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Global Indicators Briefs No. 9
Constraints to Women’s Use of Public Transport in
Developing Countries, Part I: High Costs, Limited Access,
and Lack of Comfort
Girija Borker

T

his Brief, the first in a two-part series, provides an overview of the evidence on key features of
women’s travel behavior and the barriers they face in accessing public transport in developing
countries, including affordability, frequency, coverage, and comfort (also see Borker 2022, which
focuses on safety issues). Women make more frequent, shorter trips with more stops along the way to
combine multiple tasks. In contrast, men follow direct and linear routes. These patterns have important
implications. As this Brief shows, the cost and frequency of public transport affect women more than men,
and given women’s income constraints, create trade-offs between travel and other economic opportunities.
This Brief also highlights how the current design of public transport does not accommodate the unique needs
of women. Notably, coverage issues such as a poorly connected network, including last mile problems, limit
women’s use of public transport and increase their reliance on private and informal modes of transport.
Infrastructure design does not prioritize women’s comfort. Understanding the evidence on the challenges
faced by women is a first step in identifying policies and interventions that could improve women’s
accessibility.
Women and men have different mobility needs
and travel patterns
Transport is key to promoting development, access to essential
services and social support networks, and economic opportunity. With
cities expected to contain more than 5.2 billion people by 2050 (UN
2018), there is a strong case for developing sustainable and equitable
urban transport. One crucial component of this process is developing
transport that serves women’s mobility needs given that women and men
travel differently.
In developing countries, women make frequent, shorter trips with
more stops, while men follow more direct and linear patterns (Gonzalez
et al. 2020). This difference partly reflects sociocultural norms and
women’s existing roles in the household and economy. Men care more
about commute duration and affordability—perhaps because they make
more work-related trips and have higher incomes (Carvajal and Alam
2018; Gauvin et al. 2020), while women rank infrastructure quality and
service frequency as major barriers to public transport (Soman et al.
Ganesan 2019). Women engage in more travel that is not related to paid
employment to cater to household duties, caregiving and economic
responsibilities (CIVITAS 2014). Women share similar roles across
developing and developed countries. For instance, in Bogotá, women
undertake 75 percent of care trips and 42 percent of work trips.
Similarly, women carry out more than 70 percent of the unpaid work in
countries like Ireland, Italy and Portugal (Vaalavuo 2016). Women also

consider comfort to be an important factor affecting their travel because
they are more likely to “trip chain,” combining multiple tasks and
destinations in one trip (Allen et al. 2016) and to be accompanied by
children and the elderly (Duchène 2011). Buying numerous single-fare
tickets during chained trips makes public transport costlier for women
(Shah et al. 2017), which affects the distance they cover (Uteng and
Turner 2019).
Women constitute a lower proportion of travelers in public
transport but when they do travel, they are more dependent on public
transport than men. Expensive multistop trips and more limited access
to financial resources increase women’s reliance on public transport
(Gonzalez et al. 2020). In India, two-thirds of female workers in urban
areas commute for work, and among women who travel, a higher
proportion (67 percent) than men (41 percent) walk and use buses
(Tiwari and Singh 2018). In Lima and Buenos Aires, women use public
transport more than men: 58 percent of women compared to 54 percent
of men in Lima and 50 percent of women compared to 37 percent men
in Buenos Aires (Gonzalez et al. 2020).
Mobility issues are similar across urban and rural regions, while the
consequences are worse in rural areas (Gauvin et al. 2020). Women
across urban and rural areas have inferior access to privatized transport
modes than men (Peters 2013). Sixty percent of women in India rely on
buses as their primary transport mode, followed by informal or
nonmotorized modes (Shah et al. 2017). Nonmotorized modes (such as
bicycles and rickshaws) and paratransit (such as electric rickshaws) play a
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spend a higher proportion of their income on transport because they are
less likely to own a private vehicle and more dependent on public
transport (Baker et al. 2005; Dewita et al. 2020; Gwilliam 2017; Lucas
2010). Transit also implies intangible costs like the time spent and
potential consumption sacrificed to meet expenses (Gonzalez et al.
2020). Another important determinant of how economical public
transport is for passengers is the built environment, consisting of the
physical parts of where people live and work such as homes, buildings,
streets, open spaces, and infrastructure (Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention 2011). Features such as the size of cities, the characteristics
of the passenger transport system, demographic trends, and sociocultural
norms also affect transport costs (Diaz Olvera et al. 2008).

substantial role in women’s access to employment and other
opportunities (Uteng and Turner 2019). Ninety-three percent of female
garment workers in Dhaka walk or use informal paratransit modes like
manually pedaled cycle-rickshaws for their work commute (Sikdar at al.
2014). In rural regions, however, women’s limited access reduces their
health and economic outcomes, especially in time-sensitive cases like
childbirth. In fact, a 10 percent increase in distance from a hospital is
associated with a 2 percent increase in the mortality rate (Uteng and
Turner 2019). Women also have lower access to automobile-based trips
in rural regions than in urban areas due to constraints on availability and
income (Adeel 2016).
Transport infrastructure in most countries is designed to cater to
typical commute journeys, characterized by linear, uninterrupted travel
between home and the central business district (CBD). This pattern
tends to disfavor women (Allen et al. 2016; Gonzalez et al. 2020). To
address women’s complex travel needs, transport design must be
gender-aware and serve both linear and nonlinear travel. Women need
connections to diverse locations beyond the CBD (Shah et al. 2017), and
vehicles with ample luggage space, suitable for shopping and buggies.
Traveling by public transport goes beyond the transit itself and includes
walking and waiting (Allen, Vanderschuren, and the University of Cape
Town 2016). To improve women’s access to public transport, stations,
stops, and vehicles must be barrier-free, safe, and well lit (Peters 2013).
Investments are needed in even walkways, easier road crossings, and
gender-balanced public signage.

The cost of transport affects women more than men (Dodson et al.
2004). Women spend a higher share of their income on public transport
than men (Lecompte and Bocajero 2017). They make more multistop
trips, carry additional luggage, and are often accompanied by children
and the elderly; this forces them to rely on more expensive choices like
rickshaws or taxis, which provide the flexibility and space required
(Mejía-Dorantes and Villagrán 2019). Costly public transport and lack
of access to household vehicles also forces women to spend more on
complementary and informal transport modes (Dodson et al. 2004;
Gonzalez et al. 2020; Priye and Manoj 2020).
Beyond travel, commuting costs affect women’s housing decisions.
Facing a trade-off between affording rent or travel, women forgo
economic opportunities outside their neighborhood if transport options
seem expensive. For instance, women’s employment rate declined by 26
percent following a large-scale resettlement in Delhi (Abebe et al. 2017;
Kunieda and Gauthier 2007; Munshi 2016).

The efficiency of a transportation system, defined by its coverage,
flexibility, and comfort, shapes women’s mobility and economic
opportunities (Aloul et al. 2019; IFC et al. 2018; Tilley and Houston
2016). An increase in bus service has been shown to increase women’s
nonfarm employment by 23 percent in India’s rural regions between
2005 and 2012 (Lei et al. 2019). Women in developing countries travel
longer than men and are more dependent on paratransit due to the lack
of reliable transport services (Lecompte and Bocajero 2017; Peters
2013). Women also depend on factors like cleanliness, availability of
shelter at bus stops, reliable information systems, and helpfulness of
personnel to have a comfortable trip (Márquez et al. 2014).

Transport costs disproportionately constrain lower-income
individuals because they affect access to economic opportunities and
public spaces. Most low-income women walk or take nonmotorized
transport for daily travels. In India, walking is the only viable transport
mode for 87 percent of low-income women. To cover longer distances,
low-income women substitute time for money, while higher-income
women prioritize comfort over cost (Arroyo-Arroyo and Diallo 2020).
Public transport pricing essentially creates an affordability trap for
women. The high cost of traveling to the city center reduces employment
avenues and market access for women (Tracey-White 2005). An
inability to access viable options severely impacts women’s living
conditions and capacity to save (Uteng and Turner 2019). This
inequality creates a vicious circle, whereby the lack of public transport
reduces women’s avenues to earn, and in turn makes transport
unaffordable. Sixty percent of women in the Middle East and North
Africa believe the lack of transportation reduces their economic choices
(Aloul, et al. 2019; Dodsonet al. 2004).

This policy Brief reviews the evidence on four key constraints to
women’s mobility—affordability, coverage, frequency, and comfort. It
provides an overview of the nature of each of these constraints, the
factors driving them, and their impact on women’s mobility. Together
with transport safety constraints (see also Borker 2022), these constraints
align closely with the widely used 4A’s framework of adequacy of
transport that is centered around four attributes: affordability,
availability, accessibility, and acceptability (de Avila Gomide et al.
2005).Within the “A” of affordability, the Brief discusses direct
monetary costs, indirect nonmonetary costs, and the opportunity costs
to travel. Within the “A” of availability, it discusses coverage and
frequency. Within the “A’s” of accessibility and acceptability, it discusses
comfort. The discussion focuses on urban regions in developing
countries, considering the fast-paced urbanization in the developing
world (EC 2020). However, many challenges women face in urban
settings in developing countries also apply to rural settings and
developed countries. The constraints discussed have broader
implications that can be considered by all transport planners.

Inadequate transport coverage perpetuates the
gender gap in mobility
The last mile of travel poses a significant constraint (Lenormand et
al. 2020) due to inadequate connectivity between transit stops and the
final trip destination (Tilahun and Li 2015). Last mile connectivity
includes access to provisions like pedestrian walkways, bikeways, transit
connections, and paratransit options. Their availability depends on the
built environment where the last-mile trip takes place. This includes
factors such as neighborhood design and distance from public transport
that affect commuters’ modal choice and travelling time (Fan and
Huang 2011). For instance, the presence of pedestrian and cycle
infrastructure increases walking/bicycle use (Munshi 2016).

Cost of public transport constrains women’s
mobility and access to economic opportunities
Affordability of transport refers to households’ ability to spend on
transportation while being able to access basic goods and complete daily
chores (Dewita et al. 2020; Fan and Huang 2011; Litman 2020). It is a
key concern in transport use because families across developing countries
spend 10 percent to 20 percent of their income on direct transport costs
(Allen et al. 2016; Gómez-Lobo 2011; Statista 2018). Poorer households

Last mile connectivity affects women’s access to transport, work,
and a safe environment. Women with better connectivity or those who
live closer to the center have more job opportunities and better access to
those opportunities. For instance, better access to public transport
allowed women in central zones in Chennai, India, to make 40 percent
2
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longer work trips than those in the periphery, opening more job avenues
for them. Moreover, women considered access to buses to be an essential
factor while choosing a workplace in Chennai (Alberst et al. Baudi 2015;
Srinivasan 2005). Evidence from Pakistan has shown a monotonic
relationship between the distance to the final destination and the money
and time costs. Each additional kilometer between the mass transit stops
and end destination increases travel cost by 3.2 cents and travel time by
3.6 minutes (Field et al. 2020). Along with cost, women face safety
concerns in the absence of adequate connectivity. This issue is discussed
in greater detail in the companion Brief (Borker 2022). Lack of transit
stations and appropriate infrastructures such as streetlights and sidewalks
further impede women’s ability to travel through these connectivity gaps
(Tilahun and Li 2015).

and household work, women have less free time and higher trip
frequencies than men (Duchène 2011). Nonworking women in Buenos
Aires make more trips in a day than their male counterparts because they
are more likely to take care of school runs, household errands, and social
visits (Gonzalez et al. 2020). Similarly, women in Chennai make all trips
to fetch water, 85 percent of drop-off trips, and 76 percent of grocery
trips (Srinivasan 2005). Women’s responsibilities make them time-poor
and affect their trip patterns. To cater to multiple responsibilities,
women “trip chain” and fulfill several activities within one journey. A
higher frequency of transport reduces their wait and allows them to cover
several destinations. This is particularly important for women who live
on the periphery of cities and spend hours commuting to the center
(Khosla 2009; Uteng and Turner 2019).

Last mile coverage is also a key determinant of public transport
access among the disabled. To access public transport, disabled
commuters rely on special services such as the feeder system (private or
public means of transport used to reach the nearest public transport stop,
including small-scale, demand-driven mobility services like taxi-buses or
carpooling), as well as “dial-a-ride” and door-to-door services in adapted
accessible vehicles. While upper-middle-income countries such as Brazil
and South Africa have taken measures to address the needs of disabled
travelers, such initiatives have found only limited application in
low-income countries (Kett et al. 2020). A key issue for disabled
commuters is the poor condition of amenities, especially terminal
facilities including inadequate shelter against weather conditions,
insufficient lighting, inappropriate entrances/exits, uncomfortable seats,
inadequate toilets for wheelchair users, and poor security arrangements
for female travelers (Kett et al. 2020). Disabled women are further at risk
as they are more often subject to sexual crime and harassment.
Inaccessible transport systems increase the fear of victimization and limit
their access to work, education, and social activities (Iudici et al. 2017).
Many countries lack adequate travel amenities for disabled women. In
Pakistan, 92 percent of disabled women rated existing terminal facilities
as “poor” and “very poor” when asked about the amenities (Ahmad
2015). Moreover, 60 percent of respondents in a Bangladesh survey
reported they could not use buses because of overcrowding and
inaccessibility for users with wheelchairs or crutches (Akter and Rahman
2019).

Unreliable and infrequent public transport falls short in serving
women’s needs. Public transport either does not serve internal routes
within communities or is available only at limited times (Gonzalez et al.
2020). Around half of women commuters in India believe public
transport is unreliable due to its erratic schedule during nonpeak hours
(Shah and Raman 2019). Bus services that tend to not show up, be late,
or fail to stop for riders exacerbate the problem (Higgins 2019; Pojani
and Stead 2015). Bus passengers in India face an average waiting time of
12 minutes, which is double that of informal modes like shared auto
rickshaws, regardless of the time of the day (Roy and Basu 2020).
The low frequency of public transport is an outcome of transport
authorities’ financial constraints and the focus on catering to
male-centric travel. Peripheral regions of cities usually have dispersed
settlements of low-income communities (Libertun de Duren 2018).
Their inhabitants, while dependent on cheap public transport for
connectivity, do not create enough traffic to justify investment in cheap
and frequent public transport (UN-Habitat 2003). The lower frequency
of transport reduces the number of trips that can be made in a day.
Individuals living in the center of Chennai are almost 40 percent more
likely to make two or fewer trips a day, compared to those living in the
periphery (Srinivasan 2005). Another cause for the dip in frequency is
the disregard in transport planning for off-peak-hour traffic. The
planning based on male-centric linear travel patterns does not value
women’s trips to cater to household responsibilities. For instance,
women in Turkmenistan have longer waiting times and 10 percent to 15
percent more average total journey time than men (Kunieda and
Gauthier 2007). Cost cutting exercises inevitably involve a reduction in
off-peak services (Khosla 2009).

The absence of a well-connected public transport system and the
missing feeder system increases dependence on private or informal
transport modes. The proportion of trips made by public transport (50.2
percent) in India is 10 percent less than the desired range, as identified
by a review of urban transport in India (Singh 2005), while the share of
trips made by private vehicles (33.9 percent) is 18 percent higher than
this range (Dev and Yedla 2015). Women who lack funds or access to a
personal vehicle and who are underserved by mainstream transit systems
opt for informal paratransit options (Priye and Manoj 2020). They use
minibuses, shared taxis, nonmotorized vehicles, and walking for the first
and final phases of their journey. Places with poor pedestrian
infrastructure increase the need for other paratransit options. In Manila,
the lack of pedestrian infrastructure has forced people to use
paratransit-like jeepneys and motorized cars even for trips that could be
accomplished by a 15-minute walk (Mateo-Babiano 2015; Walton and
Sunseri 2010). For women choosing paratransit options, considerations
like comfort, reliability, and driver attitude are paramount and they are
willing to pay a premium for it (Basu et al. 2017; Fillone and
Mateo-Babiano 2018; Ghani et al. 2007). Such paratransit modes
increase users’ safety concerns and financial costs (Borker 2022; Cervero
2013). These informal transport modes also create intangible costs by
increasing traffic congestion and emission of harmful pollutants (Fried
and Abubaker 2019; Kumar et al. 2016).

Long waiting times can have serious implications for women.
Besides safety concerns while waiting for transport (Borker 2022; Shah
et al. 2017), long waiting times have a financial cost because they directly
affect people’s working hours and salaries. A study based in Jordan
showed that the waiting cost for public transport users is 12 percent
more during non-peak hours than during peak hours, and with women
traveling most during non-peak hours, they disproportionately bear this
higher cost. Moreover, the average cost of waiting time is higher for
buses (which have nominally lower fares) than minibuses and taxis
(Shtayat et al. 2019).

Public transport is not designed to cater to the
comfort of women travelers
International standards define rider comfort as usability of facilities,
ambient conditions, complementary facilities, and ergonomics (Imre
and Çelebi 2017). Travel comfort, as per urban mobility experts,
contributes more to making a convenient trip than a better ticketing
system, electronic services, and intermodality (Knupfer et al. 2018).
Public transport in developing countries, however, often does not
address women’s comfort needs. Three-fourths of riders in India and 67
percent in Mexico City perceive public transport to be uncomfortable
(Sánchez-Atondo et al. 2020; Shah and Raman 2019). Crowding,
unscheduled variabilities in transportation time, and ventilation
problems contribute to making public transport an undesirable option

The low frequency of public transport when
women travel limits their use
Waiting times affect women’s choice of transport modes and routes
(Chowdhury and Wee 2020). Because they often combine economic
3
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(Imre and Çelebi 2017). For women, vehicles’ design and the way they
are driven makes public transport especially inconvenient (Mahadevia
2015).

Conclusion
Public transport shapes how, when, and where most women travel.
The need to make complex trips and fulfil multiple responsibilities
during their daily activities makes all travel costly for women not only in
terms of the time it takes but also in the associated monetary costs.
Unreliable and infrequent public transport imposes a disproportionately
higher burden on women than on men, affecting their access to
education, health care, jobs, and markets. Women’s inability to actively
participate in daily activities influences their role in the global economy
and concomitantly has long-term consequences for economic growth.

The comfort of a travel mode affects women’s travel decisions.
Forty-five percent of women in India consider comfort to be a barrier
while using public transport (Soman, Kaur, and Ganesan 2019). The
current design of public transport does not accommodate women’s
unique needs. For instance, the height of entry and exit steps and
absence of hold rails create problems for women in a traditional everyday
dress like sarees (Bhatt et al. 2015; Mahadevia 2015). Women’s comfort
also lies in being able to travel with children and/or luggage, which is
why women are more likely to use elevators and escalators while traveling
(Metro 2019). In India, women’s travel comfort also depends on having
better pedestrian infrastructure and on the walking environment, as 40
to 60 percent of trips are made by walking (Bivina and Parida 2020).

This Brief examines how women’s take-up and usage of public
transport is affected by constraints related to affordability, coverage,
frequency, and comfort. Women spend a higher share of their income on
public transport than men, and the interaction of income constraints
that bind more for women makes the cost of public transport a key
constraint for them. Women face the majority of the costs associated
with limited last mile connectivity, making them more dependent on
paratransit options that are usually unsafe and relatively costly. Women
seek transport options that provide frequent and reliable travel because
of their time constraints and safety considerations. Women’s travel
decisions also rely on the level of comfort and convenience that public
transport provides.

Factors such as transport flexibility, reliability, and privacy also
contribute to women’s comfort. Transport flexibility is an important
consideration for women given their complicated travel patterns (Bray
and Holyoak 2015). Considering time scarcity and safety concerns,
women prefer predictable transport modes like cars and paratransit,
which help them conduct complex trips spread across space and time
(Ng and Acker 2018). Women also tend to value transparent bus shelters
for better visibility and lighting (Perez 2019; see also Borker 2022).
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