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Introduction 

While a majority of Californians drive to work, a smaller share drive for work. This diverse group includes both 

those who drive passengers and those who transport freight and both those who drive smaller, personal vehicles 

and those who drive larger buses and trucks. Taxi drivers and gig economy drivers for app-based ride-hail and 

delivery firms move passengers, food, and groceries, sometimes as part-time jobs. Chauffeurs, truckers, and 

shuttle and bus drivers also ply California’s roads as integral parts of the state’s personal and goods surface 

transportation system. Across these driving occupations, drivers have varied but often precarious livelihoods, 

especially those who take on debt to obtain the very vehicle they use for work. 

This report synthesizes three primary data sources—credit data, unemployment claims data, and small business 

loan and grant data—to explore the financial conditions of those who drive for a living before and during the 

Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic. Specifically, we look at automobile debt among working drivers 

and at financial support for working drivers since March 2020. In other words, does the particular occupation of 

driving lead workers to take on debt for their vehicles and how did those workers fare during a period of reduced 

demand for driving and drivers? Unfortunately, the available data sources we examined leave major holes in our 

understanding of these questions, especially for occupations as diverse as those that centrally involve driving. 

Thus, we detail in the sections below both what each dataset reveals and important lacunae left open. For all data 

sources, except where we note, our analysis is restricted to California. 

Overall, we find that automobile debt was high among groups likely to contain professional drivers. While the data 

do not allow us to isolate drivers, the occupational categories in which many drivers fall had high absolute and 

relative levels of automobile debt compared to other workers. The effects of the pandemic on vehicle debt in 

these job categories were mixed. After the onset of the pandemic, unemployment rose dramatically in the 

transportation industry and in transportation occupations. Counting both employees and independent contractors, 

unemployment in the sector peaked at rates higher than the national average, but unemployment claims data, 

among transportation employee claimants only, show less of a spike. Contractor drivers lived in areas with more 

Pandemic Unemployment Assistance claims, a special program for self-employed workers like gig drivers. Finally, 

contractor drivers received unprecedented but uneven federal small business loans and grants. Drivers in many 

areas, however, did not receive much or any of these funds, though those areas that did tended to have more 

residents of color. Assessing the full effect of the pandemic on professional drivers’ debt and finances will require 

additional, better data, particularly workforce data from gig economy firms that contract with drivers. 

Context 

Drivers’ Employment Relationships 

Broadly speaking, a driver or other worker can work for a firm under two legal relationships: as an employee or as 

an independent contractor (also called “gig work,” “freelancing,” “1099 jobs,” etc.). Here, we discuss one-person 

contractors, such as a single plumber hired by a firm to fix a leak at their office, though in other cases, a 

contractor can itself be a firm with employees (e.g., a plumbing company). The difference between these 

classifications is not necessarily in how workers are paid—employees may receive hourly wages or salaries—nor, 

as is commonly reported, in workers’ degree of “flexibility”—many employees work flexible schedules, work a 

variable number of hours per week, or work multiple employee jobs for different firms. Nor, for drivers, does 
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classification depend per se on whether the worker or the firm owns the vehicle used for work. Rather, according 

to California Supreme Court rulings and California law, a worker is presumed to be an employee of a firm unless 

they A) are free from a firm’s control and direction in their work, B) are doing work outside of the firm’s usual line 

of business, and C) do that work regularly as part of their own independent business (the so-called “ABC test”) 

(California LWDA, 2021; Rhinehart et al., 2021). 

The difference between these two classifications matters for drivers. As with other occupations, driver employees 

are covered by or eligible for minimum wages, overtime pay, collective bargaining and unionization, paid sick 

leave, workers’ compensation for injury, unemployment insurance (discussed below), and other safety and anti-

discrimination protections. Employers pay into state unemployment insurance and workers compensation 

programs for their employees and cover half of payroll taxes for Social Security and Medicare. For drivers in 

particular, employees must have their fuel costs and other driving expenses reimbursed, and “deadheading” time 

driving between pick-ups counts as hours worked (Rhinehart et al., 2021; California EDD, 2020, 2021a; Shouse, 

2021; Hussain and Bhuiyan, 2020). 

For some driver occupations, like public transit bus operators, their classification is clear: employees, who drive 

publicly owned vehicles under clear supervision and direction from their agency. But debate in California is fierce 

over how many other professional drivers should be classified. During the 2010s, new ride-hail and delivery 

companies like Uber, Lyft, and DoorDash classified their drivers as independent contractors, asserting that their 

own firms’ primary business was the technology behind ride-matching. But the 2018 Dynamex state supreme 

court case and 2019’s Assembly Bill 5 (AB 5) codified that such drivers, along with many other contractors, should 

instead be classified as employees. Proposition 22, passed in 2020 and backed by ride-hail and delivery firms, 

exempted app-based drivers from AB 5 and restored them to contractor status, though litigation over the 

initiative’s constitutionality is ongoing. Such battles over worker classification are not new to the state; similar legal 

and political fights over the employment status of taxi and truck drivers are also long-standing (Rhinehart et al., 

2021; Hussain and Bhuiyan, 2020; Myers, Bhuiyan, and Roosevelt, 2019; Mollaneda, 2021; Dubal, 2017). For 

reference, around 29 percent of workers in the truck transportation sector in the U.S. were classified as 

contractors in 2016 (Day and Hait, 2019). 

While the legal relationship between drivers and transportation firms does not depend on it, some drivers work 

full-time, while others use driving as supplementary income or as one of many jobs. In the gig economy, 

estimates vary (Ockenfels-Martinez and Farhang, 2019). In 2015, a national survey found that 38 percent of Uber 

drivers had no other job (J. Hall and Krueger, 2015), but by 2018, a survey in Los Angeles (Waheed et al., 2018) 

and another national survey (Helling, 2021) found 47 percent and just over 50 percent, respectively. Measured 

instead by hours driven, miles driven, or number of trips, high-hour drivers without other work predominate and 

are therefore the most likely for a passenger to encounter (Parrott and Reich, 2020b). The data sources below 

capture drivers in both categories, to different degrees. 

Drivers’ Financial Situations and Indebtedness 

Many professional drivers, especially gig economy drivers, live in financial precarity. While one study funded by 

Uber found an hourly wage of $23.25 for their drivers in Seattle (Hyman et al., 2020), other studies that account 

for a fuller set of driving costs (including vehicle upkeep expenses and depreciation) and incorporate deadheading 

hours in the calculation (Parrott and Reich, 2020b; S. Smith, 2020; Scheiber, 2020) find net pre-pandemic hourly 

wages of $8.55, $10.00, or $11.77 per hour nationally (Zoepf, 2018; Mishel, 2018) and $9.73 per hour in Seattle 

(Parrott and Reich, 2020a), at or below California’s minimum wage at the time (California Department of Industrial 

Relations, 2021). In Los Angeles, two thirds of ride-hail drivers relied on their driving gigs as their primary source 
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of income, 57 percent used that income to support at least one family member, and 18 percent drew on public 

assistance programs (Waheed et al., 2018). Turnover in ride-hail is high, with around half leaving after a year 

(Waheed et al., 2018; Farrell and Greig, 2016). 

Many drivers and truckers purchase vehicles in order to drive and even take on debt to do so. In Los Angeles, 36 

percent of ride-hail drivers either purchased (22%) or leased (14%) a car for their work and 35 percent took out 

loans to meet expenses (Waheed et al., 2018). Full-time drivers were more likely to be in these groups. In 

Washington, D.C., a third of focus-group ride-hail drivers took out debt to get a vehicle (Wells, Attoh, and Cullen, 

2019). Likewise, among truckers, who are often (mis)classified as independent contractors, debt is common. 

Many truckers lease or sub-lease their trucks from trucking companies, with their net pay often negative after 

subtracting lease payments. This arrangement is common around the Ports of Los Angeles and Long Beach 

(Murphy, 2017; Romer and Gonzalez, 2020; Prendergast, 2021). For both sets of drivers, debt can lead to stress 

and depression, in turn increasing risk of physical ailments, especially a problem for contractors without health 

insurance (Truckers, for instance, are more likely to lack health insurance than other workers (Day and Hait, 

2019).). High-interest vehicle loans can also create “debt traps” that keep people driving, even when it is a poor 

financial move, to keep up with their loan payments (Ockenfels-Martinez and Farhang, 2019; Waheed et al., 

2018; Wells, Attoh, and Cullen, 2019). 

For professional drivers and many other vehicle owners, the purchase price and operating costs associated with 

vehicle ownership are high. While, in general, lower-income households tend to have less total vehicle debt than 

higher-income households—because the former are less likely to finance their vehicle purchases and, when they 

do, are more likely to buy older, less expensive vehicles—lower-income households do have high automobile 

debt burdens, on average. This measure, automobile debt as a percentage of household income, is higher in 

lower-income households in part due to an array of predatory lending practices (AAA, 2021; Pierce et al., 2019; 

Walks, 2018; Waller, 2005). 

From 2013 to 2017, Uber sponsored or coordinated loan and lease programs among its own drivers and 

prospective drivers. The Uber Vehicle Solutions Program and Uber subsidiary Xchange Leasing each offered 

drivers more flexible terms than a traditional loan or lease, respectively, but with very high interest rates (Harnett, 

2015; Bliss, 2016; Johnson, 2019; L. Smith, 2016; Williams, 2020; Levy, 2016; Sell, 2016; Marx, 2018). News 

reports profiled drivers trapped into cycles of debt in these programs (Harnett, 2015; Bliss, 2016; Sell, 2016). Uber 

ended both subprime programs—the former closed after a Federal Trade Commission settlement for misleading 

terms (Dorman, 2017; Conger, 2017; Williams, 2020) and the latter sold to the lending company Fair, which 

operated a version of it until 2020 (G. Hall, 2017; Williams, 2020)—but both Uber and Lyft still operate long-term 

car rental programs (Williams, 2020; Sell, 2016). 

Effects of the Pandemic 

The pandemic upended drivers’ livelihoods and demand for driving services. While demand for Uber fell by 60 to 

70 percent in the first month of the U.S. pandemic (Hawkins, 2020), demand for gig delivery services skyrocketed, 

with revenues more than doubling in mid-2020 (Sumagaysay, 2020). We discuss below unemployment trends 

among drivers and federal relief efforts to support them amidst financial shortfalls and health concerns. Ride-hail 

trips were still down 54 percent in Los Angeles and 60 percent in San Francisco in October 2021, compared to 

October 2019 (Dotan, 2021), with national demand higher but not recovered to pre-pandemic levels (Edison 

Trends, 2021). Across the gig economy, firms are facing driver shortages as of writing, with ride and delivery 

prices rising, competition for drivers high, and many drivers looking for more stable, better-paying, or more 

pandemic-safe work elsewhere (McCann, 2021; Evans, 2021; Campbell, 2021b).  



Professional Drivers: 
Automobile Debt and Financial Support during the COVID-19 Pandemic 

 

5 

 

 

 

Automobile Debt 

What We Know from the Data 

As discussed above, many of those who drive for a living rely on and invest in their personal vehicles. We set out 

to explore the degree to which drivers take on debt to purchase or lease automobiles for their livelihood. To do so, 

we analyzed a one-percent random sample from the University of California Consumer Credit Panel (UC-CCP). 

The full UC-CCP dataset includes every loan and borrower in California, with our sample covering around a 

quarter of a million active borrowers and 1.6 million open loans, 150,000 of which are vehicle loans and leases, 

each quarter. We restrict our analysis to the primary borrower for loans with multiple signers, to minimize double-

counting. We compare two quarters from the dataset, from the same time of year: 2019 Q1 (January-March), 

before the pandemic, and 2021 Q1 (January-March), during the pandemic and before vaccinations became fully 

available in the U.S. (California Policy Lab, 2021). 

Unfortunately, while the data include an occupation for some borrowers, this field lacks a category for either 

drivers broadly or ride-hail drivers, delivery drivers, and other gig drivers in particular. Instead, it includes two 

categories that cover many drivers: occupationally licensed drivers with a license beyond a standard driver's 

license (truck drivers, bus drivers, etc.) and a broad class of self-employed workers of any kind (California Policy 

Lab, 2021). Any conclusions about automobile debt among drivers must come from these categories that 

unfortunately only obliquely touch on the questions above. 

Nonetheless, the difference between these occupations is stark (See Table 1). Occupationally licensed drivers 

had a dramatically higher amount of outstanding automobile debt than those in other occupations, with mean debt 

almost twice as high. Among only borrowers with any amount of automobile debt, occupationally licensed drivers’ 

mean vehicle debt was just under 50 percent higher than those in other jobs. Indeed, these occupationally 

licensed drivers with a vehicle loan held an average automobile loan debt of nearly $30,000, both before and 

during the pandemic. Self-employed borrowers (who, again, include many more workers than just drivers) had a 

slightly lower amount of automobile debt than other borrowers with known jobs (California Policy Lab, 2021; BLS, 

2021c). In both 2019 and 2021, the differences in automobile debt across the three occupational categories in 

Table 1 were statistically significant.1 

Almost half of occupationally licensed drivers had at least some vehicle debt (See Table 1). Meanwhile, by dollar 

value, both occupational classes that contain drivers had a measurably greater share of their debt in automobile 

loans and leases than other borrowers. While those with other known occupations had only 12 percent of their 

debt on average in vehicles (the rest in mortgages, credit cards, and other loan products), both occupationally 

licensed drivers and self-employed borrowers had around 20 percent of their debt there. Among only those with at 

least some vehicle debt, occupationally licensed drivers and self-employed borrowers each had around half of 

their outstanding debt in their vehicles, compared to about a third for those with other occupations (California 

Policy Lab, 2021). The differences in automobile debt share in Table 1 were statistically significant across 

occupational categories in both years.2 

 

1. As calculated with a Kruskal-Wallis rank sum test, above a 99.9 percent confidence level 

2. As calculated with a Kruskal-Wallis rank sum test, above a 99.9 percent confidence level 
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Table 1. Automobile Debt Characteristics in California 

Statistic 

Occupationally 
Licensed Drivers 

Self-employed 
Others with Known 

Occupations  

2019 2021 2019 2021 2019 2021 

Average automobile debt (in March 
2021 $) 

$14,494 $13,207 $6,598 $6,295 $7,368 $6,777 

Automobile debt share 22.3% 20.6% 17.2% 18.6% 12.2% 12.2% 

Borrowers with any automobile debt 49.5% 44.9% 35.3% 36.4% 36.4% 34.0% 

 

Average automobile debt (in 
March 2021 $) 

$29,110 $29,428 $18,708 $17,296 $20,249 $19,936 

Automobile debt share 45.2% 45.8% 48.7% 51.1% 33.5% 35.9% 

 

Data sources: California Policy Lab, 2021; BLS, 2021c 

The effects of the pandemic on these groups of borrowers appears mixed (See Table 1). For occupationally 

licensed drivers, between 2019 and 2021, relative and absolute automobile debt fell overall but rose slightly 

among those with at least some automobile debt. For self-employed borrowers, average vehicle debt dropped 

under both metrics, but automobile debt share increased. The percentage of occupationally licensed drivers with 

any vehicle debt fell, while the percentage among the self-employed rose (California Policy Lab, 2021; BLS, 

2021c). Perhaps, then, changing economic conditions, stimulus funds, and other pandemic financial relief may 

have reduced vehicle debt among occupational categories with drivers, but in certain sub-categories that already 

had automobile debt, borrowers prioritized repaying other debt first. 

All in all, occupational categories in which drivers lie tended to borrow more to finance vehicles. Both such sets of 

occupations had a greater share of their debt borrowed for their vehicle. Occupationally licensed drivers had 

considerably higher absolute amounts of automobile debt. And while we do not find consistent evidence of drivers 

assuming additional automobile debt during the pandemic, the data show that borrowers in those categories who 

were already in debt for their automobiles stayed that way. 

What We Don’t Know from the Data 

Despite the suggestive findings above, the UC-CCP cannot reveal how much automobile debt gig economy 

drivers have. The UC-CCP draws occupational information from occupational licensing and state agencies, 

supplemented by some self-reported surveys. For this reason, the UC-CCP has categories for relatively small 

occupational classes that require special licensure, such as surveyors, architects, pharmacists, and chiropractors, 

but only broad categories for jobs like “sales/marketing,” “professional/technical,” and “clerical/office” (California 

Policy Lab, 2021). We received clarification that the professional driver category only includes those with state 

licensing requirements (above a normal driver’s license), thus excluding gig economy drivers with personal 

passenger vehicles, who, in California at least, do not need such a license (California DMV, 2021). Instead, these 

drivers likely either fall into the self-employed category, for those who drive as a primary job, or into any other 

category, for those who drive only as a side job. 
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The fact that occupationally licensed drivers in particular had much higher automobile debt than others with 

known occupations (California Policy Lab, 2021) is somewhat puzzling, given that they may be less likely to own 

and pay for the vehicle they drive for work than gig economy drivers (who, again, are not included in this 

category). Nevertheless, when these occupationally licensed drivers do finance their own vehicles, their vehicles 

may be incredibly expensive; for instance, semi-trucks and trailers can cost drivers $130,000 to over $200,000 

(Prendergast, 2021). 

Finally, while the UC-CCP dataset covers every borrower in California, only 11 to 12 percent of primary borrowers 

in our sample were tagged with an occupation each quarter. Moreover, there is another field, occupation group, 

that categorizes borrowers in broader groups like “blue collar” and “management,” but there are a number of 

mismatches between seemingly incompatible occupations and occupation groups (perhaps because the latter 

field includes both actual information from external sources and modeled/inferred data) (California Policy Lab, 

2021). We do not know if there is any systemic bias in which borrowers were labeled with an occupation or 

occupation group and which were left unknown. Moreover, because the occupational categories are unique to this 

dataset, we were unable to match them to other data sources on wages and other labor characteristics. Thus, 

while the UC-CCP data certainly hint that those who drive for a living take on more vehicle debt to do so, we 

cannot draw this conclusion with certainty from this source.  
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Pandemic Financial Support: 

Unemployment 

What We Know from the Data 

In the first months of the COVID-19 pandemic, unemployment spiked as businesses closed or operated at 

reduced capacity due to public health orders (Handwerker et al., 2020; Falk et al., 2021; Cowan, 2021). This was 

also true for drivers, with demand for personal and at least some freight transportation down. Nationally, 

unemployment in the transportation and warehousing sector (North American Industry Classification System 

(NAICS) codes 48 and 49) rose from 3.4 percent in January 2020 to 15.7 percent in May, as measured by the 

Bureau of Labor Statistics’ (BLS) Current Population Survey (See Figure 1). Looking at job type instead of 

industry type (a distinction we discuss further below), among those working in transportation and material moving 

occupations, the rise in unemployment was even worse, up from 4.6 percent in January 2020 to 18.3 percent in 

May. Not only were these peaks higher than in the overall workforce, but job recovery was also slower. 

Unemployment stayed in the double digits in the sector into fall 2020, remaining higher than the relatively smooth 

downward trend in total unemployment. Still, employment in the sector was stable during the COVID-19 case 

spike in fall 2020/winter 2021 (BLS, 2021d, 2021e, 2021f). 

 

Figure 1. U.S. Unemployment in Driver-heavy Industries and Occupations 

Data sources: BLS, 2021d, 2021e, 2021f 
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A different story emerges from unemployment claims data from the state’s Employment Development Department 

(EDD). EDD classifies claims for unemployment insurance (UI) by industry, and while the state experienced 

significant delays in getting payments out (Iacurci, 2021), the claims are labeled by date received, not distributed. 

Initial unemployment claims in transportation and warehousing rose to a peak of ten times above their January 

2020 weekly average for the week of March 29 to April 4, 2020 (See Figure 2). But all other sectors combined 

had an even higher spike, with weekly claims rising over 21 times their January 2020 average at highest. After 

these peaks, weekly unemployment claims in transportation and warehousing stabilized between 2.5 and four 

times their January 2020 average throughout the summer and fall of 2020 and came to track other sectors more 

closely. Weekly averages in the sector into the fall of 2021 were still 1.5 to two times higher than before the 

pandemic (California EDD, 2021b). 

 

Figure 2. Change in Weekly California Unemployment Claims in Driver-heavy Sectors 

Data source: California EDD, 2021b 

What might explain the difference between national unemployment data, in which transportation and warehousing 

employment fared worse than the overall workforce at the start of the pandemic, and state unemployment claim 

data, in which the sector fared better? Aside from the different geographies, the national data come from a survey 

that counts both employee jobs and contractor jobs as “employment” for the purpose of calculating the 

unemployment rate (BLS, 2021b). EDD, however, only can give usual UI payments to those who were 

traditionally employed. 

Together, then, these two data sources indicate that unemployment among employees in the transportation and 

warehousing sector, including employed drivers, was less severe than unemployment in the sector more broadly. 

But while the traditionally employed transportation workforce fared better than other sectors, unemployment still 

rose meteorically in the initial months of the pandemic, causing significant economic hardship, and remains higher 

than before the pandemic as of writing (California EDD, 2021b; BLS, 2021e). Even the increased demand for e-

commerce delivery and freight shipping has not put the sector back to where it once was. 
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The established system of unemployment insurance, though, was not the only government support for out-of-work 

drivers. During the pandemic, the federal government created and the state administered Pandemic 

Unemployment Assistance (PUA), a fund for self-employed individuals who lost revenue due to the pandemic or 

its economic effects. Unlike the traditional UI program, PUA was not funded by employers but by general federal 

money—thus representing an infusion of taxpayer dollars to help those excluded from UI. In doing so, though, 

PUA arguably also subsidized gig economy companies that do not pay into the unemployment insurance 

program. PUA lasted until September 4, 2021 (California EDD, 2021b, 2021c). 

As discussed below, the dataset of PUA claims do not differentiate by industry nor occupation. However, we 

matched PUA claims by county to another dataset, the U.S. Census Bureau’s Nonemployer Statistics. This 

dataset counts federally taxed business establishments with no paid employees, almost all of which, in the 

transportation sector, are sole proprietorships—i.e., an individual driver contractor. We find a correlation, albeit 

only a moderate one, across California counties between their total PUA claims per person and their pre-

pandemic nonemployer establishments per person in three key driver-heavy sub-sectors (transit and ground 

passenger transportation, truck transportation, and couriers and messengers) (r = 0.3964). Likewise, counties’ 

share of nonemployer establishments in driver-heavy subsectors were also moderately correlated with counties’ 

PUA claims per person (r = 0.3959) (California EDD, 2021b; U.S. Census Bureau, 2018, 2021b; Wasserman and 

Taylor, 2021). In other words, the counties with more contractor drivers (as measured per capita or per contractor) 

tended to be the ones with more PUA claims. To be sure, this correlation is modest and without controls for other 

factors in a relatively small sample; different degrees of urbanization, for instance, may be behind both. 

Nonetheless, we can at least say that areas with more independent drivers drew more on the PUA program. 

What We Don’t Know from the Data 

A formerly employed worker filing for unemployment benefits must provide the state information on their former 

employers, allowing them to classify claims in the dataset by industry. The PUA claims data, however, do not 

disaggregate claims by industry (California EDD, 2021b). Even if they did categorize claims by the industry of the 

firm(s) for which contractors worked, the result might not be of that much use in identifying professional driver 

contractors, as, at least in theory, contractors in California are in a different industry from contracting firms. Thus, 

researchers cannot look to state unemployment claims for exact statistics on particular kinds of independent 

contractors, including gig drivers. 

More broadly, unlike the automobile debt data, California unemployment claims data are categorized by industry 

(NAICS code), not occupation per se. An employee for a company in the transportation industry may be a driver, 

but could also be an accountant, janitor, or manager. The national BLS unemployment data do have separate 

tables for industries and occupations, but even so, both groups include a wide range of workers beyond just 

drivers. The transportation industry is grouped with warehousing in publicly available data we analyzed, while 

driver occupations are grouped with roles like aircraft pilots, car wash workers, railroad yardmasters, and flight 

attendants (California EDD, 2021b; BLS, 2021a, 2021e, 2021f). Thus, isolating drivers is still challenging and 

requires piecing together different data sources.  
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Pandemic Financial Support: Federal 

Loans and Advances 

What We Know from the Data 

Along with increases in unemployment benefit amounts and eligibility, the federal government also offered 

professional drivers loans and grants during the pandemic. After the passage of the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and 

Economic Security (CARES) Act in March 2020, the Small Business Administration established, among others, 

two key financial support programs: COVID-19 Economic Injury Disaster Loans (EIDLs) and COVID-19 Economic 

Injury Disaster Loan Advances (EIDL Advances). These programs were open to small businesses, including 

independent contractor drivers that usually count as single-person sole proprietorships. The EIDL program offered 

low-interest, long-term loans, with deferred initial payments, intended to provide six months’ worth of “working 

capital” (Siddiqui and Van Dam, 2021). The EIDL Advance program provided more numerous, smaller amounts, 

given as grants, not loans (SBA, 2020a, 2020b, 2021a, 2021b; Siddiqui and Van Dam, 2021; Kabbage, 2021). 

Most contractor drivers in California were eligible to apply for these funds during the period for which we analyzed 

data (March 1-November 15, 2021), though the subsequent stimulus bills that added additional funding to the 

programs narrowed eligibility for further EIDL Advances to those living in lower-income areas. Contractors did not 

need to drive full-time to apply and could have other employment or contract gigs. Though the Small Business 

Administration did not market the program to one-person “businesses” such as contractor drivers per se, websites 

frequented by drivers, like The Rideshare Guy and Rideshare Dashboard, created widely read explanatory posts 

on how to apply. While these programs provided a financial lifeline, many applicants also faced delays in getting 

funds and received conflicting or confusing guidance throughout the process (SBA, 2021a, 2021b; Siddiqui and 

Van Dam, 2021; Kwok, 2020a; Cowley, 2020). 

Since applicants were each technically their own businesses, they applied under a variety of different names. 

Common, however, were entities like “John Smith DBA [doing business as] Uber driver.” Following a method 

developed by Siddiqui and Van Dam (2021), we searched for applicants whose entity names contained popular 

companies for whom contractor drivers work (including common misspellings). These included two ride-hail firms3 

and four restaurant delivery firms4 that each constituted at least 98 percent of their industry’s mid-2021 U.S. sales, 

as well as four common grocery delivery firms5 (Perri, 2021a, 2021b, 2021c). We also identified entities that 

included “ridehail,” “rideshare,” “professional driver,” “delivery driver,” “personal shopper,” and variations thereon 

that did not mention a specific firm. This method may accidentally include some recipients who are not drivers and 

also likely excludes recipients who did not indicate that they were drivers in their entity name. 

 

3. Uber (69% of U.S. sales) and Lyft (32% of U.S. sales) (Perri, 2021b) 

4. DoorDash (57% of U.S. sales, including its subsidiary Caviar), Uber Eats (23% of U.S. sales), Grubhub (16% of U.S. sales, 

including its subsidiaries Seamless and Eat24), and Postmates (3% of U.S. sales) (Perri, 2021c) 

5. Instacart (45% of U.S. sales), Shipt (6% of U.S. sales), FreshDirect (1% of U.S. sales), and Peapod (1% of U.S. sales). We 
did not include Walmart Grocery (48% of U.S. sales), due to difficulty in distinguishing its name from the larger Walmart 
company (Perri, 2021a). 
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In total, the Small Business Administration distributed $35 million in relief loans and advances to around 7,500 

California independent contractor driver recipients over 8.5 months. Of these, 88 percent of the recipients, 

representing 92 percent of the funds, listed one of the big app firms in their entity names. While these data 

suggest a significant and unprecedented infusion of federal dollars to support contractor drivers, these applicants 

constitute just two percent of pre-pandemic transportation-industry contractor establishments in California. 

Moreover, identified contractor drivers only made up 0.5 percent of recipients and 0.1 percent of funds across 

both programs, with greater shares in the EIDL Advance program (See Table 2) (SBA, 2020a, 2020b; U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2018). 

Table 2. The COVID-19 Economic Injury Disaster Loan Program in California, March 1-November 15, 2021 

Loan/Grant 
Type 

Recipients Funds 

Contractor Drivers 

Total 

Contractor Drivers 

Total 
At Named 

Firms 
All Drivers 

At Named 
Firms 

All Drivers 

EIDLs 1,781 1,877 560,265 $26.0 mil. $27.8 mil. $34,204.8 mil. 

EIDL Advances 4,829 5,654 809,705 $5.7 mil. $6.7 mil. $2,660.0 mil. 

Total 6,610 7,531 1,369,970 $31.8 mil. $34.6 mil. $36,864.8 mil. 

 

Data sources: SBA, 2020a, 2020b 

The median EIDL Advance (97% of advances) to California drivers was $1,000, largely because of a guideline 

developed during the initial surge of applications that recipients would receive $1,000 per worker. Loans from the 

EIDL program tended to be larger, with a median value of $10,500 and a mean of just under $15,000 (SBA, 

2020a, 2020b; Kwok, 2020b).  

Uber drivers received much of the support. Counting both Uber and Uber Eats, drivers for this one firm received 

68 percent of California EIDL funds loaned and granted to contractor drivers (roughly the same as Uber’s share of 

the passenger ride-hail market but more than its share of the overall gig driving market (Perri, 2021a, 2021b, 

2021c)). Lyft drivers received 22 percent of funds. There was also significant overlap between these two firms: ten 

percent of EIDL driver recipients listed both Uber and Lyft in their entity name,6 and they received ten percent of 

EIDL driver funds. Indeed, 17 percent of Uber applicants also drove for Lyft and 41 percent of Lyft applicants also 

drove for Uber (SBA, 2020a, 2020b). 

Finally, the geographic areas where EIDL program funds were distributed differ from areas in the rest of the state 

with few or no EIDL recipients. This analysis is unfortunately imperfect, as many applicants gave the 

headquarters of the firm for which they drive as their own entity’s address, instead of their home address. 

Downtown San Francisco, home to the offices of many of these firms, is therefore overrepresented, as are driver 

hubs or branch offices of the major firms elsewhere. To minimize (but not eliminate) this issue, we split the state 

into two regions of roughly equal population: those ZIP codes with at least five total EIDL recipients and all other 

 

6. For comparison, in a survey of readers of The Rideshare Guy website, 23 percent of respondents reported working for Uber 

and Lyft equally, as opposed to one or the other “primarily” (Campbell, 2021a). 
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ZIP codes. The former areas received 91 percent of EIDL program loans and grants (SBA, 2020a, 2020b; U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2021a). 

By income, the results are somewhat unclear. The distribution of ZIP codes with most EIDL driver recipients 

skewed higher-income than the distribution of ZIP codes in the rest of the state, as measured pre-pandemic, to a 

small but statistically significant degree. However, because ZIP codes contain widely different numbers of 

residents, differences in population between higher- and lower-income ZIP codes influence this result. The results 

by race are sharper, even noting population deviations between ZIP codes. ZIP codes with most EIDL driver 

recipients were much less white, with a statistically significant difference in their distribution from the rest of the 

state. The distribution of poverty rates across ZIP codes did not differ significantly between the two regions (See 

Table 3) (SBA, 2020a, 2020b; U.S. Census Bureau, 2021a).  

Table 3. Characteristics of California Areas where Drivers Received EIDL Loans and Grants 

Unweighted Average of ZIP 
Codes 

ZIP Codes with at Least Five 
EIDL Driver Recipients 

Other ZIP Codes7 

Median income* $79,588 $75,043 

Share of non-Hispanic white 
residents* 

33.0% 58.5% 

Poverty rate 13.3% 15.1% 

 

* The unweighted distributions by ZIP code are statistically significantly different at a 99.9 percent confidence 

level, per a Mann-Whitney U test. 

Data sources: SBA, 2020a, 2020b; U.S. Census Bureau, 2021a 

Thus, EIDL loans for drivers did go to areas with greater shares of residents of color, though without a neat 

difference by income or poverty. These findings, though, may be due to the distribution of drivers themselves 

across the state as much as any facet of the EIDL program itself. Nonetheless, the EIDL data show uneven 

patterns of distribution. EIDLs and EIDL advances thus became a much-needed source of funds for those 

thousands of drivers who did get it but also a program that did not help most contract drivers. 

What We Don’t Know from the Data 

While the EIDL data offer a unique look at federal support for contractor drivers, they only capture a slice of the 

state’s drivers and a slice of the federal relief efforts on which drivers may have drawn. For one, any driver who 

did not include a major firm or keyword described above in their entity name would not be counted in our analysis. 

Beyond EIDL, drivers also may have received other governmental pandemic support, including individual stimulus 

payments, expanded child tax credits, and unemployment claims from other jobs beyond driving. Other drivers 

may have been ineligible for these funds, or they may have proven insufficient. Finally, even looking at EIDL 

alone, we do not know from the EIDL data how drivers used their loans and advances, what share of their lost 

revenues and financial needs these funds met, and how drivers have fared in the period since EIDL program 

 

7. Excludes ZIP codes without population 
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funds were distributed. Further surveys of drivers are needed to complement the EIDL data and the other data in 

this report.  
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Conclusion 

To varying degrees, professional drivers have assumed debt and incurred financial hardships, especially during 

the pandemic. The three data sources we analyze above provide different windows into these issues, which 

combined show both significant precarity in the profession and a broad correlation between employment 

status/protections and financial security among drivers. Federal assistance during the COVID-19 pandemic 

offered financial relief to some contractor drivers through the Pandemic Unemployment Assistance program, 

COVID-19 Economic Injury Disaster Loans, and COVID-19 Economic Injury Disaster Loan Advances. However, 

the data suggest that many drivers did not receive funds through these programs. While some drivers did not 

need financial support, it is likely that others slipped through the pandemic safety net and experienced increased 

hardship. 

The gaps identified above represent key questions for future research, but they also show the need for additional 

and better data, with appropriate privacy protections, from firms that employ and contract with drivers. Aggregated 

data on driver pay, hours, expenses, demographics, and other characteristics from firms are vital to 

understanding the state of the sector and to evaluating policies and policy proposals, though firms currently rarely 

share such data (Ockenfels-Martinez and Farhang, 2019). 

The intersection of transportation and labor will become increasingly important as travel and goods movement 

patterns and workforce characteristics return to pre-pandemic trends, take new directions, or somewhere in 

between. Looking forward, as automation may upend the transportation workforce, these questions will only 

increase in importance.  
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