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Ride-sharing platforms have leveraged the power of data to offer an innovative form
of transportation that makes travelling from one place to another easy and efficient.
While Uber and Lyft move people around the world, data moves these companies. These
platforms collect massive amounts of information on its riders and drivers, deriving
key patterns/behaviours via data science, and turning it into an asset that fuels their
crowdsourcing Big Data business model. One element of data collection involves intelligent
ride management features. As an Uber user, the company records everything from your
most frequent destinations, your preferences, interests, and behaviours – and even the
battery level of your phone.1 This information is used to help the platform predict demand
and resource allocation, as well as determine fare prices. The data gathered on Uber drivers
is even more extensive and is collected even when there are no passengers actively in
the vehicle. Drivers’ speed/motion, acceleration patterns, location, and whether they are
also employed with a competing ride-sharing company (such as Lyft or Ola), are obtained
to inform various inferences.2 Driver data helps the team at Uber predict traffic patterns,
estimated times of arrival (ETAs), average trip durations, and future demand to give these
companies the ability to implement real-time pricing.
The breadth of data that private ride-sharing companies collect on its riders and drivers is
especially concerning given the serious privacy breaches these platforms have faced in
the past. In 2018, Lyft faced allegations that several of its employees were abusing access to
their customer’s private data by tracking famous people and former romantic partners. Just
a year earlier, Uber was in hot water over God View, software that allowed its employees
to track the real-time location of both riders and drivers. To settle charges, the company
was ordered to implement tougher controls on privacy protection and will be monitored
by an independent auditor who will assess the effectiveness of these measures for 20
years. This incident followed the 2015 breach that exposed personal information on over
100,000 Uber drivers. Despite statements from both Uber and Lyft reinforcing the companies’
commitment to protecting user/driver privacy, these instances spark doubt in people’s
minds about the feasibility of safe data collection in the hands of a private corporation.

	Great Learning. “What Data Scientists at Uber Are Doing With Your Data,” Medium, April 27, 2018,
https://medium.datadriveninvestor.com/what-data-scientists-at-uber-are-doing-with-your-data-c82ead10326c
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The following section will outline 3 core arguments around the utility of a data trust for
managing the vast information that ride-sharing companies collect.
1. Implementing a data trust for ride-sharing data can improve urban planning.
Mobility information is central to addressing city transportation challenges. However, an
obstacle to effective decision-making is the range of quality data that municipalities are
able to collect. A data trust can help standardize the aggregate data provided by different
stakeholders to ensure that high-quality mobility pattern data can generate value. The rider
and driver data that is collected by ride-sharing companies can offer useful insights to city
officials and residents to develop better urban planning initiatives for a more collaborative
city. For instance, aggregated data provided by Uber or Lyft can help identify the transit gaps
that currently exist in a given system and pinpoint the need for new bus routes.3 Given the right
tools for data management, transit authorities can effectively use the information provided by
ride-sharing companies to model city traffic patterns and adjust operations accordingly.
In 2015, Uber partnered with Boston to engage in a data sharing agreement in which the
company would supply trip data with the city on a quarterly basis. It was the first kind
of such an arrangement for Uber, with the goal that the aggregation of ride data would
advance transportation policy and urban planning goals by providing the government with
unique insight into citizen travel patterns. However, a reflection on the partnership reveals
that Boston has struggled to put the data to use in an effective planning-oriented manner.4
This is primarily because of the nature of the data; for privacy reasons, the data on pickup and drop-off locations was limited to zip codes, which were too broad to offer useful
insight and analysis on city transit. The information shared has only really been helpful
in understanding the volume of rides and rider wait times within the city, rather than its
original ambitions. Although this agreement was initially hailed as a milestone, it offers an
idea of how gaining access to travel data from ride-sharing companies isn’t a one-stop
solution to advancing development goals.
A city should leverage tools like a data trust to be able to effectively use the ride-sharing
data in a meaningful way. Not only would a data trust offer a means of standardizing the
information received by cities from platforms, but it’s a key tool to protecting data privacy.
In Boston’s case, Uber had recently gone through a privacy controversy prior to engaging in
the collaboration. This seemed to affect the partnership in so far as that the platform was
more likely to default to limiting certain data rather than engaging in a partner-oriented
discussion with the city.5

	Element AI and Nesta. “Data Trusts: A New Tool for Data Governance.” (2019): 26.
https://hello.elementai.com/rs/024-OAQ-547/images/Data_Trusts_EN_201914.pdf
4
	Adam Vaccaro. “Highly Touted Boston-Uber Partnership Has Not Lived Up to Hype so Far,” Boston.com, June 16, 2016,
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As an independent, third-party entity with a fiduciary responsibility to manage shared
data, a data trust would help alleviate privacy concerns in these partnerships to ensure
information provided to cities can be used to its utmost capacity. In addition, a ride-sharing
data trust can help encourage the success of these collaborations given that it acts as a
mediator/ “honest broker” between municipalities and private platforms. This will ensure
that both groups are satisfied with the data sharing agreement put forward.
In Canada’s first ridesharing and transit partnership, the Town of Innisfil, Ontario has given
Uber the responsibility of providing public transit at a subsidized rate. By leveraging the
power of Uber’s data analytics, the government is able to gain information on usage
patterns and respond quickly to improve the transit system, such as by modifying fares,
changing primary dropoff locations, and boosting civic engagement. As a result, the town
was able to give its citizens better mobility services that drastically reduced travel times,
offered door-to-door delivery, and provided a public transit system that was best-suited to
the needs of the community. This reflects a trend where Uber is increasingly collaborating
with transit agencies across the globe. The company has engaged in a 5 year on-demand
pilot with the Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority (MBTA) to provide paratransit
service. In 2017, the ride-sharing platform partnered with the International Public Transport
Association (UITP), who has been representing the global interests of public transportation
for over 135 years. A year later, it announced a partnership with the public transit operator
Régie Ligne d’Azur (RLA) in Nice, France. These examples highlight a growing integration
between Uber and public transit in which ride-sharing platforms are being used to
make rapid transit systems more effective. In this context, a data trust can work to make
these partnerships more efficient as the aggregation of mobility data across public and
private sectors offers the opportunity for a seamless transit journey for citizens. Access to
valuable urban mobility data through a trust can help cities evaluate the use of existing
infrastructure, locate essential services closer to citizens, and understand how efficiency
fits into the planning of future transportation goals.6
2. A data trust can promote fairness and transparency for ride-sharing drivers.
Ride-sharing platforms rely on data-driven algorithms to fuel their businesses, however,
the algorithmic management practices that govern the behaviour of drivers are often
opaque. These systems make decisions on how gig work should be allocated, relying
on data that incorporates work performance, customer ratings, ride completion and
cancellation rate, earnings, and the potential for fraud.7 As independent contractors,
these drivers lack the standard institutional and legal support that traditionally protects
employees in a workplace.
Annelise Dutcher. “How to Use Urban Mobility Data for Municipal Planning,” SafeGraph, December 3, 2021,
https://www.safegraph.com/blog/urban-mobility-data
7
	Laurie Clarke. “Data is the next frontier in the fight for gig workers’ rights,” TechMonitor, March 22, 2021,
https://techmonitor.ai/policy/education-and-employment/data-next-frontier-fight-for-gig-workers-rights
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Data trusts can operate as a central counterbalance to the power asymmetries that
currently exist between driver and employer relations in this industry. They can ensure
the transparent and ethical use of algorithms, and be used to promote transparency on
business practices. Unions advocating for drivers’ rights could use data from the trust to
audit workplace discrimination, and correspondingly advocate for enhanced working
conditions.8
In an effort to demystify the use of data and algorithmic management systems, activists
have used lawsuits to put pressure on ride-sharing platforms. In 2020, Uber drivers
advanced a legal bid in Amsterdam arguing that in accordance with the principles set out
in the E.U.’s General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), Uber had failed to provide drivers
with transparency on how computational algorithms and data collection policies framed
their work. The primary argument was that by not allowing these workers to have access
to their data profiles, the algorithms that dictate their work have the potential to permit
discriminatory/unjust decisions to go unchecked.9 A Dutch court rejected claims made by
Uber and Ola that drivers were abusing individual data rights by attempting to gain access
to the data for collective bargaining initiatives. The independent, U.K.-based App Drivers
and Couriers Union (ADCU) and the nonprofit group Worker Info Exchange have been
heavily involved in these lawsuits, and are advancing the implementation of a data trust
to facilitate collective bargaining rights for drivers. Overall, drivers deserve transparency
on the data that powers their work and data trusts can serve as a tool to help push for
increased fairness in the workplace.
3. A data trust ensures an important commitment to driver and passenger privacy.
A ride-sharing data trust will contribute to a more robust and proactive protection of
privacy. From the perspective of a passenger, a third-party legal entity governing data
offers a heightened commitment to protect privacy outcomes and uphold consumer
data rights.10 This is especially relevant given growing concerns over information security
following the privacy breaches experienced by ride-sharing companies. A data trust
can improve public confidence in private corporations like Uber and Lyft to incentivize
even greater ridership as ride-sharing becomes more heavily integrated into transit
systems across the world. From the perspective of the driver, a ride-sharing data trust can
prevent platforms from extracting data from other apps/services on the user’s phone.11
An ecosystem of data trusts within the ride-sharing industry would allow the public to feel
empowered with a data governance strategy and their privacy protected.
	Element AI and Nesta. “Data Trusts: A New Tool for Data Governance.” (2019): 26.
	Charlie Osborne. “Uber drivers demand to see algorithms, data that determines their working lives,” ZDNet, July 20, 2020,
https://www.zdnet.com/article/uber-drivers-demand-to-see-algorithms-data-that-determines-their-working-lives/
10
	Compute Ontario, ORION, and MaRS. “Building Ontario’s Next-Generation Smart Cities through Data Governance. Part 2: Towards a Smart City
Data Trust.” (2019): 54. https://www.orion.on.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Smart-Cities_MaRS_Towards-a-Smart-City-Data-Trust.pdf
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	Element AI and Nesta. “Data Trusts: A New Tool for Data Governance.” (2019): 26.
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Overall, ride-sharing companies like Uber and Lyft base their sustainability on how good
their data is. The more information they are able to collect on riders and drivers translates
to improved data analytics that the companies use to make informed decisions. Given the
massive user base that data is collected on, it is essential that the protection of such data is
handled with the utmost security. Within this sphere, a data trust offers a solution which can
maximize the data analytics that municipalities receive from ride-sharing platforms while
protecting user/driver privacy and transparency.
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