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Trust Fall: How Workplace Relationships Fail Us shows how workers in professional offices and
interactive service settings come to rely on interpersonal ties as improvised infrastructures for navigating
insecurity. The trust that emerges feels sustaining but often binds workers more tightly to unequal and
opaque organizational systems.

The book’s final empirical chapter examines a different configuration of workplace relations in the NYC
ride-hail circuit. Governed by algorithmic management and organized around solitary labor, the ride-hail
environment would seemingly be the last place where coworker relationships would be relevant. Yet, this

is precisely where the debilitating patterns of the “trust fall” of modern work begin to fracture.

Rather than leaning on interpersonal vulnerability, drivers forge connections through a shared sense of
structural position, one grounded in class consciousness, collective grievance, and a refusal to accept the
status quo. These forms of solidarity unsettle the patterns observed in other settings and highlight the
political possibilities that emerge when workers redirect their relational commitments away from
organizational hierarchies and toward one another.

Moral Repair

“I find the people who are struggling a lot are more interesting [than those in positions of privilege or

power],” driver Gabe said, his voice steady but reflective. “They’re more connected to the reality of
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what’s really going on.” For Gabe, staying in an exploitative industry rather than escaping to something
“safer” wasn’t about stubbornness; it was about refusing to settle for the status quo. “Even though things
are tough,” he continued, “just the idea that you have somebody that’s willing to fight with you is a
comforting thing.” Describing his engagement with the labor organization, IDG (Independent Drivers
Guild), he said, “It gave me a sense of, okay, there is an organization that I can belong to that is actually
trying to help.” “Whenever I find those people in my life,” he added, “it makes me feel good.” He laughed
self-consciously as if surprised by his own feelings. “I don’t want to be emotional, but it makes me feel
good.”

At The Jones, DTC, and Disruption, people forged trust amid adversity, bonding through a shared
embrace of vulnerability. Through the morality of the fallen, suffering—and the resilience it
demanded—emerged as potent social currency, elevating individual reputations and marking the
boundaries of belonging. Yet as shown in chapter 2, these bonds had a stabilizing effect on the

workplace, legitimizing dysfunction as useful and perpetuating cycles of hardship (and even abuse) as a

rite of passage. In the NYC ride-hail circuit, drivers like Gabe reimagined suffering, treating it not as a

means of fortification but as a catalyst for change.

Poor work conditions were not a cross drivers would bear. Instead, they interpreted those conditions as
signs of erosion and decay in the infrastructure of work—problems that demanded maintenance, repair,
and revision. Science and technology studies scholar Steven Jackson argues that a focus on repair
transcends the binary of nostalgia versus novelty, rejecting the fetishization of both the past and the
future. It foregrounds an ethic of care, seeking sustainability through a balance of preservation and

[2]

transformation. Drivers like Gabe embraced a similar approach—moral repair—by advocating and

organizing to bring about meaningful change to their working conditions, reframing suffering as a

collective call to action.”

atform drivers occupied a unique vantage point that allowed them to see the shortcomings of both
traditional and emerging forms of work and made them particularly attuned to the need for repair. Those
who’d been driving for years knew the underbelly of the taxi industry: the exploitative fleet owners who

squeezed every dollar from drivers and, more recently, the predatory lenders who dangled medallion

ownership as a lifeline, only to drown drivers in debt."” Others came to the job from different fields,
burned out by what traditional employment had become. Cal, for example, had grown “disgusted working
a nine-to-five job” after repeatedly confronting discriminatory practices and managers. Angel, who
previously worked in security, described how that job took over her life. “They would call me to work for
everything,” she said. “I was basically working seven days [a week]. I didn’t have time for myself.” For
Durene, ride-hail driving was a last resort after being laid off from her clerical job. Despite decades of
experience, she found herself excluded from the job market. “They’re more focused on cutting costs, not
the quality of life for employees,” she said quietly.

Drivers like these had experienced the erosion of US work conditions firsthand. They saw the social
contract unraveling—work demanded more but returned less—and were wary of platforms claiming to

offer a way out. Companies like Uber and Lyft initially marketed themselves as saviors. “[They] used to



advertise more time with your family, more money in your pocket,” Greg recalled, while Gabe
remembered hearing the promise of “being your own boss and being able to make your own schedule.”
For a while, platforms appeared to deliver on these promises. Their steady but flexible offer of work was
a particularly welcomed lifeline in the aftermath of the Great Recession’s devastation. Gabe could take
his daughter to therapy on weekdays—something a traditional job never allowed—while pulling in a six-

figure salary. Gloria, a single mom of four, managed to balance caregiving and work, a feat she hadn’t

thought possible.” But as the market matured and platforms slashed rider fares to remain competitive,
those same drivers saw paychecks shrink and their flexibility erode. Gabe, for example, said his earnings
had plummeted—from $130,000 in 2012 to less than $40,000 in 2016—even though his hours stayed the

Same.

Unwilling to return to traditional work and disillusioned by platform providers’ promises about the
“future of work,” drivers began to organize. “[Drivers] have community with one another,” Tim told me,
“like a solidarity feeling.” Solidarity, he explained, was not rooted in “emotional trust” but in something
more concrete: the belief “that they’re going to do something, right?” Indeed, drivers who began getting
involved with IDG expressed a wariness about trust, revealing just how contaminated appeals to it had

become. Angel, who was contemplating membership, admitted, “I don’t trust nobody. Who knows if these

major companies are the owners of IDG,” while George asked skeptically, “I mean, who can you trust?”®
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This skepticism was on full display when I met Fahad at a LaGuardia Airport lot, where he was recruiting


https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:LyftUberCar.jpg

drivers for IDG. As we approached a group of ten drivers perched on tailgates, killing time between rides,
they started cracking jokes when they saw Fahad’s IDG pin. “What makes IDG different?” one of them
asked, while another questioned the point of even staying in the industry. Fahad leaned into their
frustration. “Do you think drivers have a problem?” he asked, his voice calm but insistent. The drivers
exchanged annoyed glances—of course there were problems. Fahad pressed on: “What are our
problems?” His question opened a valve and the grievances poured out: low fares, platforms’ high
commissions, and the regulators’ aggressive ticketing were among the many issues mentioned. Fahad
listened carefully before asking, “Who will solve these problems?” When someone quipped, “IDG will,”
Fahad shook his head. “No. We have to solve them together.”

While Fahad only signed up a handful of drivers that day, the IDG’s efforts were beginning to resonate.
Drivers like George could point to tangible wins. “They’ve done a lot,” he said, ticking off
accomplishments like campaigns that pressured platforms to add tipping features and destination filters
to the apps. “They’re trying to improve the ride-sharing business because, right now, it’s not great.” Gail
echoed this sentiment, but her reasoning struck a deeper, moral chord. “I'm going through a lot of
personal stuff,” she explained, “but I decided, why am I going to keep going through my personal things
where maybe if I fix whatever is going on around in the world [. . .] then I could at least get that fixed.”
Her words came haltingly, as if testing out a fragile logic. “It’s not just you going through it, you know?”
she continued, plugging her personal problems into a collective framework. For drivers like Gail, moral

repair offered more than just a connection: It offered purpose and a meaningful path forward.

The ethos of moral repair was evident in the drivers’ fight for an in-app tipping option, a feature Uber in

particular had long resisted.” In coordination with the IDG, drivers launched a citywide public awareness

campaign, drawing attention to their demands and building public pressure. In February 2017, IDG then

formally petitioned the TLC (Taxi & Limousine Commission) to mandate the feature.”” At hearings that

spring and summer, scores of drivers testified, sharing stories of grueling hours and dwindling pay and

demanding a system that reflected their worth."

By the end of the year, the TLC passed the rule, making in-app tipping a requirement across all
platforms."” “Today’s victory is more proof that thousands of drivers coming together with one voice can

make big changes,” driver and IDG member Jose said on the day the TLC approved the petition.""” But the
battle wasn’t over. Labor activist Tina recalled how Uber rushed to implement its own version of the

tipping feature before the rule took effect."” “They tried to take the wind out of our sails,” she said. Still,
drivers weren’t deterred, shifting their focus to bigger demands like pushing for 20, 25, and 30 percent

tip options rather than the paltry $1, $3, and $5 options Uber was offering.

As evident in their tip option initiative, drivers didn’t confine their calls for moral repair to one another;
they broadcast them across the diverse participants in the ride-hail circuit. They testified in public

hearings, blogged about their experiences, and shared their struggles with journalists and

researchers—anyone willing to listen."” In a 2018 Forbes article, for example, Uber driver Henry

declared, “People talk about sweatshops in other countries, but they don’t realize there’s a big sweatshop



in every US city. Drivers are working at least 10 to 15 hours a day every day, drivers are dying, and I

think that’s also a tragedy.”""* By making their grievances public, drivers forced others—providers,
regulators, riders, and society at large—to bear witness to their suffering, imparting on them a moral

obligation to enact change."

As drivers made their grievances public, they challenged not only the platforms but also the complicity of
those who benefited from their exploitation. Fahad addressed the issue directly, turning to me as a
symbolic stand-in for all riders. “You want a cheap ride,” he said, “but you're not thinking about what you
are actually doing. You are feeding this big corporation who is depriving and taking—you know, violating
all the rights from the drivers.” He articulated a moral standard: “If one person is treated bad—could be
African American, could be Hispanic, immigrant, or driver—that means we [in society] still have to do our
work. That means we are not up to par.” For Fahad and others who’d been burned by both traditional and
emerging work forms, this was about more than one-off worker demands. It was about confronting the

systemic injustices underpinning the US economy—a moral reckoning that was long overdue.

This excerpt is reproduced with permission from a book entitled Trust Fall: How Workplace Relationships
Fail Us by Sarah Mosseri, published by the University of California Press, 2025.
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