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Executive Summary
This case study has critically compared both Uber's worker classification issues in the UK and Volkswagen's emissions scandal (Dieselgate) in order to analyse corporate governance, legal, ethical and CSR implications. The theories of utilitarianism and agency have illustrated issues with the distribution of benefits and evils and the lack of controls and accountability. Using Carroll's CSR pyramid, it can be seen that ethical/legal issues cannot be compensated for by financial success. Uber had put in place controls to protect drivers in the UK; however, Volkswagen's approach was largely reactive. Recommendations include putting into place stronger worker protection, more transparency in algorithms, integrity checks and independent compliance monitoring. Overall, it is important to be proactive with accountability, make ethical decisions and maintain accountability to stakeholders and society in order to have good governance.
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This paper compares the governance, legal and ethical issues of Volkswagen AG and Uber Technologies Inc. Both illustrate how companies can comply with legal issues however have reduced accountability which has been shifted onto employees within Uber and internally within Volkswagen. Volkswagen admitted to conspiring to break the Clean Air Act in the US and fitted around 11million cars with defeat devices. In Uber BV v. Aslam [2021], the Uber drivers were found to be “workers” under section 230(3)(b) of the Employment Rights Act 1996 by the UK Supreme Court (UK Supreme Court, 2026). This task looks at the responses, application of theories, CSR obligations and recommendations for changes. Following Task 1, which sets out the challenges, principles and scenarios.
[bookmark: _ifwbcf3j3s4o][bookmark: _Toc243820492]2. Task 1: Case Analysis 
[bookmark: _85xwky50b40t][bookmark: _Toc243820493]2.1 Issues 
Volkswagen AG
Governance issues: The Dieselgate scandal highlights some issues with the control procedures that can be implemented to oversee management within an organisation. 
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Figure: Volkswagen AG Agrees to Plead Guilty
Source: (US Department of Justice, 2017)
Legal issues: Volkswagen used defeat device software which would recognise the emissions testing and adjust controls to reduce emissions. This led to the 2.0 litre cars emitting between 10-40 times more nitrogen oxides (NOx) than legally allowed while driving normally. In March 2017, Volkswagen pleaded guilty to 3 criminal charges in the US. This led to them paying US$2.8 billion in criminal penalties and US$1.5 billion in civil remedies in the US, a total of US$4.3 billion (The Business Times, 2017).
Ethical issues: This situation is a classic example of ethical fading. The company put profit above integrity and environmental responsibilities. 
Uber Technologies Inc.
Governance issue: From the contractual relationship, the drivers are not employees but independent contractors (Abraham et al., 2024). However, a large amount of control over how they perform, how many trips they get and the price of the trips is applied. In Uber BV v. Aslam [2021], ‘the Supreme Court decided that the claimants were workers under s.230(3)(b) of the Employment Rights Act of 1996' (UK Supreme Court, 2026).
Legal issue: The legal implications mean that it was confirmed that the drivers were entitled to the relevant minimum wage and paid holiday provisions because they were workers (Bosch et al., 2023). The drivers were working because they were all within the region, logged into the app and ready and able to carry out rides. This proved that the legal protections cannot be overridden by contractual relationships.
Ethical issue: Ethical issues have raised concerns that when an algorithm is used to control key aspects of working conditions, there is no responsibility taken by the platform. Liu and Yin (2024) provide evidence to support the investigation of the relationship between digital control and employee experience. By looking at the effects of algorithmic management on gig workers' autonomy and job crafting. 
[bookmark: _50g4ntxp4uo9][bookmark: _Toc243820494]2.2 Principles 
OECD Principle IV: Disclosure and transparency
Timely and accurate provision of key information to help stakeholders understand how well businesses are performing, including sustainability and governance, is required under the G20/OECD Principles of Business Governance. Volkswagen misled stakeholders by providing inaccurate information on emission compliance. The vehicles which were affected were emitting NOx 10-40 times higher than would be appropriate during normal driving conditions (EPA) (BBC, 2015). Uber's transparency issues revolve around the difference between what is happening in reality and what is stated in contracts. In Uber BV v. Aslam [2021], the Supreme Court looked into the control Uber had over pricing, contracts and working conditions for drivers (UK Supreme Court, 2026). They concluded that you cannot determine whether someone is a worker based solely on their contractual terms. Although the Uber case was very different to Volkswagen, where they intentionally lied about emissions.
Legal principle: statutory purpose and effective oversight
Despite the two-tier board structure at Volkswagen to provide oversight from the supervisory board, the crisis has demonstrated the lack of effectiveness of the corporate governance systems (Wiethüchter and Bjelkholm, 2026). Directors owe duties to provide proper reporting, unbiased investigation and report any major non-compliance issues. Uber's eligible employees will benefit from section 230(3)(b) of the Employment Rights Act 1996 (UK Supreme Court, 2026). The Supreme Court made clear that contractual provisions cannot override statutory protection. When determining an individual's status, it should be done so by looking at the purpose of the legislation and the practical relationship between the parties. 
[bookmark: _e5yljfu550i7][bookmark: _Toc243820495]2.3 Context 
Volkswagen: German governance and US enforcement
National context - Germany: Volkswagen operates within a two-tier system. It encourages employee participation through its co-determination system but has a divided management board and supervisory board. Key factors can include difficult decisions by senior management because of conflicting commercial objectives, challenging ambitious objectives and ensuring reliable technical information.
International context - United States: Internationally, the US provided an external enforcement mechanism. Through the Clean Air Act and regulations around testing, regulators could investigate discrepancies between lab results and real-world emissions (Smit et al., 2025). In 2017, Volkswagen reached an agreement to settle both criminal and civil cases. They reached a settlement of US$4.3 billion, which includes US$1.5 billion for civil cases and a fine of US$2.8 billion for criminal cases (Nine, 2017). The affected 2.0 litre cars emitted 10-40 times higher levels of NOx than the relevant threshold according to the EPA. This demonstrates how much Volkswagen had failed to meet environmental standards.
Uber: UK employment law and EU regulation
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Figure 02: Number of “Taxi and cab drivers and chauffeurs”, England
Source: (UK GOV, 2025)
National context - United Kingdom: According to Department for Transport data, there will be 132,916 taxi and cab drivers and chauffeurs in England in 2024, down from over 214,000 in 2019 (UK GOV, 2025). In the case of Uber BV v. Aslam [2021], the Supreme Court upheld the right of the drivers to be recognised as workers, meaning they were entitled to the correct minimum wage and paid holiday rights. This shows that contracts may be flawed if they do not accurately reflect the relationship.
International context - European Union: The Court of Justice of the European Union ruled in the case of As Profesional Élite Taxi v. Uber Systems Spain SL (Case C-434/15) that the intermediary services provided by Uber are inherently part of the transport industry (T’Syen, 2026). This means that, rather than treating it as an information society service, member states may wish to regulate it under transport regulations.
[bookmark: _6flut9gdpggm][bookmark: _Toc243820496]3. Task 2: Application Report 
[bookmark: _z8blv4ttjbh1][bookmark: _Toc243820497]3.1 Governance and law 
Volkswagen: monitoring failure and response
The scandal surrounding the defeat device at Volkswagen demonstrates how technical staff and management were able to place performance above emissions due to the lack of controls within the organisation (Tanner and Mansell, 2026). There was also a lack of control from the shareholders and supervisory board in challenging decisions, which left the shareholders and other stakeholders in a position of significant risk. Whilst agency theory can be used to help explain the motivations behind this behaviour as well as the lack of controls, it does not fully explain how they became acceptable within the company. Ethical fading was also an important factor.
There were a number of actions taken by Volkswagen. This included recalls, buybacks, financial penalties, changes to compliance and independent monitoring. The US Department of Justice made an announcement in 2017 that Volkswagen had paid US$4.3 billion in criminal and civil penalties, combining US$2.8 billion in criminal penalties and US$1.5 billion in civil resolutions. An independent compliance monitor was also required. Despite the large response to the issue, it was largely a reactive measure. Formal controls and financial penalties do not indicate improvements have been made to the internal controls or the ability of the board to challenge decisions. Recommendations should therefore focus on ensuring technical issues can be raised safely and having an independent compliance report.
Uber: contractual control and response
The disparity between what the contract said and the actual situation led to an issue with Uber being an agency. The platform had an impact on the fare and employment opportunities available to drivers who were classed as self-employed. The Supreme Court ruled that the claimants were entitled to minimum wage provisions and holiday pay provisions due to being considered ‘workers’ under UK law (Uber BV v. Aslam [2021] UKSC 5) (Adams-Prassl, 2022). This demonstrates that the intentions of the legislation and the nature of the relationship cannot be overridden by a contractual agreement.
Uber has now introduced worker protections within the UK, including a guaranteed minimum salary, holiday pay and access to a pension scheme for eligible drivers (Busby and Zahn, 2024). It maintains the flexibility for drivers to work when they want to, while fulfilling key legal obligations. However, this does not address the wider issue between algorithmic control and mutual accountability and is still location-specific. Research has shown that algorithmic management can encourage certain forms of job crafting but can reduce perceived autonomy for other types of jobs (Liu and Yin, 2024). This increase in research can be seen in Figure 1 below. This data can provide insight into how platform governance should be assessed using the real-life experiences of workers.
[bookmark: _pqagaf45mg48][bookmark: _Toc243820498]3.2 Ethics 
Volkswagen
This would result in short-term benefits, including cars passing lab tests, sales being safeguarded and no costs of replacing engines. However, there were significant negative consequences to the outside. NOx is a huge issue for health problems (US Environmental Protection Agency), increasing the amount of air pollution and health concerns for the general public (US EPA, 2026). This also caused delays to authorities, misled customers and damaged the company's reputation. This would affect more than just shareholders and customers.
The utilitarian argument can be backed up with the economic consequences. The US had to deal with recalls, repair costs and environmental cleanups due to the announcement of $4.3 billion in criminal and civil penalties from the US Department of Justice in 2017. There were also losses from damage to reputation and recalls. Thus, if we take into account correctly the expected health issues, cost to the public and loss of trust in the long run, the defeat device would be rejected under utilitarianism. The economic benefits do not outweigh the large-scale preventable harm. The ethical failure was that the consideration of who was affected was purposefully limited.
Uber
From an economic perspective, Uber can allow drivers to choose when they want to work. This allows convenience for drivers and passengers who value flexibility (Chihara, 2022). However, there may be inequality between drivers, as overall there can be gains. Drivers can experience higher costs for customers, periods of waiting without pay, uncertainty in earnings and extra costs.
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Figure: 03 Average Pay Hour Over Time
Source: (Binns et al., 2025)
A 2025 peer-reviewed study looked into over 1.5 million trips by 258 Uber drivers within the UK (Binns et al., 2025). It found that implementing dynamic pricing causes drivers to earn less. Customers have higher costs, drivers have more waiting time without pay and less predictable pay. It shows how the current definition of working hours for Uber is pay per hour compared to the Employment Tribunal's wider definition. This shows that depending on the working hours used, there appears to be a benefit. However, it should be noted that this does not apply to all drivers within the UK, as this is not a representative sample.
[bookmark: _196ewc52tfly][bookmark: _Toc243820499]3.3 CSR 
Volkswagen
As a company, Volkswagen has fulfilled its economic responsibilities by producing and selling cars to make a profit and provide employment opportunities. However, the scandal surrounding the defeat devices is an example of the company failing to uphold its ethical and legal responsibilities. The US Environmental Protection Agency found out that Volkswagen had installed software in affected diesel vehicles that could manipulate emissions testing (Borgeest, 2024). This can cause excessive emissions of nitrogen oxide which contributes to air pollution and the risks to health that it causes. The "Clean Diesel" label created a huge gap between Volkswagen's environmental commitments and the actual performance of their cars. This caused issues with the credibility of their sustainability commitments.
The four responsibilities are connected as opposed to being interchangeable, so Volkswagen cannot offset the intentional legal violations by making charitable donations. In order to meet its future CSR responsibilities, Volkswagen needs to be more transparent with its emissions data, have independent verification of its environmental claims, fix any damage to the environment and have efficient monitoring of its compliance. The polluted environment and declining trust have long-term impacts, so their duty to future generations is especially relevant. To truly operate in a CSR way, Volkswagen must make measurable improvements to its environmental performance.
Uber
Uber provides convenient transport, consumer choice and flexible income opportunities in many ways. But there have been arguments about whether drivers are protected or their employment status. The Supreme Court ruled that the claimants did meet the conditions to be considered employees under the relevant UK legislation. This shows that Uber does still have a responsibility to follow the relevant legislation.
Under the ethical sphere of Carroll, the consideration of whether Uber's business model offers fair distribution of risks and benefits needs to be assessed. Along with meeting their legal responsibilities within the legal sphere. Binns et al. (2025) analysed over 1.5 million trips by 258 Uber drivers in the UK. They analysed this to see the effects of surge pricing on income stability, waiting times and earnings. There is a figure currently in place to compare hourly pay based on Uber's definition of working time against the wider Employment Tribunal definition. This data shows that when considering CSR factors, it is important to consider the real situation drivers are in. Uber has responsibilities ahead to ensure wages are transparent, workers are protected, and algorithmic decisions are being monitored. This should vary depending on platform work and employment law.
[bookmark: _nzt7f5yagrcy][bookmark: _Toc243820500]3.4 Recommendations 
Volkswagen: independent compliance oversight
Separate goals for engineering performance and emissions compliance should be established. The supervisory board should report directly to the compliance department. The compliance department should also provide engineers with routes to raise their technical concerns without fear of reprisal. Weak independent monitoring, according to agency theory, will ensure agents place organisational goals ahead of stakeholder interests. As seen in Dieselgate, simple two-tier governance does not guarantee effective challenge. This is practical as Volkswagen already has a compliance system in place and a supervisory board. It would make more sense to adjust the reporting lines rather than create a new organisation (Kano et al., 2023). A potential problem would be resistance from managers and works council representatives concerned about losing authority. It is important that Volkswagen is clear on who will raise issues and negotiate with employee representatives on the changes.
Rather than looking at processes and documentation, Volkswagen should implement ‘compliance integrity’ audits to ensure emissions performance can be achieved in normal driving situations. This combats ethical fading, where the validity of the method was ignored, and technology was seen as the aim. Performance would be reported on using independent testing and assessment at board level. This could give more authority to the existing audit and supervisory board structure. Independent audits should be carried out regularly, and issues should be answered in writing. The main issue would be cost and delays to product development, which should be considered key preventative costs.
Uber: worker protection and algorithmic transparency
Uber should design their pay and hours structure using appropriate rights and acknowledge UK drivers are workers in this instance. The Supreme Court focused on the intention of the legislation and the practical aspect of employment rather than the contract in Uber BV v. Aslam. This closes the ethical and legal gap discussed in Section 3.1. It can be done because Uber did implement benefits for UK drivers after this ruling, and formalising this will reduce any litigation as well as reputational risk. However, providing guaranteed protections could increase costs and not fit the flexible narrative. Instead, Uber should provide clarity on how flexibilities are provided alongside rights, and work with drivers and authorities.
Uber should publish regular reports on their algorithm. These reports will contain details of deductions, journey matching, pay calculations, waiting times and pay distribution. This provides drivers as well as regulators with knowledge of the division of value and risks. The data is freely available from a peer-reviewed study in 2025 on Uber journeys in the UK. It provides an example of the value in being able to measure different aspects of their work (Binns et al., 2025). The reports could be produced as Uber has the relevant data available. The main challenge would be that it would be commercially sensitive. However, by providing aggregated data and protecting private information, the sensitive data can be kept secure. Frequent independent verification can also be conducted.
Overall, this will help businesses move forward from reactive compliance to a proactive, responsible and verifiable approach.
[bookmark: _d8u2y23i4udw][bookmark: _Toc243820501]4. Conclusion 
The Volkswagen and Uber incidents show that formal governance and legal compliance do not always guarantee responsible business activity. Even a two-tier board with worker representation cannot prevent wrongdoing unless there is active, independent monitoring and accountability for how goals are achieved, as demonstrated by Volkswagen’s Dieselgate scandal. Uber’s worker-status quandary shows that contractual labels cannot permanently shield organisations from responsibilities arising from their real control over working conditions. In both situations, compliance should be seen as a minimal requirement rather than the ultimate goal. Effective transformation requires independent monitoring, open decision-making, and accountability systems that protect stakeholders and prevent future harm.
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VW to Pay $2.8 Billion Criminal Fine in Guilty Plea and $1.5 Billion Settlement of Civil Environmental,
Customs and Financial Violations; Monitor to Be Appointed to Oversee the Parent Company

Volkswagen AG (VW) has agreed to plead guilty to three criminal felony counts and pay a $2.8 billion criminal penalty as a result
of the company’s long-running scheme to sell approximately 590,000 diesel vehicles in the U.S. by using a defeat device to cheat
on emissions tests mandated by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and the California Air Resources Board (CARB), and
lying and obstructing justice to further the scheme, the Justice Department announced today.

In separate civil resolutions of environmental, customs and financial claims, VW has agreed to pay $1.5 billion. This includes EPA’s
claim for civil penalties against VW in connection with VW’s importation and sale of these cars, as well as U.S. Customs and
Border Protection (CBP) claims for customs fraud. In addition, the EPA agreement requires injunctive relief to prevent future
violations. The agreements also resolve alleged violations of the Financial Institutions Reform, Recovery and Enforcement Act
(FIRREA).




image2.png
250
225
200
175
150
125
100
75
50
25

201.7

132.9

2009

2011

2013

2015

2017

2019

2021

2024

Drivers




image3.png
Pay Per Hour (£)

Average Pay Per Hour Over Time

—&— Supreme Court Definition of Working Time
35 | —® Uber Definition of Working Time

T
2020 2021 2022 2023 2024
‘Year-Month




image4.jpg




