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An Analysis of Uber’s Controversies

Introduction
Uber revolutionized transportation in 2009 by developing an app that links drivers and passengers for rides. Uber gained popularity due to its user-friendly design and innovative pricing model. Despite facing global labor challenges, Uber is still one of the most popular ride-sharing apps today. This case study explains the company’s growth, its plan to resolve this crisis, and the controversies shaping its public image.

Organization
In 2009, Travis Kalanick and Grant Camp, stranded in Paris and unable to find a ride back to their hotel, founded Uber. Inspired by frustration, Camp pursued the idea, acquired the domain UberCab.com, and developed a prototype. In 2009, the service launched in San Francisco, and the first Uber trip took place the following year (Hoenig, H. 2025, February 24). Uber quickly took off, attracting global attention and significant investment. It became one of the world’s most valuable startups and is still popular. The company disrupted the taxi industry by offering a convenient platform that connects drivers with passengers through phones.

Uber expanded beyond rides to include food delivery with Uber Eats, shipping and logistics with Uber Freight, and mobility services with bikes and scooters. However, in 2015, Uber had its first scandal and faced legal challenges regarding driver classification, labor rights, and local transportation laws.

In 2017, co-founder Travis Kalanick stepped down as CEO, and Dara Khosrowshahi took over leadership, focusing on rebuilding the company’s image. (Guardian News and Media, 2017, August 30). Uber experienced a significant stock price loss in 2019, but it has since focused on profitability through acquisitions and strategic initiatives (Eng, N. 2024, November 14).

Case Timeline
· 2009: Uber was founded.
· 2010: The service launched. 
· 2015: Legal challenges began.
· 2017: CEO Travis Kalanick stepped down, and new CEO Dara Khosrowshahi
· 2019: Huge IPO loss.
· 2023: Increase passenger prices by 50% from 2017 to 2023, while driver pay per trip dropped by 11.9% (Eng, N. 2024, November 14).
· 2025: Unfair pay continues. Small changes have been made. 

Case Overview
This case explains Uber’s response as a global platform and its challenges in navigating a balance between innovation and fairness. It also entails the company's values, strategies, and responses to competition, the media, and other challenges along the way. The key issues include labor rights and the tension between being a technology company and a transportation provider.

Brief Description of the Case
	Uber has faced significant complaints from employees regarding changes to its pay structure. In 2023, Uber shifted its payment model from a base fare system to an “upfront fares plus destination” policy (Eng, N. 2024, November 14). What can we do about Uber's price-gouging? This change has led to a sharp decline in driver acceptance rates, particularly among veteran drivers, as the app now controls pay based on the lowest amount any driver is willing to accept. This results in drivers being paid less for longer trips and more for shorter ones, forcing them to complete numerous low-paying, short trips to compensate for the loss in earnings from more extended trips.

Additionally, the average driver pay declined by 11.9% at the end of 2023. While Uber offers bonuses, this never makes much of a difference in profits for the driver (Eng, N. 2024, November 14). These changes have made it difficult for drivers to earn a reasonable income, highlighting the growing pay crisis within Uber. This case is relevant, as new information has been released this year. 



Analysis

Uber’s crisis, triggered by the “upfront fares plus destination” model, has highlighted significant tensions in the company's relationship with its most essential stakeholders, its drivers. While Uber publicly states that its AI systems enhance efficiency and fairness, its communication about the crisis has largely been defensive and has proved otherwise.  


How Uber Responded

Uber has framed its response to pay-related concerns around the superiority of its AI-powered systems. CEO Dara Khosrowshahi emphasized the role of AI in nearly every aspect of the service. He claims the technology provides personalized and efficient results. He stated, “All of it is powered by AI. Their algorithms are superior, and they learn a skill in a personalized way. There’s pretty powerful tech out there.” 


Despite the praise, Uber has not released the actual data necessary to verify its claims that driver pay is fairly distributed or that the system prioritizes profits over fair compensation. When Uber is confronted with inconsistent driver pay and customer pricing dynamics, the company tends to downplay complaints (Novara Media, 2024, February 13). However, Uber’s refusal to offer complete transparency has damaged its credibility among key audiences, especially drivers. 


Uber has taken some positive steps, including offering bonuses during specific periods, providing more detailed earnings breakdowns, and launching driver support initiatives (Novara Media, 2024, February 13). However, many have seen these efforts as insufficiently designed to address deep structural issues head-on. 


Even though the company continues to receive hate, it has done little to make a difference in its policies to improve driver conditions. The CEO, Dara Khosrowshahi, claims that Uber is always transparent with its drivers and says they earn approximately $33-$34 per hour when working, which he says is considerably higher than when he joined in 2017 (Sherman, 2024). However, drivers continue to voice concerns that earnings are declining and there is a lack of benefits. 


	According to an article released by Forbes, Len Sherman discusses how Uber has responded to these driver complaints. Sherman explains that Uber has incorporated a few initiatives to ease drivers' worries. One initiative was the creation of the "upfront fares" system, which was supposed to allow drivers to see the fare and destination without having to accept the ride first (Sherman, 2024). Uber did this to give drivers more transparency and control over their work. The company also launched a platform called the "Driver Advisory Forum," which is designed to gather feedback from drivers and involve them in decision-making processes (Sherman, 2024). This forum was supposed to bridge the gap between the company and its drivers. 


	In the same article by Forbes, Khosrowshahi admitted, "The biggest lesson for me was that it's hard. Just dealing with understanding how the app works, determining and choosing what trip to take or not to take, etc... you know, it's actually amazing how sophisticated you have to be to optimize your own earnings power" (2024). Even the CEO knows how tough it can be to maximize your earnings because of how complicated the app is. He openly admits you have to be "sophisticated" to do well as an Uber driver. This quote proves that it is difficult to make money with Uber. 


How the Stakeholders Responded

The primary affected group, drivers, feel the impact of the paid structures and lack of control over the work process. While some appreciate flexibility, many complain about the declining morale and increasing financial issues, leading to protests and growing demands for compensation.“It is shareholders, not drivers, who see the gains” (Eng, N. 2024, November 14). We believe Uber has failed to prioritize the interests of a critical stakeholder group, treating drivers more as data points in an algorithm than as human contributors to the business. 


Customers have remained loyal for the most part. They focus more on convenience and price. However, social discourse, especially on Reddit and X, reflects concern about fair pay, which could threaten long-term brand equity (Eng, N. 2024, November 14). 


Investors supported Uber’s growth for years, but recently, concern grew over time due to financial losses and constant scandals (Eng, N. 2024, November 14). 


Government representatives are increasingly challenging Uber’s classification of drivers as independent contractors. The company’s attempt to take on traditional employment obligations has led to new legislation in multiple states and countries that are aiming to secure minimum wages and benefits for the workers. 


On the corporate side of Uber, they’ve seen significant swings in morale through the response to leadership changes and public scandals. Although Khosrowshahi has improved the culture of Uber, continued ethical concerns about labor practices suggest unresolved tension between profit and principle (Eng, N. 2024, November 14). 




Interpretation and Critical Insights

	Uber’s reliance on its algorithmic decision-making is a prominent reflection of its innovation and crisis. While AI does have its perks, it also lacks accountability. It doesn’t have human feelings or an ethical oversight, which would help prioritize corporate profitability. This mirrors the attribution theory because this crisis can be considered internal or external. This case has also changed over time, not just a straightforward fix. Uber has tried to improve its methods, but not much has been fixed. Uber has control over this crisis because it can change its pay format from AI to real humans to gain more authentic responses and pay drivers. Regarding Uber’s response strategy, they attempted to be as transparent as possible. However, they lack a sense of empathy for those highly affected by this, like the drivers. Instructing information was the most relatable to this case because Khosroshahi stated that the app is challenging to use and is intended for sophisticated people to maximize their earnings (Ben Thompson, 2025, February 13). 


The company’s AI system reflects a shift from relational to transactional relationships with the stakeholders' engagement. Uber treats drivers not as partners or colleagues, but as labor inputs who simply don’t receive enough for what they put in. To manage the crisis effectively, Uber should go beyond public relations and directly address the inequities. This would include a better algorithm and implementing standards for fair pay.   



Implications
Over the past few years, Uber has moved away from its original fare model and adopted what it calls the “upfront fares plus destination” system. This change means riders now see the full price of their trip before booking, and drivers get to see the destination and fare upfront before accepting. At first glance, it appears to benefit both parties. But behind the scenes, this new setup gives Uber far more control over pricing and pay. The fare a rider pays is no longer directly linked to what the driver earns. Instead, Uber uses its formula to calculate driver compensation, factoring in things like location, time, and demand, without making that process entirely transparent. For Uber, it’s a smart financial move; it helps maximize profits and played a part in the company hitting its first operating profit in 2023. However, for drivers, the results have been a lot more mixed.

Many drivers appreciate knowing where a trip is headed before accepting it, but that benefit is often outweighed by unpredictable pay and a growing sense of powerlessness. It’s become harder to understand how earnings are calculated, and drivers frequently report getting paid less for similar trips than they used to. Uber's algorithm holds most of the decision-making power, leaving drivers feeling powerless to question or negotiate with the system. This shift has sparked a lot of frustration, with more drivers speaking out about unfair compensation and a lack of transparency. While Uber may be winning on the financial front, the social cost, especially in terms of driver trust and labor rights, continues to grow, raising tough questions about the future of gig work and what a fair platform should look like.

Crisis Communication Strategies

	Several crisis communication strategies were used during this crisis, even though it is still ongoing. An example is adjusting information, which was used when Uber introduced the "Upfront Fares" system and the "Driver Advisory Forum" (Sherman, 2024). By implementing these changes, the company is attempting to adjust its operations based on driver feedback, which can help rebuild trust with drivers. The second response strategy used is rebuilding, which can be seen when the CEO, Khosrowshahi, acknowledged that the company has had a few shortcomings but that the initiatives he has set in place showcase a desire to improve Uber's relationship with its drivers (Sherman, 2024). The CEO exemplifies the rebuilding response strategy, employing transparency to restore customer trust by acknowledging their own mistakes. 


	Uber implemented bolstering as its final response strategy. This was seen when Uber highlighted its investments in driver support and safety features, such as in-app emergency buttons and 24/7 support, to reinforce its commitment to driver welfare (Sherman, 2024). Even though Uber's changes help to demonstrate a willingness to address driver concerns, Sherman, in the Forbes article, suggests it is not enough (2024). Despite introducing new systems and forums, many drivers continue to report dissatisfaction with pay and working conditions. Furthermore, the article notes that the implemented strategies have not fully resolved the underlying issues Driver turnover remains high, which proves that Uber's response strategies are ineffective (Sherman, 2024).


What They Could’ve Done Better

	Uber chose two response strategies necessary for a crisis like this, including rebuilding and bolstering. However, both of these strategies were used somewhat incorrectly. They made a good start with the steps they implemented, but much more work remains. It could have been rebuilt better by implementing more substantial changes. Such steps could include offering benefits or more stable income guarantees, which could demonstrate a more substantial commitment to driver welfare. The company could have improved bolstering as well by engaging in public campaigns that showcase positive driver experiences and the company's efforts. If Uber were to enhance these response strategies and work to improve conditions, it could be more successful at rebuilding trust. These strategies could potentially address the root causes of driver dissatisfaction more effectively than the current measures. 


	A different response strategy that should be implemented is providing instructional information, as Uber drivers need guidance on how to protect themselves and improve their situations. Since many drivers have complained about unpredictable earnings, non-transparent fare structures, and algorithmic decision-making, providing drivers with information on what to do could help Uber. The company could accomplish these goals by introducing more detailed in-app instructions and financial planning tools to help drivers make informed decisions about when, where, and how to drive most profitably. This would show a dedication to its drivers, which would help rebuild the relationship between Uber and its employees. The app could show real-time forecasts for particular areas and times, clear breakdowns of how each fare is calculated, and step-by-step explanations of how to appeal deactivations or policy decisions. These changes would empower drivers with greater control and reduce feelings of manipulation or exploitation, shifting the perception from "Uber hides things" to "Uber helps drivers succeed.


	The last response strategy that Uber should implement is to diminish; however, this strategy must be approached with extreme caution. This strategy would involve acknowledging the issue while reducing the public's belief in Uber's level of responsibility in this case. Since trust is already low, Uber needs to be careful when using the diminished response strategy. Still, it could frame some of the challenges as systemic issues that are affecting the entire company. This strategy could help put their role in context without appearing dismissive. One way it could utilize this response is by pointing to inflation, fluctuating demand, or city regulations as other factors that are contributing to earnings unpredictability. Secondly, the company could compare Uber's driver compensation and benefits initiatives to those of competitors, which would show relative progress. Uber must ensure this strategy doesn't replace accountability, but it can reduce outrage when combined with rebuilding or bolstering strategies. 
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