them whole,” as Fink suggests (p. 17). Chesky also issued an apology 

and recognized the company “should do better.” 

Announcing concrete, specific measures (and enumerating them) was a useful 

communications strategy that allowed Chesky to show that Airbnb knows what it is doing, 

boosting the public’s confidence in the company’s ability to get the job done.  

Two crisis communications management tactics that the company could have implemented 

to improve its communications with key stakeholders (e.g. guests, hosts, investors) are defining, 

more specifically, what a “house party” is (i.e. how many people, how loud is the music, use of 

drugs/alcoholic substances) and have specific information about this incident on the company’s 

website or newsroom.  
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