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All across the country, people are using ride-hail services, like Lyft or Uber, to get to a 
baseball game, run errands, and commute to work. With the touch of a button, a driver 
arrives quickly, picks up a passenger, and drops them off at their desired destination. More 
than 1 out of 3 people in the US have used ride-hail services, which are most prominent in 
urban areas.1 In San Francisco alone, there are over 1 million ride-hail trips per week.2  

Riders experience a straightforward benefit from the arrangement. So do company 
executives of the largest ride-hail organizations, with Lyft CEO Logan Green making $41 
million in 2017,3 and Uber CEO Dara Khosrowshahi making $45 million in 2018.4  

The benefit to the millions of drivers across the country, on the other hand, is much more 
elusive. As Uber and Lyft take larger cuts from each fare and constantly adjust their 
algorithms to control driver behavior,5, 6 drivers must work an ever-increasing number of 
hours just to make ends meet. And as workers classified as independent contractors in the 
“gig economy,” they lack the benefits of occupational health and safety laws to protect them. 
The economic instability ride-hail drivers are experiencing is emblematic of work in the gig 
economy, and is wreaking havoc on the health of those who interface with an app for work. 

This report shines a light on the ride-hail driver experience in California and the ways that 
driving for a ride-hail company impacts someone’s health and well-being. Our analysis is 
based on the data we gathered from conversations with ride-hail drivers, interviews with 
experts, and existing literature on economic security and the ride-hail and taxi industries.  
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The Ride-hail Landscape in California 
You meet a lot of good people from all walks of life… That’s what makes 
this thing fun.     — Juan 

The people who drive for ride-hail companies include mothers, fathers, veterans, students, 
immigrants, and caretakers. Some drive full-time, while others drive to supplement their 
income from other jobs. We refer to people who drive for a ride-hail company as drivers, 
ride-hail drivers, and occasionally as workers throughout the report. 

In the focus group discussions we held with drivers from across the Bay Area, about half the 
drivers we spoke with were people of color, and a quarter of the drivers we spoke with were 
women.* Participant demographics in our focus groups reflect larger trends in California, 
where the majority of drivers are men, with women making up less than a quarter of 
drivers.7 Women are more likely to drive for Lyft than Uber, as 24% of California Lyft drivers 
are women, compared to 14% of Uber drivers nationally.†, 7, 8  

The drivers who participated in our focus groups work for either Uber or Lyft, with many 
working for both companies. Uber and Lyft are the biggest ride-hail companies by far—Uber 
controls 65% of the US and Canada ride-hail markets,9 and Lyft controls 39% of the US ride-
hail market.‡, 10 Ride-hail expert Harry Campbell, also known as The Rideshare Guy, estimates 
that between 200,000 and 500,000 people drive for a ride-hail company in California. 
Nationally, millions of people drive for Uber and Lyft. In 2017, Uber announced that the 
company had 2 million drivers,11 and Lyft announced this same 2 million driver population 
milestone in 2018.12 

 

 

 

* For more information on focus groups, see Appendix A, available at 
HumanImpact.org/DrivingAwayHealth. 

† Uber does not have state-by-state demographics. 
‡ These market shares are from the companies’ S-1 filings, and when added together, equal more than 
100%. It’s unknown which of the companies has misrepresented or miscalculated their market share. 
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Ride-hail Drivers Broadly Reflect Our Racial Demographics 
Lyft breaks down the racial identity of their drivers only within big cities and regions in 
California. The percentage of drivers who are people of color often mirrors the 
demographics of the region. For example, in Los Angeles, 71% of Lyft drivers are 
“minorities,”§ compared to 74% of the city’s population.13 And in San Francisco, 66% of Lyft 
drivers are “minorities” compared to 60% of the city’s population.14 In both of these large 
metropolitan areas, the majority of drivers are people of color.  

In Napa and Sonoma counties, 34% of Lyft drivers are “minorities,” compared to 47% of the 
region’s population.15 Uber doesn’t have comparable published demographics of California 
drivers, but based on a national sample of Uber drivers, the majority of Uber drivers 
nationally are people of color (55%).8 In this sample of Uber drivers, 18% identified as 
Black/African American, 16% identified as Hispanic/Latino, 15% identified as Asian or Pacific 
Islander, 6% identified as “other” ethnic background, 37% identified as White, and 7% 
preferred not to answer.8  

The age of drivers ranges. A report by Lyft found that 25% of California drivers are over the 
age of 50,7 and national surveys of Uber drivers have found that between 24%-58.3% of 
drivers are over 50 years old.8,16  Veterans of the armed forces also make up a sizable 
population of ride-hail drivers, with 8% of all California Lyft drivers identifying as veterans.7 

Driver Workforce Data Lacking Due to High Turnover and Data Secrecy 

Uber and Lyft don’t publicly disclose much of their data on drivers, making it difficult to truly 
understand ride-hail drivers as a workforce, including average earnings, current driver 
demographics, and other important information.  

 

 

§ In their economic-impact reports, Lyft refers to non-White drivers as “minorities.” At Human Impact 
Partners, we would normally refer to this population grouping as people of color. Our analysis of the data 
Lyft cite leads us to believe that Lyft refers to all non-White and non-Hispanic populations as “minorities” 
given that, for example, the percentage of people that Lyft identified as “minorities” reflects the percentage 
of San Franciscans who are non-White and non-Hispanic. But without data on how Lyft assessed the 
census data cited, we do not know what specific populations they are referring to and so are leaving the 
word “minorities” in this report.  
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Additionally, the ride-hail industry has high turnover, with new drivers constantly signing up 
and other drivers leaving for various reasons. In one study of Uber drivers in the Bay Area, 
drivers reported that they had to stop driving after only four months “because of the 
physical and mental difficulties of the work, the unstable income, and the wear and tear on 
their cars.”17 (p.128) In a 2018 survey of Uber drivers, 53.5% had driven for over a year, nearly 
20% had driven for six months to one year, and 27.4% had only driven zero to six months.16  

Ride-hail Companies Reduce Protections for Workers  
Uber and Lyft are considered Transportation Network Companies (TNCs), a category created 
by the California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC) in 2013 to regulate the peer-to-peer 
driving service that is the hallmark of ride-hail companies.18 TNCs are defined as 
“prearranged transportation services for compensation using an online-enabled application 
(app) or platform to connect passengers with drivers using their personal vehicles.”18 There 
are 16 other ride-hail companies registered in the state of California, including SilverRide, 
HopSkipDrive, and Kiddie Commute.19  

Some researchers and advocates take issue with the TNC classification because TNCs like 
Uber and Lyft have fewer safety rules and regulations than taxi companies. Ride-hail 
companies operate on the same premise as taxi companies—customers pay someone to 
drive them to a specified destination—but with newer technology.17 Uber and Lyft both 
maintain that they are not transportation companies but technology platforms,20 and have 
worked to rewrite both state and local labor laws across the country in support of their 
business plans.21 In doing so, both companies have rolled back protections for drivers that 
were previously won for and by workers—specifically, workers of color and immigrants.17 ,21  
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Dwindling and Unpredictable Incomes for Drivers  
The typical airport ride from Oakland Airport just to [go] back up to 
Oakland or Berkeley used to be $30. Now it’s $12.  

— Lauren 

Income Is a Key Predictor of Health  
Income and health are intricately entwined. We need economic security to thrive, 
successfully manage stress, and prevent disease. A family’s income directly impacts their 
ability to meet their basic needs. Jobs that don’t offer livable wages force families to choose 
between paying rent, buying healthy foods, and seeking health care.22 Family income also 
affects kids’ school readiness and achievement. Children are more likely to do well in school 
and stay in school longer when their family has a higher—more livable—income.23-25  

Higher income is associated with living longer,26-28 as well as protection against chronic 
diseases like diabetes, kidney disease, liver disease, heart disease, hypertension, and 
stroke.29 And as incomes rise, birth outcomes also improve.30 Some researchers have 
promoted the idea that low wages should be considered an occupational health hazard31 
due to the impact that low wages play in total worker health.32  

Ride-hail Driving Is a Crucial Source of Income 
Many drivers work full-time for Uber and Lyft, or are reliant on driving as a second or third 
income in order to make ends meet. As other researchers have found, driving is a crucial 
source of income for many workers.33 A national survey of 2,625 drivers found that half of 
the drivers worked for a ride-hail company as their only job.16 A study of drivers in Los 
Angeles also found that half of the drivers were driving full-time as a living,33 and that close 
to half of those full-time drivers were supporting at least one child.33  

Ride-hail companies often describe driving for their companies as a “side hustle,” suggesting 
that many who drive for Uber or Lyft are just trying to earn extra spending money. According 
to Uber, 39% of their California drivers worked fewer than 10 hours a week in 2017,34 and 
89% of Lyft drivers worked fewer than 20 hours a week.7 Yet this narrative conflicts with 
what other research has found: that many drivers are reliant on driving to make a living. 
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Uber and Lyft Reduce Driver Earnings 
Since their founding, Uber and Lyft have increased the commission they take from every 
ride, effectively lowering the income of drivers. Focus group participants reported that Uber 
and Lyft are paying drivers much less than in years past, and both companies acknowledge 
as much in their recent public offering statements.  

As the graphs in Figures 1 and 2 show below, the amount of money Uber and Lyft take from 
drivers has increased, based on their own reported data in 2016 and 2018.9, 10 ** In our focus 
groups, drivers reported that Lyft and Uber sometimes take up to a 50% commission from 
their ride earnings.^ These figures don’t paint the full picture of how deeply Lyft and Uber 
driver earnings are diminishing: the cost of gas, vehicle maintenance, tolls, and insurance 
further reduce driver income. 

Some research has found that an even bigger commission is actually withheld than what is 
reported in the S-1 filings. Recent research on driver earnings in Seattle found that Uber 

 

 

** Lyft commission includes Lyft company bikes/scooters. 
^ 2019 bar graphs reflect qualitative data from our focus groups. 
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takes a median of 31% of each fare, up from 20% in 2013.35 An analysis of 37 UberX trips in 
San Francisco found that Uber took 43% of a commission from minimum-fare rides in the 
city when the TNC “booking fees” are taken into account.36   

I started driving almost four years ago. Back then, Uber used to be way 
better than what it is right now. Most people did Uber back then because 
it was real good money…  When I started, if you drove…between 25 up to 
35 hours a week, you could easily make…between $2000 up to…$2500 a 
week. Right now, to make that same amount of money, you have to drive 
at least…70 hours.  

— Mostafa 

Drivers in our focus group reported that the companies have taken upwards of 50% of their 
ride fares. Taking such a large cut means that drivers—especially those who rely on their 
ride-hail income—must drive longer and longer hours to reach the same income targets. For 
example, a survey of Uber trips in San Francisco found that in 2013, drivers could make $10 
by driving 2.36 miles.36 By 2016, drivers had to travel almost twice as far to earn that same 
$10, by driving 4.71 miles.36  

Drivers Earn Less Than the Minimum Wage 

A national study on driver incomes found that the majority of drivers earn less than $10 per 
hour after the cost of insurance, gas, and car depreciation are taken into account.16 Drivers 
on average get $14.73 an hour after tips—yet once all the costs that are on the driver to pay 
for are accounted for, the average hourly pay is less than $10 an hour.16 In cities like San 
Francisco, Los Angeles, and San Diego, Uber drivers earn less than the locally mandated 
minimum wage once driving expenses, Uber fees, self-employment taxes, and the cost of 
health insurance and other similar employee benefits are taken into account.37  

Minimum-wage laws are built to protect low-wage workers, and increases to the minimum 
wage have been associated with a wide range of positive outcomes for health. Yet Lyft and 
Uber drivers that make below the minimum wage are unable to benefit from these income 
protections.  
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Women Earn Less Than Men Who Drive for Ride-hail Apps 

Female drivers earn even less than their male counterparts, increasing their susceptibility to 
negative health consequences from income inequities. In a national study of nearly 2 million 
Uber drivers, researchers found a 7% gender earnings gap.38 The pay gap was in part due to 
differences in where men and women drive, in the number of hours of experience they have 
driving, and how fast they drive.38 Men are more likely to drive near more “lucrative 
locations” and are more willing to drive in areas with “higher crime and more drinking 
establishments.”38 Additionally, men are more likely to drive more hours a week and are 
more likely to drive longer term with the ride-hail companies, increasing their driving 
experience, which increases their ability to earn money.38 

Unpredictable Income from Driving Creates Economic Insecurity 
As Uber and Lyft continue to decrease driver earnings per ride, drivers are increasing their 
driving hours to survive. Additionally, ride-hail companies continuously add new drivers to 
their platforms, and there is no regulation for how many vehicles can be on the road at one 
time—creating more competition for riders, and decreasing drivers’ ability to make money.  

Uber and Lyft also charge riders different fares depending on the time of day, the amount of 
traffic, distance of the ride, and the number of drivers on the road. It’s a constantly shifting 
dynamic that makes it virtually impossible for drivers to predict their income, creating 
enormous economic instability in ways that increase stress and produce a host of harms for 
driver health. 
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Driver Control Is a Myth   
How is it flexible when I’m working 60+ hours a week? Where’s the 
flexibility? I don’t have the flexibility to spend time with my children, let 
alone have a life… I drive six days, and I spend one day with my kids. I 
spend like four hours a week with my children.   

— Steve 

For drivers in our focus groups, there were many reasons that they started working for ride-
hail companies—foremost was the flexibility it allowed. Driving for the ride-hail apps initially 
provided flexibility for parents and students to make a living and attend to their 
responsibilities. Ride-hail driving is marketed as an opportunity to have a flexible work 
schedule that can adjust to every driver’s lifestyle and needs.  

Yet the offer of flexibility has become a false promise for drivers who rely on driving income 
to support themselves and their families. In order to make anything resembling a decent 
wage, drivers are forced to work at specific times and in specific locations. Since there isn’t a 
set wage for hours worked, and the rate for a ride changes daily, drivers feel compelled to 
work even when driving is in conflict with life and family needs. And the apps often redirect 
drivers to high-traffic areas, taking away a driver’s ability to decide where they want to drive. 
We heard from Bay Area drivers in our focus groups that the apps and Lyft and Uber 
representatives will often urge them to go into the city of San Francisco to offer rides—even 
when they live 1 to 3 hours away.   

Control Over Work Environment Is Important for Health 
Research shows that decision latitude and control are important health determinants: 
workers with less control over their work environment have worse health than those with 
more agency.39, 40 Studies have found that workers who had stressful jobs and low control 
over their work had higher rates of depression, anxiety, insomnia, and exhaustion,39, 41 as 
well as physical health problems including headaches, stomach problems, sleep disorders, 
and high blood pressure.42 Giving workers more agency on how they do their job could 
prove to be a useful workplace intervention for promoting health. In one study, the 
physiological stress of workers was reduced as workers gained more agency on the job.43   
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The Threat of “Deactivation” Is Constant 
While a driver can refuse rides that don’t fit their schedule or geographic range, drivers are 
hesitant to reject any ride for fear of losing money, or worse, being deactivated. Deactivation 
is when a ride-hail company permanently shuts down a driver’s driving account.  

If a driver declines too many rides, drivers face a “time-out” on the app, or a complete 
deactivation of their account. This often happens without much warning, and without much 
recourse on the driver’s part. Drivers feel compelled to accept all rides sent to them by the 
app, and they have to accept rides without knowledge of where the rider is going, or how far 
they will have to drive to pick up and drop off a ride—taking away driver control and agency. 

I was deactivated for a week, with no explanation why…  They didn’t 
respond to 10 messages from me—asking, begging for any information. 
And a week later, I was reactivated. No explanation.  

— Lauren 

Drivers described the experience of getting deactivation threats and being deactivated as 
highly destabilizing. For drivers dependent on the income, being unilaterally deactivated 
posed a very real risk to their ability to pay their bills and created significant stress. 
Importantly, drivers don’t have access to unemployment if they are deactivated from one of 
the ride-hail companies.  

Companies Control the Terms of Work 

If I’m self-employed, I need to have the right to choose or to take or not 
take a ride, based on the information that exists on that ride.  

— Edan 

In addition to the threat of deactivation, drivers described constant changes to their contract 
with Lyft and Uber that they have no ability to negotiate. Drivers periodically receive contract 
updates that required them to “agree” before gaining access to the ride-hail app. If they do 
not agree, drivers can no longer access the app, drive, and earn income.  
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Drivers in our focus groups stressed how important it was for them to be able to have more 
control over which rides they accepted, and to know where each fare was headed. They 
described high job demands, yet low job control.  

In this transaction, you are the person who has the least control over 
anything because when you get a ride [request], you don’t know where 
[the passenger] is going… You might end up—pretty frequently—driving 
10 miles [to pick up], [and] taking a person half a block. And that’s it, you 
got your four dollars for the 20 minutes that you just worked. 

— Edan 

The constant contract changes, the threat of deactivation, and the lack of information over 
where they drive means drivers have very little job control or personal agency over their work. 
While they may have become ride-hail drivers for the perceived flexibility the arrangement 
would bring, over time, the idea of “driver control” isn’t a reality for many drivers. 
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Paying a Toll with Their Bodies  
I’ve developed arthritis in my back… My doctor told me, “You need to get 
out and walk. You need to exercise. You need to stretch. You’re doing this 
to yourself.”… It’s not because we don’t know better, it’s just that we don’t 
have that opportunity.  

— Juan 

Driving Conditions Directly Harm People’s Well-Being  
Pain, lack of exercise, and poor eating habits were the most direct and obvious ways that 
drivers described their physical health as impacted. Drivers in our focus groups named stress, 
fatigue, and muscle and skeletal pain as the top health issues they had experienced as a result 
of driving for Uber and Lyft. More than half the drivers had also experienced headaches, sleep 
deprivation, and depression from driving—and a few drivers had named dehydration and 
kidney issues, diabetes, hypertension, heart problems, and violence and injury.  

Stress Hurts Drivers Over the Long Term 
Most adults are able to manage the stress caused by sporadic crises or episodes. But when 
stressors become chronic and long-term—like the stress of unpredictable earnings and 
driving long hours for low pay—the body can no longer regulate stress hormones properly. 
This leads to a host of health issues, including immune-system damage, anxiety and 
depression, heart disease, digestive issues, headaches, sleep issues, weight gain and obesity, 
and issues with memory and concentration.44 Drivers are in a state of chronic stress because 
of the physical demands of their jobs, as well as the stress of driving long hours for low pay, 
with unpredictable earnings and a lack of control while driving. 

Dehumanizing and Psychological Toll of Working for an Algorithm  
Drivers in our focus groups also shared the psychological toll of working for an app. Their 
work is transmitted and tracked by a phone application. If something arises in their 
workplace, they have no human recourse, no ability to talk with a co-worker or a human 
supervisor. One driver described the psychologically damaging aspect of driving long hours 
in isolation, away from co-workers and basic amenities like restrooms. This lack of social 
connection for drivers could have long-term health effects.  
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Research has found that strong social ties, networks, and support are important to good 
health.45, 46 A key study on the importance of social support found that individuals who 
are more isolated had an increased risk of dying early from cancer, ischemic heart 
disease, cerebrovascular and circulatory diseases, as well as some respiratory and 
gastrointestinal diseases.46  

Working in Isolation Is Bad for Health 

In a study on precarious employment or gig work in Canada, workers in precarious job 
situations experienced feelings of isolation both at work and outside of work—and that 
some workers became withdrawn from friends and family because of their work-related 
stress and anxiety.42 This same study also found that workers in precarious work situations 
have a difficult time balancing work and home-life obligations42—further evidence that the 
promise of flexibility in gig work is a false promise. 

Social support in the workplace—which includes support from coworkers, supervisors, and 
the company in general—is associated with lower rates of depression and higher job 
performance.47 Work environments that have higher rates of social support have better 
worker well-being, as well as better productivity within the workplace.47 A study in Canada 
found that workers with more coworker support are less likely to be depressed.41 
Additionally, when workers didn’t have sufficient support from their supervisors, they were 
more likely to experience depression.41 Also, feeling socially isolated at work is associated 
with cardiovascular disease, compromised immunity, depression, and a shorter lifespan.48 

Drivers also discussed how their eating habits had changed since they starting driving for 
ride-hail companies: 

My weight got to a point where it was like a real health risk. And part of 
that, a lot of that, is the diet, you know… They say “freedom and 
flexibility,” but you’re really kind of restricted to working particular times 
if you want to make money… You’re up late so you’re eating late, you’re 
eating stuff…on the road, stopping at a gas station and grabbing some 
garbage and eating it, and…a ton of caffeine, sodas, and all that stuff to 
keep that awareness.  

— Jeff  
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Drivers described themselves as being caught in a bind: they knew that driving wasn’t 
healthy for them and what they needed to do to reduce these health risks—but they felt 
utterly hamstrung in being able to limit their exposure. It was the nature of the work itself, 
along with the absence of “workplace” regulations to protect and promote their well-being, 
which continued to place their health at risk. 

Sitting Too Much in the Driver’s Seat  
Drivers in our focus groups discussed how the sedentary nature of the job—sitting for many 
hours in a day while driving or waiting for rides—was causing pain in their lower extremities, 
their back, and throughout their whole bodies. Others brought up that they had a daily 
conflict of choosing between taking doctor-recommended driving breaks, or plowing 
through and driving hours on end. Studies of taxi drivers have found that the prolonged 
sitting while driving limits overall physical activity49 and creates musculoskeletal disorders 
and chronic pain, including lower back50 and knee pain.51  

Because you don’t have the time to stop and do what you know you’re 
supposed to do… So do I be healthy and take care of me? And stop and 
take a lunch break and eat a healthy meal? Do I take my breaks?… Or do 
I chase that dollar? A lot of times, one gets pitted against another.  

— Juan 

Extended sitting is associated with an increase in death from cardiovascular disease52, 53 and 
is associated with an increased risk of obesity, high blood sugar, and increased blood 
pressure.54 Studies have also found that prolonged sitting is related to an increased risk of 
diabetes, heart disease, cancer, anxiety and depression, as well as physical effects like 
shoulder, lower back, and neck pain.55  
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Last year, I had this really weird, extreme sharp pain that popped up in 
my back. And my doctor knew enough to tell me that it’s posture-related 
… I couldn’t sleep at night. It kept hurting…throughout the night… I 
encountered one more driver who experienced exactly the same type of 
pain…it took something like six or seven months where I reduced my 
driving to nearly nothing for [it to subside].  

— Edan 

Drivers in our focus group shared that it wasn’t always like this: when Lyft and Uber first 
started, drivers could make a living driving only 30 or 40 hours a week. Now that the ride-hail 
companies have decreased their income, drivers are sitting in the car for 60 or 70 hours a 
week—greatly increasing the risks to health from being overly sedentary. 
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Drivers Are Denied Basic Workplace Protections  
Uber and Lyft classify drivers as independent contractors, not employees. This means wage 
and hour laws and occupational health and safety laws don’t apply to them—and they aren’t 
eligible for health insurance, paid time off, or workers’ compensation. Additionally, drivers 
don’t have access to government-based safety-net benefits like unemployment insurance, 
even if they drive full-time. 

Drivers Are On Their Own for Health Insurance 

There is a good portion, myself included, that are actually forced onto 
Medi-Cal to have medical insurance. And it’s the state subsidizing Uber’s 
responsibility—essentially because they are not paying at a level where I 
can afford to…buy that coverage on my own. And I qualify with two kids, 
and I have to also take their health into account. I’m ashamed to be on 
it, but that’s reality, right?... We don’t even make a livable wage to be able 
to provide for ourselves and our family. Even just the very basic. There’s 
no way I should be qualified for assistance if I’m working full-time, 
plus. I work minimum 60 hours a week.  

— Jeff 

Uber and Lyft don’t provide access to health insurance, and this plays a big role in drivers’ 
health. Many drivers are unable to pay for health insurance because it is too expensive to 
purchase as an individual. Employer-provided health insurance is more cost-effective than 
when individuals purchase private insurance directly on their own, because employers get 
tax breaks and have larger purchasing power.56 Buying individual health care is expensive; 
one driver said he pays $350 a month for insurance, not including medications.  

Having health insurance is key for good health—people who are uninsured are less healthy 
and more likely to die early than people who have health insurance. Uninsured people get 
less preventative care and screenings. One study found that 1 in 4 adults in the US with 
individual health insurance went without needed health care because they couldn’t afford 
the cost of the test, treatment, prescription, or visit to their specialists or general 
practitioner.57 In another study, uninsured people had a 35% higher chance of dying at the 
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hospital for the same diagnoses as someone with health insurance.58 The researchers 
behind this study theorized that this stark difference in mortality could be due to people 
without health insurance receiving lower-quality health care than people with insurance.58 

Ride-hail Drivers Live and Work in Pain Without Affordable Medical Care 

We heard from drivers that they delay going to the doctor, suffer with pain, and avoid 
needed medical attention because they can’t afford the medical bill on their wages. One 
driver shared that they will drive, in pain, for months at a time, avoiding the $40 fee needed 
to see a chiropractor because they need the money to support their children. 

On top of that, drivers don’t have paid sick time in order to seek medical care. A recent 
study found that even among workers who had health insurance and access to free 
preventative care, without paid sick leave, the workers were less likely to get preventative 
health-care screenings—even when they have been advised to seek care because of their 
medical history.59 Preventative health care is important for preventing heart disease, 
stroke, and diabetes.59  

A few of our focus group participants shared that if it wasn’t for outside safety nets—like 
having health care through their veterans benefits, or adult children who were able to offer 
occasional economic support—they don’t know how they would survive.  

The Debt Burden Is High for Drivers  

I’ll leave this job in debt… That’s how much of a nightmare this job has 
become for me. 

— Steve 

Ride-hail drivers are responsible for vehicle maintenance costs, gas, and repairs—in addition 
to the costs of citations they receive from police and transit authorities while working for a 
ride-hail company.  

Drivers in our focus group also reported taking on debt in order to work for a ride-hail 
company, which is supported by other research conducted with ride-hail drivers in Los 
Angeles and Washington DC.33, 60 Debt is associated with increases in stress, depression, high 
blood pressure, and overall poorer self-reported health.61 Indebtedness can also increase 
suicide ideation and anxiety, and adversely impact other health behaviors.62 One of the 
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drivers in our focus groups described how she felt forced to go into debt in order to keep 
her job with Lyft and her income afloat: 

Lyft, in 2016, made it so that the car I did drive—which was paid 
off…wouldn’t be getting any bonuses… So I went and bought a new car, 
and now I have payments of $300 a month, and my insurance because 
of this is $300 a month. I pay in one year, $10,000 for my car—gas, you 
know, oil changes, all that stuff.  

— Ann 

In a study of drivers in Washington, DC, researchers found that 1 in 3 Uber drivers “took on 
debt as a result of their work on the ride-hailing platform.”60 In another survey of Uber 
drivers, over half of the drivers (57%) bought, “leased, or made substantial investments in 
vehicles to drive for Uber.”63 Another study found that 1 in 3 drivers had bought or leased 
their vehicle in order to be able to drive for a ride-hail company, and then had to continue 
driving in order to make loan payments.33 
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Conclusions and Recommendations 
Pay us better. — Steve 

Our research indicates that drivers are at risk of significant harms as a result of the 
economic instability and stress associated with driving for ride-hail companies. To protect 
driver health and well-being, policymakers and decision-makers in the ride-hail industry 
must enact polices and practices that will ensure economic stability and better driving 
conditions for workers. 

Drivers report being in a constant state of stress, and this is especially true for drivers who 
work full-time. The community of drivers is growing, and the companies are transparent 
about plans to continue to reduce driver pay64—making the stakes high for California workers. 

The health impacts that drivers experience are mediated by how much they earn, how 
reliable their income is, and how much control they have over their work. Their health is also 
directly affected by occupational hazards and their workplace conditions—which for drivers, 
is their vehicle and the roads they drive on. To that end, we propose the following to 
protect the health and well-being of ride-hail drivers: 

Establish a livable wage  
To protect California worker health and well-being, the state of California needs to establish 
a minimum-wage floor for ride-hail drivers. Drivers increasingly rely on this form of gig work 
as their sole income, or as an indispensable source of income. And focus group participants 
overwhelmingly agreed that their unreliable pay directly affected their health. New York City 
has already done this for their drivers—ride-hail drivers will now make at least $27.86 per 
hour with the city’s minimum wage–floor implementation.65  
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Increase job control, fare transparency, and driver input at work 
Drivers deserve agency in how and when they work, and they need clear channels of 
communication with the ride-hail companies. We recommend that Lyft and Uber 
meaningfully include drivers in decision making on how the app functions, including around: 
ride destination disclosure, surge pricing, establishing a wage floor for drivers, and a process 
to appeal deactivations. At this point in time, it is next to impossible for drivers to contact the 
companies they drive for, never mind have a say in their working conditions. Drivers need a 
real voice at work about the decisions that impact their lives.  

Provide health benefits 
Given the particular risks that ride-hail drivers face as a result of their working conditions, 
ride-hail companies in California should provide health benefits and paid sick leave to 
drivers, who are key to the operation of their business. There is a precedent for this—in June 
2018 Uber started offering said sick leave and other health-related benefits for drivers in the 
European Union—including support for driving injuries and pay for parental leave.66  

California’s AB5  

A California's State Assembly bill, AB5, is currently moving through California’s 
legislature and could change the dynamics of work—and health—for drivers across 
the state. As of the writing of this report, the bill has passed the Assembly, and is 
awaiting a vote in the Senate. The bill would codify a new test for determining 
whether a worker is an independent contractor or employee and make possible the 
reclassification of an expanded set of independent contractor workers as 
employees. If the bill passes, and Uber and Lyft drivers are reclassified as 
employees, they would be eligible for unemployment insurance, health-care 
subsidies, paid parental leave, overtime pay, workers’ compensation, and a 
minimum hourly wage. Additionally, the State of California stands to gain $7 billion 
a year if all currently misclassified workers became employees.67 
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About This Report  
Human Impact Partners and Gig Workers Rising collaborated on this project in response to 
concerns about the health impacts of driving for a ride-hail company in California.  

Our research methods included:  

• Literature review on the social, health impacts of ride-hail driving and related industries 
• Three focus groups with 13 people total who drive for Lyft and/or Uber  
• In-depth qualitative analysis of focus group themes 
• In-depth interviews with three occupational health and economics experts  

Our approach was to assess how working in the gig economy—specifically as a Lyft or Uber 
driver—has become a matter for public health professionals to contend with as an 
economic insecurity issue. We employed a public health and health equity lens in our 
analysis of the issue. For more information, visit HumanImpact.org/DrivingAwayHealth. 

Photo by Ariadna Morales 
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