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Crisis at Uber: Examining the Challenges of a Toxic Work Environment 

When claims of a toxic workplace emerged in 2017, Uber Technologies, Inc. faced a 

major reputational crisis that exposed issues within its work culture. Widely recognized for its 

convenience within the ridesharing industry, Uber drew public attention following allegations of 

gender discrimination, sexual harassment, and unethical behavior among its employees. The 

scandal exposed flaws in the company's work culture and leadership, resulting in public backlash 

that damaged Uber's reputation and financial standing (Doe, 2019). This case analysis examines 

the brand’s public relations response to the workplace controversy, evaluates the effectiveness of 

its strategies, and offers recommendations for improvements. The case analysis also highlights 

the critical role of PR in crisis management, particularly in the technology sector, where public 

trust is necessary for long-term success. 

When former Uber engineer Susan Fowler wrote a blog post in February 2017 describing 

her encounters with harassment and discrimination at the company, the crisis gained immediate 

attention. Fowler wrote about situations of gender-based harassment and how the company's 

human resources department did nothing in response. Fowler’s post immediately drew attention, 

showing unsettling images of the company’s work atmosphere. Other employees came out with 

similar claims after she posted, sparking public demands for a response. The brand faced major 

difficulties as a result of this controversy, including addressing employees’ unfair treatment and 

repairing its tainted reputation (Fowler, 2017). 

Uber's workplace crisis brought several internal problems to light. The biggest issue was 

a hostile work environment for employees caused by a company culture that seemed to accept 

harassment and discrimination. Reports stated that workers frequently encountered obstacles 

when attempting to report issues, with many believing that unethical behavior was tolerated, 
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especially by higher-ups (Smith & Chen, 2020). In addition to employees, the culture also 

affected stakeholders, investors, and consumers, who began to doubt the company's long-term 

viability. While consumers considered whether to support a business with such controversial 

practices, investors grew concerned about how the issues might affect the platform’s value and 

reputation. 

In Uber's crisis, leadership was crucial. The unconventional management style of CEO 

Travis Kalanick created a culture that spread throughout the company. Employees felt 

unsupported as a result of Kalanick's actions, including a tendency to prioritize growth over 

morality. Reports claim that Kalanick's management techniques fostered a workplace culture that 

valued output, even at the expense of employees' well-being. The leadership's lack of supervision 

and accountability created a toxic culture that eventually became the scandal's central problem 

(Doe, 2021). 

Uber used many strategies to resolve the issues and repair its reputation in the wake of 

the crisis. Rebuilding trust and demonstrating accountability were among the platform’s top 

priorities. Uber started an internal probe under the direction of former US Attorney General Eric 

Holder to accomplish this. More than 20 workers were fired as a result of the investigation, 

which aimed to identify the root causes of the company’s problems and offered numerous policy 

reform recommendations. Restructuring the HR division, requiring anti-harassment training, and 

enforcing stricter conduct rules were among these suggestions (Conger, 2019). A critical part of 

Uber's response was this probe, which demonstrated the company's willingness to make amends 

with its employees and everyone affected. 

Public statements, commitment to workplace improvement, and the publication of the 

investigation's findings were all part of the organization’s PR plan. Uber aimed to restore their 
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identity and show its commitment to reform by publicly addressing its faults. Uber’s PR team 

also shared its plan to make adjustments to avoid future occurrences of the same issues. The 

public's response, however, remained mixed despite these attempts. Their approach was seen by 

the majority as reactive rather than proactive, and some contended that the corporation was more 

focused on protecting its image than actually resolving the problems. 

An analysis of Uber's response reveals both strengths and weaknesses. Although the 

company took action, including an investigation and Kalanick's resignation, its response was 

publicly viewed as mediocre. Effective crisis management requires recognizing problems and 

developing a strategy to prevent similar issues in the future. In Uber’s case, the response seemed 

more motivated by public opinion than by cultural transformation. As a result, many saw the 

company’s actions as mainly focused on damage control. 

Uber’s crisis management strategy could have been improved by taking accountability 

from the start. Addressing employee and stakeholder concerns in conversations would have 

likely reduced backlash. Additionally, relying solely on Kalanick’s resignation did not address 

the organization's overall issues. Addressing failures on leadership’s end and in the workplace 

environment would have demonstrated a more authentic attempt at transformation. 

Reflecting on the Uber crisis, it is clear that the company’s mishandling of workplace 

issues exposed problems that go beyond challenges common in organizations. This case 

highlights the need to promote a healthy work environment where authentic communication and 

policies help prevent misbehavior. Uber faced the consequences of prioritizing rapid growth over 

employee well-being, damaging its credibility. A more effective public relations approach would 

have involved demonstrating accountability and transparency from the outset to regain public 

trust. Ultimately, employees are the backbone of any organization, and prioritizing integrity, 
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promoting authentic discussion, and maintaining a code of conduct are essential for long-term 

success. 

In conclusion, Uber’s handling of its workplace crisis demonstrates the limitations of 

reactive crisis management when addressing company issues. While the organization made 

adjustments and implemented leadership changes, the company’s initial response lacked the 

transparency necessary for effective crisis management. Uber should prioritize a welcoming, 

inclusive culture and implement strict anti-harassment and anti-discrimination rules to prevent 

future incidents. The company could strengthen its culture by establishing a feedback form for 

employees and mandating leadership training at least once a year.  

Uber's experience highlights the importance of leadership and open communication in 

preserving public confidence. In addition to being morally required, effective workplace culture 

management is crucial for maintaining a positive image for businesses in high-profile sectors like 

technology. Uber and similar businesses can create more resilient organizations that are better 

able to withstand scrutiny by taking a positive approach to employee relations and learning from 

previous mistakes. 
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