



Introduction

Uber is technically a mobile application connecting drivers with people who need a ride. The organisation has received incredible popularity with investors. As of April 2023, Uber is valued as $61.6 billion (Uber Technologies inc, 2023) They have over 93 million active users and their technology been available in over 10,000 cities in over seventy countries (Wolfe, 2018) The technology they utilize is described as innovative, and with an intense and explosive business, as well as growth strategy and pioneering approach, they have become one of the most valuable companies worldwide. (Swisher, 2014)

The following report provides a critical analysis of Uber’s strategies in terms of sustainability and considers the value the company gives to society as well as their stockholders. Throughout the report, suggestions will be made in terms of how Uber can reposition themselves as not only a disruptive but also value-added organisation. 

The analysis has been based on four important sustainability principles associated with sustainability. Human; social; economic and environmental. 

The reason Uber has been chosen for this report is to demonstrate how valuations for organisations are not always an indication of their contribution to these principles, and to demonstrate how, despite positioning themselves as a pioneer of the sharing economy; Uber has many improvements to make in order to adhere to the ideals expected of those proposing to be a part of a circular or sharing economy model.

Criticisms of Uber’s current strategy

According to the results of a study undertaken by Garmsir et al (2021) ride sourcing services such as those offered by Uber improved transport availability in remote and disadvantaged areas, and respond to taxi demand variations (Garmsir, 2021) They can generate career opportunities and reduce the need for car ownership, congestion, and the supply of parking.

Uber has received numerous criticisms because of how they have proposed to have operated certain strategies that have created unfair competition with traditional transportation such as taxis, as well as limited compliance; legislation; and lack of affordability. They have been shown to be inaccessible in certain places and can exclude the most vulnerable, disadvantaged groups in society. Labor rights for drivers are not secure in the industry and drivers’ income is unstable. There is also evidence that they contribute to greenhouse gas emissions, energy use and congestion in cities (Garmsir et al, 2021; Parker et al, 2013)

Examining the economics of Uber has highlighted that they have undertaken several management strategies, which have led to their success in terms of an incredibly high valuation and explosive growth. However, part of this success has included declaring war on legislative entities, defending tax lobby to its competitors and absorbing the taxi market. (Choudary, 2015)

The current trajectory Uber is on seems to indicate and has been reported to have no hope of being sustainable long-term. They seem to have very little indication of earning sustainable urban car profits in competitive markets. (Berger & Frey, 2018) Their costs seem far higher than the market seems willing to pay, as the past few years losses seem to demonstrate. (Rogers, 2015) 

Criticisms of Ubers strategies are predominantly linked to sustainability and focus on behavioral and cultural issues which include, but are not limited to; deceiving people with advertising and pricing; manipulation of algorithms; exploiting drivers and disregarding laws and business norms, an inevitable result of having a strategy with little focus on stakeholders and focusing on growth at all costs (Sebin, 2016)

Sustainly.com (2021) suggests that.

‘While it (Uber) claims to have a long-term goal of taking cars off the road. All Uber has done in the short-term is incentivize private car travel over far more sustainable methods such as public transport.’ 

It has taken some years for policymakers and academics to study the negative impact of Uber’s business strategy in terms of sustainability. A growing collection of evidence does point to many negative impacts stemming from the explosive popularity of on-demand transport including traffic congestion; declines in public transportation usage and a rise in traffic accidents. (Sustainly.com, 2021)

A study conducted by the union of Concerned Scientists examined another negative impact of Uber’s strategy and found that the average ride-hailing trip in America results in sixty-nine per cent more pollution than the transportation choices it replaces. (Anair et al, 2020) Don Anair, the deputy director and research director of the UCS Clean transportation program, compare the pollution from the same trip in an average passenger vehicle and found that on-demand rides generate forty-seven per cent more carbon emissions. As many as forty per cent of all the miles driven by Uber across major cities in America held no passengers, according to a study by CityLab (2017)

Research findings do not seem to correlate with the eco-friendly marketing messages Uber has been releasing for years. Uber has marketed its Carpooling options and value as ‘First and last mile connections to transits but ride-sharing services are still far less popular than solo passenger rides. (Vice, 2016)

Focusing on the social principle of sustainability, Uber’s ‘growth at all costs’ strategy and lack of social responsibility has resulted in several issues relating to business malpractice. Even after several deaths, assaults on consumers and serious injury, Uber continues to operate with the same CSR and stockholder-centric management strategies, whilst still expanding globally. (Statistica, 2015)

Scandals have caused extreme friction between Uber and several of their stakeholders. Uber against its drivers has become a particular point of contention in recent years, with protests unfair wages and all-round business practices has resulted in increased negative PR for Uber (Forbes, 2015) There has also been controversial issues with competitors, with cases of sabotage being reported more than once (Silman, 2014)

Similar reports also relate to legality and regulatory environments, as the service is now banned in Germany and eight other countries by not abiding by their transport legislation (BBC, 2018) Another issue that should be mentioned is Uber’s unwillingness to take responsibility for drivers and customer care – running counter to CSR demanded by organistions today. Uber does state that they undertake driver checks to prevent violence and maintain safety for riders and drivers, but these only seem to be done when required by countries where the law dictates it (Koundinva, 2014)

Environmentally, the growth of ride sourcing has seemed to have adverse impacts on greenhouse gas emissions and energy use, mainly due to the absence of regulatory restrictions on ride sourcing vehicle emissions in comparison to those placed on taxis (Garmsir et al, 2021) and the fact that these services have replaced more efficient transportation.

The human; environmental; economic and social consequences of Uber’s strategy is lacking in sustainability and requires an intensive shift to take into consideration all stakeholders and could continue to dominate in a more positive way in the future. They require a focus on sustainable goals and principles, as well as tighter regulation. The landscape in which Uber operates, and challenges faced are necessary to consider before addressing new approaches to strategy and for Uber to innovate in terms of products and services sustainable for future growth. (Pfajfar, 2022)

To begin with, an analysis of the landscape, strengths, weaknesses and opportunities highlight some interesting and valuable considerations for Uber.

SWOT analysis and landscape of Uber

Strengths

One of Uber’s dominant strengths is its global growth and presence, now operating in over eighty-five countries. With a disruptive business model, innovative platform, and efficient service it has a unique cost-effective alternative to public transport and taxis, which has resulted in Uber obtaining a large market share in terms of customer base. Uber have also developed a wide range of other services such as Uber POOL, Uber Black and UberEATS, which cates to the varied needs of consumers. (Business strategy hub, 2019)

Weaknesses

One of Uber’s major weaknesses is the landscape and regulation it faces from a variety of governments and political landscapes worldwide. The disparities between these landscapes and regulatory environments can increase costs and cause disruption to services. They have also been criticized for labor practices which have been largely negative and bad for image. They also face challenges and opposition from local and international rivals, creating a competitive environment with minimal barriers to entry. 



Opportunities

Despite Uber’s weaknesses, they have several opportunities, not least of which an opportunity to build a more sustainable strategy, as well as more innovative and sustainable products and services, such as electric car fleets and alternative transportation, as well as Artificial intelligence and technology. By investing in self-driving cars, Uber can reduce operational costs and labor disputes. Expanding other opportunities such as UberEATS and their freight services could also prove a valuable opportunity. Although artificial intelligence and driverless cars are an opportunity in terms of traditional business models, socially – this will have a detrimental effect on jobs and the labor market, with more job roles being eliminated due to technology. Rogers, 2015; BBC, 2015)


Threats

External threats are having an impact on Uber’s performance and will continue to do so. The increase in competition in the ride-sharing marketplace has reduced market share for them and leads to a need for price reduction to keep a competitive edge, which has already led to an unsustainable situation in some ways for Uber. (Gloss et al, 2015; Rogers, 2015; Business Strategy hub, 2019) 

Changing regulations around the sharing economy can influence Uber’s operations as well as advancements in technology and AI as well as alternative transportation. Although these things are somewhat negative for Uber, they can offer unique opportunities for change and Uber can respond to them in a more sustainable way. To overcome these threats, Uber will need to consider more improved strategies, products, and services.

Restrictions to growth 

Wessels and Sherman (2019) state that Uber’s growth is stagnating, whilst their costs are not. The reasons for this stagnation have been explored earlier in the report, but it is also worth mentioning that Uber operates in two markets, one for consumers and the other for drivers. They can’t pay drivers less and can’t charge consumers more, which basically breaks the main assumptions underlined in their growth strategy.

Sherman (2019) believes that Urban transportation is an unprofitable business, as governments want to subsidise the services to encourage economic growth and welfare, he explained that Uber doesn’t have a way to exploit the positive externalities it creates, for these reasons. Simultaneously, Uber are punished for the negative externalities such as regulatory barriers and restrictions in various areas in which they operate.

Uber have so far decided to work on their agenda for sustainability, but still have a long way to travel. Below are some highlights of their sustainability report, which are necessary to consider in terms of critiquing their strategy and considering future strategic changes. It can also be used to structure more targeted way of extending their strategy and innovating for a more sustainable future.









Uber’s current strategies for Sustainability

So far, Uber have set goals to achieve one hundred per cent rides in zero-emission vehicles on micro-mobility or through public transport by 2040. The use of zero-emission vehicles have more than doubled since 2020 and they have joined the science-cased targets initiative and climate pledge and have submitted their target for 2022 for validation, they have also matched one hundred percent of the energy used across workplaces in American with renewable energy as well as achieving LEED Gold and WELL platinum at their HQ. (Uber, 2022)

In terms of the social principles associated with sustainability, Uber have surveyed driver and courier wellbeing to drive and deliver to understand the experience better and have published papers on how to improve independent work. In terms of the human element, they have published their fifth report covering human capital management Diversity and inclusion issues and more as well as publish dozens of posts and papers as well as impact reports on ESG and stakeholder issues. (Uber, 2021)

However, it is necessary to consider their weaknesses, and what has held them back, despite the inroads they have reported to make. There have been more than 124,000 confidential documents that have been leaked to the Guardian as well as files which have exposed attempts to lobby joe Biden, Olaf Scholtz and George Osbourne, among others. They used a kill-switch during raids to stop police from viewing data and the former CEO of Uber told executives that violence guarantees success. They have also reported to have seen a three hundred and twenty-two per cent increase in scope 3 carbon emissions. (Guardian, 2022; Business insider, 2022)

Building a new Sustainable strategy for Uber.


There are several ideas that could assist Uber with becoming more environmentally, socially, and economically sustainable. The most obvious that first springs to mind is included in Uber’s own promises but has yet to be fully realized. Expanding the deployment of plug-in electric and hybrid vehicles could become a legacy that Uber could own and utilize to become more competitive, ensuring sustainable and solid ground for the future, as well as collecting fees in congested downtown areas, supporting carpooling and public transport. They could also boost their mobility in disadvantaged neighborhoods and for disabled riders. Yuan et al, (2016)


For Uber to present a more responsible corporate social responsibility strategy, they will need to veer more towards a traditional transportation company strategy and begin to work with governments and within regulations to provide an environmentally friendly service. This integration would shift responsibility from the third-party (drivers). The principle that an organization has a legal obligation and duty of car, such as that stated by the taxi service commission encourages responsibility, safety and security with regard drivers and passengers, and this is something still sorely lacking with Uber’s strategy. (Atemie & Hart, 2021)

In terms of social sustainability, and the labor force, creating new job roles for Uber drivers; implementing new regulated safeguarding systems for drivers where background checks are necessary - despite what the regulations are in that country, shows a real consideration for the safety of passengers rather than just a box ticking exercise to cover regulation, and the illusion of safety and security. 

To generate a more sustainable business strategy, it is necessary for Uber to make a clear distinction between promises made, and the actions taken. By providing services like Uber POOL, introducing bikes and scooters to their fleet, reducing plastic in UberEATS and financing initiatives which aim to reduce traffic congestion and promote public transport are vital steps towards a more sustainable strategy. 

Studies on both EU and US markets demonstrate that not only is this not enough to correct the negative effects the company’s existing strategy has had on the environment and does not address the full scope of damage. The most practical solution recently suggested by NGOs and researchers is to transition to zero-emissions vehicles as soon as possible. (Horisch et al, 2013)

If Uber manages to stick to their Green recovery plans, which outlines the intention to shift to fully electric in US, Canadian and European cities by 2030 and carry out one hundred per cent of rides in zero-emission vehicles, public transport of micro mobility by 2040, they have a chance to become the number one sustainable, decarbonized platform in the world for on-demand mobility (Verge, 2020; Uber, 2021)


Stakeholder Theory and Sustainability Strategy

Another area of focus that is important when considering the planning of a new strategy for Uber is stakeholder theory. The type of stockholder-centric management exemplified by Uber previously is embodied by Milton Friedman’s claim that ‘The Social Responsibility of Business is to increase its profits’ (Horisch et al, 2014) Instead, one of the main foundations of stakeholder theory recognizes that management decisions should be guided by the impact on stockholders (Wallis, 2006) Instead, one of the foundations of Stakeholder theory is based on the fact that the core responsibility of management is the obligation to maintain a balance between the interests of the stockholder, employees, consumers, communities and the public, incorporating the principles of sustainability sufficiently to  form the basis for a plan that can inform a new more stakeholder-centric strategy. (Jawahar et al, 2001)

Wheeler et al (2017) found that the good will and social capital of organisation’s can be generated using a more inclusive interpretation of stakeholders and looking at their decision making. Researchers have found that effective stakeholder management and identification is essential for CSR measure to stakeholders outside of the corporation. Sillanpaa (1998) compared her experience with the UK government sponsor Ethical Trading Initiative, arguing that external and accountable corporate social responsibility audits can give corporations a competitive advantage, as stakeholders expect them to be responsive to moral considerations. 

One of the main reasons that stakeholder theory should be applied with Uber is because Uber literally implements the management of their labor force through the platform (Lee et al, 2015) So, constructing a platform such as Uber is in itself an act of management, and it is useful to look at managerial research such as stakeholder theory, it also helps to inform a more sustainable strategy taking into account the considerations of anyone working for an using the platform. 

While Uber does want to provide the most convenient and cost-effective service for consumers and to increase profits, they are not motivated enough currently to generate the same amount of value for drivers or society. From the outside, Uber is not sufficiently balancing drivers’ investment in the design of the platform, which is also true of similar platforms (Silberman, 2013; Maignan et al, 2005) The stakeholder theory literature offers a framework with which to consider and discuss why Uber needs to balance these stakes.

Freeman (1994) argues that corporations should focus on creating common value as the result of strategy. One of the motivations for Uber to consider these common values and individual stakes is exemplified by the consequence argument (Freeman, 2007) The argument proposes that the interests of stakeholders are often joining, i.e., both Uber and drivers want to provide quality rides to passengers, and that if one stakeholder benefits at the expense of others, then that stakeholder will eventually incur one of several possible consequences. These consequences include leaving the stakeholder network, restricting the actions of companies via regulations and political process, and innovating to create new methods to satisfy demand.  


Informing strategy planning utilizing stakeholder theory is important when discussing the future for Uber because when Uber removes power from the drivers to decide what rides they take, it further forces them into the background of the platform, and when that happens they begin to assert their positions in the market and interfere in the system to contribute to their own decision making, the exact thing Uber was trying to restrict while making these decisions. (Ma et al, 2018) This shows how Uber’s lack of consideration for workers and values, and pursuit of profit at the cost of drivers, will drive high quality workers to the competition and have consequences in the future wholly negative. When Uber impeded drivers’ ability to earn a decent wage for example, either through policies, functionality on the platform e.g., Uber POOL – drivers have abandoned or avoided the functionality. (Rosenblat et al, 2016) If drivers don’t feel valued by Uber, they will change platforms or unionise, and Uber is only as good as their ability to provide a service, without drivers in a competitive marketplace -  they will soon lose value. 

Uber, through sustainable strategy and a consideration of stakeholders and theory must look to balance the stakes of drivers within a new strategy, turning into a more balanced platform in the future that creates stakeholder value also. (Berger et al, 2018)

Uber also needs to look to align more closely to traditional corporations, who are more reliant and considerate to internal and external stakeholders and have more investment and responsibility for their workforce. Part of what enables this is the lack of human supervision and delegation of managerial acts to the platform (Mitchell et al, 1997) this does mean less recruitment costs for Uber, meaning they don’t have to be so invested in training and retention of workers compared to other organisations. These factors maintain that Uber can and should be focusing on improving the experience of passengers, but this can often be to the detriment of drivers, due to lack of investment. Stakeholder theory is a positive path forward for Uber in terms of improving labor and the social aspect of any future strategy for innovation and sustainability. As these types of platforms become more popular, it is essential that they find a way to advocate for people whose lives are impacted by interacting and operating within these platforms.


Conclusion

Uber’s strategy has so far predominantly been about explosive growth and Friedman’s profit at all costs mentality. To become a sustainable organisation that has a future based on realistic profit projections as well as the provision of value to the drivers, riders, and society as a whole, Uber needs to rethink its overall mission and strategic vision. 

Despite many proposals for green innovation and converting the fleet to electric vehicles, as well as reducing carbon emissions and creating alternative forms of transport such as bikes and scooters, their carbon emissions are still incredibly high, they still refuse to take responsibility for drivers and the safety of riders and they still continue to exploit loopholes in regulation and law in order to maximise profit above the responsibility they have to the environment and other shareholders.

For Uber to have a successful future, strategy must be informed by stakeholder value, rather than just profits and growth. Their growth at all costs current principles need to be replaced with new and improved innovation for products and services that emphasise a more sustainable outlook and consider what contribution can be made by Uber not only to offset damage already done, but to ensure that the future of the organisation is based around an environmentally and socially friendly framework. 

With such a unique position in the ride-sharing marketplace, Uber has the opportunity to inform a brand new sharing model for transportation and could be involved in utilizing the platform to assist with public and shared transportation that works in conjunction with the environment, creating jobs that pay a wage and attract high caliber talent, and to assist with global expansion of a more sustainable transportation network that their platform can lead the charge with. Assisting with supporting disadvantaged communities to allow them to travel more easily; allowing people with disabilities to move around and work more easily and in maintaining green and efficient transportation that adheres to the sustainable principles commonly associated with both the circular and shared economy.

Hopefully, despite Uber’s incredibly high current valuation, they have and will realise that without sustainable thinking, their growth potential moving forward is impeded by both customer expectations and perceptions and a whole array of bad publicity as well as an inability to grow much faster in terms of profit capability without innovating in social, environmental, economic, and human terms. 

Without drivers who are willing to provide a competitive service, and riders who are willing to pay – Uber will lose ground to other more environmentally and socially friendly organisations, and with low barriers to entry, this will continue to increase in intensity, particularly when the effects of global warming and environmental degradation become too much for even developed countries to ignore. 

Justifying a strategy informed predominantly by valuation and profit/growth at all costs, will become increasingly less justifiable. It makes sense that Uber should innovate now, before more sustainable organisations who have sustainability at the forefront of their strategy from day one begin to overtake them in every way.
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