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Pew Research Center is a nonpartisan fact tank that informs the public about the issues, attitudes 

and trends shaping America and the world. It does not take policy positi ons. The Center conducts 

public opinion polling, demographic research, content analysis and other data-driven social 
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Shared, Collaborative and On Demand: The New Digital Economy 

A number of new commercial online services 

have emerged in recent years, each promising 

to reshape some aspect of the way Americans go 

about their lives . Some of these services offer 

on-demand access to goods or services with the 

click of a mouse or swipe of a smartphone app. 

Others promote the commercialized sharing  of 

products or expertise, while still others seek to 

connect communities of interest and solve 

problems using open, collaborative  platforms. 

These services have sparked a wide-ranging 

cultural and political debate on issues such as 

how they should be regulated, their impact on 

the changing nature of jobs and their overall 

influence on usersô day-to-day lives. 

A national Pew Research Center survey of 4,787 

American adults ï its first -ever comprehensive 

study of the scope and impact of the shared, 

collaborative and on-demand economy ï finds 

that usage of these platforms varies widely 

across the population. In total, 72% of 

American adults have used at least one of 11 

different shared and on-demand services. And 

some incorporate a relatively wide variety of 

these services into their daily lives: Around one-

in-five Americans have used four or more of 

these services, and 7% have used six or more.  

At the same time, around one-quarter of 

Americans (28%) say they have not used any  

major shared or on-demand platforms , and 

72% of Americans have used some type 

of shared or on-demand online service 

 

Source: Survey conducted Nov. 24-Dec. 21, 2015. 

òShared, Collaborative and On Demand: The New Digital Economyó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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many are wholly unfamiliar with the tools and vocabulary of the 

new digital economy. For instance, 15% of Americans have used 

ride-hailing apps like Uber or Lyft, but twice as many have never 

heard of these apps before. Similarly, 11% of Americans have 

used home-sharing platforms like Airbnb or VRBO, but roughly 

half have never heard of home-sharing sites. In addition : 

Á 61% of Americans have never heard of the term 

ñcrowdfunding.ò 

Á 73% are not familiar with the term ñsharing economy.ò 

Á 89% are not familiar with the term ñgig economy.ò 

Each of these individual platforms  has its own unique user base. 

Still , exposure to these shared, collaborative and on-demand 

services at a broad level is heavily concentrated among certain 

demographic cohorts. In particular : 

College graduates ï 39% of college graduates have used four or more of these services, compared 

with just 8% of those with a high school degree or less. At the same time, around one-quarter of 

college graduates have used none (11%) or only one (15%) of these services. 

Those with relatively high household incomes  ï 41% of Americans with an annual household 

income of $100,000 or more have used four or more of these services, three times the proportion 

among households earning less than $30,000 annually.  

Those under the age of 45 ï Exposure to these shared and on-demand services begins to drop off 

rapidly starting at around age 45. Around one-third of those ages 18-44 have used four or more of 

these services, and relatively few in this age range have no exposure at all to these services. By 

contrast, 44% of Americans ages 50 and older (and 56% of those ages 65 and older) have not used 

any of these 11 platforms.  

A number of these services ï though by no means all of them ï are offered primarily in and around 

urban population centers. And urban and suburban residents are around twice as likely as those 

living in rural areas to use four or more of these services. At the same time, around one-quarter of 

urban and suburban dwellers have not used any of the platforms measured in this survey. 

Many are unfamiliar with 

the vocabulary of the new 

digital economy  

% of adults who have heard of the 

following terms  

 

Source: Survey conducted Nov. 24-Dec. 21, 

2015. 

òShared, Collaborative and On Demand: 

The New Digital Economyó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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This report offers a detailed examination of three different services that exemplify the shared, 

collaborative and on-demand economy: ride-hailing apps, home-sharing platforms and crowdfunding 

services. Key findings about each of these three services are discussed in more detail below. 

Ride-hailing apps (used by 15% of American adults) 

More so than many of the services examined in this survey, ride-hailing apps appeal heavily to 

younger adults. The median age of adult ride-hailing users in the United States is 33, and 18- to 

29-year-olds are seven times as likely to use these services as are those age 65 and older (28% vs. 

4%). Ride-hailing use is also heavily concentrated among urban residents (especially younger 

urbanites and those with relatively high levels of income and educational attainment) , while being 

consistently low among rural residents of all kinds.1 

Ride-hailing usersô attitudes toward these services are strongly positive; users are in near -

universal agreement that ride -hailing saves them time and stress, and that these services offer 

good jobs for people who prioritize flexible working hours  

When presented with a number of attributes that might describe ride -hailing apps, users respond 

especially strongly to two in particular: 86% of ride -hailing users feel that these services save their 

users time and stress, while 80% feel that they offer good jobs for those who want flexible working 

hours. Users also broadly agree that these services could be a good transportation option for older 

adults with limited mobility, and that they are less expensive than traditional taxi services.  

Ride-hailing users are more divided on questions such as whether or not these services simply 

help serve people who already have plenty of transit options available to them, and whether they 

are a good way to transport unaccompanied minors. But relatively few (11%) think that these 

services collect too much personal information about their users. And a sizable majority of users 

feel that these services use drivers that they feel safe riding with (70% feel that this describes these 

services well, while just 5% disagree). 

Frequent ride -hailing users are less likely than other Americans to own a car  ï but also rely 

heavily on a range of other transit options  

Some 3% of American adults use ride-hailing apps on a daily or weekly basis, and around two-

thirds of these regular ride-hailing users indicate that they own a car or regularly drive a personal 

vehicle. Although t his means that a majority of these regular ride -hailing users are car 

owners/drivers, they are significantly less likely to own or drive a car than either occasional ride-

hailing users or Americans who do not use ride-hailing at all . 

                                                        
1 To a greater extent than many of the services discussed in this report, ride-hailing apps are primarily available in and around metro areas. 
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Yet although they are less dependent on personal vehicle ownership, these regular ride-hailing 

users rely heavily on a wide range of personal transportation options that go well beyond ride-

hailing alone ï such as taking public transit, walking or riding a bik e, or even using traditional taxi 

services. To be sure, this trend carries a strong geographic component: For Americans who live far 

from urban centers, a personal vehicle might be the only available option  to get from one place to 

another. But for those with the option of doing so , ride-hailing apps can serve as one element 

among many in a network of transportation options that can help reduce usersô reliance on 

personal vehicle ownership.  

Frequent ride-hailing users less likely to own or drive a car, more likely to use a 

range of other transit options 

% in each group who é 

 

Source: Survey conducted Nov. 24-Dec. 21, 2015 . 

òShared, Collaborative and On Demand: The New Digital Economyó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

 

Ride-hailing users are closely following the debate over the best way to regulate ride -hailing 

apps ï and are extremely reluctant to apply legacy taxi regulations to these new services 

Just 15% of Americans have used ride-hailing apps themselves, but nearly half of all adults (48%) 

have heard at least something about the debate happening in cities across the country over how 

best to regulate these services. Ride-hailing users themselves are following this issue especially 

closely: Fully 85% of ride-hailing users have heard at least something about this debate, and 39% 

indicate that they have heard ña lotò about it . 
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When it comes to their views on how to best regulate these services, the public at large is relatively 

split. Among Americans who have heard of this issue, 42% feel that these services should not  be 

required to follow the same rules and regulations as existing taxi companies when it comes to 

things like pricing, insurance or disability access;  35% think that they should have to follow these 

rules, while the remaining 23% are not sure how they feel. 

But although the engaged segment of the general public is relatively divided, ride-hailing users 

themselves tend to favor the notion (by a two-to-one ratio) that these services should not  have to 

follow the same rules and regulations as legacy taxi operators. Among ride-hailing users who have 

heard of this debate, 57% believe that these services should not be required to follow the existing 

regulations that are in place for incumbent providers , while just 27% believe that existing rules 

and regulations should in fact apply to these new market entrants. 
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Are they contractors or employees? Employers or platforms? Users have varying views about 

the relationship between ride -hailing apps and ride -hailing drivers   

Ride-hailing apps are one of the 

leading examples of the so-

called gig economy, but many 

users are not entirely clear 

about the nature of the 

relationship between these 

services and the drivers who 

use them. In the abstract, users 

tend to view these services as 

software platforms rather than 

transportation companies, and 

they view their drivers as 

independent contractors rather 

than employees. Some 58% of 

ride-hailing users view these 

apps as software companies  

that simply connect drivers 

with people who are looking for 

a ride, while 30% view them as 

transportation companies  that 

have a great deal of control over 

their drivers and the overall 

customer experience. Similarly, 

66% of ride-hailing users think 

of the drivers who work for 

these services as independent 

contractors , while 23% view 

them as employees of the app 

or service. 

At the same time, ride-hailing 

users place varying degrees of 

responsibility on drivers and the 

services themselves when it comes to managing various aspects of the day-to-day customer experience: 

Americans who use ride-hailing services tend to view 

them as software platforms that connect independent 

drivers with people seeking a ride é 

 

Source: Survey conducted Nov. 24-Dec. 21, 2015. 

òShared, Collaborative and On Demand: The New Digital Economyó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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Á 68% of ride-hailing users believe that both drivers and the services themselves should be 

responsible for making sure that drivers are properly trained . One-quarter (23%) believe this is 

the sole responsibility of the services, while 8% think it is the responsibility of each individual 

driver.  

Á 62% of users believe that both drivers and services should be responsible for making sure that 

the vehicles that customers request are clean and safe. Some 12% think this is the 

responsibility of  the services alone, while 24% think it is up to individual drivers to ensure this.  

Ride-hailing apps are discussed in detail in Chapter 2 of this report.  

Home-sharing platforms (used by 11% of adults) 

Around one-in-ten Americans have used a home-sharing site such as Airbnb or HomeAway to stay 

in someoneôs home for a period of time ï and these services appeal to a relatively broad age 

spectrum in comparison with ride -hailing apps. Americans ages 35-44 are nearly twice as likely as 

those ages 18-24 to have used home-sharing services (16% vs. 9%), and the median age of home-

sharing users in the United States is 42 ï nearly a decade older than the median ride-hailing user. 

Users view these services as a good option for groups traveling together and a good way for 

homeowners to make extra income; at the same time, many users view these services as best for 

adventurous travelers, and around one -in-five think of them as risky to use  

When presented with several attributes that might define home -sharing services, users respond 

especially strongly to the notion that these services are a good option for families or people who 

travel as a group (87% of users feel that this describes home-sharing sites well), and that they are a 

good way for homeowners to earn extra money (85%). At the same time, many users of these sites 

view home-sharing as something that is perhaps not for everyone. Roughly half of users (53%) say 

these services are best-suited for adventurous travelers; 42% say the properties on these sites are 

not always as appealing as they seem online; and around one-in-five (18%) say they are generally 

risky to use. 

37% of home-sharing users have used these services to stay in a shared space in someoneôs home 

Some 37% of home-sharing users report that they have used these services to reserve a single room 

or other type of shared space in someoneôs home (this works out to 4% of all American adults) . 

However, many of these users express some level of reservation about doing so. Some 48% of 

those who have stayed in this type of shared lodging say they worry about staying with someone 

they have never met before, and 66% of these users feel that home-sharing services are best for 

adventurous travelers. In addition, th ese users are twice as likely to have had a bad experience 

using home-sharing compared with other users. 

http://www.pewinternet.org/2016/05/19/on-demand-ride-hailing-apps/
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As was true of ride -hailing, the structure of home -sharing services is difficult for many users  to 

place into the context of the traditional hospitalit y industry  

Much like ride -hailing apps in the context  of the employer/worker relationship , home-sharing 

services are structured much differently from traditional hotels ï and consumers are not always 

clear on the precise nature of this new arrangement. Some 58% of home-sharing users indicate 

that they see these services as software companies  whose business is simply connecting people 

with a spare room or empty house with others who are looking for a place to stay. At the same 

time, 26% view them as hospitality companies  that vouch for the quality of the properties they list 

and have a good deal of control over the customer experience.  

And as was also true in the case of ride-hailing, home-sharing users place varying levels of 

responsibility on homeo wners and the services themselves when it comes to managing specific 

aspects of the day-to-day user experience: 

Á 67% of home-sharing users believe that both individual homeowners and the services 

themselves should be responsible for making sure that properties are described accurately. 

Some 8% think it is the sole responsibility of the app or service that people use to book their 

stay, while one-quarter (23%) believe it is the sole responsibility of individual homeowners.  

Á 57% of users believe that both homeowners and services should be responsible for resolving 

payment issues between hosts and guests. Some 31% think this is the responsibility of the 

services alone, while 11% think it is the responsibility of individual homeowners. 

Á 53% of users believe that both homeowners and services should be responsible for addressing 

problems that might come up during someoneôs stay. One-in-ten (10%) believe that this is the 

sole responsibility of the app or service, while 35% believe it is the responsibility of the 

homeowner alone. 
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Most home-sharing users are not following the debate over the legal and regulatory status of 

these services particularly closely ; t hose who are following this issue  tend to feel that these 

services should be legal, and that owners should not have to pay hotel or lodging taxes  

Much like ride -hailing apps, the legal and regulatory status of home-sharing services has been the 

subject of much debate in cities around the country. But in contrast to ride-hailing, relatively few 

Americans have been following the debate over home-sharing services: 22% of Americans have 

heard something about this issue, with just 6% indicating that they have heard ña lotò about it. 

Even users of home-sharing services themselves are not following this issue particularly closely: 

Just 19% of home-sharing users have heard ña lotò about it,  while 37% have heard ña little.ò 

But although home-sharing 

users have not been following 

the legal debate over these 

services with nearly the same 

intensity as their ride -hailing 

counterparts, those home-

sharing users who have been 

following this issue tend to feel 

that these services should be 

both legal and tax-free for 

owners. Among home-sharing 

users who are aware of the legal 

debate over these services, 56% 

believe that these services 

should be legal, and that 

owners should not have to pay 

any local hotel or lodging taxes; 

just 31% believe that owners 

should be able to legally rent 

out these services but should 

have to pay taxes for the 

privilege of doing so. 

Home-sharing sites are 

discussed in more detail in 

Chapter 3. 

One-in-five Americans have heard of the debate over 

the legality of home-sharing services 

 

Source: Survey conducted Nov. 24-Dec. 21, 2015. 

òShared, Collaborative and On Demand: The New Digital Economyó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

http://www.pewinternet.org/2016/05/19/shared-home-sharing-services/
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Crowdfunding sites (used by 22% of adults) 

Around one-in-five American adults have contributed to an online fundraising project on a site 

like Kickstarter or GoFundMe, and 3% of Americans have created their own fundraising project on 

one of these sites.  

Most crowdfunding donors have made relatively modest contributions  to a handful of projects  

The overwhelming majority of crowdfunding users have contributed to a handful of projects: Some 

87% of donors say they have contributed to a total of five projects or fewer on these sites. And 

while 62% of donors have given $50 at most to an individual project , relatively large donations are 

not uncommon : 21% of these donors have given between $51 and $100 to an individual project, 

14% have given between $101 and $500, and 3% have donated more than $500 at one time. 

Contributions to help an individual in need ï often a friend or family member ï are the most 

common type of crowdfunding donation  

Users frequently contribute to 

crowdfunding projects as a way 

to help individuals in need. 

Fully 68% of crowdfunding 

donors have contributed to a 

project to help someone facing 

some sort of hardship or 

financial challenge, making it 

the most common type of 

project of the five evaluated in 

this survey. In addition to these 

types of projects: 

Á 34% of crowdfunding 

donors have contributed to 

a project to fund a new 

product or invention.  

Á 32% have contributed to a 

project for a school. 

Á 30% to a project for a 

musician or other creative artist.  

Á 10% to a project for a new restaurant or other type of business. 

Projects to help a person in need ð often a friend or 

family member ð are the most popular use of 

crowdfunding platforms 

 

Source: Survey conducted Nov. 24-Dec. 21, 2015. 

òShared, Collaborative and On Demand: The New Digital Economyó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 
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22 

58 

42 

36 

9% 

12 

75 

27 

25 

Men Women

Have given to 6+ 

projects 

Have donated $100 

or more to a project 

Have donated to a 

project to help 

someone in need 

Have donated to a 

project for a new 

product or invention 

Have donated to a 

project for a 

creative artist 

Contributions to help someone in need are more often directed toward a person who is already 

known by the donor, as opposed to a stranger or a public figure. Among those who have 

contributed to a crowdsourced project to help someone in need, 63% say they have given to help a 

friend  of a friend or an acquaintance, while 62% have contributed to help a close friend or member 

of their family. By contrast, just 7% of these donors have given to a campaign to assist a public 

figure, while 28% have given to help someone who was not a public figure but whom they did not 

know personally. 

Men and women take a different approach to crowdfunding: Women are more likely to 

contribute to help someone in need, while men are more likely to fund new products or inventions  

Men and women differ in a number of ways 

when it comes to their use of crowdfunding 

platforms. Male donors are roughly twice as 

likely as female donors to have contributed to 

six or more projects, and are also nearly twice 

as likely to have contributed more than $100 to 

an individual project. And while women are 

more likely to contribute  to a project to help 

someone in need, men are more likely to help 

fund new products or invention s, as well as 

projects for musicians or other creative arti sts. 

Younger men are especially interested in 

funding new products and inventions: 48% of 

men ages 18-49 who have made a crowdfunding 

donation have contributed to this type of 

project. 

Crowdfunding sites are discussed in more detail 

in Chapter 4. 

Male and female crowdfunding donors 

give differently and to different projects  

% of male/female crowdfunding donors in U.S. who é 

 

Source: Survey conducted Nov. 24-Dec. 21, 2015. 

òShared, Collaborative and On Demand: The New Digital Economyó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

http://www.pewinternet.org/2016/05/19/collaborative-crowdfunding-platforms/
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Other notable findings 

Á Men and women are equally likely to use most shared and on-demand platforms, but women 

are twice as likely as men to buy handmade or artisanal goods online: 29% of women have 

done this, compared with 15% of men. 

Á A cohort of young adults uses ride-hailing apps with great intensity: 7% of all  18- to 29-year-

olds (and 10% of 18- to 29-year-olds living in urban areas) indicate that they use ride-hailing 

on a daily or weekly basis. 

Á 27% of Americans are aware of ride-hailing apps and indicate that they live in an area where 

these services are offered, but have not yet tried ride-hailing themselves. 

Á Usersô views on how best to regulate ride-hailing and home-sharing services stand in contrast 

to their overall political leanings.  Even users of these services who are politically liberal tend to 

support the notion that they should be legal and tax-free (in the case of home-sharing), or that they 

should be free to operate outside of existing regulatory structures (in the case of ride-hailing).  

Á Men and women tend to perceive and experience these services somewhat differently when it 

comes to the issue of user safety ï though these differences are not always dramatic or 

consistent. For instance, women are more likely than men to express safety concerns about the 

drivers used by ride-hailing services, and women are also more likely to report having a bad 

experience using a home-sharing site. At the same time, a substantial majority of female ride-

hailing users indicate that these services do indeed use drivers that they feel safe riding with. 

And female home-sharing users are no more likely than men to view these services as risky to use. 

Á 2% of Americans have contributed to an online fundraising project to help someone in need 

primarily because they felt socially obligated to do so. 

Á 6% of women ages 18-49 have started their own online fundraising project, double the figure 

for the population as a whole. 
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1. Introduction 

In recent years a number of online services have emerged that promise to reshape the way that 

Americans shop, eat, earn a living, go on vacation, get from place to place, and share goods, 

services and money with each other. Commercial juggernauts like the ride -hailing app Uber or the 

home-sharing platform Airbnb represent some of the most well-known examples of these new 

services, but they encompass the host of services, apps and online platforms of various sizes that 

are generally considered to be part of the shared, on-demand and collaborative economy. These 

new platforms serve a wide range of markets and objectives, but several characteristics help to 

define the landscape of this corner  of the digital economy. (Note: The list  of specific platforms that 

Pew Research Center measured in this survey is not exhaustive. Moreover, not all of the services 

discussed in this report possess all of the attributes  discussed below.) 

One characteristic of these services is that many maintain little (if any) inventory  themselves. 

Instead, they often function as a platform for connecting excess goods or capacity ï an old piece of 

furniture, space in the passenger seat of someoneôs car, a room in someoneôs home, a parking 

space, a designer dress or workersô time and skills  ï with people who want to purchase or simply 

use those items or services for themselves. 

These services also tend to rely on flexible forms of employment  as a key element of their business 

model. Just as many of these services tend to maintain little in the way of real-world inventory,  

most directly employ a relatively small number of workers. Typically the people who actually 

interact with customers and other end users are so-called 1099 workers (a reference to the tax 

form that independent contractors receive each year) who are not employed by the service itself. 

This arrangement allows these workers to offer services on a flexible or part-time basis ï but also 

means that they do not qualify for many of the government -mandated benefits available to 

traditional employees under law, such as employer-subsidized health insurance or the ability to 

get reimbursed for business expenses. 

Finally , these services are often premised on removing the friction , hassle and inconvenience from 

usersô everyday lives ï for a price. For services that offer physical products, this might mean 

offering same-day delivery of a variety of household items so that users are saved a trip to the 

grocery store after a long day at the office. For more task-oriented services, this might mean 

offering users the ability to instantly summon a driver or personal chef at a momentôs notice from 

a smartphone app. 

As is the case with many of the services themselves, the way these services function  is not 

necessarily new. People have been selling used or handmade items on peer-to-peer commerce 

http://venturebeat.com/2015/06/04/the-sharing-economy-has-created-17-billion-dollar-companies-and-10-unicorns/
http://www.web-strategist.com/blog/2014/12/07/collaborative-economy-honeycomb-2-watch-it-grow/
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platforms like eBay and Craigslist since the early days of the modern web; Amazon introduced its 

Prime expedited-shipping  membership service in 2005; and the dot-com bubble of the late 1990s 

prominently featured a number of on-demand delivery services, ranging from the famously short-

lived Kozmo.com (which promised to deliver a variety of products to customers within one hour 

with no delivery charge) to the still -operational grocery delivery service Peapod. 

But while th ese new shared and on-demand services are in some respects little different from 

others that came before them, they have presented a number of challenges to regulatory and policy 

structures that in many cases predate the internet era by decades. For instance, cities around the 

country have struggled with how to incorporate ride -hailing apps and home-sharing platforms into 

existing regulatory structures governing the for -hire vehicle and hotel markets. And the piecemeal, 

episodic nature of employment in the emerging ñgig economyò has placed new challenges on 

workforce regulations and social safety net programs that were designed for an era when the 

distinction between workers and contractors was more clear-cut.  

These services have also touched off a wide-ranging debate about their impact on the economy and 

on society as a whole. Many laud these services for the convenience and efficiency they bring into 

usersô day-to-day lives. But others worry about the vast quantities of cardboard and other waste 

that are the byproduct of this convenience, or express concern that these services are simply 

helping the already-fortunate  to lead more comfortable lives ï with little long -term benefit to the 

broader population who cannot afford to use these services, or to the workers who ultimately make 

them possible. 

This report examines Americansô use of ï and attitudes toward ï the shared, collaborative and on-

demand digital economy. The following  three chapters offer an in-depth examination of three 

archetypal examples of the most recent wave of digital innovation. Chapter 2 examines the nature 

and impact of on-demand services in the context of ride-hailing apps. Chapter 3 uses the example 

of home-sharing services to examine issues related to the sharing economy more broadly. And 

Chapter 4 uses a series of questions about crowdfunding platforms to examine the scope and 

impact of collaborative platforms. Finally, Chapter 5 discusses usage data for a number of other 

digital economy services. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/16/science/recycling-cardboard-online-shopping-environment.html
http://talkingpointsmemo.com/cafe/errand-economy-and-concierge-apps-are-for-rich-people
http://www.pewinternet.org/2016/05/19/on-demand-ride-hailing-apps/
http://www.pewinternet.org/2016/05/19/shared-home-sharing-services/
http://www.pewinternet.org/2016/05/19/collaborative-crowdfunding-platforms/
http://www.pewinternet.org/2016/05/19/other-shared-and-on-demand-services/
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2. On-demand: Ride-hailing apps 

For supporters and detractors alike, few services exemplify the modern ñon-demandò economy 

more than ride-hailing apps. Unlike traditional taxi cabs that require customers to hail a car on the 

street or call into a central dispatch, these apps allow users to request a ride using their 

smartphone, track the progress of their driver  in real-time, and offer an integrated payment and 

ratings system. The drivers for these services are frequently part -time or ñgigò workers who use 

their own vehicle and combine their ride -hailing work with other sourc es of income. For instance, 

a 2015 survey of Uber drivers found that around six -in-ten drivers work another job in  addition to 

driving for Uber. Indeed, the phrase ñUber for [X] ò (along with Lyft, its main competitor, Uber is 

the largest and most well-known of these services) has become technology industry shorthand  for 

a range of services that let users connect in real time with people who are willing to be hired to do 

various tasks ï such as doing laundry, buy ing and delivering groceries or cooking dinner.  The 

following chapter of this report examines the broader contours of the on-demand economy 

through the prism of these ride -hailing apps. 

15% of American adults have used ride-

hailing apps, but one-third have never heard 

of these services 

Despite their cultural prominence in media and 

technology circles, just 15% of American adults 

indicate that they have ever used a ride-hailing 

service such as Uber or Lyft. Half of all 

Americans (51%) are familiar with these services 

but have not actually used them, while one-third 

(33%) have never heard of these services before. 

Notably, the availability of these services is 

geographically constrained in a way that many of 

the services discussed in this report are not. 

With some exceptions, they are largely only 

available in and around urban areas.2 

 

 

                                                        
2 For instance, see https://www.uber.com/cities/  and https://www.lyft.com/cities  

15% of American adults have used  

ride-hailing apps 

 

Source: Survey conducted Nov. 24-Dec. 21, 2015. 
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https://s3.amazonaws.com/uber-static/comms/PDF/Uber_Driver-Partners_Hall_Kreuger_2015.pdf
http://www.wsj.com/articles/theres-an-uber-for-everything-now-1430845789
https://www.uber.com/cities/
https://www.lyft.com/cities
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For most users, ride-hailing is a relatively sporadic activity: 26% of ride -hailing users indicate that 

they utilize these services on a monthly basis, and an additional 56% use them less often than that. 

However, close to one-in-five users utilize ride-hailing much more frequently: 3% indicate that 

they use these services on a daily or near-daily basis, while 14% indicate that they use them weekly. 

Put differently , 3% of all  American adults use ride-hailing services on a regular (i.e. daily or 

weekly) basis, while 12% use these services once a month or less often. 

As is the case with many new technologies, ride-hailing usage 

varies significantly by age. Roughly one-quarter of 18- to 29-year-

olds (28%) and one-in-five 30- to 49-year-olds (19%) have used 

ride-hailing, but just 4% of Americans 65 and older have done so. 

Indeed, the median age of adult ride-hail ing users in the United 

States is just 33. 

In addition to having high rates of usage in general, young adults 

also are especially likely to use these services frequently. Some 7% 

of all  18- to 29-year olds (and 10% of 18- to 29-year-olds living in 

urban areas) use ride-hailing on a daily or weekly basis. Just 3% 

of 30- to 49-year-olds, and fewer than 1% of Americans age 50 

and older, use ride-hailing  with this degree of frequency. 

Along with young adults, ride-hailing usage (as well as awareness) 

is parti cularly high among college graduates and the relatively 

affluent:  

Á 29% of college graduates have used ride-hailing services and 

just 13% are unfamiliar with the term . Among those who have 

not attended college, just 6% have used these services and half 

(51%) have never heard of them before. 

Á 26% of Americans with an annual household income of 

$75,000 or more have used these services, while just 14% have 

never heard of them. For those living in households with an 

annual income of less than $30,000, just 10% have used these 

services and 49% are not familiar with them at all. 

There are no substantial differences in ride-hailing usage across gender or racial lines: Men and 

women are equally likely to use these services, as are whites, blacks and Latinos. 

Ride-hailing popular 

among young adults, 

urbanites, college grads 

% who have used a ride-hailing 

service like Uber or Lyft  

All U.S. adults 15% 

Men 16 

Women 14 

White 14 

Black 15 

Latino 18 

18-29 28 

30-49 19 

50-64 8 

65+ 4 

HS grad or less 6 

Some college 15 

College grad 29 

<$30,000  10 

$30,000 -$74,999  13 

$75,000+  26 

Urban 21 

Suburban 15 

Rural 3 

Source: Survey conducted Nov. 24-Dec. 21, 

2015. 

òShared, Collaborative and On Demand: 

The New Digital Economyó 
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28% 

39 

35 

4% 

9 
7 

Age 18-49 College grads Income $75k+

Urban Rural

Ride-hailing use is strongly concentrated among urban residents, and several urban 

demographic groups use ride-hailing at especially high rates 

Ride-hailing apps primarily offer their services 

in and around urban areas ï and accordingly, 

both usage and awareness of these services 

among rural residents is extremely low. One-in-

five urban Americans (21%) have used ride-

hailing services, as have 15% of those living in 

suburban areas. By contrast, just 3% of rural 

residents have used these services and more 

than half (54%) have never heard of ride-

hailing apps. 

And as is the case among the population as a 

whole, certain demographic subgroups living in 

urban areas ï such as young adults, or college 

graduates ï use ride-hailing at especially high 

rates. For instance, fully 39% of urban college 

graduates have used ride-hailing services at one 

point or another, as have 35% of urbanites 

earning more than $75,000 per year and 34% 

of 18- to 29-year old urban dwellers.  

Conversely, usage by rural residents is consistently low ï even among groups with high levels of 

usage at the general population level. For instance, just 9% of rural college graduates have used a 

ride-hailing service (versus 39% of their urban counterparts), as have 4% of rural residents under 

the age of 50 (compared with 28% of urbanites younger than 50). 

27% of Americans are familiar with ride-hailing apps and aware that these services are 

offered in their area, but have not yet used ride-hailing. And 8% of ride-hailing users say 

these services are not available where they now live 

Among the 51% of Americans who are familiar with ride-hailing apps but have not  used them 

personally, roughly half (52%) indicate that these services are available where they live. Another 

19% say these services are not  available where they live, while the remaining 28% are not sure if 

those services are offered where they live or not. Put somewhat differently, 27% of all  American 

adults are both familiar with ride -hailing  services and are aware that they live in an area where 

those services are offered, but have not yet tried ride-hailing themselves. However, 6% of these 

Ride-hailing use is especially high 

among some urban residents; use by 

rural dwellers is consistently low 

% of urban/rural  Americans in each category who have 

used ride-hailing apps  

 

Source: Survey conducted Nov. 24-Dec. 21, 2015. 
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nonusers have ridden with someone else using a ride-hailing service, even if they personally did 

not request the ride. 

Not surprisingly, the vast majority of ride -hailing users say these services are available where they 

live ï but a minority of users appear to use these services only when they are away from home. 

Some 8% of those who have used ride-hailing  say these services are not available where they 

currently live. In fact , 6% of Americans who use ride-hailing regularly (on a daily or weekly basis) 

indicate that these services are not available in the location where they reside. 

Frequent ride-hailing users are less likely than other Americans to own a car ð but much 

more likely to use a number of other personal transportation options 

As a relatively new phenomenon, the extent to which ride-hailing services replace or supplement 

other types of personal transportation has been the subject of some debate. Uber founder Travis 

Kalanick has said in interviews  that one of the companyôs long-term goals is to ñget to where itôs 

cheaper to take Uber than to own a car,ò but a New York Times analysis of Uber and taxi rider data 

in New York City found that use of taxis as well as ride-hailing is highest in neighborhoods with a 

robust public transportation infrastructure.  

Frequent ride-hailing users less likely to own or drive a car, more likely to use a 

range of other transit options 

% in each group who é 

 

Source: Survey conducted Nov. 24-Dec. 21, 2015 . 
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These Pew Research Center data indicate that frequent ride-hailing use is indeed correlated with 

lower-than-average rates of personal vehicle use and ownership. But these regular ride-hailing 

users also use a wide range of personal transportation options that go well beyond ride-hailing 

alone ï from taking pu blic transit, to walking or biking, to using traditional taxi services . 

To be sure, a majority of ride-hailing users ï even those who use these services frequently ï are 

vehicle owners and drive a car regularly. Roughly two-thirds (64%) of regular ride -hailing users3 

say they own a personal vehicle of some kind, and 63% say they drive a car on a daily or weekly 

basis. However, each of these figures is substantially lower than among non-ride-hailing users, or 

among those who use ride-hailing services on a relatively infrequent basis: 78% of both nonusers 

and infrequent users own a personal vehicle, and more than eight-in-ten drive a car on a regular 

basis. 

Yet even as these frequent ride-hailing users are less likely than other Americans to own or drive a 

car, they are significantly more likely to use a wide range of other personal transportation options 

in addition to ride -hailing. Among daily or weekly ride-hailing users, 70% report that they 

regularly walk or ride a bike somewhere; 56% regularly take public transportation ; 55% regularly 

use traditional taxi services ; 20% ever use personal car-sharing services such as Car2Go or ZipCar; 

and 14% ever use bike-sharing services. In each instance, frequent ride-hailing users are 

significantly  more likely than other Americans to engage in these behaviors.  

A substantial majority of ride-hailing users are aware of the debate over how best to 

regulate these services ð and these users feel strongly that ride-hailing services should not 

be required to follow the same rules and regulations as incumbent taxi operators 

At the same time that ride-hailing services have upended the market for traditional taxi services, 

they also have posed new challenges to long-standing legal and regulatory structures in  cities 

across the country , as well as abroad. Indeed, a Wikipedia page is dedicated to tracking the current 

legal status of Uber service in various cities around the globe. The specific regulatory issues at play 

differ from city to city ï but on a broad level this debate often boils down to whether these new 

entrants to the for -hire vehicle market should be subject to the same rules and regulations as 

legacy taxi services that operate under a quasi-government monopoly in exchange for relatively 

strict rules regarding issues such as insurance requirements, handicap access or fares and rates. 

 

                                                        
3 òRegular usersó are defined as those who use ride-hailing services on a daily or weekly basis. 

http://money.cnn.com/2015/07/22/technology/uber-new-york-de-blasio/
http://www.texastribune.org/2015/12/17/austin-city-council-approves-new-uber-regs-uber-th/
http://www.sfexaminer.com/uber-lyft-argue-new-regulations-will-stifle-business-models/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Legal_status_of_Uber%27s_service


22 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 

www.pewresearch.org 

The survey asked two separate 

questions relating to ride -

hailing and regulation. First, it 

asked respondents how much 

(if anything) they have heard 

about the debate over how best 

to regulate ride-hailing services. 

Second, those who have been 

following this debate were 

asked whether ride-hailing 

services should be required to 

follow the same general rules 

and regulations as existing taxi 

operators, or if they should be 

free to operate outside of this 

existing framework.  

Looking at the population as a 

whole, about half the public 

(48%) is at least somewhat 

familiar with the debate over 

how to best regulate ride-

hailing services, although most 

have not been following it 

deeply. Some 15% of Americans 

say they have heard ña lotò 

about this debate, while 33% 

have heard ña littleò and 18% 

have heard ñnothing at all.ò 

(The remaining 33% of 

Americans have never heard of ride-hailing apps in the first place .) 

The share of Americans who have at least some familiarity with the debate over ride-hailing 

regulation tend to favor a hands-off approach to regulating these services ï if only by a slim 

margin. Some 42% of these Americans feel that these services should not  be required to follow the 

same rules and regulations as existing taxi companies, while 35% think that they should have to 

follow these rules (the remaining 23% are not sure how they feel about this issue). 

Frequent ride-hailing users have been following the 

debate over ride-hailing regulation especially closely 

 

Note: Frequent users are those who use ride-hailing services on a daily or weekly basis. 

Source: Survey conducted Nov. 24-Dec. 21, 2015. 

òShared, Collaborative and On Demand: The New Digital Economyó 

PEW RESEARCH CENTER 


































































































