
R
ide-hailing is a form of 
shared mobility that provides 
on-demand vehicle-for-hire 
services, where passengers 
hail rides through an 

online-enabled application or platform 
from a pool of non-professional, private 
passenger vehicles. Uber (founded in 
2009) and Lyft (founded in 2012) are two 
of the major companies in this emerging 
industry, with dozens of other ride-hailing 
companies establishing operations in 
recent years. The introduction of ride-
hailing services has since upended the 
highly regulated taxi industry, with taxi 
companies reporting a significant loss in 
customers and revenue. For example, taxi 
drivers in Ottawa have reported a decline 
of 25 to 30% of their take-home pay since 
the arrival of ride-hailing services.1
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SUMMARY
The availability of smartphone technology 
has transformed and disrupted the vehicle-
for-hire transportation industry through the 
introduction of new ride-hailing services 
that provide on-demand services using 
non-professional, privately owned vehicles. 
The legality of these ride-hailing services 
has been challenged by jurisdictions across 
the world. However, jurisdictions have 
begun to recognize it as a distinct service, 
developing new enabling legislation (using 
the “transportation network company” 
regulatory category) and policy to support 
ride-hailing as part of a multi-modal 
transportation solution. This article presents 
a number of actions and considerations that 
policy-makers should take to prepare for and 
develop policy around regulating ride-hailing 
services.

RÉSUMÉ
La technologie des téléphones intelligents 
a à la fois transformé et perturbé le secteur 
de la location de véhicules en permettant 
de nouveaux services de covoiturage à 
demande dans des véhicules privés non 
professionnels. La légalité de cette pratique 
a été contestée devant divers ressorts 
à travers le monde. Pourtant, certaines 
instances ont commencé à reconnaître cette 
activité comme un service distinct, adoptant 
des lois habilitantes (associant le service 
à la catégorie d’entreprise de réseau de 
transport) et des politiques pour faire de 
ce covoiturage une solution de transport 
multimodal. L’article suggère un certain 
nombre de mesures et d’arguments qui 
seraient d’intérêt pour les décideurs en 
préparant et élaborant des politiques de 
réglementation de ce type de covoiturage.
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The impacts of ride-hailing go beyond 
the taxi industry. One of the most 
comprehensive studies to-date is a 2017 
study from the University of California, 
Davis, which surveyed over 4,000 ride-
hailing users across seven major US cities.2 
The study concluded that ride-hailing 
services were resulting in an increase in 
vehicle miles travelled, and subsequently 
an increase in traffic congestion and 
emissions. Ride-hailing passengers 
reported a net decrease in their transit use 
and that approximately half of their ride-
hailing trips would have otherwise been 
made by walking, biking, or transit. While 
there was an observed association between 
increased usage of ride-hailing and 
decreased vehicle ownership, the amount 
was modest at only 9% of passengers 
disposing their vehicles, with ride-
hailing passengers having similar vehicle 
ownership rates as those who did not use 
ride-hailing. However, ride-hailing services 
have also been found to improve access to 
transportation in underserviced and low-
income areas,3,4 and offer quicker and more 
reliable service, particularly during the late 
night periods (9 PM to 5 AM) for late-night 
workers, residents, and visitors.5

The legality of these new ride-
hailing services has been challenged by 
jurisdictions across the world, with claims 
that ride-hailing companies are simply 
illegal, unregulated taxis. However, many 
jurisdictions have begun to recognize 
ride-hailing as a distinct transportation 
service and are considering options for 
regulating it in their communities. Much 
of the pioneering work in ride-hailing 
legislation was first developed in 2013 by 
the California Public Utilities Commission, 
where the “transportation network company” 
(TNC) category was first established.6 
The “transportation network company” 
(and variants of that term) has since been 
adopted by jurisdictions across Canada and 
the United States.

As ride-hailing services are relatively 
new, their impact on aspects such as 
employment, accessibility, and traffic 
congestion are only beginning to be 
understood. Moreover, ride-hailing 
companies will continue to evolve and 
introduce new and unanticipated features 
that will affect the wider transportation 
system. In light of this, how can planners 
begin to plan for these ride-hailing services 
in a way that can maximize their benefits 
and help achieve various community goals 
in a time when transportation is rapidly 
changing? This article presents a number 
of actions and considerations that policy-
makers should consider taking to prepare 
for and develop policy around regulating 
ride-hailing services.

1 – ESTABLISHING A COMMON DEFINITION
You cannot regulate something that you 
cannot define. Within the larger shared 
mobility ecosystem, it can be difficult to 
detangle the various names applied to these 
new transportation services—ridesharing, 
ride-hailing—what difference does it make 
what you call these services? However, a 
meaningful distinction needs to be made 
between these types of shared mobility 
services, as they each have unique and 
varied impacts, and thus implications for 
transportation policy and decision-making. 

Companies such as Uber advertise 
themselves as providing ridesharing 
services. However, this label is misleading, 
as Uber drivers typically do not share a 
common origin-destination with their 
passengers and they generally operate 
with a for-profit motivation. In contrast, 
ridesharing (also known as carpooling) 
is when drivers and passenger share a 
common origin-destination. Ridesharing 
drivers are making more efficient use of 
their trip by filling empty seats in their 
vehicles. These ridesharing services 
include BlaBlaCar, BlancRide, Kangaride, 
eRideShare, and PoolMyRide, which 

also provide a digital platform through 
a website or mobile app that arrange 
drivers and passengers together. In other 
words, drivers that engage in ride-hailing 
activity do so as a way to make income 
(either part- or full-time) and are willing 
to drive empty (i.e., “deadhead” or with no 
passenger) and to travel great distances to 
pick up a passenger. Ride-hailing drivers 
generally do not adopt the non-profit 
motivation of ridesharing with the goal 
of reducing travel costs, congestion, and 
fuel consumption. As a result, ride-hailing 
drivers effectively perform the role of a 
vehicle-for-hire taxi service.

As a result, definitions have material 
significance for developing transportation 
regulations and policy. A jurisdiction should 
ask itself: what transportation service are 
you targeting? 
• Ridesharing services that can support 

a reduction in automobile reliance and 
vehicle kilometres travelled (VKT) through 
shared rides?

• Ride-hailing services that function more 
akin to a taxi and potentially increase VKT?

Indeed, many of the arguments made 
by Uber in support of ride-hailing (e.g., 
reduced vehicle ownership) are based 
on research that better describes 
ridesharing.7,8 As a result, jurisdictions 
should be critical in their evaluations and 
properly define the transportation service 
they are targeting to ensure that regulations 
are appropriate to the service. 

2 – CONSULTING AND COMMUNICATING 
WITH STAKEHOLDERS AND THE PUBLIC
When the City of Toronto began to develop 
their ride-hailing policy in 2015, they 
first undertook a comprehensive public 
consultation process with members of the 
vehicle-for-hire industry and the general 
public. This included creating a dedicated 
website that provided an overview of 
the process and relevant resources: 
stakeholder meetings with taxi drivers, taxi 

TRANSPORTATION SERVICE PRIMARY MOTIVATION TRAVEL PATTERN

Taxi Earn part- or full-time income Driver and passenger do not share a common  
origin-destination, resulting in “deadheading”

Ride-hailing Earn part- or full-time income Driver and passenger do not share a common  
origin-destination, resulting in “deadheading”

Ridesharing Fill empty seats in vehicle to share costs Driver and passenger share a common origin-destination

Table 1 – Difference between taxis, ride-hailing, and ridesharing. 
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owners, and ride-hailing companies; an 
online survey for the general public and 
industry stakeholders; and independent 
market research consisting of surveys, 
focus groups, and interviews.9 The public 
survey received over 73,000 responses. 
Over 67% of respondents felt that the 
City should change their regulations to 
permit Uber to operate. However, one 
important issue for the public was the 
role of insurance; 61% of respondents 
reported that the City should monitor 
and ensure that proper insurance was 
in place for ride-hailing companies. As 
a result, the City was adamant that the 
development of an adequate insurance 
product was mandatory before any 
regulatory changes would be considered 
to permit ride-hailing. In addition, the 
City proposed that insurance would have 
to match the same level of coverage and 
protection as is currently required by 
taxicabs and limousines.10 

Once regulations have been developed, 
ensuring that stakeholders and the 
general public are fully aware of them 
and understand them is important for 
their effective implementation. For 
example, the Government of Alberta 
restricts ride-hailing drivers from 
picking up passengers through street 
hails, which are reserved only for taxis. 
Ride-hailing can only be legally obtained 
using the associated smartphone app. 
In response to these illegal street hails, 
the Government has issued notices to the 
public about the potential consequences 
of bypassing the smartphone app, 
including lack of access to insurance 
protection, benefits, and compensation 
under Alberta’s injury law.

The issue of ride-hailing can have wide-
ranging impacts that can affect a variety of 
stakeholders in multiple sectors, including 
business, environment, government, 
insurance, labour, police, transportation, 
and demographic groups (e.g., seniors, 
people with disabilities). Vehicle-for-
hire regulatory regimes will differ from 
jurisdiction to jurisdiction, and as a result, 
consulting with the community is crucial 
in properly understanding the issues, 
challenges, and opportunities specific to a 
jurisdiction. Once developed, regulations 
must be properly communicated to 
stakeholders and the general public to 
ensure proper implementation.

3 – DEVELOPING  
COMMUNITY-SPECIFIC SOLUTIONS
Ride-hailing policy should be not developed 
with a ‘one size fits all’ approach, but 
instead be tailored and responsive to 
community context. 

For example, while much of the public 
discourse on ride-hailing is centered on 
medium-sized and large cities, discussion 
is lacking on the role that ride-hailing can 
play in small, rural, and remote communities 

where regular taxi service or public 
transportation services may be limited. The 
Province of British Columbia’s 2018 inquiry 
into ride-hailing included a specific focus on 
seeking input from non-urban communities. 
The City of Enderby noted that they wanted 
to improve transportation access for its 
residents. However, due to their small 
population (approximately 3,000 residents), 
public transit and taxi services were difficult 
to sustain. The introduction of ride-hailing 
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Figure 1 – The Government of Alberta’s notice to all transportation network companies, with a clear 
description of the requirements that must be met for regulatory compliance.

Figure 2 – Ride-hailing companies are currently unable to operate in British Columbia. The Province has 
been cautious in its approach to ride-hailing, with extensive stakeholder engagement since 2016 with the 
vehicle-for-hire industry, local governments, business and tourism associations, accessibility groups, and 
related industries such as insurance and consumer protection groups.11
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For example, the City of Portland, Oregon 
implemented a temporary 120-day pilot 
program that permitted interim operating 
permits to be issued to qualifying ride-hailing 
companies.14 This allowed the City to collect 
valuable data to inform how it should finalize 
their ride-hailing regulations. City staff 
were able to collect and analyze all taxi and 
ride-hailing trips, including trip date, time, 
origin and destination, wait time for vehicles, 
duration of the trip, wheelchair accessible 
service availability, and unfulfilled rides. 

One important goal for the City of 
Portland was improving wheelchair 
accessible vehicle service. The City used the 
pilot program as an opportunity to test the 
effectiveness of adopting a performance-
based measure (e.g., number of completed 
wheelchair accessible rides for passengers) 
compared to their previous fleet-based 
requirement (e.g., 20% of vehicles in 
the fleet must be wheelchair accessible 
compliant) for both taxis and ride-hailing 
companies. They found that transportation 
network companies provided consistently 
shorter wait times for wheelchair accessible 
service compared to the taxis. As a result, 
when the City finalized their ride-hailing 
regulations, they maintained much of 
the features from their successful pilot 

If you street-hail 

an app-based 

ride-for-hire service 

you may not have 

access to insurance 

protection, 

accident bene�ts 

or compensation 

for injuries under 

Alberta law. 

Learn more at 
http://bit.ly/2gFs5sQ

Protect yourself – Always use the App

Use the App

Figure 3 – A web page has been established on the City of Toronto’s website for “private transportation 
companies” applying to operate in the city. The web page provides a comprehensive set of information for 
applicants, including links to application forms, required documents, and standards that must be met.12

Figure 4 –The Government of Alberta’s warning 
to consumers to avoid illegally street-hailing and/
or accepting a ride from a transportation network 
company without using the smartphone app.

would formalize the existing informal 
system of volunteer and family drivers in 
Enderby and allow for assurances of safety, 
provide direct reimbursement for drivers, 
and provide incentive for more residents to 
provide this type of transportation service.13 
As a result, typical taxi requirements such 
as annual license fees may not transfer well 
in this type of community, where improving 
transportation access is a priority and 
license fees may be cost-prohibitive for 
incidental and part-time drivers.

The Town of Innisfil, Ontario 
(approximately 36,500 residents) took the 
idea even further in 2017 and partnered 
with Uber to provide a cost-efficient, on-
demand transit service to residents. Instead 
of providing a traditional public transit 
system, the Town currently subsidizes trips 
taken by residents on the Uber platform to 

destinations within town, with flat fares for 
popular destinations such as the GO Transit 
train station and the local community centre. 
The Town made this decision based on the 
results of a transit feasibility study in 2015, 
which found a single fixed-route bus service 
would cost about $270,000 annually. Instead, 
the Town contributed $100,000 in 2017 to 
Uber and a further $125,000 in 2018 to fund 
the unique transit service.

4 – CONDUCTING PILOT PROGRAMS
Pilot programs offer a flexible way for 
jurisdictions to enact regulations for a 
temporary period of time to determine whether 
various regulations should be continued or 
modified based on monitoring and evaluation. 
This increases regulatory flexibility and allows 
jurisdictions to better tailor their ride-hailing 
regulations to their community.
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program. Furthermore, the City decided to 
restrict the ability of ride-hailing companies 
to use their dynamic ‘surge’ pricing system 
for wheelchair accessible trips that result 
in passengers paying higher fares during 
times of high demand. This was in response 
to equity and affordability concerns from 
passengers who depend on wheelchair 
accessible service, something that is already 
difficult to provide.15 

5 – MONITOR ONGOING DEVELOPMENTS
Jurisdictions should monitor the 
ride-hailing industry to be aware of 
the introduction of new ride-hailing 
services, partnerships, policies, and 
regulatory tools. Recent innovations have 
included opportunities to raise revenue 
by implementing infrastructure impact 
and congestion fees. This would involve 
requiring companies to pay a surcharge 
per trip directed toward accessibility, 
other transportation infrastructure 
improvements, and to offset increased 
traffic congestion. For example, the City 
of Seattle, Washington was one of the 
first jurisdictions in North America to 
implement a “Wheelchair Accessible 
Service Fund,” with the revenue raised 
from a $0.20 fee per ride going towards 
covering capital and operational costs to 
provide wheelchair accessible taxi service 
in the city. Other recent innovations include 
accommodating ride-hailing through better 
street design in the City of San Francisco, 
California. According to the San Francisco 
Police Department, ride-hailing drivers 
were responsible for two-third of all traffic 
violations in the downtown area during 
the spring of 2017. The City is currently 
considering providing designated pick-up 
and drop-off zones along the street curb 
for ride-hailing passengers in order to 
minimize safety conflicts with other road 
users, such as cyclists, when vehicles 
illegally pull into the bicycle lane.16

Monitoring ongoing events will allow 
jurisdictions to be up-to-date with the 
latest developments in order to better 
anticipate and respond when planning 
for ride-hailing and other forms of 
new mobility services, and to ensure 
a coordinated and effective approach. 
Ongoing environmental scanning will also 
support a jurisdiction’s understanding of 
the impacts of ride-hailing and ongoing 
transportation planning efforts. The first 

generation of ride-hailing policy was 
developed in the absence of data and 
limited understanding of impacts. Since 
then, a significant number of independent 

and peer-reviewed studies have become 
available. More research will highlight new 
opportunities for cities to better harness 
new forms of mobility, while ensuring that 
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This infographic summarizes the results of a study that was commissioned as part of the Greenest City Scholars Program, a partnership between the City of Vancouver and The University of British Columbia (UBC). All information 
presented here is sourced from the study’s final report, Transportation Network Companies and the Ridesourcing Industry: A Review of Impacts and Emerging Regulatory Frameworks for Uber. Icons are provided by Freepik.

GETTING A RIDE WITH UBER: WHAT DOES IT MEAN FOR YOUR CITY?
New technological innovations in the passenger transportation industry in the form of “ridesourcing services” (also known as 
“ridesharing”) are disrupting and transforming the taxi industry. Companies such as Uber, Lyft, and Sidecar offer a smartphone app 
where riders can connect with available drivers in their area using their phone’s GPS and get a for-hire ride to their destination.

Using available research and data, this study reviews all the documented impacts of Uber, and how governments in North America 
are developing new approaches to regulate the emerging and controversial ridesourcing/ridesharing industry.

•	 UBER IS MOST POPULAR AMONG YOUNG 
ADULTS AGED 18 TO 34 YEARS OLD.

•	 THE MAJORITY OF PEOPLE IN A SURVEY 
OF MAJOR CANADIAN CITIES BELIEVE 
UBER SHOULD BE REGULATED LIKE TAXIS.

•	 TAXI	INDUSTRY: 10-40% REDUCTION IN TAXI 
MARKET SHARE, WITH COMMENSURATE LOSS 
IN MEDALLION/LICENSE VALUE.

•	 SERVICE: UNDERSERVED AREAS AND 
POPULATIONS HAVE SEEN IMPROVED 
TRANSPORTATION OPTIONS. IN CHICAGO 
AND NEW YORK, THE NUMBER OF TAXI 
COMPLAINTS HAVE DECREASED DUE TO 
IMPROVED SERVICE IN RESPONSE TO 
INCREASED COMPETITION FROM UBER. 

•	 ENVIRONMENT: INCONCLUSIVE EVIDENCE ON 
WHETHER THERE IS A POSITIVE OR NEGATIVE 
NET IMPACT, AS MEASURED BY VEHICLE 
KILOMETRES TRAVELLED (VKT), CONGESTION, 
AND GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS.

?

•	 SAFETY: ADDITIONAL MUNICIPAL BACKGROUND 
CHECKS AND LICENSES (COLUMBUS, OH), 
CLOSED-CIRCUIT CAMERAS (WATERLOO, ON).

•	 DRIVER	TRAINING: MANDATORY TRAINING 
PROGRAMS AND DRIVER EXAM (SEATTLE, WA).

•	 WHEELCHAIR	ACCESSIBLE	SERVICE: 24/7 
REQUIRED SERVICE, PERFORMANCE STANDARDS 
FOR RESPONSE TIME, PROHIBITION OF SURGE 
PRICING, EMPLOYMENT OF PERSONS WITH 
DISABILITIES IN THE INDUSTRY (PORTLAND, OR).

•	 ENVIRONMENT: VEHICLE & MODEL YEAR 
STANDARDS (NEW YORK CITY, NY), FUEL 
EFFICIENCY STANDARDS, DATA REPORTING.

•	 DATA	SHARING: PROVISION OF ANONYMIZED 
TRIP-LEVEL DATA, INCLUDING LOCATION OF 
PICK-UP AND DROP-OFF, DISTANCE TRAVELLED, 
AND DURATION OF TRIP IN ORDER TO SUPPORT 
TRANSPORTATION PLANNING (BOSTON, MA)

•	 GENERAL:	GOVERNMENTS HAVE CREATED A 
NEW REGULATORY CATEGORY CALLED THE 
“TRANSPORTATION NETWORK COMPANY,” 
DISTINCT FROM TAXICAB & LIMOUSINE SERVICES.

WHO USES UBER?

WHAT ARE THE IMPACTS OF UBER?

WHAT CAN GOVERNMENTS DO?

TNC

Figure 5 – Innisfil Transit is featured on Uber’s website as a case study of “co-created, custom 
transportation option between Uber and the Town of Innisfil.” Innisfil Transit offers residents flat fares rides 
through Uber’s ride-hailing service to popular destinations.

Figure 6 – An infographic executive summary of a research and policy backgrounder of ride-hailing for the 
City of Vancouver.17
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regulations can be developed to mitigate 
impacts and support important goals such 
as environmental sustainability, equitable 
and safe access to transportation, consumer 
protection, and economic development.

CONCLUSION
The emerging ride-hailing industry has 
created significant disruption in the 
taxi industry and generated the need 
to better understand their impacts on 
the transportation system. As a result, 
governments and transportation agencies 
are now rethinking their vehicle-for-hire 
regulations to maximize the benefits of new 
mobility services and mitigate potential 
impacts. When planning for the unknown, 
addressing change and uncertainty in the 
shared mobility sector will require:
• Establishing a common definition of the 

transportation service you are targeting 
to ensure your regulations and policy 
appropriately address the service.

• Consulting and communicating with 
stakeholders and the public to address 
various multi-sectoral perspectives, 
issues, challenges, and opportunities.

• Developing community-specific solutions 
that reflect the unique context and needs 
of your community, whether you are a 
small town or a large metropolitan centre.

• Conducting pilot programs to test and 
evaluate proposed regulations to ensure 
they work for your community.

• Monitoring ongoing developments in the 
ride-hailing industry to keep up-to-date 
with the latest services, partnerships, 
policies, and regulatory tools to better 
anticipate and respond when planning for 
ride-hailing.
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