
The self-driving taxis in San Francisco utilize various AI technologies, including computer vision, machine
learning, and sensors. These systems work together to enable the taxis to navigate city streets
autonomously, detecting obstacles, interpreting traffic signals, and making real-time decisions.

The complex nature of these AI-driven systems, coupled with the need for human oversight, shapes the
interplay between technology and society. This case study delves into how these taxis function and the
ethical dilemmas they raise.

BACKGROUND

“Autonomous vehicles can redefine how 

we navigate cities. They can reduce 

congestion, lower emissions, and make 

transportation accessible to all.“

San Francisco has emerged as a 
leading city for testing and 
deploying self-driving taxis, 
with companies like Waymo 
and Cruise operating fleets on 
its bustling streets.

This development brings 
promises of technological 
innovation, reduced congestion, 
and improved accessibility. 
However, it also raises critical 
ethical concerns, including public 
safety, job displacement, and 
societal impact.
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Dr. Maya is a software engineer at Cruise, working tirelessly to develop autonomous
vehicle technology. She is passionate about the transformative potential of self-driving
taxis: "I believe autonomous vehicles can redefine how we navigate cities. They can
reduce congestion, lower emissions, and make transportation accessible to all. I envision
a future where these vehicles are a seamless part of urban living, offering a more
sustainable and efficient way to travel.“

On the other side, David, a traditional taxi driver in San Francisco, feels the pressure of
this technological shift. Having driven a cab for over a decade, David is worried about his
job: "I’ve been doing this for years. It’s not just a job—it’s my livelihood. I know the self-
driving cars are coming, but what happens to people like me? How do I provide for my
family when there are fewer passengers to pick up and fewer jobs to go around?“

Lisa, a San Francisco resident who frequently uses Cruise’s self-driving taxis, appreciates
the convenience and affordability they offer. However, she has concerns about their
safety: "I love how easy and cheap it is to use these self-driving cars, but I’ve heard of
some accidents. Are these vehicles safe enough? Are there enough regulations in place to
ensure I’m not at risk when I get into one? I also worry about how this technology is
affecting people’s trust in the future of transportation.“

Finally, Senator Angela Martinez, a local politician who supports technological
advancements, is carefully weighing the benefits and drawbacks. She sees the promise of
autonomous vehicles in reducing traffic and pollution but is also mindful of the social
challenges: "Autonomous vehicles are undoubtedly the future, but we must balance
innovation with the welfare of our citizens. While these taxis could reduce traffic and
provide greater accessibility, we need to address the potential job losses and ensure the
public is confident in their safety."

Self-driving Taxis in San Francisco

Let’s explore…

To explore the ethical and practical implications of
autonomous vehicles, let’s consider a hypothetical scenario
in San Francisco involving the Cruise self-driving taxi service.
While self-driving vehicles are being actively developed and
tested, the following scenario is a fictionalized illustration
that brings together different perspectives to highlight the
various impacts of this emerging technology.



In the case of an accident involving a self-driving taxi, determining liability is
complex. Should the vehicle’s owner, the company that developed the
software, or the passenger be held accountable? A clear legal framework is
essential to define the responsibilities of all parties involved, ensuring fairness
and clarity in case of incidents. This could include insurance policies tailored to
autonomous vehicles and regulations specifying accountability in various
accident scenarios.

Accident Liability

Ethical Considerations

The rise of autonomous taxis may lead to job displacement in the traditional taxi
industry. Governments and companies should work together to offer retraining
programs for affected workers, providing opportunities for upskilling in
emerging industries. Additionally, social safety nets may be needed to ensure
workers’ financial stability during the transition to a more automated workforce.

Job Displacement

Public Trust

The introduction of self-driving taxis can raise concerns about public trust in
the safety and reliability of new technologies. Companies should prioritize
transparent communication, highlighting safety measures, performance
records, and accident prevention features. Building consumer confidence
through consistent safety protocols and customer education will be key to
gaining widespread acceptance.

Balancing Innovation and Protection

Policymakers must find a balance between fostering technological innovation
and ensuring public protection. This involves crafting regulations that encourage
the development of self-driving taxis while safeguarding public safety, data
privacy, and employment. A thoughtful approach can allow for the growth of
autonomous transportation while addressing societal concerns.



Mitigating Risks

To address the complex issue of accident liability, a robust legal framework
must be established that defines accountability in the event of an autonomous
vehicle accident. This framework should specify the responsibilities of the
vehicle owner, the software developer, and the passenger.

1. Clear Accident Liability Framework

To mitigate the impact of job displacement in the traditional taxi industry,
governments and companies should implement retraining programs for
workers. These programs should focus on reskilling workers for emerging
sectors such as autonomous vehicle maintenance, AI-driven transportation
logistics, or other technology-based fields.

2. Support for Affected Workers

To build public trust and ensure the safety of self-driving taxis, strict
regulations must be put in place to govern their operations. Companies should
be required to undergo rigorous safety testing and meet established safety
standards before deployment. Clear, transparent communication about the
safety measures in place, including real-time monitoring and emergency
protocols, must be provided to consumers.

3. Public Safety Regulations

Policymakers like Senator Angela Martinez should work towards creating a
regulatory environment that encourages technological innovation while
ensuring public safety and equity. This could include establishing a framework
that promotes the development of autonomous vehicles with strong
oversight, ensuring that new technologies do not outpace the regulatory
measures needed to protect workers, consumers, and the public.

4. Balanced Policy Approach



1. What ethical responsibilities do technology companies have to 
ensure the safety of self-driving taxis before and during 
deployment?

2. How can the benefits of autonomous taxis be balanced with the 
social costs, such as job displacement and public safety concerns?

3. What role should governments and regulatory bodies play in 
overseeing the deployment of self-driving taxis, and how can they 
ensure accountability and transparency?

4. How can policymakers like Angela Martinez promote a balanced 
approach to innovation that considers both technological progress 
and its societal impact?

Case Study 5: Questions for Reflection
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