




Uber in Ethical Crisis Timeline

Background
Uber, the ride hailing company worth $70 billion is the largest privately owned technology company in America with a fast growing global footprint. Started by Travis Kalanick in 2009, the company has been lashed with criticism for disrupting the transportation industry having expanded to more than 300 cities across 60 countries and is poised to continue growth as a ride-sharing, last mile package delivery, and autonomous driving innovator.
In the absence of a formal statement of mission, vision, and values, tag lines associated with Uber’s mission include: “everyone’s private driver,” “transportation as reliable as running water,” and “finding the way, creating possibilities for riders, drivers, and cities.”
2010 to 2017: Uber raises an unprecedented amount of capital and relentlessly pushes into new markets while creating ongoing conflict with traditional taxi companies, competitors, other technology companies, and regulators across the globe.
January 29, 2017: More than 200K customers delete the Uber app in one weekend as part of a protest movement against the executive order preventing travelers from seven majority-Muslim countries from entering the U.S. Uber CEO, Travis Kalanick is strongly criticized for supporting the executive order and leaves Trump’s economic advisory council.
February 19, 2017: Ex-engineer, Susan Fowler, reveals experiences of gender bias and sexual harassment at Uber via a blog post sparking a company investigation into its workplace culture.
February 20, 2017: Kalanick responds: “I have just read Susan Fowler’s blog. What she describes is abhorrent and against everything Uber stands for and believes in. It’s the first time this has come to my attention so I have instructed Liane Hornsey, our new chief human resources officer, to conduct an urgent investigation into these allegations. We seek to make Uber a just workplace.” Kalanick hires ex-US attorney general Eric Holder and Tammy Albarran, partners at the law firm Covington & Burling, to investigate the sexual harassment claims.
February 22, 2017: New York Times publishes report showing Fowler’s claims were not isolated and employees were found doing cocaine and groping women at company events. Former employees say they had notified Uber’s leadership, including Kalanick.
February 23, 2017: Uber is sued by Google for allegedly using stolen self-driving car technology. Investors Freada and Mitch Kapor publicly express frustration to Uber’s board claiming efforts of investors to influence and change the company culture were ignored.
February 27, 2017: Uber senior vice president of engineering steps down due to sexual-harassment allegations from his time at Google that had not come to light previously.
February 28, 2017: Video of Uber CEO, Travis Kalanick circulates showing him lashing out at an Uber driver over fares and admitting he needs to get leadership help: “I must fundamentally change as a leader and grow up.” In a public apology, Kalanick wrote, “My job as your leader is to lead . . . and that starts with behaving in a way that makes us all proud. This is the first time I’ve been willing to admit that I need leadership help and I intend to get it.”
March 2, 2017: Uber admits to hiring law firm Perkins Coie to investigate Susan Fowler’s allegations, but not to investigate her personally. Fowler hires her own lawyer claiming Uber is investigating her personally and blaming her for users deleting their accounts.
March 3, 2017: Report reveals “greyball” tool Uber allegedly used to evade government authorities in the U.S. and abroad in areas where Uber is restricted from operating. Uber vice president of product and growth suddenly resigns.
March 5, 2017: Financial Times reports uptick in job applications from Uber employees. Recruiters speculate lack of faith in senior leadership is causing people to leave. 
March 7, 2017: Kalanick announces he is looking for a new chief operating officer.
March 8, 2017: Uber admits to using the controversial “greyball” tool to evade officials and says it will no longer be used. Uber head of artificial intelligence steps aside only four months after Uber acquired his artificial intelligence start up. 
March 17, 2017: Leaked data shows Uber’s self-driving car technology relies on human control only traveling less than a mile on average before human intervention is needed compared to Google’s cars traveling 5,000 miles before needing human intervention.
March 19, 2017: Uber president quits abruptly after only six months. Jeff Jones in a statement said, “the beliefs and approach to leadership that have guided [my] career are inconsistent with what [I] saw and experienced at Uber.” A short time later, Uber’s vice president who led Uber’s mapping teams, leaves the company. 
March 22, 2017: Uber board director Arianna Huffington, joined by three other female executives, runs a call with media promising sweeping changes to the company’s culture. 
April 11, 2017: Uber head of communications and policy leaves the company. 
April 21, 2017: Uber workplace investigation delayed after hundreds of employees come forward about harassment. Report from Eric Holder is pushed back to May.
May 1, 2017: Kalanick cancels headliner interview with press and is criticized by tech journalist for not addressing the company’s problems. 
May 4, 2017: Criminal probe into Uber’s use of “greyball” tool begins. 
June 7, 2017: Eric Alexander, Uber’s president in Asia, is fired due to obtaining and sharing medical records of a woman raped by her Uber driver in India. 
June 12, 2017: Emil Michael, Uber’s chief business officer, and close confidant to Kalanick, leaves the company. 
June 13, 2017: Billionaire board member, David Bonderman, resigns in the wake of sexist joke. 
Wan Ling Martello is hired to Uber board as second female voting board member (including media mogul Arianna Huffington), and is the third prominent female hire in the past week. 
Uber founder and chief executive, Travis Kalanick takes a leave of absence after the death of his mother in a boating accident. However, the Uber board does not have the power to change the CEO because Kalanick and co-founder, Garrett Camp control a majority of the voting stock.
June 21, 2017: Kalanick permanently steps down as Uber CEO under pressure including a list of demands from major investors including Matt Cohler and Peter Fenton (of Silicon Valley firm Benchmark).
At this time, Uber has at least six vacant senior jobs (chief operating officer, president, chief financial officer, general counsel, chief marketing officer, senior vice president of engineering, and chief diversity officer). There is no clear executive in charge as there is no natural second-in-command at the company. Uber’s head of finance is set to leave in July.
Uber says it will rely on a team of 12 executives to run operations in the interim including three who run the business in global regions, three in product and engineering, four in legal, safety, policy, and communication, one chief human resources officer, and one senior vice president of leadership and strategy. 
Due to the company’s fast growth and decentralized structure, it is likely that Uber’s day-to-day business can run independently for the most part. The opportunity now exists for a team (rather than disparate individuals) to be brought in to reshape the company.
June 22, 2017: Uber announces that passengers will soon be able to tip drivers through the Uber app, a development the company has strongly resisted over years. Other changes that favor drivers include reducing the penalty-free cancellation period from five minutes to two minutes, a per-minute waiting fee for over two minutes, and the ability to accept rides going only in a specific direction. 
July 1, 2017: Uber launches “180 Days” internal campaign to make changes to the way the company does business including improving UberPOOL functionality and technology enhancements to rider education, customer feedback, and trip preferences and notifications.
July 11, 2017: Bloomberg reports the recent turmoil in the company has not significantly impacted Uber’s financial performance. Uber reported for Q2 of 2017 a 10% increase in ride bookings from the previous quarter with an expectation to reach over $8.25 billion in gross bookings in Q4. Increases in ride bookings were also reported with competitors such as Lyft and indicate overall growth in the ride sharing industry.
August 27, 2017: Uber hires new CEO from Expedia, Dara Khosrowshahi who has a reputation for being calm and steady in his style as well as a great deal maker in competitive markets. In his farewell message to Expedia, the new Uber CEO acknowledged, “I have to tell you I am scared . . . the times of greatest learning for me have been when I’ve been through big changes, or taken on new roles—you have to move out of your comfort zone and develop muscles you didn’t know you had.” Using honesty to build trust could be seen to be a first step in addressing the significant issues with company culture at Uber.
September 22, 2017: After the London transit authority refuses to renew Uber’s license to operate, Uber CEO communicated via email to Uber employees that “there is a high cost to a bad reputation.” He continued with, “it really matters what people think of us, especially in a global business like ours, where actions in one part of the world can have serious consequences in another.”
October 4, 2017: Uber CEO Khosrowshashi pushes for Uber board governance changes that would reduce the influence of former CEO, Travis Kalanick, as a board member and bring in new investors to prepare Uber for an initial public offering by a specific date.
November 21, 2017: Uber reveals that 57 million driver and rider accounts had been hacked and the company had kept the breach a secret for a year by paying the hackers $100,000 to destroy the data. Uber also had the hackers sign non-disclosure agreements relating to the issue. Finally, Uber tried to pass off the breach and payment as a “bug bounty” a regular occurrence where companies pay hackers to deliberately find vulnerabilities in the software. A company called HackerOne claimed rewarding a hacker for who had stolen data $100,000 would be far outside the norm for a bounty program that usually pays $5,00 to $10,000 for uncovering a software vulnerability.
May 23, 2018: Uber announced significant growth in its first quarter of 2018 and indicates an intention to reinvest in the business to be even more competitive. Net income for Uber was $2.5 billion on gross bookings of $11.29 billion translating to 55% growth compared with the previous year. Net revenue increased 67% to $2.5 billion.
September 26, 2018: Uber will pay $148 million to settle the 2016 data breach and subsequent hacker pay off and cover up. 
Discussion Questions:
1. Based on the facts presented in the timeline, assess Uber’ current culture. Be sure to identify values and underlying assumptions.

2. Discuss how a dysfunctional culture gets perpetuated.

3. Create a plan to reshape Uber’s culture to be ethical and high performing.

4. Explore how technology can be leveraged to enhance an ethical culture.
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