
I
t’s a cliché to say that smartphones
have disrupted traditional human
behaviour. But larger than the obvi-
ous shifts that turn hordes of smart-
phone-wielding citizens into egotis-
tic, instant communicators, is the

capacity of ordinary people to disrupt the
way in which cities work, politicians
lead… and everything in-between.

The ride-sharing company known as
Uber is leading the charge among leaner
start-ups. In its simplest form, Uber over-
turns the entrenched taxi business – the
business of owning cars and hiring
drivers – by making each and every driv-
er a potential taxi service. 

Cities ought to love the idea… Instead
of putting additional fleets of cars or
buses on the road, citizens can get from
point A to B by grabbing a ride with
someone who is already heading in that
direction. A ride ‘fare’ is negotiated
beforehand – via a smartphone app, of
course – and both are served well. 

Or are they…?
Well, a new breed of same-day delivery

providers has been thrown into this mix.
They’re citizens on bicycles. While they
cannot offer passengers a ride, they’re
giving customer service a ‘lift’ – by pick-
ing something up and delivering it to the
doorstep of the customer. 

How can this be disruptive? you ask.
Consider pizza delivery. The drivers

who deliver hot pizzas within minutes of
the pick-up are serving a popular need. In
addition, they’re stretching the reach of
pizza businesses such as Domino’s and
Pizza Hut: ‘You don’t come to us, we
come to you.’

Enter Uber… once again. It’s a way for

the company to use riders to pick up and
deliver purchases the same day. 
THE BIG RUSH So what kind of business
will this disrupt? Possibly companies
such as Amazon, which can deliver with-
in two days but use this capability as a
way to lock-in customers. I shop on Ama-
zon because it is convenient, and I don’t
mind the two-day wait. Amazon Prime
turns that feature into a ‘free’ service – if
you are willing to interpret ‘free’ as pay-
ing a one-time membership of US$ 99.

The business model that Uber is testing,
called UberRUSH (it is based on smart-
phone connectivity), enables sellers and
courier firms to hand over their products
and receive payment from buyers –
seamlessly, by way of digital transaction. 

When you connect products in the sup-
ply and purchasing chains, it is often
called the Internet of Things. But now –
as the General Manager of Uber, in New
York City, puts it – the service has turned
into “An Uber for Things.”

The other disruptor is probably going to
be the Apple Watch, which was launched
in March. I’ve followed developments
surrounding the smartwatch for more
than a year. And while I remain under-
whelmed by the device, there’s no doubt
that it would be perfectly timed for what
we now loosely call the ‘Uber economy.’

As for the watch itself, it does not do
anything different from other personal
devices. Certainly, its main feature is not
about keeping time. The watch is serious-
ly overpriced and is unlikely to dislodge
the market for biorhythm trackers, which
are some US$ 200 cheaper. 

But what the Apple Watch or any other
smartwatch might change is how people
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use the data that streams into their lives,
and permits them to engage with untapped
parts of the economy.

The smartwatch could double up as a
smartwallet. Now that the Apple Watch is
set to stop people using their phones to
check email, it could become the device
that speeds up payments for trains and
buses, or even take the place of boarding
passes, via RFID. 

Apple built in a ‘Secure Element’ chip
that encrypts and stores your credit card
information. When you’re ready to pay,
you tap the phone and engage the Apple
Pay payment process. Near-field commu-
nications, using such small RFID chips
embedded in devices, is becoming very
common (See Internet of Things, in the
February edition of LMD), so a wearable
device like a watch could account for heaps
of small transactions.
PERSONAL INTERNET The Uber economy
is a blend of new work habits and disrup-
tive services that are enabled by a more
personalised Internet. Think of it this way:
we have moved far away from the one-
size-fits-all Internet of the 1990s, to an
Internet that is device and app-based, and
data driven. Over time, we have had many
labels for these evolutionary stages.

We began calling it the ‘sharing econo-
my,’ where people didn’t simply compete
for resources, but shared them. This was
also considered the peer-to-peer economy,
where it became easier and better to bypass
middlemen, and engage with each other
without costs or ‘rules’ set by an intermedi-
ary. And yes, the peer-to-peer movement
also brought in illegal music sharing,
which didn’t last long. A good example of
this has been eBay. It permits us to buy and
sell; and sell our delivery times, and ship-
ping and handling charges. 

This is not to say that the personalised
Internet makes companies such as Visa or
HP obsolete. On the contrary, the person-
alised device-based and data-driven Inter-
net enables these large organisations to also
oil the gears of this new economy. They
build the infrastructure, such as routers and
cloud storage, and provide us with free (or
nearly free) methods of encryption and
financial processing. 

And it doesn’t have to be a company that
permits passengers to connect with drivers
via an app, to be part of the Uber economy.
The following examples will make this
clearer.
CROWDFUNDING Rather than sit in front
of an officer at a bank, to qualify for a small
loan, you can now have a project funded in
micropayments by your extended network.

It could be to fund an independent film or
raise money for someone who is terminally
ill. 

Kickstarter (Kickstarter.com) began in
2009. It was the economic platform through
which 8.2 million people pledged more
than US$ 1.6 billion to fund 80,000 creative
projects. That’s about the sum that Warren
Buffett pledged to the Bill and Melinda
Gates Foundation! Like Kickstarter, similar
sites such as GoFundMe and Indiegogo
work because people can be made aware of
the need (demand), and collectively fund it
(supply).

GoFundMe emerged in 2010, when social

media had begun to mature. “Just as we
share parts of our lives on Facebook,” the
site states, “we also want to share our
dreams, pursuits, celebrations and chal-
lenges online, with crowdfunding.” People
‘share’ the burden, once they identify with
the cause. 
HELP WANTED Though advertising costs
are unreasonably high, it is still possible to
place an ad in a newspaper to hire employ-
ees. 

Enter the Uber economy. It matches em -
ployees and talent, and projects and skilled
workers. Sittercity (Sittercity.com) pro-
vides a service that targets a narrow slice of
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UNDER THE MICROSCOPE An Uber application is on show, as cars drive by in Washington
D. C. Uber has said it is ramping up safety, in response to rape allegations against a driver
in India and growing concerns about background checks for operators of the popular ride-
sharing service. In other cities where Uber operates, critics have complained that a lack of
licensing and background checks of drivers could imperil those who use the service. 



the ‘Help Wanted’ business, such as parents
looking for childcare services. 

Sittercity is not a new company. It is a
model of how the new people-powered,
app-driven economy works. It began when
a young college student saw a pregnant
woman walking around her campus, post-
ing ‘Help Wanted’ fliers. She took a flyer…
and got the job. Later, she took her idea to
a venture capital firm and was ‘laughed out
of the room.’ 

It seemed a ridiculous idea – connecting
families and babysitters. Today, Sittercity
matches parents and sitters for children,
including those with special needs. It also

finds caregivers for the elderly. Based on
the same business model are Indeed.com,
oDesk.com and Elance.com – the former is
a niche for finding computer-related talent.
It enables a person to screen the freelancer
on the basis of a portfolio, track record and
process payments (securely) via an escrow
account. 

At the time of writing, Elance boasts
271,000 programmers and 302,900 writers
on its database. That was a part of the sup-
ply side. On the demand side, there were
127,856 job postings. Of the US$ 1.3 bil-
lion that freelancers had earned at the time,
eight million dollars was made by talent in

the Philippines, US$ 4.8 million in Pak-
istan and 23.2 million dollars in India. It
certainly sounds like a global supply chain
is at work! 

The Ubers of this world are irritating city
planners. That might be a good thing –
because, while they look like the old busi-
ness models (say, transportation or adver-
tising), they add new layers such as logis-
tics and payment systems. 

Cities that were used to earning money the
old way (e.g. through taxes, rental space or
licensing) must now compete for those dol-
lars. And that may be the most important
change that the Uber economy delivers.
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Cities that were used 
to earning money the old 

way (through taxes, rental
space, or licensing) must

now compete for 
those dollars...


