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Foreword
Women in low-, middle- and high-income countries face many mobility challenges. Transport provides many 
benefits that should be enjoyed equally by all users regardless of their gender and circumstance in life. But 
this requires a paradigm shift in transport planning. By enabling women and men, girls and boys, transgen-
der, and non-binary persons from all walks of life to fulfill their mobility needs, transport planning can become 
an important instrument for promoting economic, political, and social equity.

This review of scientific literature on gender and mobility published between 2000 and 2020 synthesizes the 
evidence base on how availability, affordability and physical accessibility of transport options and concerns 
about safety and security shape mobility choices. It finds that these choices are simultaneously mediated by 
other factors such as personal attributes (age, income, caregiving status, for example) and social and cultural 
acceptability concerns. It reveals continuities, contradictions, and disruptions in how gender identity influences 
mobility choices and constraints. 

This work demonstrates that “one-size-fits-all-women”-type transport policies designed to benefit women may 
leave many of them behind. Adopting an intersectional gender lens that considers factors such as age, disabil-
ity and sexual orientation/identity is important. The findings also suggest that even though the formal realm 
of law and policy can and does play a significant role in optimizing human mobility and agency, policy and leg-
islation cannot be the sole vehicle for gender equality. Gender equity in transport can only be partially accom-
plished through policy interventions, regardless of how well-intentioned and progressive they may be. Public 
awareness and endorsement of the benefits of greater gender equality within households and society at large 
may be as crucial in advancing gender equality as policy reforms and state, civil society and corporate actions 
that protect the interests of women and other disadvantaged groups and facilitates their agency. 

We hope that the state-of-the-art knowledge synthesized in this report will provide the foundational base on 
which future research and policy on gender and mobility will be advanced.

Binyam Reja 
Global Practice Manager, Transport 
Infrastructure Practice Group
World Bank
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As the saying goes: slow or fast, a mile is a mile; 
and yet, a mile can be traversed in 45 seconds or an 
hour depending on one’s mode of travel. Walking a 
mile may present an insurmountable physical chal-
lenge for an elderly person with limited mobility, or 
no challenge whatsoever for an able-bodied young 
woman or man. Let’s consider a 35-year-old man and 
a 35-year-old woman driving to the same workplace. 
If the woman must drop off a five-year-old at school 
and a two-year-old at a daycare setting en route to 
work, would they make it to their destination at the 
same time? Or would the mother have to leave home 
earlier to make it to work at the same time as the 
father who is not expected to drop off his kids? Is a 
mile still a mile if one’s gender, age, caregiving sta-
tus, physical ability, and income play a critical role in 
the mode and manner one can traverse it? Owing to 
decades of research and documentation from var-
ious disciplinary and interdisciplinary perspectives, 
it is now well understood that mobility is influenced 
significantly by biological, social, and cultural factors. 
In particular, the fact that mobility is not gender neu-
tral has been supported by a large body of systematic 
empirical evidence generated from around the world 
in both developed and developing countries. 

One’s gender identity as a woman, man, or non-bi-
nary person alongside the other intersecting identi-
ties of age, education, class, race, ethnicity, sexuality, 
ability and caregiving status as well as geographic 
location (in a rural, urban, suburban, or periurban 
community, for example) may significantly affect 
one’s ability to access and afford reliable and safe 
public or private transportation. Being able to move 
about freely and safely is a fundamental human right 
and necessity. Yet, the ability to exercise this right is 
influenced strongly by social and economic stand-
ing, geographic location, perceptions of safety and 
reliability, and one’s sociocultural norms within the 
family and community.

Much is already known about the ways in which 
mobility may pose barriers and opportunities for 
individual self-actualization, and social and economic 
empowerment. We know, for example, that women 
are globally disproportionately affected by mobility 
barriers related to availability, affordability, acces-
sibility, social acceptability, and safety and security 
of public and private transport. Women’s mobility 
choices, their ability to access education, jobs, health, 
social services, and recreation and leisure are influ-
enced by the characteristics of transport infrastruc-
ture and services and familial and societal gender 
norms. We also know that women do not constitute a 
homogenous social group. 

Women’s and girls’ abilities to make decisions about 
their lives, including their mobility options and 
choices, may differ dramatically depending on their 
socioeconomic standing, age, education, physical 
ability, ethnicity, and geographic location. Analyzing 
mobility issues from an intersectional lens may reveal 
that some groups of women may enjoy more free-
dom and choice in making decisions about transport 
than other groups, even within the same cultural or 
national context. A young university-educated urban 
professional woman may enjoy many more public and 
private transport options than a less well-educated 
lower-income man in the same country, but unlike 
her, he is unlikely to contend with sexual harassment 
on public transit. An elderly woman may also experi-
ence less sexual harassment on public transit than a 
young woman, but she may be constrained in other 
ways related to income or physical ability. Intersec-
tional analysis of mobility allows us to understand 
not just how the experiences of people are shaped 
by their multiple intersecting social identities, but 
also how the same individual may be empowered or 
disempowered in different ways in making transport 
decisions. Box 1.1 discusses the emerging trend of 
women as change agents in the transport sector.
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An extensive scientific peer-reviewed and practitioner 
literature on the role played by gender in enabling 
and preventing people from accessing transport solu-
tions has been evolving for decades. Hence, there is 
a distinct need today for a systematic review, assess-
ment and synthesis of recent scientific evidence gen-
erated on this topic within the past 20 years (2000–
20). One major reason for such a review is that much 
of the existing literature on gender and transport 
tends to be highly variable in terms of the scientific 
rigor of its methodology and analysis. Reports based 
on casual observations, assumptions and anecdotal 
evidence are often published, especially in blogs, 
op-eds, and other non-peer-reviewed journalistic 
and public forums. Although some of these forums 
draw on scientific evidence, many do not, and the 
proliferation of public media sources in recent years 
has meant that a lot of data and information that do 
not meet standards for publication in peer-reviewed 

scientific settings may end up masquerading as, or 
being misconstrued as, systematic evidence-based 
research on which policy needs may be articulated 
and policy decisions may be made. Although not all 
research published in peer-reviewed journals meets 
the uniformly high standards of methodological and 
analytical rigor, a systematic review and knowledge 
synthesis based solely on scientific literature pub-
lished in peer-reviewed settings promises to meet the 
highest evidence-based standard possible for under-
standing mobility issues and identifying research and 
policy needs and priorities. Another justification is 
that recent and emerging research (conducted within 
the past 10 to 15 years) in various global contexts has 
revealed additional barriers and challenges faced by, 
among others, those with non-binary gender identi-
ties, sexual minorities such as transgender people, 
persons with disabilities, low-income and precari-
ously employed workers, and retirees and seniors. 

Box 1.1. Women as “Change Agents”

Alongside the growing focus on decarbonizing the transport sector through promoting a modal shift 
towards public transport and active mobility, a growing trend in the literature describes women as 
“change agents” in encouraging sustainable travel behavior (see, for example, Kronsell Rosqvist, and 
Hiselius 2016; Miralles-Guasche et al. 2016; Polk 2003). Proponents of this approach emphasize that 
since women as a constituency generally make more sustainable mobility decisions (by walking more, 
driving less, and taking public transit more often) they should become more active as change agents 
to challenge dominant masculine norms. Not only does such an approach homogenize and oversim-
plify the diverse mobility needs and behaviors of different groups of women, but it also places addi-
tional responsibility on women to change people’s behaviors and to shape sustainability outcomes. 
Policy responses that valorize women as models of good travel behavior tend to reinforce rather than 
challenge existing social inequalities and hierarchies. Assumptions that women make more sustain-
able mobility choices simply by being women ignore the fact that women often make these choices 
because of historical and current socioeconomic inequalities (of income and resources, for example) 
and not because they are biologically female or because they have higher moral standards. Women 
and girls should be able to choose to use non-motorized and other sustainable modes of transport, 
not resort to them due to a lack of choice. 
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Such findings are particularly prevalent in studies 
that engage with gender not just in binary terms of 
being a woman or man, but rather as an identity that 
intersects with other biological and social identities 
such as age, sexuality, race, ethnicity, education, and 
class. A systematic exploration and analysis of this 
recent and emerging literature may bring to light 
issues that have not been documented methodically, 
and for which limited policy responses have been 
identified or formulated.

Finally, recent years have witnessed the emergence 
of new modes of transport (ridesharing, ride-hail-
ing, demand-responsive public transit, for example) 
and new technological advancements associated 
with transport (e-mobility and artificial intelligence, 
for example), that may have differential impacts on 
individuals and communities depending on: gender, 
race, class, ability and geography. Additionally, exist-
ing systems of public and private transport are being 
adapted and modified around the world, often in 
response to national infrastructure needs as well as 
economic or environmental priorities. Cities in both 
the developing and developed regions have acquired 
new subway systems (Noida, India; Jinan and Wen-
zhou, China; Taoyuan, Taiwan, China; Riyadh, Saudi 
Arabia, for example) or tramlines (Newcastle, Austra-
lia; Utrecht, the Netherlands; Casablanca, Morocco; 
for example), some have expanded subway systems 
to new locations (Toronto, Canada) or transitioned 
from a public bus system to a metro (Belfast, North-
ern Ireland). New forms of indigenous or informal 
transportation, last-mile solutions, and demand-re-
sponsive public and private mobility services have 
also proliferated around the world, often enabled by 
access to the internet and mobile phone technolo-
gies. Such innovations and advancements have not 
been studied and evaluated systematically for their 
positive and negative effects on women and other 
groups known to be disadvantaged by transport 

services and systems. Taken together, these factors 
motivated this literature review and knowledge syn-
thesis project of peer-reviewed scientific literature 
on gender and mobility published within the past 20 
years (2000–20).

The broad objectives of this study were to iden-
tify the following: (1) mobility differences globally 
between women and men (and by non-binary indi-
viduals, more broadly, where possible). This objective 
includes identifying and explaining heterogeneity in 
mobility needs and patterns in developed and devel-
oping countries (and intersectionality across gen-
der, age, geographic location, ethnicity, disability, 
class and income, sexual identity, where possible), 
and documenting how these dimensions influence 
mobility choices and needs; (2) outcomes for women 
and men (and intersectionality across other gender 
identity, socioeconomic and demographic criteria, 
where possible) of mobility barriers and opportuni-
ties to access education, employment, health, social 
services, and leisure and recreation services. This 
objective includes identifying the differing effects and 
outcomes for women and men (and intersectional-
ity across other gender identity, socioeconomic and 
demographic criteria, where possible) of transport 
investments and innovations; (3) policy lessons and 
future research needs for optimizing access to trans-
port for women and other transport-disadvantaged 
groups.
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Our systematic review and knowledge synthesis 
on gender and transport differs from a traditional 
literature review in that it relies on a rigorous and 
explicit methodology for literature selection and for 
data analysis. The scientific literature on methods for 

synthesizing qualitative and quantitative evidence 
(see, for example, Dixon-Woods et al. 2005; Lynch et 
al. 2018) identify these criteria as essential for con-
ducting a study such as this.

2.1. Literature Selection

The literature selection for this study was limited to 
English-language peer-reviewed journal articles and 
peer-reviewed working papers. Using selected key-
words and specified inclusion criteria, we conducted 
a systematic search of standard academic databases 
to identify relevant literature published between Jan-
uary 2000 and December 2020. We excluded editori-
als, book reviews, books, and non-refereed literature.

We carried out searches on four databases, as 
follows:

1. EBSCOhost: an aggregator library database that 
collates content from 375 full-text publisher data-
bases across most academic disciplines.

2. JSTOR: provides access to more than 12 million 
academic journal articles, books, and primary 
sources in 75 disciplines.

3. Transportation Research International Docu-
mentation (TRID): a specialized database with 
access to over 1.25 million records of transporta-
tion research worldwide.

4. Google Scholar: a freely accessible web search 
engine that indexes the full text or metadata of 

scholarly literature across an array of publishing 
formats and disciplines.

Each database offers an advanced search function-
ality, which we used to conduct the search. We first 
tested different combinations of keywords and Bool-
ean operators (AND, OR) corresponding to the study 
objectives, as follows: (1) Transport AND gender; (2) 
Transport AND women; (3) Mobility AND women; (4) 
Transport AND solutions AND women; and (5) Mobil-
ity AND transport AND gender OR women OR female.

The first four combinations rendered many articles 
from areas unrelated to our scope of interest. The 
fifth combination produced the most relevant find-
ings and was therefore retained across the four data-
bases for the period 2000–20. Using the fifth combi-
nation of keywords and specified inclusion criteria, 
we searched the listed databases to identify publi-
cations dated between January 2000 and December 
2020. Articles found on more than one database were 
only included once. If the same data and study were 
discovered as both a peer-reviewed working paper 
and a journal article, we included only the latter. An 
initial list of 2,506 articles (titles and abstracts) was 
compiled. Abstracts of these articles were reviewed 
against inclusion criteria (see below), and the list was 
reduced to 543 articles. A full document screening of 
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these 543 articles was performed against standards 
of evidence (SoE) criteria articulated in Codebook for 
Standards of Evidence for Empirical Research (Heck and 
Minner 2009), and another 187 articles were rejected 
to arrive at the final list of 356 publications included 
for review in this study. The SoE and their application 
result in a careful review of the claims of individual 
studies based on six categories: adequate documen-
tation, internal validity, analytic precision, generaliz-
ability/external validity determination, overall fit and 
warrants for claims.

1 As a result, the following were excluded: (1) Format: books, book reviews, unpublished conference papers, most reports; (2) Topics that were 
not relevant: epidemiology, road accidents and injuries, vehicle technology, telecommuting, for example); (3) Modes of transport (air, sea, inland 
waterways); (4) Language: Non-English. 

2 It is important to make a distinction between the terms “suburban” and “periurban.” Suburban communities typically refer to planned settlements 
on the outskirts of (or within the metropolitan limits) of large cities in developed countries. Suburban communities are typically home to white-collar 
professionals who work in cities but live in suburbs, taking advantage of lower home prices and the availability of larger homes suitable for growing 
families. In the decades after the end of World War II, suburbs grew in many developed settings. Today, the growth of suburban communities is also 
increasingly common in developing countries. Suburbs in upper-middle-income and lower-middle-income countries are also typically home to mid-
dle-class professionals and their families. Periurban communities or periurbanization refers to urbanization at the edges of rural areas. Periurbanization 
is mostly occurring in emerging economies such as China, India, Mexico and Indonesia. Periurban communities are typically home to rural migrants 
who want to live in or commute to city-like areas within traveling distance of their rural farmlands. Over time, periurban communities may also become 
home bases for industries such as automobile manufacturing, information technology, and business process outsourcing, and to the white-collar pro-
fessionals that work in such industries.

Inclusion criteria1

Peer-reviewed articles

a. Addresses mobility AND women/female/gender 
AND transport

b. Land-based transport

c. Period: 2000–20

d. Global (developed and developing economies)

e. English only

2.2. Data Analysis

The following details of each of the 356 articles were 
recorded uniformly in an Excel file: title, journal ref-
erence, year research was conducted (if available), 
keywords, country, location (rural, urban, periurban, 
suburban),2 methods (qualitative, quantitative, mixed 
methods), research questions or objectives, abstract, 
and additional key findings not included in abstract. 
The Excel file included in this study was treated 
as the “data” for this study. This was based on the 
aforementioned literature on conducting knowledge 
synthesis of quantitative and qualitative evidence 

(Dixon-Woods et al. 2005). The keywords identified 
allowed us to cross-validate findings and explana-
tions between the articles included in this study.

The Excel file is a companion document to this report 
and available publicly. Iteratively searching the Excel 
document using keywords enabled us both to con-
firm established knowledge about gender and trans-
port and to identify new and emerging issues and 
trends. Since the objective of this study was not just 
to verify or confirm well-known facts about women’s 
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and men’s travel patterns and preferences, but also 
to document and understand emerging gender 
issues and needs in transportation, we also used the 
keywords generated from the articles to identify top-
ics and issues that were less prevalent or barely doc-
umented in the literature. For example, of 356 pub-
lications, only four explored mobility issues faced by 
Indigenous peoples and only two focused on mobility 
challenges faced by sexual minorities. Research for 
two of the articles on Indigenous peoples’ mobility 
was conducted in Australia; for one of the articles 
research was conducted in Brazil, while the remain-
ing article focused on the grey literature on the topic 
in lower- and middle-income countries. The only two 
articles about sexual minorities in our universe of 
articles focused on the North American context. We 
recorded such observations from the data as knowl-
edge gaps and important topics for future research.

Figures 2.1a to 2.1e present various observations of 
the articles reviewed in this report using World Bank 
classification of countries where needed.3 Notably: 
(1) the majority of the articles relate to urban areas, 
with limited attention given to suburban and periur-
ban areas (see figure 2.1a); (2) most of the literature 
is focused on high-income countries and there is an 
especially limited evidence base for low-income coun-
tries (see figure 2.1b); (3) in terms of regional com-
position, limited attention has been paid to gender 
differences in mobility in the Middle East and North 
Africa (see figure 2.1c); both qualitative and quantita-
tive methods have been extensively used in the liter-
ature (see figure 2.1d); and there has been a growing 

3 The World Bank Group classification of region and income groups is 
used. The income classification is as follows: high-income economies 
(with annual per capita gross national income (GNI) of US$12,695 or 
more); upper-middle-income economies (with annual per capita GNI of 
US$4,096 to US$12,695); lower-middle-income economies (with annual 
per capita GNI of US$1,046 to US$4,095); and low-income economies 
(US$1,045 or less).

level of scholarship on the topic over time (see figure 
2.1e). Box 2.1 discusses the limitations of the study.

Box 2.1. Limitations of the Study 

The major limitation of this study is that 
our search was limited to English-language 
publications. Our exclusion of unpublished 
research reports, doctoral dissertations 
and other graduate theses may also have 
meant that we omitted some important and 
relevant information. Nevertheless, since 
peer-reviewed articles and working papers 
(from established working paper series) 
tend to enjoy wider circulation than unpub-
lished reports and graduate theses, we are 
confident that the findings from this review 
capture the status of current scholarship on 
gender and transport. 
 
Another limitation of this study is that it 
reflects the existing biases in published arti-
cles. Peer-reviewed articles focus on statis-
tically significant results and usually do not 
report non-results.  
 
Interestingly, despite extensive journalis-
tic coverage on topics such as mobility as a 
service and the use of artificial intelligence in 
transport, we found very little peer-reviewed 
research on the gender equality and social 
justice implications of the growing use of 
such services and technologies. We identify 
them in this report as knowledge gaps and 
important areas for future research.
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Figure 2.1a. Share of Articles by Location Figure 2.1b. Share of Articles by Income Group
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Figure 2.1d. Share of Articles by Qualitative and 
Quantitative Methods

Figure 2.1e. Share of Articles by Level of Scholarship
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Source: Original figures produced for this publication. 

2.3. Conceptual Framework

4 Institutions include workplaces, cooperatives, cross-border trade organizations, occupational networks, and business associations that have formal 
rules and regulations as well as informal culture and norms that influence women’s positioning and role within these organizations. 

The study adopts an ecological framework to con-
ceptualize how transportation systems interact with 
macro, meso and micro level factors in explaining 
women’s and men’s mobility needs, barriers and 
choices which in turn influence their access to eco-
nomic opportunities and basic services (education 
and health) (see figure 2.2). Several environmental 
factors shape women’s and men’s desires and need 
to access opportunities. They can be divided into 
macro, meso and micro level characteristics:

1. The macro, or national, enabling environment 
(country level) encompasses country context 
(income level and region), and the normative, pol-
icy, and legal context that can impose constraints 

on or facilitate women’s access to economic 
opportunities and basic services.

2. The meso, or local, enabling environment (com-
munity level) encompasses institutions4 and local 
or community-level factors. It includes the com-
munity context (urban/rural, local conditions) 
that can impose constraints or facilitate wom-
en’s access to economic opportunities and basic 
services.

3. The micro, or individual-level factors encompass 
personal characteristics (such as gender, age, 
race/ethnicity, personal income, disability, educa-
tion, family structure, and sexuality) and power 
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and agency (capabilities, aspirations, self-confi-
dence, and decision-making).

The transportation system (infrastructure design and 
operation, and transport services) interacts with envi-
ronmental factors to determine women’s and men’s 
usage of transport systems and determine their eco-
nomic and social aspirations.

The mobility barriers that women and men face, 
based on their circumstance, needs and choices 
determine how women and men experience the 
transportation system. These barriers broadly fall 
into five categories regardless of the mode of trans-
port or nature of the trip:5 

1. Availability: the connectivity and coverage of the 
transport system. In rural areas the availability of 
transport infrastructure (for example, roads and 
walkways) may be more salient than the avail-
ability of transport services, while in urban areas 
transport services (for example, public transpor-
tation, semi formal transportation and so on) may 
be more salient. For people who own vehicles, 
availability of public transport may be less salient 
than people who don’t own vehicles and rely on 
public transport to move around. 

5 For example, they can be applied to private, shared or public transport, truck or first- and last-mile connectivity, and the like. 

2. Affordability: travel costs and the extent to 
which people can afford to travel when and where 
they want to. It includes both the direct (financial) 
cost, as well as the opportunity cost of potential 
consumption that is foregone in exchange for 
mandatory trips. The same travel cost may be 
affordable for some people but not others. 

3. (Physical) Accessibility: the ease with which an 
individual can use the transport system. Able-bod-
ied lone travelers, parents traveling with young 
children, pregnant women, the elderly and the 
young, people with special needs may view the 
accessibility of the same transportation system 
differently.

4. (Social and Cultural) Acceptability: the qual-
ity of transportation infrastructure and user 
comfort and reliability. It also includes differing 
judgments, attitudes and behavioral reactions 
to women and men traveling and using various 
modes of transport.

5. Safety and Security: safety from crime, freedom 
from harassment, and perception of security 
when using transportation systems.
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Figure 2.2. Conceptual Framework for Women’s and Men’s Access to Economic and Social Opportunities
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3. FINDINGS AND 
DISCUSSION

Photo: Hendri Lombard / World Bank
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Here we document the major findings we have 
gleaned from the literature selected for review. 
It is worth noting that most of the existing global 
research engages with gender in binary terms of 
being a woman or man. Studies that engage with 
gender identity as a continuum and document the 
needs or experiences of sexual minorities and other 
non-binary persons are extremely rare and were 
found only in the context of developed countries.

Findings relating to urban mobility6 and rural mobil-
ity are presented separately. Within urban and rural 
mobility, to the extent possible, we have organized 
our findings to document established and emerging 
patterns of mobility by gender, followed by issues 
and topics that represent challenges and opportu-
nities for achieving gender equality in transport. Of 
course, some challenges are common to all countries, 
whereas others are more relevant for developing or 
developed countries. It is also important to be aware 
that the line between challenges and opportunities 
can sometimes be blurred. Therefore, we ask that the 
reader approach the themes and issues presented 
in this report with their interrelatedness and mutual 
inclusivity in mind.

We also include a section with the existing evidence 
on outcomes for women and men (and intersection-
ality across other gender identity, socioeconomic 
and demographic criteria, where possible) of mobil-
ity barriers and opportunities to access education, 
employment, health, social services, and leisure and 
recreation services.

Wherever possible, as per the conceptual frame-
work, we have tried to reflect on gender issues in 

6 Including periurban and suburban areas.
7 Three percent of the papers assessed none of the five lenses. Examples of papers in this category include papers that limit their analysis to differences 

between men and women’s mobility patterns only, or papers that stress the importance of gender-inclusive design without additional granularity in 
terms of primary analysis. 

transport via the lens of: (1) availability; (2) affordabil-
ity; (3) (physical) accessibility; (4) (social and cultural) 
acceptability; (5) safety and security. Of course, not 
all criteria will be of equal relevance in all settings. 
Within the universe of 356 papers, 57 percent studied 
mobility through more than one of the five lenses. 
No paper studied all five lenses. One percent of the 
papers studied four of the five lenses. Twelve percent 
of the papers studied three of the five lenses. And 44 
percent of the papers studied two of the five lenses7 
(see figure 3.1). Important differences also exist in 
the topics studied between urban and rural areas: 
35 percent of the papers that were geographically 
focused on urban areas studied safety and security 
barriers, while only 14 percent of papers that were 
geographically focused on rural areas did so. In con-
trast, 73 percent of the papers that were geographi-
cally focused on rural areas studied availability issues, 
while 54 percent of the papers that were geograph-
ically focused on urban areas studied availability 
issues.

Figure 3.1. Typology of Papers 
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Source: Original figure produced for this publication. 
Note: This typology is based on the five lenses used to present the findings, 
namely, (1) availability; (2) affordability; (3) (physical) accessibility; (4) (social 
and cultural) acceptability; (5) safety and security.
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3.1. Urban Mobility
ESTABLISHED AND EMERGING MOBILITY PATTERNS

Gender is a strong determinant of mobility choice 
and constraint in both developing and developed 
countries. Women and men have demonstrably dif-
ferent transport and travel patterns. Despite mak-
ing immense gains in education and employment, 
women across socioeconomic strata experience a 
wage gap when compared with men and this influ-
ences their choice of transport. Despite men’s grow-
ing contributions to caregiving and social repro-
duction, women continue to bear disproportionate 
responsibilities for household and community main-
tenance and reproduction. To manage their multiple 
assigned roles and responsibilities, women are more 
likely to need to make shorter, less well-resourced 
but more complicated trip-chaining trips, often 
involving a combination of public and private transit, 
whereas men are more likely to make single-purpose 
trips, more often on private and more expensive 
public modes of transport, such as during peak hours 
and in business class cabins (Dargay and Clark 2012). 
Because women tend to have a different pattern of 
trip making compared with men, undertaking multi-
purpose trips, such as taking children to school, shop-
ping, health-related trips and going to work, they 
tend to use public transport at off-peak times when 
there are fewer services available.

Employment status is also significantly related to 
travel distance by car or public transport. In both for-
mal and informal employment, women tend to work 
closer to home; however, formally employed individ-
uals, irrespective of gender, traveled longer distances 
by public transport or by car, compared with unem-
ployed individuals (Dėdelė et al. 2020). Women were 

more likely than men to accept the trade-off of a less 
well-paid job closer to home (ibid).

Women’s mobility patterns differ significantly from 
those of men, especially in developing country con-
texts. While women may make more trips than men 
in some situations with a greater variety of routes, 
these are typically within a more restricted geograph-
ical area (Kwan and Kotsev 2014). Women generally 
use less expensive modes of transport than men 
(Duchène 2011) although they may also under certain 
circumstances be forced to travel by more expensive 
means in the interests of safety. With a few excep-
tions—see, for example, Adeel, Yeh, and Zheng (2016) 
for Pakistan—walking is the most used mode of 
mobility for women in cities and in periurban areas 
of developing countries, although women may often 
walk shorter distances compared with men, especially 
as they get older—see Guzman, Peña, and Carrasco 
2020, for findings from Bogota, Colombia, where 
women reported shorter trip lengths in all modes 
of transport and walking trip length for women 
decreases significantly after the age of 46. Therefore, 
the existence of footpaths, sidewalks, pedestrian 
crossings and working streetlights is very important 
for safety and comfort (Nayak and Benazeer 2017). 
Research conducted in urban settings in Pakistan, 
Sri Lanka and Tanzania revealed that streetlights 
are often intentionally broken by thieves and sexual 
predators to render women and girls more suscepti-
ble to attacks (Sohail, Maunder, and Cavill 2006).

Gender appears to be an important determinant of 
mode choice in developed countries too. Compar-
ative research on travel patterns conducted in cap-
ital cities of eight relatively developed economies, 
namely New Zealand, Ireland, Vietnam, Finland, 
Indonesia, Malaysia, Portugal, and the Philippines 
deemed gender to be a more robust determinant of 
mode choice than age or income. Across these cities, 
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compared with men, women appeared to travel 
shorter distances and prefer public transport and 
taxi services to cars. Given that women tend to have 
more complicated travel patterns and concerns about 
safety, they tended to in some situations prefer flexi-
ble modes, such as taxis (Ng and Acker 2018).

Emerging evidence also suggests that established 
gender patterns in mobility may be shifting in some 
contexts (especially in developed countries). For 
example, in urban settings in the European Union, 
younger women are traveling more than younger 
men (Cottrill et al. 2020). In some developed country 
settings, such as in the urban United States, these 
changes may have been influenced by the fact that 
the proportion of women in white-collar professions 
has doubled since the 1970s, and the gender gap in 
college enrollments has reversed, but higher-income 
groups continue to prefer to live in car-dependent 
suburban settings (Crane 2007). Research on dual-
earner heterosexual households in Germany reveal 
that although men commute longer than women, 
the pattern may reverse when the woman has better 
economic prospects. Growing gender equity in car 
ownership and access also reduces the gender gap 
in commuting distances, as does an increase in time 
spent on unpaid work by men that live in a partner-
ship (Chidambaram and Scheiner 2020). However, 
concerns about safety and security, the need for 
multipurpose trips and trip-chaining remain relevant 
to women’s travel behaviors in all developed country 
settings and may influence their mode of travel (Cot-
trill et al. 2020).

The independent and interactive influence of other 
demographic factors, such as age and race, on travel 
behavior is also an important consideration. For 
example, in the Unites States, the gender gap in com-
mute length of older workers appears to be grow-
ing, while that of younger workers is steadily closing 

(Crane and Takahashi 2009). At the same time, racial 
differences in mode choice and commuting times 
are becoming less pronounced—both by race and 
by gender. White and Hispanic men reported similar 
commute times by car, Black and Hispanic women 
commuted longer than Black and Hispanic men by 
bus, and across ethnicities, women in childrearing 
years tended to have much shorter commutes than 
men in the same age groups (ibid.).

These analyses by race/ethnicity and age suggest a 
more varied and complex contemporary portrait of 
travel and, by extension, of labor market participa-
tion. Thus, gendered elements of travel demand are 
indeed evolving, and not always predictably (ibid). 
However, gender continues to play an important 
role in explaining travel, housing, and labor market 
dynamics, with major implications for policy and plan-
ning (Crane 2007; Cristóbal-Pinto and González 2002).

AVAILABILITY

In urban areas, the availability of transport ser-
vices plays a key role in enabling women’s mobil-
ity. The literature has looked at the availability of the 
formal public transit network, bicycle usage, bicycle 
sharing, car sharing, informal transportation, and the 
interplay of the entire network.

Formal public transit network

In the past 20 years, many cities across the globe 
have acquired new subway systems, others have 
expanded metros to new locations, or switched from 
a public bus system to a metro. Such changes can 
have positive and negative implications for trans-
port-disadvantaged groups including women, youth, 
those on low-incomes, and elderly people.
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Ridership depends on a multitude of factors 
including the availability of alternative options. A 
study in Delhi, India found that 95 percent of working 
women and 80 percent of students used public trans-
port on a daily basis (Nayak and Benazeer 2017). In 
a study conducted in West Bengal, India, the partic-
ipants (older women in this case) reported that they 
wanted to avoid public transport due to various rea-
sons but had no other alternatives available to them 
(Bhattacharya 2018):

Public transit network adjustments can leave 
some households vulnerable. In India, women 
suffered greater livelihood erosion due to loss of 
access to public transport after resettlement to areas 
on the fringes of the cities of Chennai and New Delhi 
(Alberts, Pfeffer, and Baud 2016; Anand and Tiwari 
2006). Similarly, a study conducted in Belfast to 
understand the effects on disadvantaged populations 
of the transformation of the public bus network to a 
metro service in 2005 found that given their greater 
financial constraints and restricted access to alter-
natives, low-income households were particularly 
vulnerable to public transport network adjustments 
(Blair, Hine, and Bukhari 2013). Active engagement 
with disadvantaged stakeholders and proactive pol-
icy planning at early stages of network change or 
transformation were identified as necessary to avoid 
reproducing and entrenching existing transport ineq-
uities (ibid.).

Shifting from public to private provision of trans-
port services may influence patterns of usage by 
gender, age, and income. For example, in the Slo-
vak Republic passenger ridership increased by 156 
percent in three years when operation of a commuter 
line to and from the capital city, Bratislava, switched 
from a public to private operator. The speed, comfort, 

and reliability of the privatized rail service were iden-
tified as the major reasons for the increase in rider-
ship. These factors were found to appeal especially 
to women, students, and car owners who were newly 
attracted to rail commuting. The increase in ridership 
was primarily driven by an improvement in the qual-
ity of the rail service, which public operators can also 
aspire to provide (Jurikovič and Tomeš 2017).

As larger cohorts of people experience economic 
mobility in developing economies, transportation 
preferences and patterns may change more rapidly 
than they are expected to in more mature developed 
economies. Box 3.1 discusses the multiple layers of 
transport disadvantage and social exclusion.

Box 3.1. Transport Disadvantage and Social Exclusion Can 
Be Multilayered 

Palestinian women in Jerusalem present an 
illustrative example of the multifaceted bar-
riers to travel that women face when using 
public transit systems. Ethnic segregation 
and conflict, restrictive social, cultural and 
religious norms, poor infrastructure, and 
low levels of public transportation inhibit the 
mobility of Palestinian women. A study found 
that driving or being driven were important 
components of navigating work and educa-
tion, and many Palestinian women said they 
could not have attended university or arrive 
at work without cars or taxis. Older women 
rarely drove or had drivers’ licenses. By 
contrast, almost all younger women either 
already had one, or were planning to study 
for a driver’s license (Kerzhner, Kaplan, and 
Silverman 2018).  
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Bicycle usage

Men are more likely to cycle than women. Women 
in Kaunas, Lithuania, were 63 percent less likely 
to travel by bike compared with men (Dėdelė et 
al. 2020). In Australia, men were more likely than 
women to cycle for recreation and for transport in 
urban, rural, and suburban contexts, and men cycled 
for longer than women (Heesch, Sahlqvist, and Gar-
rard 2012). In Montreal, Canada, women were found 
to be less likely to cycle to work than men, but more 
likely to cycle for other non-work and recreational 
trips (Damant-Sirois and El-Geneidy 2015). An evalua-
tion of New York City’s Citi Bike Share system in the 

United States also revealed that bike share ridership 
is strongly skewed by gender, with two-thirds of trips 
being made by men.

Important differences exist not only in usage of 
bikes between women and men but also nature 
of usage: Analysis of bike sharing data from Nanjing, 
China, reveals that men are more likely than women 
to make unidirectional trips during the week and 
weekends, but women are more likely than men to 
make multiple-destination bike sharing trip chains, 
especially on weekdays (Zhao, Wang, and Deng 2015). 
Box 3.2 presents a specific example for bike sharing.

Box 3.2. Bike Sharing in Norway

A study conducted in Oslo, Norway, to understand the effectiveness of bike sharing as a sustainable 
transport intervention also provided important insights about access and equity (Böcker et al. 2020). 
While controlling for other factors, such as route distance, elevation, urban form, time of day and bike 
dock capacities, bike sharing ridership was found to be substantially higher on routes that either start 
or end with metro or rail connectivity. The findings revealed that despite recent incremental increases 
in use among women (ibid), the bike sharing system mostly benefits men—men represented 58 per-
cent of users and completed 68 percent of trips. Bike sharing offers poorer access to female- com-
pared with male-dominated employment centers in Oslo and is used less often by women to access or 
exit public transit.

In general, studies on bicycle use in cities of 
developing countries are rare. Existing research 
has shown that although most residents of cities 
in Sub-Saharan Africa cannot afford the cost of 
motorized private or public transport, if and where 
it is available (Tembe et al. 2020), cycling is also not 
popular as a mode of transport (Rwebangira 2001). 
Poor urban planning and traffic safety may discour-
age individuals who can afford bicycles from using 
them as a means of conveyance. Women are signifi-
cantly less likely than men to ride bicycles in cities 

in many regions such as Sub-Saharan Africa, South 
Asia, and the Middle East. For example, in Tanzania 
and Kenya, 33 percent of all trips made by men are 
by bicycle compared with 2 percent of all trips for 
women (ibid).

The expansion of bicycle infrastructure can 
encourage women and low-income individuals 
to start cycling. For example, as in the case of Sao 
Paulo, Brazil (Benedini, Lavieri, and Strambi 2020). 
Travel time was found to be an important predictor 
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of cycling frequency for both work and non-work 
purposes, suggesting that cycling can be a feasible 
alternative to cars and transit in large, dense, and 
congested cities. Bicycle sharing systems were found 
to play an important role in introducing new users to 
the mode. Findings from this study also suggest that 
low-income individuals would benefit from higher 
connectivity and more dense bicycle networks in 
peripheral urban neighborhoods (ibid).

In Sub-Saharan Africa, the existing evidence 
underscores the benefits of investing in cost-ef-
fective interventions such as bicycle lanes and 
pedestrian facilities that better target low-in-
come populations (Sietchiping, Permezel, and 
Ngomsi 2012). This is especially important in the 
African context since investment in mass-transporta-
tion schemes such as metro, subway and rail systems 
is often rare and not always affordable for local and 
national governments.

Interventions at workplaces, such as provid-
ing childcare services, installing showers and 
changing rooms, were identified as suggestions 
for encouraging more women to cycle because 
respondents emphasized that cycling to work was 
not compatible with their complicated daily routines, 
which required them to combine multiple work and 
care responsibilities. Societal norms around suitable 
work attire for women are in many instances incom-
patible with mobility through cycling. As a result, 
some women who might otherwise have cycled to 
work found it challenging to do so while also dress-
ing and presenting in a way deemed appropriate for 
work (Damant-Sirois and El-Geneidy 2015). Austra-
lian women reported the same reasons for being 
less likely to commute to work by bike than Australian 
men (Heesch, Sahlqvist, and Garrard 2012).

Caregiving responsibilities are a major determi-
nant of women’s usage of bicycles. In New Zea-
land, women without caregiving responsibilities were 
found to cycle for work more often than women with 
caregiving responsibilities (Shaw et al. 2020). Findings 
consistent with this pattern are reported from Van-
couver, Canada where most respondents were aware 
of the negative environmental consequences of using 
automobiles and spoke of a tension between wanting 
to use active travel modes while relying on their cars 
to fulfill caregiving responsibilities (Sersli et al. 2020). 
Relatively few women drove children to school or 
daycare, but children’s extracurricular activities were 
often too far or too late in the evening to consider 
cycling a feasible travel mode. However, not all par-
ticipants regarded cars as necessary to successfully 
parent. Mothers without easy access to cars—mainly 
immigrant women—organized their lives around 
walking, transit, or what they could reasonably cycle 
to. These findings suggest that addressing social 
norms are necessary but insufficient on their own 
when isolated from material conditions needed to 
shift practices (ibid). The findings from these studies 
also reinforce that mobility of care should be consid-
ered a vital aspect of transport and urban planning.

Findings from Melbourne, Australia, suggest that 
efforts to increase transport cycling that focus solely 
on commuter cycling may, in fact, be contributing to 
the gender inequities in cycling for transport (Bourke, 
Craike, and Hilland 2019). To increase cycling rates 
among women, there may be a greater need to 
invest in infrastructure to develop local cycling net-
works that connect to key residential shopping cen-
ters, service precincts, and schools that make cycling 
a more appealing and convenient choice for multiple 
purposes (ibid). It is also important that cycling net-
works respond to the need for many women to move 
with children, both young and old. 
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Car sharing and informal transport

Literature on car sharing again seems to be more 
focused on developed countries; users appear to 
be middle-income or higher, more educated, and 
most likely to be women. Car sharing schemes have 
emerged in many cities in developed settings and a 
limited amount of research has been conducted to 
understand who is most likely to join them. A study 
conducted to identify the demographic markets 
attracted to car sharing services in selected cities 
in the United States and Canada revealed a mean 
age of 38 years for car share subscribers with half 
the respondents reporting a household income of 
US$60,000 a year or more (Burkhardt and Millard-Ball 
2006). Most respondents were highly educated, 
with 35 percent holding a bachelor’s degree and 48 
percent reporting some postgraduate work or an 
advanced degree. Slightly more women (55 percent) 
than men (45 percent) were car sharing members. 
The study concluded that in middle- and high-income 
professional community settings, car sharing can 
increase mobility, reduce vehicle travel, and comple-
ment other transportation modes (ibid).

The role of indigenous or informal public transport in 
providing an alternative mode of mobility has been 
researched quite extensively in various contexts in 
developing countries. However, research on gender 
equity in the use and patronage of indigenous trans-
port has received little attention. One study in the 
Philippines sought to identify the issues and chal-
lenges of one form of indigenous transport use, the 
public utility jeepney, as perceived by women who 
used it (Abuzo et al. 2017). These women expressed 
slightly higher concerns about accessibility, health, 
and safety issues. They also expressed concern that 
jeepney drivers may be partial to getting customers 
that are men, as well as to customers from class and 
ethnic backgrounds deemed to be of higher status 

in the Philippines, regardless of whether they are 
women or men (ibid).

A network approach is needed to truly increase 
women’s ridership. This can be done through 
increasing the formal public transit network or by 
connecting it to other modes of transport whether 
formal or informal, or shared.

Larger subway network: Research conducted in the 
Gwangju metropolitan area in the Republic of Korea 
revealed that although women and young people 
in their late teens and 20s are more likely to benefit 
from subway networks, when only a linear subway 
line was added to the bus network, transit-dependent 
groups did not appear to benefit from the increased 
transit supply (Song et al. 2018). However, with the 
addition of another circular subway line, women and 
young people were found to have a significant and 
positive association with the increased transit supply, 
indicating a vertically fairer distribution of resources 
(ibid). In the Republic of Korea, men aged between 
their 30s and 60s dominated private vehicle owner-
ship (70.8 percent). Young people, and those in their 
70s and above, accounted for only 8 percent of car 
ownership. The addition of the linear subway line 
did not optimally benefit transit-dependent groups 
because it did not reach areas of lower car owner-
ship. However, the additional circular line improved 
access for transit-dependent demographics (ibid).

New and innovative transport modes: In Medellín, 
Colombia, the installation in 2004 of the Metroca-
ble, a gondola lift system, was expected to comple-
ment the Medellín Metro to facilitate better mobility 
and connectivity for all residents but particularly for 
low-income residents of informal settlements who 
previously lacked an affordable and efficient means 
of navigating the steep hills of the city. An evalua-
tion of the socioeconomic outcomes of the system 
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revealed that Metrocable commuters were saving 
time and money. Women from low-income communi-
ties who lived near a Metrocable station and worked 
in districts with a train station were using it regu-
larly for commuting to work. However, residents of 
Medellín with the lowest levels of income and educa-
tion were found to rarely use the Metrocable for com-
muting because most worked in the informal sector 
at or near their homes (Matsuyuki et al. 2020).

First- and last-mile connectivity is important: Research 
on first- and last-mile trip options is rare in all con-
texts; gender analysis of such options is even more 
rare. Research conducted in the historic urban area 
of Manila in the Philippines revealed that women, 
as well as those who were accompanied by children, 
preferred riding pedicabs over walking as first- and 
last-mile trip options. Making pedicab routes more 
regular and responsive to the needs of residents 
of urban areas and regulating fares would benefit 
women and other transport-disadvantaged groups. A 
pedicab can offer a vital source of livelihood for many 
urban residents while also offering a mobility option 
for vulnerable groups such as women, children, peo-
ple with disabilities and the elderly. Improving pedi-
cab service provision would also lead to increased 
incomes for pedicab drivers (Fillone and Mateo-Babi-
ano 2018).

Other studies of non-motorized transport have 
highlighted the potential to improve environmen-
tal sustainability through their increased use—
see, for example, Gamble (2020), for a discussion of 
the role increased bicycle use by women and children 
could play in Quito, amid Ecuador’s transition to a 
low-carbon city.

Similar to the experience in developed countries, 
women tend to have a very different pattern of 
trip making compared with men, undertaking 

multipurpose trips, such as taking children to school, 
shopping, health-related trips and going to work. 
They tend to use public transport at off-peak times 
when there are fewer services available. Transport 
arrangements in peripheral urban areas do not suit 
women’s needs since they may have to visit scattered 
facilities with less frequent public transport services.

AFFORDABILITY

Affordability constraints, mainly due to low incomes 
earned by women, have a huge impact on women’s 
use of transport. Women are more likely than men 
to work in part-time, precarious and flexible employ-
ment, and, owing to accompanying lower wages, are 
more sensitive to the cost of travel. With some excep-
tions, women are likely to work closer to home and 
commute shorter distances than men (Ng and Acker 
2018).

Transport disadvantage is especially linked to the 
poverty women experience in developing economies. 
First, because it is often an outcome of poverty, in 
terms of both time and resources. Second, transport 
disadvantage manifests as weaker workforce par-
ticipation and the precarious and poorly paid types 
of work they can access. Finally, transport disadvan-
tage causes poverty by restricting women’s access to 
livelihood opportunities. That women are more likely 
than men, owing to their greater caregiving respon-
sibilities and corresponding time poverty, to factor in 
costs in terms of time and money for traveling while 
assessing livelihood decisions is borne out by studies 
of low-income communities that have been resettled 
from central areas in cities of developing countries 
to their outskirts (Alberts, Pfeffer, and Baud 2016; 
Anand and Tiwari 2006; Lorenzo 2008).
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Transport subsidies

As more women enter the labor force, their desire 
to use off-peak fares will reduce. In other words, 
it is non-working people who are amenable to 
traveling off peak (at the right subsidy), not 
women inherently.

Subsidies are often used to increase public transit rid-
ership during off-peak hours or to target low-income 
individuals. Compared with women, men typically 
have longer commutes, use personal vehicles more 
often, travel more often for paid work, and have 
more straightforward work-to-home travel patterns 
during peak hours. Therefore, women appear more 
likely to take advantage of lower fares or subsidies 
to travel during off-peak hours. Research conducted 
in Singapore to analyze peak and off-peak pricing 

strategies as a policy tool to spread peak demand in 
public transportation systems discovered that women 
were more responsive to off-peak discounts than 
men, but a difference was only noted when off-peak 
discounts were greater than 50 percent. This may be 
due to the greater flexibility of women’s work sched-
ules (Adnan et al. 2020). The only group of men that 
appeared to respond well to off-peak discounts were 
retired men over the age of 70. To attract women and 
non-workers for off-peak ridership, it appears that 
discounts work but they must be substantial (ibid). 
Similarly, a study conducted in Halifax, Canada, to 
understand mobility patterns of the non-worker seg-
ment of the population (most of whom are women 
and/or older adults) found that men that do not work 
take equal advantage of reduced fares (Daisy, Mill-
ward, and Liu 2018). Box 3.3 discusses the relation-
ship between mobility and mental health.

Box 3.3. Mobility and Mental Health

Public transport may have unintended positive consequences for mental health. Research on out-
comes of access to free public transit for specific disadvantaged groups such as youth and the elderly 
has also been conducted in several urban developed country settings. In London, United Kingdom, 
where older citizens have free access to a relatively extensive public transport network through a 
Freedom Pass, one study explored from a public health perspective the mechanisms that link this 
travel benefit to determinants of well-being (Green, Jones, and Roberts 2014). Traveling by bus pro-
vided opportunities for meaningful social interaction; traveling as part of the “general public” pro-
vided a sense of belonging and visibility in the public arena—a socially acceptable way of tackling 
chronic loneliness. Findings suggest that mechanisms linking mobility and well-being are culturally, 
materially, and politically specific. In contexts where good public transport is available as a right, and 
bus travel is not stigmatized, the existing evidence suggests that it is a major contributor to well-be-
ing, rather than a transport choice of last resort. This has implications for other jurisdictions working 
on accessible transport for older citizens and, more broadly, improving the sustainability of cities. 
The freedom to take a bus to get out and about was widely reported as a major and non-stigmatizing 
defense against isolation, particularly for older people who live alone (ibid).
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Transit pass

Data from household surveys (see, for example, 
Vance and Peistrup 2011, for findings from Ger-
many) indicate that women are more likely to own 
a transit pass than men. The probability of women 
owning transit passes also increases with age, except 
for low-income elderly women, who were found to 
be the demographic least likely to own a transit pass 
in Germany (Giesel and Köhler 2015). Both fuel and 
fare prices were found to have the expected positive 
and negative impacts on the likelihood of owning a 
transit pass. A one euro increase in the fuel price was 
associated with a 0.09 increase in the likelihood of 
women owning a pass, while the negative effect of 
the fare price is considerably weaker at 0.001 for both 
women and men (Vance and Peistrup 2011). These 
findings suggest that policy makers have direct lever-
age over equity in transit pass patronage, including 
via fares, fuel prices, the location of transit stops, and 
the density of transit service (ibid).

A study of home-to-campus transport choices of univer-
sity students at four universities (seven campuses) in 
Toronto, Canada, revealed that irrespective of gen-
der, post-secondary students were highly sensitive to 
changes in travel times on public transit. This study also 
revealed that mobility tool ownership (that is, transit 
pass, car, and bike ownership) and age groups have 
distinct influences on students’ chosen travel mode. 
Students of ages 23 to 25 were more inclined to drive 
and less inclined to choose auto-passenger, car-pooling 
or transit with walk access (Hasnine et al. 2018).

Social exclusion

To date, most studies which consider transport from 
a social exclusion perspective have been conducted 
in the context of developed countries where both 
income poverty and lack of transport are relative 

rather than absolute states. Only a few studies 
in recent years explore the relationship between 
transport and social disadvantage in the context of 
developing countries, where income poverty can be 
absolute and where there is generally much lower 
access to both private and public transportation. 
One study in the urban and periurban areas of the 
Tshwane region of South Africa tried to understand 
whether the concept of social exclusion remains 
valid, when it is most of the population that is expe-
riencing transport and income poverty compared 
with a minority who do so in advanced economies 
(Lucas 2011). Findings revealed that for many urban 
low-income residents of the Tshwane region, formal 
public transport is often not an option because of 
where they live or the times when they need to travel. 
As such, many people must rely on the services of 
privately operated and largely unregulated kombis. 
The cost of this transport is extremely high in relation 
to people’s incomes and can usually only be regularly 
afforded by those with formal full-time employment, 
a minority in this context (ibid).

Public transit and evolving travel demands in periurban 
or suburban settings

As cities evolve and periurban and suburban areas 
emerge, there are often increases in travel demands 
that are not met by the existing public transit net-
work. This lag impacts women and men differently.

The fact that women are more sensitive than men to 
commute cost and time was found to be true of work-
ers commuting to and from peripheral new towns 
and major cities in China (Chen and Zhu 2012) and in 
Jakarta, Indonesia, where the existence of the subur-
ban rail system and the reduced travel time it enabled 
was identified by some women as the only way that 
they were able to take up employment or engage in a 
range of activities across the city (Turner 2012).
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These findings suggest that the process of subur-
banization and periurbanization in developing econ-
omies such as China and Indonesia create conflicts 
between existing public transit services and new 
travel demands, with women absorbing more of the 
economic and labor costs. Other studies of periur-
banization in East and Southeast Asia have revealed 
that a public participation process established in the 
early stages can be a valuable complement to the 
technical planning process in generating transport 
interventions with wider distributional benefits. If 
properly designed, participation processes offer an 
opportunity to incorporate the interests of nonauto 
users, women, and other vulnerable citizens into 
the planning process (Chen and Mehndiratta 2007; 
Gajewski, Ihara, and Tornieri 2007).

Low-income groups in other periurban settings 
reported that street connectivity, the level of bus 
services and neighborhood safety were all particu-
larly significant for determining spatial variations in 
the daily trips that were undertaken, with more trips 
being initiated where there was a greater density of 
street nodes, bus stops and where people felt safer 
at night (Lucas et al. 2018). These findings highlight 
the need for transport planners and policy makers 
to carefully consider and target micro-scale factors 
while attempting to introduce transport interventions 
to reduce social exclusion among low-income urban 
and periurban populations.

Findings from another study in China and Vietnam 
further suggest that both urbanization and peri-
urbanization encourage rapid motorization, which 
appears to reinforce class and gender disparities. 
The study found that the differences in travel pat-
terns between women and men were similar to 
those found between the residents of poor and 
affluent urban areas: women walk more, men are 
more motorized. Despite women’s high rates of 

participation in the labor market in both Xian (China) 
and Hanoi (Vietnam), men traveled more often for 
work while women did so for household maintenance 
(Tran and Schlyter 2010).

Transport arrangements in peripheral urban areas do 
not suit women’s needs since they may have to visit 
scattered facilities with less frequent public trans-
port services. Fare structures can also make multiple 
stops more expensive, making it difficult to combine 
household errands (Booth, Hanmer, and Lovell 2000). 
Turner and Grieco (2000) argued that because of 
their more complex multipurpose trips women are 
“time poor” and face many more constraints than 
men in fitting their busy schedules into the day.

Such findings highlight the importance of trans-
port planners understanding the mobility needs 
of low-income urban residents in general, and 
women in particular, in designing responsive sys-
tems of transportation access.

ACCESSIBILITY

Elderly people, people with disabilities, caregivers (of 
children, seniors, and special needs adults) and Indig-
enous people face additional mobility challenges. 
While the size of the exclusion gap of those with 
special mobility needs is difficult to measure, there 
is a preponderance of evidence that special mobility 
needs lead to different mobility choices.

Elderly mobility

As demographic transitions lead to a steady rise in 
the number of older persons in the urban areas of 
developing countries, some studies have attempted 
to understand barriers and opportunities for elderly 
mobility. The literature consistently finds that older 
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urban women in developing economies make 
the shortest and least number of trips of all age 
demographics.

In Pakistan, trip making was found to differ signifi-
cantly by gender, age, income, and vehicle posses-
sion. Elderly women were far less mobile than elderly 
men. Fewer than one percent of elderly women in 
Pakistan reported self-driving. The preferred modes 
of travel for the elderly were car, motorcycle, and 
walking. Older women were concerned about safety 
issues in public transport, including theft and the 
behavior of transport crews, older men who drove 
were worried about the behavior of other drivers 
(Ahmad, Batool, and Starkey 2019).

Middle-class and upper middle-class older women 
(between the ages of 60 and 70) living in semi-urban 
communities in West Bengal, India, also reported 
using public transportation rarely. Most women 
reported using private transport on a regular basis 
for activities such as going to work, shopping, or 
picking up grandchildren from school (Bhattacharya 
2018). Since none of the respondents owned private 
vehicles or had driver’s licenses, they relied on men 
in the family for their transport needs. Although all 
respondents had heard of ride-hailing and rideshar-
ing services such as Uber and Ola, and most owned 
mobile phones, none had the technical skills nec-
essary to access the software application on their 
phones. Respondents who used public transport did 
so as an option of last resort: because private trans-
port was not available or affordable. As in Pakistan, 
elderly women in West Bengal, India reported mini-
mizing travel of any kind to the extent possible (ibid).

Even in developed economies, transport disadvan-
tage among seniors appears to be exacerbated 
by poor health and low incomes, particularly for 
women. Research conducted in Scotland confirms 
patterns of travel in the United Kingdom and other 
urban developed country settings where older peo-
ple are heavily dependent on car use, in the form of 
more frequent but shorter journeys than younger 
people. This is especially so for women aged 70 and 
older who, as passengers, are very reliant on men to 
drive them. Existing evidence suggests that, espe-
cially in urban settings, there are few obstacles to 
public transport use, and most agree that bus travel 
is good, but convenience motivates car preference (Li 
et al. 2012). In a study of community-dwelling seniors 
over the age of 75 residing in an urban setting in 
Canada, 88 percent of respondents who reported 
having problems with transportation were women. 
They were also in poorer health and had lower 
incomes than men. Even among those for whom 
transportation was not a problem, there existed an 
inequality between women and men in terms of 
access to what was considered the “optimal’’ form of 
transport, the car. Most of the men who reported not 
having problems with transportation also reported 
driving a car as their primary mode of transport (80 
percent), and those who experienced transportation 
problems were usually in worse health. Due to the 
small sample size of women, such an inference could 
not be made for them (Dupuis, Weiss, and Wolfson 
2007; see also, Fristedt et al. 2014 and Giesel and 
Köhler 2015 for similar findings from Sweden and 
Germany respectively). In addition to socioeconomic 
and health barriers, elderly people face significant 
mobility challenges because of deteriorated built 
environments, heavy traffic, and concerns about 
safety and crime (Loukaitou-Sideris, Wachs, and 
Pinski 2019).
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Mobility needs of caregivers

The existing body of research from urban developed 
country settings affirm that the transport needs of 
caregivers (of children, seniors, and special needs 
adults) are poorly catered for, and the implications of 
this oversight can be particularly onerous for women 
since they bear significantly more caring responsibil-
ities than men (Dobbs 2005; Fritze 2007). Research 
on “escorting economies” in urban European Union 
contexts reveal that by the time women reach their 
20s, “escort education” trips (taking children to 
school) become more frequent, and together with 
general escort trips, these account for over a quar-
ter of all trips for women in their 30s. The age of the 

youngest child was found to have a strong influence 
on women’s mobility behavior in the United King-
dom (McQuaid and Chen 2012). The care of elders 
and adults with special needs also appears to serve 
as a greater spatiotemporal constrictor for women 
than for men in European cities—see Delclòs-Alió and 
Miralles-Guasch (2018), for findings from Barcelona, 
Spain. However, there is some evidence of the rever-
sal in roles of women and men for escorted trips with 
age, with women making more escorted trips than 
men up to their 40s, while men make more escorted 
trips than women in the older age groups. (Hodgson 
2012). Box3.4 discusses the relationship between 
equity in car use and greater equality in household 
responsibilities.

Box 3.4. Equity in Car Use Does Not Mean Greater Equity in Household Responsibilities

In comparative research conducted in cities in Australia, the United Kingdom, Spain and Finland, the 
United Kingdom and Australia were found to have the widest gender gap in travel purpose. Mothers 
in the United Kingdom and Australia were found to be much more likely than in Spain and Finland to 
accompany their children to and from school and to fit their work hours within the temporal bounds 
of their children’s daily schedules (Craig and van Tienoven 2019). It is also worth noting that despite 
research participants having the widest gender gap in travel purpose, the gender gap in travel mode 
was the smallest in the United Kingdom and absent in Australia. Australia also has high overall car 
usage and car ownership, which is likely due to infrastructure and transport policies that generate 
greater reliance on private vehicles compared with European countries. These findings imply both 
that improving public opportunities for women is insufficient to ensure equity in the private sphere, 
and that to eradicate gender mobility differences, transport policies would need to be supplemented 
with measures addressing roles and status in the family (ibid).

Feminist researchers such as Law (1999) observed in 
the late 1990s that in the previous two decades (that 
is, since the late 1970s), critiques of “gender-blind” 
transportation research and planning had generated 
a spate of research on “women and transport,” which 
focused on a relatively limited range of issues related 

to journey-to-work travel at the expense of other rele-
vant issues related to social reproduction. They sug-
gested an alternative approach which redefines the 
topic as “gender and daily mobility” and incorporates 
it within a larger conceptual framework investigating 
social and cultural geographies of mobility.
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More recently, feminist researchers (see, for 
example, Sánchez de Madariaga 2013) have 
argued for a full acknowledgment in the trans-
port sector of the idea of a “mobility of care.” This 
would contribute to a much-needed rebalancing 
of the topics of care and employment as being 
equally important for transport policy.

Since the balancing of work and family responsibili-
ties is emerging as being of concern in urban areas 
for all workers (particularly those below the age of 

35) irrespective of gender identity, understanding 
the drivers of the mobility of care is essential when 
designing transport systems—see Baruah and Bisk-
upski-Mujanovic (2021), for findings from Canada. 
Unfortunately, only one of the articles in our survey 
focused on the mobility of care in urban settings for 
developing economies, highlighting the need for 
public transport services to respond to the needs of 
women with child strollers and children (Kranrattana-
suit 2017). Box 3.5 presents an example of commut-
ing with children.

Box 3.5. Commuting with Children: The Story of Anita Flowers

An illustrative example of the challenges faced by commuting mothers and their children is the story 
of Anita Flowers, a resident of an inner-city suburb of Brisbane, Australia. Flowers’ story, reported in 
the Courier-Mail newspaper, shared her experience of being turned away from two buses and a train 
on her way to work at 7 a.m. one Monday (reported in Grant-Smith, Osborne, and Johnson 2017). She 
claimed that two bus drivers refused her entry unless she folded up the pram carrying her sleeping 
five-month-old daughter. When Flowers lodged an online petition to the state government calling for 
a pram-friendly carriage on suburban trains, signatories to her petition claimed that they had experi-
enced similar discrimination. In addition to experiencing service- and infrastructure-related problems, 
Flowers’ supporters emphasized that many passengers were not tolerant of children in their (often 
crowded and crush loaded) space, particularly on commuter services, suggesting that mothers and 
their children have less right to occupy space on public transport than “legitimate” commuters.

In addition, understanding children’s mobility needs 
and patterns can shed light on the intergenerational 
transmission of gender norms or the lack thereof. 
For example, a study conducted in slum communi-
ties in Nairobi, Kenya, revealed that characteristics of 
women’s travel are systematically distinct from those 
of men, even when controlling for poverty level. 
However, among school-going children, the gender 
difference disappears. Although poverty remains a 
key explanatory variable in determining decisions 
regarding trips to school, there are no systematic 

differences between boys and girls (Salon and Guly-
ani 2010). This points to the possible changes in 
norms that disadvantage girls and women in access-
ing opportunities.

Mobility needs of people with disabilities

A wide range of issues confront people with dis-
abilities especially when traveling in urban areas in 
developing countries, including: high curb heights, a 
lack of warning barriers in front of obstacles such as 
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open manholes, pavements occupied by traders and 
kiosks, a lack of access for wheelchairs, open gutters, 
poor street lighting, insufficient assistance with cross-
ings at intersections, inadequate timing of green 
lights for pedestrians, interactions with rude public 
transit staff, drivers not announcing stops (espe-
cially for the visually impaired), buses not stopping at 
minor stops, buses unable to take wheelchairs, buses 
with high steps, handrails too high for the physically 
disabled, prohibitions on the use of specialized vehi-
cles for people with disabilities in some urban set-
tings, and unscrupulous taxi and bus staff who over-
charge or cheat when returning change (Zhong et al. 
2003). Many of the physical measures needed to help 
people with disabilities traveling in urban areas are 
now widely understood, and in the last decade there 
have been substantial improvements particularly in 
developed countries. However, because of scarce 
funds, and perhaps a lack of priority, these improve-
ments still need to be implemented more widely in 
developing countries.

While transport is widely acknowledged to be a 
barrier to equity and inclusion, the size of the exclu-
sion gap remains difficult to measure, and what will 
work to close it remains difficult to know, particu-
larly in low-income countries. This may be because 
of an overall lack of understanding about transport 
needs, especially from the perspective of those who 
need it most and are heavily affected by these gaps. 
The voices of adults and children with disabilities 
themselves are rarely heard in the literature (Kett, 
Cole, and Turner 2020). Even when governments are 
committed to complying with national and interna-
tional legal norms to provide accessible public trans-
port, they tend to prioritize the needs of persons with 
moderate physical disabilities who can travel inde-
pendently. Thailand is a good example of a country 
where even with compliance with legal norms, the 
needs of other transport-disadvantaged passengers 

such as children, elders, pregnant women, peo-
ple carrying heavy loads, people with intellectual 
disabilities, and people with slow mobility prefer-
ences remain unmet (Kranrattanasuit 2017). Some 
researchers have suggested that the solutions and 
interventions used to improve access and mobility in 
developed countries could be adapted to developing 
countries. They advocate the need to mainstream 
good examples of inclusive transport infrastructure 
for women, children, the elderly and the disabled, 
including footbridges, street lighting, sidewalks, 
curbs, road shoulders, bus rapid transit stations and 
train stations. Their findings suggest that when such 
access features are included from the beginning of a 
construction project, they cost less than one percent 
of the total cost of construction and provide enor-
mous benefits to all (Kunieda and Roberts 2006).

Prevention and reduction of disability among com-
munity-dwelling older adults has become an import-
ant health policy concern in many developed coun-
tries. It has also become a gendered issue due to the 
larger numbers, compared with men, of older women 
with disabilities living in their own homes. Findings 
from Japan suggest that there is a gender difference 
in the use of community rehabilitation programs 
(CRPs) in Tokyo, and that the lower uptake of CRPs 
by women is related to the unavailability of trans-
portation services and accompanying persons to the 
nearest transportation site (Tamiya et al. 2009). Pro-
spective CRP participants may not be able to attend 
the program without family members accompanying 
them from home to the bus stop or without the pro-
vision of comprehensive transportation services by 
the CRPs. Removing these barriers may decrease the 
gender difference in use of CRPs (ibid).

Trajectories of mobility disadvantage and disabil-
ity become steeper for older age groups. Through 
social selection processes over a lifetime, individuals 
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at greater risk of disability and physical impairments 
(for example, women, minorities, lower educated and 
older adults, and those with multiple health prob-
lems) may be more likely to live in neighborhoods 
characterized by less accessible built environments. 
The presence of just one chronic health condition 
doubled the odds of mobility disability in the United 
States. Among adults over the age of 75, living in 
neighborhoods characterized by more motorized 
travel was associated with an odds ratio for mobil-
ity disability that was one and a half times higher in 
any given year than for older adults living in envi-
ronments that were more pedestrian friendly. These 
findings from the United States suggest that the built 
environment can exacerbate mobility difficulties for 
older adults.

When considering ways to minimize disability as 
the population ages, simple improvements to the 
built environment may be easier to implement 
than efforts to change risk factors at the individ-
ual level (Clarke, Ailshire, and Lantz 2009).

ACCEPTABILITY

The acceptability constraint includes the social and 
cultural barriers women encounter when traveling. 
Our findings from this study broadly suggest that 
although women’s and men’s travel patterns and 
choices are a function of gender division of labor 
within households and communities, cultural and 
religious norms and restrictions appear to pose big-
ger barriers to women’s mobility in some countries. 
Such barriers not only limit women’s usage of public 
modes of transport but also influence their ability 
to use private modes of transport. Mobility options 
such as riding a bicycle, driving, or using formal or 

informal public transport are foreclosed to large 
groups of women due to restrictive cultural or reli-
gious norms in some contexts.

Public transit use

The outcomes of combined influences on women of 
the poor quality of public transport and of religious 
and cultural norms of women’s seclusion are evi-
dent from some studies. While research conducted 
in Rawalpindi and Islamabad in Pakistan, for exam-
ple, identified the affordability of transportation as 
the biggest mobility challenge for urban residents, 
for most women, public transport was deemed the 
least acceptable option because of its poor quality 
and accessibility, as well as the norms of women’s 
seclusion some (particularly middle- and upper-class) 
women were expected to comply with (Adeel, Yeh, 
and Zheng 2016). As a result, women severely limit 
their activity spaces, traveling only when necessary, 
and often not pursuing discretionary activities (Iqbal 
2019). Restrictive cultural or religious norms increase 
women’s dependence on men for their mobility. Liv-
ing in suburban and periurban areas further exac-
erbate transportation disadvantage for women and 
the poor because of the limited availability of public 
transport in these areas and a general lack of afford-
ability for private motorized transport among the 
urban poor (Adeel, Yeh, and Zheng 2016). On aver-
age, women made 50 percent fewer trips and have 
46 percent shorter travel time than men (Adeel, Yeh, 
and Zheng 2017). Further, men’s mobility levels kept 
increasing with age and marriage, while women’s 
mobility was found to decrease accordingly. Per-
sonal income increased mobility across gender, while 
household income decreased women’s mobility levels 
(ibid).
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Women drivers

Globally, the numbers of men with driver’s licenses far 
exceed the number of women with driver’s licenses, 
and women tend to travel by car more often as pas-
sengers than as drivers (Elias, Benjamin, and Shiftan 
2015). Although more women now own or otherwise 
have access to a car or other private vehicle than ever 
before, levels of car and other private vehicle own-
ership and access (including bikes and motorcycles) 
among men continue to be significantly higher. For 
example, of the 65 percent of people in 44 countries 
planning to purchase a car in 2014, just 42 percent 
were women. The gaps were largest in the Middle 
East and Africa (29 percent women) and Asia Pacific 
(40 percent women) (Masikini and Baruah 2020). In 
Sweden, 70 percent of cars on the road are owned by 
men. In France, 60 percent of men living outside the 
city of Paris travel only by car (Duchène 2011).

In both developed and developing countries, women 
drivers are far less likely to become victims of road 
crashes than men drivers (ibid). Women have been 
found globally to follow speed limits and traffic rules 
more diligently than men. Women are also reported 
to have safer pedestrian behavior than men: for 
example, 80 percent of women reported using cross-
ings in London, United Kingdom, versus only 64 per-
cent of men (Schmucki 2012).

That social and cultural restrictions limit women’s ability 
to access and operate transport is well known. Saudi 
Arabia is perhaps the best-known example of a country 
in which women have traditionally been dependent on 
men relatives, hired drivers, or private transportation 
since they were not permitted to drive until June 2018. 
A study was conducted to determine whether acces-
sibility (cost and time) for different types of transport 
has a relationship to women’s opportunity to work. 
The unemployment rate for Saudi women in 2016 was 

nearly six times that of Saudi men (Williams et al. 2019). 
There is a relationship between Saudi women’s job 
accessibility and their participation in the labor market. 
While other variables are held constant, the employ-
ment rate of Saudi women is one percent higher in 
neighborhoods where people can reach 10 more jobs 
on the same budget than other neighborhoods. There-
fore, one might assume cheaper or shorter commute 
options would give Saudi women greater access to job 
opportunities. To maintain commute costs within 20 
percent of monthly income requires affordable and 
convenient services other than metro systems; the 
trade-off between cost and time only working for trips 
close by (ibid).

Alongside higher levels of education and access to 
employment, access to private vehicles and to driv-
ing lessons and licenses have been shown to play a 
role in shifting intrahousehold gender norms and 
social and cultural restrictions placed on women. 
Baruah (2021, 180) describes the changes learning to 
drive and gaining employment as professional driv-
ers initiated in the lives of low-income urban women 
employed by Sakha Cabs in New Delhi, India:

“The higher incomes, job security, and social 
status derived from commercial driving have 
enabled women to make empowering decisions 
in their personal lives including, leaving abusive 
marriages; reporting domestic and other abuse 
to police; filing for separation or divorce; assum-
ing primary financial responsibility for children; 
enrolling or reenrolling (where they had previ-
ously been forced to leave due to financial rea-
sons) themselves, their children and younger 
siblings in school; providing financial support 
to aging parents; and building new homes or 
upgrading old ones.” 
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These findings also demonstrate cultural norms, 
much like other social institutions, are dynamic and 
evolve due to changing circumstances.

SAFETY AND SECURITY

The final concern of safety and security permeates 
throughout developed and developing countries. 
Whether women are traveling on overcrowded met-
ros or local buses, underreporting of harassment and 
other crimes is rife.

Sexual harassment

Mobility is not gender neutral and neither are the 
safety and security concerns associated with it. 
Women’s experiences of sexual harassment on pub-
lic transit, for example, have been documented in 
urban developed country settings since the 1940s 
(Freedman 2002; Hickey 2014; Horii and Burgess 
2012), even as women continue to experience sex-
ual harassment on public transit more than 20 years 
into the 21st century. This is borne out by research in 
different developed country urban settings in North 
America, Europe, Asia, and Oceania.

In recent decades, safety and security, both from 
physical harm and sexual harassment, has been 
documented as a strong concern for women in all 
modes of land-based mobility in developing econ-
omies as well.

Women’s experiences of sexual harassment on public 
transit have been documented since the early 20th 
century when women first began riding trains and 
buses in large numbers—see, for example, Singh 
(2017), for a genealogy of sexual harassment on 
public transit in Buenos Aires, Argentina. Especially 
as large cohorts of women in developing countries 

make the transition from living their lives mostly in 
the domestic sphere to the public sphere, their very 
spatial mobility might be perceived to be a form of 
defiance and deviance (Neupane and Chesney-Lind 
2013). A national survey on violence against women 
carried out in Bangladesh in 2015 revealed that one 
in five women perceive vehicles, roads, and streets 
as spaces where sexual violence occurs (Mazumder 
and Pokharel 2018). In Chennai, India, 66 percent of 
survey respondents reported being sexually harassed 
while commuting; more than 40 percent rated their 
worst harassment experiences to be on buses and 
trains with no separate sections for women, and 28 
percent carry knives or other weapons for protection 
(Mitra-Sarkar and Partheeban 2011). Sexual harass-
ment on public transit in Pakistan was so widespread 
that women had become accustomed to “routine 
groping” and worried mostly about the possibility of 
its escalation to sexual assault (Mansoor and Hasan 
2016). It appears that public transport offers perpetra-
tors both proximity and anonymity, with very little risk 
of consequence (Neupane and Chesney-Lind 2013). 
Women also feel vulnerable when walking or wait-
ing for transport at night in poorly lit areas. Younger 
women faced more harassment: on the street, in tran-
sit, and at stations and terminals (Malik et al. 2020).

Perception of safety appears to vary by public 
transit mode and time of day with specific seg-
ments of the population acting as perpetrators. 
For example, more than 25 percent of women who 
use public transport in Tokyo/Kanagawa have expe-
rienced groping in the past three years, more often 
on trains than on buses, and middle-aged “salary-
men” were identified as the most frequent perpetra-
tors (Shibata 2020). Existing multi-country research 
also suggests a significant gender gap in the per-
ception of safety on public transit based on mode of 
travel: women are 10 percent more likely than men to 
feel unsafe in metros and six percent more likely to 
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feel unsafe in buses (Ouali et al. 2020). Similar find-
ings are reported in Iran where the transportation 
in cities is characterized by some peculiar conditions: 
very cheap fuel prices and very high road fatalities. 
In choosing to travel by train, which is more expen-
sive, instead of bus, both women and men prioritized 
safety as the primary concern, followed by comfort, 
punctuality, speed and cost, but women ranked 
safety more highly than men over the other four con-
siderations (Sameni and Tilenoie 2020). Similarly, in 
cities in Latin America young women prefer minivans 
over trains for long-distance commutes, despite long 
queues, higher fares, and traffic delays. An added 
benefit is that, unlike trains, minivans have pre-fixed 
seats for passengers, which act as a disincentive to 
harassment (Dominguez Gonzalez et al. 2020).

Passenger density during peak hours and anonymity 
are factors that are strongly related to the possibil-
ity of women and girls experiencing sexual harass-
ment on public transit (see, for example, Ball and 
Wesson 2017, for findings from the United Kingdom), 
often exacerbated by the lack of supervision by trans-
port staff or via closed-circuit televisions (see Chui and 
Ong 2008, for findings from Hong Kong). Most incidents 
of unwanted sexual behavior occur during the rush 
hour period, when victims are also least likely to report 
harassment and bystanders are least likely to intervene 
(Tara 2011). That most unwanted sexual behaviors occur 
during peak times may be contrary to women’s expec-
tations in terms of their personal safety. Women may 
already tailor their movements to avoid traveling at quiet 
times, especially at night (Carver and Veitch 2020; d’Ar-
bois de Jubainville and Vanier 2017). However, since the 
most serious offences (rape, for example) are more likely 
to occur at such times, it would be imprudent to state 
that night travel poses no risk to women. Despite these 
contradictions, women should not be made to feel that 
their movements need further restricting. Box 3.6 dis-
cusses women’s only transport spaces.

Box 3.6. Women’s Only Transport Spaces

Although some countries, ranging from Mex-
ico to Japan to Bangladesh, have introduced 
women-only carriages in an attempt to 
address the problem of sexual harassment, it 
stands to reason that such interventions only 
provide short-term solutions since they put 
the onus on women rather than perpetrators 
to change their behaviors. Moreover, segre-
gated transport does not always stop harass-
ment, as the latter could happen anywhere 
in a public space, such as while walking, 
transiting, or waiting for transport. A study 
conducted of the SuperVia in Rio de Janeiro, 
a railway passenger service with a special car 
allocated for women (Kondylis et al. 2020), 
showcased that women face a cost related 
to sexual harassment when using public 
transport and that they are willing to pay for 
safer options. It also presented evidence of 
the unintended effects of this kind of policy 
as women who decided not to use the safer 
option were further stigmatized, showing 
that segregated transport is not address-
ing the root cause of the problem related to 
pervasive gender norms. Therefore, wom-
en-only carriages should be complemented 
with preventive measures such as standard 
interventions and gender sensitization. The 
practice in Japan of reserving the last car-
riage in a train as a women’s-only space is 
symbolic of a problem being marginalized 
rather than confronted (Horii and Burgess 
2012). Some Japanese women support and 
use women-only carriages because they per-
ceive them to be an expression of subversion 
against patriarchy in Japanese society. 
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On the other hand, a significant proportion 
of Japanese women on commuter trains 
refuse to be segregated. In their view main-
taining a physical presence in the mixed 
environment drives the momentum to make 
the patriarchal public realm in Japan more 
equal (ibid). Similarly, in Mexico City, 66 per-
cent of the 116 women surveyed reported 
feeling safe in the women-only transport, 
and of the 44 percent who did not, almost 
half only disagreed because they thought 
women-only transport was not well secured, 
with men not respecting it (Dunckel-Graglia 
2013a). The same study in Mexico City 
asserted that women-only transportation 
created a platform to trigger changes to the 
root causes of violence against women in 
public transportation by giving women “safe 
places” to confront these issues and spur-
ring a growing feminist movement among 
women commuters for their right to travel 
free of harassment. Nonetheless, recent 
development discourse seems to agree that 
segregated transport, if in operation, would 
need to be complemented by more sustain-
able measures, such as capacity building of 
relevant stakeholders and raising aware-
ness to address social norms that condone 
harassment with a goal to phase it out over 
time as—and when—these complementary 
interventions yield results.

Making transfers

Several studies have also attempted to understand 
women’s and men’s perceptions of safety while walk-
ing to access public transit, making transfers on pub-
lic transit, and waiting in bus, metro or other public 

transit terminals while traveling. They have confirmed 
that harassers take advantage of public places, 
including spaces within and near mass transit, due to 
the anonymous, crowded, and busy nature of such 
spaces (Hutson and Krueger 2018). The transient 
nature of public transit creates a situation in which 
women often barely fully register harassment before 
it passes, providing perpetrators with the opportunity 
to disappear into the network (Lewis, Saukko, and 
Lumsden 2020). There is consensus in the literature 
that these characteristics of sexual harassment in 
public transport account for its endemic and underre-
ported nature.

Findings from cities in New Zealand suggest that 
gender plays an important role in people’s decision 
to make transfers and to wait at transit terminals 
(Chowdhury 2019). The study also identified waiting 
time as the most influential factor in determining 
women’s decisions to make transfers. A transfer wait-
ing time of 10 minutes or less was strongly preferred 
only by women both for reasons of safety as well 
as time management (ibid). Since actual bus arrival 
times often deviate from the posted schedules due to 
a variety of factors, providing real-time bus informa-
tion may improve service quality and alleviate secu-
rity concerns.

Women with children below the age of five years 
were identified in London, United Kingdom, as being 
most sensitive to walking distances to access pub-
lic transit (Dixit and Sivakumar 2020). Public transit 
options that require a long wait to transfer or that 
require transfers in isolated locations were also 
found to be unattractive for women and unlikely to 
encourage use in various urban European contexts 
(Cottrill et al. 2020; d’Arbois de Jubainville and Vanier 
2017). Results from Auckland, New Zealand, addi-
tionally suggest that women of color feel less safe 
while waiting at public transit terminals at all hours 
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of day and night whereas Caucasian women were 
mostly anxious about safety at night (Chowdhury and 
van Wee 2020). Women of color were more frequent 
users of mobile apps to determine the duration of 
waiting time compared with Caucasian women (ibid). 
Other studies confirm that sexual harassment on or 
near public transit also affects people who do not 
identify as heterosexual or cis-gender. Harassment 
and violence aimed at such groups may occur at 
greater frequency or entail more hateful rhetoric and 
physical assault (Hutson and Krueger 2018).

Underreporting

Differences in women’s mobility are shaped in 
intricate ways by the specific intersections of 
ethnicity, life stage, and class (Mandel 2004). For 
example, among university students in Kathmandu, 
Nepal, unmarried women encountered sexual and 
verbal harassment more frequently than married 
women. Married women who wore traditional mark-
ers of their marital status (vermilion and gold ban-
gles, for example) are targeted less often for sexual 
harassment, presumably because from a patriarchal 
perspective, they are considered the “property” of 
their husbands. Young women wearing Western garb 
experienced the highest levels of sexual harassment 
(Neupane and Chesney-Lind 2013). Middle-aged men 
were identified as the most frequent perpetrators of 
sexual harassment on public transit in Nepal. Young 
women found it especially difficult to confront mid-
dle-aged perpetrators because they were often the 
same age as their fathers and uncles, whom they 
had been taught to respect and defer to (World Bank 
2013). 

Sexual harassment on public transit is also widely 
underreported. There is a general perception that 
reporting is useless, which is supported by accounts 
of women in various urban settings who have tried 

to report an incident and have faced several diffi-
culties, including not being believed or having their 
experiences trivialized by police and transit authori-
ties (Quinones 2020). These limitations notwithstand-
ing, women may opt for formal or “official” modes of 
transport even if informal alternatives are present 
because even the possibility of making a complaint 
offers women an added layer of assurance and 
security—see, Dominguez Gonzalez et al. (2020), for 
findings from six low-income areas of urban Latin 
America.

Paying more for private transport

Being forced to pay for taxis and other private trans-
port due to the lack of reliable or safe public trans-
port options, a phenomenon known as the “pink 
transport tax,” is also reported in many contexts 
and imposes additional costs on women and other 
transport-disadvantaged groups such as seniors and 
people with disabilities (Dandapat and Maitra 2020; 
Mejía-Dorantes and Villagrán 2020). By way of exam-
ple, in Nepal (study mentioned above in the “underre-
porting” section) women university students in Nepal 
reported pooling money to take taxis, which are sig-
nificantly more expensive, to avoid the harassment 
they faced on public buses (World Bank 2013). Other 
studies have revealed significant diversity in wom-
en’s transport needs, depending on their income and 
place of residence (see, for example, Mejía-Dorantes 
2018; Mejía-Dorantes and Villagrán 2020, for findings 
from Mexico City).

Intersectional gender lens

The public transit experiences of transgender people 
and other sexual minorities have remained almost 
entirely unresearched and undocumented. A study 
conducted in Portland, Oregon, to understand trans-
gender and gender-nonconforming public transit 
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users’ experiences revealed that sexual minorities 
experience significant challenges to their routine 
mobility on public transit (Lubitow, Abelson, and 
Carpenter 2020). Notably, the sources of harassment 
and discrimination include other passengers, transit 
employees and staff, as well as members of the pub-
lic passing by bus stops and train platforms. The con-
sistency with which participants experienced harass-
ment, discrimination, and violence while attempting 
to use public transit confirms the need for research 
and policy on gender and transport to move toward a 
more comprehensive understanding of the spectrum 
of gendered experiences that impact mobility and 
accessibility.

Although antiharassment campaigns have been 
undertaken in many countries, researchers empha-
size a continued failure to recognize the systemic 
causes and societal-level implications of gen-
der-based harassment on public transit, and in 
public spaces more generally. Campaigns against 
gender-based harassment on mass transit could be 
improved by approaching riders as a community, 
rather than as individuals. The existing research and 
evidence on this topic suggest that harassment must 
be defined as a social or community problem, requir-
ing a response at that level. The continued involve-
ment of civil society organizations is also necessary to 
enable the reframing on sexual harassment in public 
as a societal issue (Hickey 2014).

To create more equitable public transit services, 
it is important for planners and policy makers 
not to homogenize sexual harassment as “wom-
en’s experience” (ibid) and to consider the safety 
needs of riders through an intersectional gender 
lens.

3.2. Rural Mobility

ESTABLISHED AND EMERGING MOBILITY PATTERNS

Rural regions of developing countries have witnessed 
fewer changes and innovations in transport systems 
and services than their counterparts in developed 
countries, where the expansion of high-speed inter-
net, for example, has enabled demand-responsive 
services, including ride-hailing and ridesharing to 
make inroads into rural areas.

Although ride-hailing, ridesharing and other innova-
tions such as auto-aggregator auto-rickshaw, motor-
cycle and scooter services are now widely available 
in the cities of developing countries, commensu-
rate changes do not appear evident in rural areas. 
In the past two decades, the changes most evident 
in the latter areas are increased road development 
and bus services to nearly cities and towns, and less 
frequently, the availability of indigenous transport 
services such as motorcycle taxis. In rural areas, exist-
ing paved or unpaved roads are designed to ensure 
links to nearby cities or towns; in contrast, often 
limited attention is paid to road connectivity within 
rural areas. In general, similar to their urban counter-
parts, men in rural areas tend to benefit more from 
improved roads and transport. Women on the other 
hand, continue to rely on walking as their primary 
mode of mobility. 

The transport burden for household needs remains 
a key constraint for many women in rural areas of 
developing countries where basic services are not 
easily accessible. A study of women’s transport bur-
den in rural Ethiopia showed that 73 percent of trips, 
61 percent of the travel time, and 93 percent of the 
transport effort were related to meeting household 
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needs: the collection of fuel, water (excluding waiting 
time at the source), and food. This labor was almost 
exclusively carried out by women and takes up 
between 20 to 25 percent of adult women’s working 
time (Riverson et al. 2006).

Increasing rural women’s access to livelihood oppor-
tunities is a vital step in overcoming poverty, and 
access to markets and transport is a necessary means 
to achieve those ends. Yet, local level research from 
15 countries across Asia and Africa reveal that trans-
port policy makers and providers have paid almost 
no attention to gender equity in rural transport (Fer-
nando and Porter 2002). The provision of new roads 
does not necessarily reduce poverty for everyone, 
and care needs to be exercised when rural roads 
projects are designed. Rural women need to be 
consulted more when road and transport proj-
ects are announced, and development programs 
should work alongside transport investments.

Other studies have emphasized the interlinkages 
between prevailing gender constructs, women’s 
mobility, and transport development in rural Sub-Sa-
haran Africa. Masculine identities and their connec-
tion to “motormobility” is a potent factor in current 
gendered patterns of transport use. By contrast, 
headloading and child carrying are embodied skills 
widely expected of poorer women, in particular, and 
imbued with social meanings such that a woman may 
carry 63 kilograms of fuelwood (with a baby on her 
back!) but find no contradiction in the fact that she is 
considered—and may consider herself—too weak to 
operate a push-truck (Porter 2008).

The literature on rural transport largely focuses on 
the impacts of improving road connectivity but there 
is emerging evidence on the impacts of informal or 
intermediate transport services.

AVAILABILITY

Rural roads

The literature lends empirical support for the idea 
that improvements to transport infrastructure lead 
to economic development. However, the more com-
plex question around gender differences is less clear. 
Investment in rural roads can undoubtedly benefit 
impoverished communities and poor households, but 
it does not necessarily alter structural poverty.

Some researchers suggest that improved access 
to transport raises living standards across social 
classes. Others have pointed out that the benefits are 
unequally distributed as the more affluent typically 
benefit most from the opportunities provided by road 
investments. An impact evaluation of a large-scale 
rural roads project in Vietnam revealed that roads 
improve economic opportunities for agricultural pro-
duction and trade. Yet only households headed by 
men capitalize on these opportunities, experiencing 
an increase in agricultural output and income. Pro-
duction and income do not increase in households 
headed by women. The result seems to be driven 
by a lower access to capital in households headed 
by women, which constrains their ability to make 
up-front investments to increase production and 
income.

The understanding that major rural transport chal-
lenges stemmed from the very poor condition of 
roads was strong in many contexts in rural Sub-Saha-
ran Africa—see, for example, Seedhouse, Johnson, 
and Newbery (2016) for findings from northern Nige-
ria. Research in rural Tanzania reveals that women 
derive benefits from road improvement, even if only 
as pedestrians or wheelchair users taking advantage 
of a smoother surface, or better travel security when 
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vegetation is cut back. For women with the funds 
and independence to access the expanded transport 
services that tend to follow road improvements, there 
can be significant benefits—faster travel, improved 
access to farms and markets and sometimes lower 
transport costs. Nevertheless, women’s constrained 
resources and prevailing cultural mores continue to 
militate against them directly operating motorized 
or non-motorized transport, whether for personal or 
business use (Mulongo, Porter, and Tewodros 2020). 
Despite their growing use, bicycles, scooters and 
motorcycles, for example, remain almost exclusively 
assets owned by men in rural settings in Asia and 
Africa—see Rao (2001) for findings from Jharkhand, 
India.

Coordinating transport investments with comple-
mentary development programs addressing these 
constraints can improve the benefits of better 
transport for such households 
(Mannava, Petrova, and Tran 2020).

That women’s needs and priorities for rural transport 
may differ from men, including those in their families, 
has been borne out by much research in develop-
ing countries. For example, a study was conducted 
in Ethiopia to investigate the engagement of men, 
women spouses (WS) and women heads-of-house-
holds (WHH) in the planning and construction of rural 
roads in two districts of Tigray and Amhara, and the 
differential impacts of rural roads on the mobility and 
transport of men, WS and WHH. Findings revealed 
a strong demand among women for both road use 
and employment opportunities in road construction. 
Women identified different priorities than men for 
rural road development, including access to ambu-
lance services; flat, wide, and leveled roads; and 
improved access to means of transport (Abhishek et 
al. 2020). The findings also revealed that women can 
only participate in road development when enabling 

conditions and employment opportunities are cre-
ated for them. Early active engagement of women 
in the rural planning process is key to creating 
enabling conditions. When the decisions taken are 
not informed by women’s concerns and interests, the 
employment opportunities created tend to be biased 
towards men (ibid). Similar findings are reported 
from rural Nepal, where heavy domestic duties con-
strain women’s potential to participate optimally in 
road/bridge construction despite the availability of 
work and enforcement of equal pay for women and 
men (Hada 2020).

Without efforts to change patriarchal sociocul-
tural norms, women are unlikely to benefit from 
such employment initiatives on a par with men.

In some settings, women’s needs and concerns have 
been gaining visibility in rural transport planning 
agendas in recent years, but implementation remains 
erratic due to inadequate political commitment, 
institutional capacity gaps, the inadequacy of disag-
gregated data, lack of dedicated budgets for main-
streaming, and gender being treated rhetorically or 
as separate women-only projects (Tanzarn 2020). 
Such findings are corroborated by other studies that 
have attempted to understand the perceived benefits 
of rural transport investments derived by women and 
men (see, for example, Bradbury and Porter 2020).

Informal/intermediate rural transport

Often, women traveling with children are less inclined 
to use overcrowded multipurpose trucks or buses, 
which predominate the rural public transport system 
in many low-income countries, but were forced to do 
so due to a lack of options (Tanzarn 2020). In other 
situations, informal rural transport is often the only 
type of transport available for urban-rural connec-
tivity in many developing countries. The expansion 
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of formal public transport services to rural areas has 
been slow and erratic in these areas. Therefore, in 
addition to prioritizing the provision of formal ser-
vices, it is important to understand how to improve 
informal rural transport services.

One study tried to understand user satisfaction with 
informal transport services in rural areas of northeast 
Brazil. Rural Brazilians were generally found to be 
less satisfied with transport services than their urban 
counterparts. Women represented more than 70 per-
cent of users of informal rural transport in Brazil, with 
food shopping for their families being the primary 
reason for traveling. Motorcycle taxis were evaluated 
more positively for meeting travel needs of solo (typ-
ically men) passengers; however, they met the needs 
of only 15 percent of respondents. Most respondents 
(78 percent) did not travel alone. They relied on vans 
for their transport needs but evaluated the services 
poorly for frequency, timeliness, speed, and safety 
(Nascimento and de Andrade 2020).

Several studies have explored the potential of inter-
mediate means of transport for improving mobility 
and alleviating mobility problems in off-road rural 
areas in Sub-Saharan Africa. Off-road rural popu-
lations are disadvantaged in more ways than other 
transport-disadvantaged groups. They are often 
poorer in income terms, in health and in life chances 
than those in comparable roadside locations in the 
same region, although not all who live off-road are 
disadvantaged to the same degree by their location: 
women and children in Sub-Saharan Africa appear 
to shoulder more of the burden of off-road trans-
port (Porter 2002a). Interviews with women traders 
in off-road rural areas of Ghana also emphasized 
the costs of late arrival at market. Delays in getting 
to market occasioned by transport unreliability can 
have serious implications for off-road women, since 
dealers in the markets may have already purchased 

sufficient produce from better located local women 
who arrived earlier. Delays resulting in failure to find 
a buyer at market, or total failure to get to market, 
can also result in major losses through spoilage (ibid).

Motorcycle taxis now provide improved mobility for 
millions of rural Africans, where previously people 
had no other alternative than to walk (often with 
headloads), and women have been major beneficia-
ries of this still new and expanding phenomenon (Jen-
kins et al. 2020). Having access to motorcycle taxis 
has helped rural women with their livelihoods, health, 
and other mobility needs. For example, in rural Sierra 
Leone and Liberia about half of motorcycle taxi pas-
sengers are women, with this proportion increasing 
on market days. However, all motorcycle taxi opera-
tors in rural areas are men. Although many women 
expressed the desire to become taxi operators them-
selves, they identified the lack of friends or business-
persons willing to rent motorcycles to women opera-
tors as a major barrier (ibid). That women are gener-
ally excluded from rural transport services operations 
of all types due to the high cost of entry, a culture of 
aggression, and the existence of cartels and other 
unorthodox means of operating transport businesses 
has been established in various areas within low-
er-middle-income and low-income contexts (Tanzarn 
2020).

The effects of demographic change, car-dependent 
lifestyles, and the lack of acceptance of alternatives 
represents a major problem for the public transport 
infrastructure in rural areas of developed countries. 
Therefore, the development of new transport ser-
vice options has become especially relevant for rural 
communities. Evidence from research at the OECD 
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Devel-
opment) countries suggests that older women are 
significantly more likely to use Demand-Responsive 
Transport (DRT) services—see, for example, Ahern 
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and Hine (2012). A better understanding of the deter-
minants influencing the overall satisfaction levels of 
public transport and specifically DRT systems can be 
useful to make future versions of rural transportation 
systems more viable and to eventually create more 
efficient, less expensive, and environmentally friendly 
public transport services (Avermann and Schlüter 
2019; Miralles-Guasch, Melo, and Marquet 2015).

AFFORDABILITY

Similar to their urban counterparts, women living in 
rural areas are disadvantaged when accessing trans-
port services. Motorcycle taxis now provide improved 
access for millions of rural Africans, who previously 
had no other alternative than to walk (Jenkins 2020), 
and women have benefited tremendously from the 
adoption of such taxis in rural Africa and elsewhere. 
However, women typically have less access to funds 
for the use of semiprivate transport and less access 
to personal means of transport such as bicycles or 
motorcycles. As a result, they may be more inclined 
to walk than men, limiting their use of basic services 
such as health facilities. (Kabia et al. 2018; Kelly et al. 
2014). The linkage between lack of affordable trans-
port in rural areas and health outcomes is covered at 
length in section 3.3.

Lack of economic resources often prevent women 
from making use of intermediate modes of transport 
(rickshaws, bicycles, mopeds, and so on) and forces 
them to travel on foot, unlike men, often carrying 
very heavy loads (goods and/or children). For exam-
ple, in some rural regions of developing countries, 
women’s transport burden has been exacerbated 
by the steady decline in readily accessible firewood 
supplies, as well as the decrease in the availability of 
reliable sources of potable water because of recur-
ring droughts (Mahapa and Mashiri 2010).

Women in rural areas have reported restricted access 
to car use, long travel distances to work locations 
in cases where they work outside the community, 
and travel times and travel expenses that are higher 
than those of men. To the extent that these higher 
travel costs impose a welfare loss on women, gender 
disparities can be said to exist (Venter Mashiri, and 
Buiten 2006; Venter, Vokolkova, and Michalek 2007). 
In some instances, women have reported not getting 
adequate financial support from their spouses as a 
key barrier to accessing basic services in rural areas 
(Musoke et al. 2015). Even in examples where no cul-
tural barriers prevent rural women from riding bicy-
cles, few women have been found to be able to afford 
the buying of bicycles. (Porter 2002b) Thus affordabil-
ity appears to be a key barrier to women accessing 
faster modes of transport in rural areas.

ACCESSIBILITY

In order to give women better access to earning 
a livelihood, transport policy makers and provid-
ers need to take gender equity into account when 
planning rural transport in developing countries. 
The amount of research on the mobility needs and 
patterns of people with disabilities in rural areas is 
scarce but the literature we found showed that the 
challenges are numerous, not the least being the 
impediments for women to access more work, or 
even education.

People with disabilities in rural contexts

A limited amount of research has been conducted to 
understand the mobility needs, patterns, and con-
straints of people with disabilities in rural areas of 
developing countries. As in urban contexts, people 
with disabilities and their caregivers, including elderly 
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people with limited mobility, confront a wide array 
of challenges in accessing transport in rural areas of 
Asia, Latin America, and Africa. Findings from South 
Asian countries reveal different levels of availability 
and accessibility in rural transport in India, Nepal, 
and Sri Lanka. The difficulties associated with travel 
ensure that people with disabilities access transport 
systems only in case of health or other emergencies. 
People with disabilities constitute only around 2–3 
percent of users of rural transport services in South 
Asian countries (De Silva 2010). Interviews in Paki-
stan with rural women and men with physical disabil-
ities revealed that the overall level of access to trans-
port was poor irrespective of gender. Meagre envi-
ronmental conditions and transit facilities, unfriendly 
behavior of transport staff, and travel safety and 
security threats were the barriers that most affected 
access for people with disabilities. Major concerns 
about transit facilities included inadequate shelter 
from weather conditions; insufficient lighting; lack 
of availability of timetables; inappropriate entrance-
exit infrastructure; uncomfortable seats; inadequate 
toilets, particularly for wheelchair users; and poor 
security arrangements, especially for women trav-
elers. Fear of theft, sexual harassment and assault, 
and intimidation by men were the security threats 
reported most frequently by disabled women travel-
ers, especially while waiting at bus terminals and/or 
traveling alone. Familial and societal perceptions that 
women with physical disabilities were incapable of 
performing the roles normally expected from women 
hampered women’s ability to rise above their phys-
ical limitations. Perhaps consequently, women with 
physical disabilities reported not receiving adequate 
financial or physical support for travel from their fam-
ily members or caregivers (Ahmad 2013).

Women with disabilities tend to suffer from dou-
ble labor discrimination due to both their gender 
and their disability/ies. In rural areas, they also suffer 

from a lack of specific services for people with dis-
abilities, problems with transportation, and limited 
access to information about employment opportu-
nities. Research conducted in rural areas of Spain 
(Mondéjar-Jiménez et al. 2009) reveals that women 
with disabilities are excluded from professional 
opportunities and recreational activities and gener-
ally restricted to their domestic settings and familial 
circles. Women with disabilities living in urban areas 
are three times more likely to be employed than 
those living in rural areas (ibid).

Better access to transport services will reduce some 
of the barriers faced by rural women with disabilities, 
but effort is also required to reduce other stigmas 
and social barriers to their optimal inclusion in soci-
ety. This is corroborated by other research conducted 
in rural settings that have found that although wom-
en’s mobility opportunities are improving, many rural 
women are not in a situation where they can widen 
their activity spaces.

Social exclusion

Among the literature from the developed countries, 
several studies attempted to answer the following 
questions: How does social exclusion, as distinct from 
other related experiences such as poverty and unem-
ployment, contribute to the preferred mode of trans-
portation? What is the relationship between social 
exclusion and transport? (see, for example, Hamilton 
and Jenkins 2000). Church, Frost, and Sullivan (1999), 
Atkinson and Laurier (1998) and de Haan (1999) all 
caution that social exclusion should not be confused 
with either poverty or unemployment, for while they 
are related, being poor or unemployed does not 
necessarily mean that one is socially excluded or vice 
versa. Church, Frost, and Sullivan (1999, 3) argue that 
the term “poverty” implies an absolute or relative lack 
of access to material welfare, while “social exclusion” 
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refers more broadly to the loss of “ability [by people 
or households] to both literally and metaphorically 
connect with many of the jobs, services and facilities 
that they need to participate fully in society.” Thus, 
social exclusion is considered to be a cumulative 
process in which progressive detachment from jobs, 
services and to some extent social networks makes it 
increasingly harder for people to reconnect and prob-
lems spill over from one sphere into another (Church, 
Frost, and Sullivan 1999; McCormick and Leicester 
1998). For de Haan (1999), many different processes 
cause and contribute to exclusion and it can occur 
at all levels of society. A study on rural accessibility 
in Scotland found that mobility deprivation affected 
mostly women due to their gender-specific roles. In 
heterosexual households with a car, the man would 
normally have use of it, while childcare and shop-
ping were tasks carried out by the woman but often 
made very difficult by a lack of adequate bus services. 
Focusing on women’s health-related behaviors found 
that the gendered nature of transport mobility in 
some households could negatively affect a woman’s 
ability to access routine health care. Many women, 
especially those in low-income groups and without 
access to a car, also struggled in an emergency to 
obtain treatment for themselves and their children, 
particularly if other children were also at home and 
if local public transport services were infrequent and 
did not directly connect with health care facilities 
(Gaffron, Hine, and Mitchell 2001).

Age, gender and race

While there is limited research on the mobility needs 
of the elderly in rural areas of developing countries, 
one common finding from developed countries is 
that after the age of 64, travel demand shifts from 
car driving (partly linked to loss of driving licenses, 
but partly through choice), to car passenger and then 
to public transport in complex trip chains, especially 

for single persons and for women—see, for example, 
Golob and Hensher (2007), for findings from Sydney, 
Australia; and Hamilton and Jenkins (2000), for find-
ings from the United Kingdom.

It is essential to study relative desired mobility: 
how much a person wants to travel compared with 
the amount of travel they are doing now. In North 
Dakota, United States, rural women with low 
incomes were found to travel less compared with 
men on low incomes (Hough, Cao, and Handy 2008). 
It was also found that individual factors, social envi-
ronment factors, and geographical factors signifi-
cantly affect the mobility of elderly women in North 
Dakota. That lack of adequate transport options 
reduces quality of life for elderly populations was 
also reported in Norway, where the desire to visit 
friends and relatives more than they do currently 
was found to increase with age—see also Luiu, Tight, 
and Burrow (2018), for higher interest in social and 
leisure activities among senior women in the United 
Kingdom—along with the desire to attend meetings 
and join organizations. When women have equally 
as good access to transport resources as men, they 
appear to travel as much as men (Hjorthol 2012).

In discussing the mobility patterns of elderly peo-
ple, it is very important to distinguish between age 
cohorts and health status. It is also crucial to under-
stand how the interactions between age and gender 
influence mobility patterns. Studies conducted in 
urban and rural areas of New Zealand and in rural 
areas of the Republic of Ireland and Northern 
Ireland revealed that both older women and men 
experience a shrinking in activity spaces and activ-
ity participation when older (Ahern and Hine 2012; 
Davey 2007). Older women are less likely to drive 
and to own a car and so are more seriously impacted 
by loss of a spouse in terms of their unmet travel 
needs. Older women who live alone are also very 
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vulnerable to social isolation through lack of trans-
port (Davey 2007). The car-dependent lifestyles of 
men throughout their adult lives seem to make them 
less prepared, when they do give up their cars (for 
example, due to ill-health or physical impairment), for 
life without a car. While older women and men can 
often figure out alternatives for travel deemed urgent 
or compulsory (for medical check-ups, for example), 
“discretionary” trips that contribute significantly to 
quality of life may be lost when private transport is 
unavailable.

Findings from urban, periurban, and rural low-in-
come communities in South Africa (Venter, 
Vokolkova, and Michalek 2007) and China (Zhao and 
Yu 2020) suggest that the gender gap in transport 
grows with increasing distance from a city center. 
Socially disadvantaged groups in rural areas of China, 
such as those over the age of 60, women, and people 
from low-income households, had particularly low 
mobility compared with other demographics. Mobility 
inequity even exists in rural areas in China between 
township residents and villagers. The former have 
a higher level of mobility than rural villagers. Rural 
people’s mobility was significantly affected by car 
ownership and public bus services. Policies designed 
to improve the quality and equity of mobility in rural 
areas in China should focus not only on rural road 
constructions, but also on improvements in public 
transport services and car ownership (Zhao and Yu 
2020).

A few studies have focused specifically on how age, 
gender, and race interact to influence transportation 
difficulty. In rural Alabama, United States, Black 
seniors reported having more transportation diffi-
culty than white seniors (24.7 percent versus 11.6 
percent) (Park et al. 2009). When other variables were 
introduced, race differences disappeared, but there 
was a persistence of race-by-income interaction with 

transportation difficulty. White seniors with lower 
incomes were more likely to have transportation dif-
ficulty than white seniors with higher incomes. When 
data from Black and white seniors were analyzed 
separately, income was found to be the only variable 
associated with transportation difficulty for white 
seniors. These findings indicate that low-income rural 
seniors are most at risk for transportation difficulty 
and that particular attention also needs to be paid to 
the needs of older Black women and to persons with 
cognitive limitations and depression (ibid).

Mobility needs of children and young adults

In many rural contexts in developing countries (espe-
cially in Africa), load-carrying is common among chil-
dren, often as a coping strategy to compensate for 
the lack of adequate transportation, but its impacts 
on the lives and well-being of the young people 
concerned are less well known. One study aimed at 
understanding how the necessity of load-carrying 
affected young people in Ghana, Malawi and South 
Africa found that many girls and boys experience 
considerable disadvantage because of the part they 
are expected to play in filling Africa’s transport gap, 
regardless of whether their load-carrying work is 
for domestic or commercial purposes (Porter et al. 
2012). Domestic load-carrying may have a particularly 
strong impact on education because many tasks such 
as water collection are required to commence early in 
the morning before school, affecting punctuality and 
concentration, among other things. Commercial car-
rying in many sites is dominated by boys (since girls’ 
time is commonly taken up by domestic demands). 
These findings shed some light on implications for 
the future of developing countries if current load-car-
rying patterns persist, including that many of today’s 
children may reach adulthood substantially disad-
vantaged in terms of their educational attainment 
and possibly also with long-term physical impairment 



MOBILITY AND TRANSPORT 
CONNECTIVITY SERIES50

associated with load-carrying. Women and men with 
histories of load-carrying in Ghana, Malawi and 
South Africa presented with persistent headaches, 
waist and back pain, and restricted neck movement, 
as early as in their 20s (ibid).

A study in Ghana that assessed the interconnections 
between distance to school, workloads and education 
found that work burden (including load-carrying) had 
stronger negative implications for girls than for boys. 
This work frequently delays girls’ arrival at school, 
especially when coupled with a long journey from 
home, resulting in punishments. Boys also suffer 
punishment if they are late, but boys’ tasks before 
school tend to be fewer and less time-consuming 
than girls’ tasks, so their likelihood of being late, even 
when living at a distance from school, is lower.
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4. GENDERED EFFECTS AND OUTCOMES 
OF MOBILITY DIFFERENCES 

Photo: Simone D McCourtie / World Bank
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While differences in patterns of travel for women and 
men are more or less similar in developing and devel-
oped countries, the evidence shows that outcomes of 
inequity in mobility tend to be more severe for women 
in developing countries. Within the universe of 356 
papers, 27 percent of the papers analyzed the impacts 
of women’s mobility barrier on their economic empow-
erment, seven percent looked at differences in school-
ing outcomes, and 22 percent on health outcomes. 
The literature on health outcomes (especially neonatal 
health) was much larger in rural areas.

4.1. Economic Empowerment

Much evidence has been brought to bear in both 
developed and developing countries to demonstrate 
how gender inequities in transport access creates 
worse employment outcomes for women than for 
men, even within the same household. The Interna-
tional Labour Organization (2017) finds that in devel-
oping countries, poor transport is the greatest chal-
lenge to labor force participation, estimated to reduce 
the probability of women seeking employment by 
16.5 percent and in emerging countries by about 5.7 
percent. To cope with socioeconomic constraints, 
women tend to pursue employment opportunities 
that are near their own neighborhood (often due 
to childrearing or household responsibilities), taking 
cheaper, and slower transport modes. For some, the 
cost of travel was deemed so prohibitive that they 
preferred to remain in long-term unemployment 
rather than pursue employment options in more dis-
tant locations within the city (Lau 2008).

Improving transport is key to the economic 
empowerment of women in rural areas. Women 
in vegetable farming in rural Nigeria identified 
inadequacy of transport as one of nine constraints 

(including: availability of water, lack of credit facility, 
insufficient capital, health issues, input supply, time, 
land availability and market for vegetables) that neg-
atively influenced vegetable production and caused 
income erosion (Ajibola, Komolafe, and Akangbe 
2015). Similarly, reducing the amount of time women 
in rural Uganda spend in transport activities has been 
identified as a critical factor in enabling a simultane-
ous expansion of non-traditional agricultural export 
and food production (Evers and Walters 2000). If trade 
is a central part of a livelihood strategy, the type of 
goods sold mediate the importance of mobility for the 
creation of profitable livelihood strategies (Mandel 
2004). Rural women from the Tshitwe community in 
South Africa indicated that they would like to travel 
farther afield to market their products, services, and 
labor to a wider and more diverse clientele. They also 
wanted to acquire further education and training, but 
it was not always possible because of lack of access to 
transport. In rural northern Nigeria, women entre-
preneurs emphasized that the poor condition of roads 
and consequent transport challenges had a negative 
impact on the success of their businesses, by affecting 
their ability to recruit employees, service customers 
and deliver goods (Seedhouse, Johnson, and Newbery 
2016). There is a latent demand for transport in such 
communities, but because it is invisible to market 
forces, it remains unfulfilled, and “a vicious cycle is 
formed, founded on poverty and nurtured by inacces-
sibility (Mahapa and Mashiri 2010).”

With improved road connectivity in rural areas, evi-
dence suggests that men may dominate new trans-
port offerings at women’s expense. Recent evidence 
comes from rural northern Pakistan, where vehic-
ular mobilities have replaced pedestrian mobilities 
with the construction of new roads (Cook and Butz 
2017). In recent years, road infrastructure develop-
ment has dramatically enhanced the outbound travel 
of men wage earners and men students seeking 
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higher-quality educational opportunities. As privi-
leged travelers, men and youth use vehicular trans-
port to access social goods and networks, enrich their 
lives with new experiences and avenues for socioeco-
nomic success, and realize social mobility. The road 
has had different implications for adult women. The 
intensified use of cars and buses by men and chil-
dren have relationally restricted women’s mobility—
women are unable to access such transport means 
due to households’ allocation of limited mobility 
resources to students and paid laborers (women 
engage in unpaid farming activities). Relational gen-
dered mobilities spatially constrict many women in 
such a way that they are unable to access either (new) 
vehicular or (old) pedestrian mobilities, while neither 
gaining new social status nor advantages from their 
demobilization (ibid).

Most workers in urban areas routinely commute 
for work and any economic and personal well-be-
ing impacts of commuting will consequently affect 
a large proportion of the population. Findings from 
Antananarivo, Madagascar, suggest that the wages 
earned by commuters are systematically higher than 
the wages earned by those who decide not to com-
mute and are self-employed or engaged with family 
businesses around their neighborhood. Proximity 
to formal or informal public transport (bush taxis in 
Madagascar) was crucial to promote people’s access 
to jobs. The study also found substantial gender 
inequalities in wages. However, lack of access to pub-
lic transport did not seem to be a contributing factor 
to the lower wages earned by women since women 
were more likely than men to use buses to commute. 
The gender wage gap may be more attributable to 
other factors such as lower education and experience 
among women, sexist attitudes of employers, as well 
as social norms and cultural expectations that moti-
vate women to look for work closer to home (ibid.). 
A study in the United Kingdom found that long 

commuting times had deleterious impacts on mental 
health. In addition, women’s satisfaction with their 
jobs was more sensitive to longer commute times 
than men, likely due to their greater household and 
family responsibilities (Clark et al. 2019). Longer com-
mute times are more strongly negatively associated 
with the job satisfaction of women compared with 
men in Spain (de Oña and de Oña 2013).

Research on commuting differences between work-
ing women and men that are a result of gender 
division of household labor and class (as signified 
by access to public or private transport) has been 
conducted in a few settings. A study conducted in 
Amman, Jordan, found that women bus and shared 
taxi commuters are likely to leave home as early as 
6:30 a.m., whereas men commuters in these two 
groups leave home much later. Both women and 
men bus and shared taxi commuters tended to carry 
out household maintenance activities after work. In 
contrast both women and men private car commut-
ers left for work much later in the morning and did 
not combine household maintenance trips with work 
commutes (Hamed and Olaywah 2000).

Primary research undertaken in the northeast of 
England explores the way in which inequalities in 
access to transport affect women’s opportunities to 
enter paid work, and advances the idea of spatiality 
as a social construct. Findings suggest that although 
some women can achieve men’s levels of transport 
resources, most women are stuck “in the slow lane” 
and their mobility deprivation often confines them 
to the private world of the family, or alternatively, to 
part—time, low paid work on the periphery of the 
labor market. This leads to the conclusion that there 
is an urgent need to provide women with a range 
of mobility choices which enhance their access to 
the labor market and to challenge the socially con-
structed processes which underpin the discrimination 
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women face when accessing the world of paid 
employment (Dobbs 2007).

Findings from Barcelona and Madrid, Spain also confirm 
that low job accessibility via public transport negatively 
affects women’s employment probability, although the 
intensity of this effect tends to decrease with an indi-
vidual’s educational attainment, presumably because 
higher levels of education tend to warrant higher levels 
of remuneration hence permitting more private trans-
port options (Matas, Raymond, and Roig 2010).

Evidence suggests that transport subsidies tend 
to benefit women and promote gender equality in 
employment. A study was conducted in Addis Ababa, 
Ethiopia, to identify the comparative effectiveness in 
improving employment outcomes for 18 to 29-year-
old urban unemployed youth of two job-search sup-
port programs, namely: access to a transport subsidy 
and access to a job application workshop. Findings 
revealed that while the transport subsidy increased 
both the intensity and the efficacy of the job search, 
individuals who were offered the transport subsidy 
were 25 percent more likely to find formal employ-
ment. The outcomes were found to be stronger for 
women and for less educated workers, those with at 
most secondary education. (Abebe et al. 2016). Similar 
findings are reported from Lahore, Pakistan, where 
lower-income women are more likely to use bus rapid 
transit to access employment and to benefit from fare 
subsidies (Zolnik, Malik, and Irvin-Erickson 2018).

Researchers who have studied employers’ use of 
company-provided transport in attracting and retain-
ing women workers have also emphasized that the 
benefits of company-provided transport tend to be 
used almost exclusively by middle-class well-edu-
cated women working in full-time higher-income 
positions in the information technology (IT) sector. 
Lower-income blue-collar contract workers such as 

food vendors, office cleaners, gardeners, and secu-
rity personnel, including those who work full time 
for a particular IT company, do not benefit from 
company-provided transport. They continue to use 
public buses while contending with all the associated 
challenges public transport presents for women in 
cities in developing economies (Verma et al. 2017). 
Even when they do not have access to company-pro-
vided transport, women with higher levels of educa-
tion, those employed in professional jobs, and older 
women report feeling safer traveling on public buses 
and waiting at bus stops (see Verma et al. 2020, for 
findings from Bangalore and Ahmedabad). These 
findings suggest a more pronounced barrier between 
access to transport and access to socioeconomic 
opportunity for lower-income and less well-educated 
women (Campbell 2014; Patel 2006).

Class analysis of gendered transport disadvantage 
from other settings also reveals important insights. 
Findings from New Delhi, India, revealed that 
although women generally had shorter work-home 
commutes than men, experienced limited access to 
private modes of transport, and used slower modes 
of travel, these gender differences were more pro-
nounced in lower and middle-income households 
due to an array of interlocking factors such as time 
poverty, lower levels of education and professional 
opportunity, affordability, security and poor geo-
graphic locations. Women in higher-income profes-
sional categories in New Delhi had mobility patterns 
that were similar to men; they were better able to 
exert their rights to employment and mobility (Jain 
and Panima 2014).

Some studies have attempted to understand the 
employment outcomes of mobility constraints among 
transport-disadvantaged groups such as single moth-
ers, the young, the elderly, the unemployed, low-in-
come workers, and disabled people who are already 
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on some form of social assistance. In South Africa, 
low-income women with disabilities living in Khayelit-
sha, a township on the Cape Flats in the city of Cape 
Town, identified lack of accessible and affordable 
transport as one of the main barriers they faced in 
acquiring the skills to seek sustainable employment 
(Lorenzo 2008).

Lastly, women have much poorer access than men to 
transport-related occupations in both developed and 
developing countries. As an example, while women 
represent 60 percent of customers of the taxi and 
ride-hailing industry, they comprise only two percent 
of drivers (Guo et al. 2018).

4.2. Education

Girls’ school attendance and educational attainment 
is impacted by a complex set of socioeconomic fac-
tors along with deficiencies in the transport system. 
Distance to school and safety when commuting to 
school are the two primary transport barriers that 
girls face when commuting for education.

By reducing travel time to school, enhanced road 
access can potentially have a positive impact on 
schooling outcomes for both girls and boys. For 
example, Khandker, Bakht, and Koolwal (2009) and 
Khandker and Koolwal (2011) found positive short 
and long run impacts on schooling—both for boys 
and girls—of a rural road construction program in 
Bangladesh. This is mainly because the resulting 
connections to new markets could increase school-
ing investment by boosting household income 
and improving returns to education. In rural Viet-
nam improved roads resulted in a 17 to 30 percent 
increase in primary school completion (Mu and van 
de Walle 2011). Mukherjee (2012) finds that in rural 

India better roads increase school enrollment by 22 
percent. Similarly, Adukia, Asher, and Novosad (2020) 
find a positive causal impact of connecting a village 
in India with a new all-weather road on both enroll-
ment and educational performance of middle-school 
children— six percent more students take and pass 
exams in villages after new roads have been built.

Findings from studies in rural Ghana, Malawi and 
Nigeria report that girls living in less accessible 
areas often drop out of formal education not simply 
because the school is too far, the transport costly or 
inadequate, but because the work required of them 
before they leave for school is particularly onerous 
and time-consuming (in comparison with boys). This 
puts pressures on them which are compounded by a 
long and sometimes hazardous journey to school and 
fear of punishment if they arrive late (Porter 2011).

Safety and security of mobility is a major barrier 
for girls, but simple mobility solutions can help 
alleviate these barriers. Evidence suggest that pro-
viding girls with bicycles can be a transformative tool 
that can help them pursue education. A study con-
ducted in rural Mozambique and Namibia to under-
stand how the delivery of large numbers of bicycles 
impact communities, households, and individuals 
(Cunha 2006). It found that in terms of primary school 
enrollment in Mozambique, girls whose families own 
a bicycle and use it to collect water have a 32 percent 
higher probability of primary school enrollment than 
girls in rural areas whose families do not use a bicycle 
for chores (ibid). Similarly, a promotional bicycle sale 
in Morogoro, Kenya, which gave a 15 to 20 percent 
discount, proved to be very popular among second-
ary school girls, suggesting that cost may be a big-
ger barrier than cultural norms in preventing girls 
and women from riding bicycles in some settings. 
In the same vein, providing bicycles to girls in rural 
India improved their secondary school enrollment 
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significantly (reducing the gender gap in enrollment 
by 40 percent) and improved their test participation 
and scores (Muralidharan and Prakash 2017).

4.3. Health

Time poverty, when compounded by remoteness and 
the necessity of a long walk or journey to services, 
may similarly be a key factor preventing women’s 
access to timely health care: this has serious implica-
tions for their health.

A few studies have shed light on the role of for-
mal public transit in the use of health services. For 
example, we found a study that attempted to under-
stand the effects of the introduction of a high-speed 
rail service (the Korean Train Express) on health care 
service utilization in Seoul, Republic of Korea by rural 
populations diagnosed with cancer over 2002–06 
(Choi, Kim, and Park 2019). The study did not reveal 
significant differences in use by gender, but it did 
determine that the Korean Train Express had mostly 
facilitated the uptake of outpatient services for high-
er-income rural patients diagnosed with cancer, and 
recommended additional efforts to improve access 
to urban health care services for lower-income rural 
populations (ibid). Similarly, a study in Japan of inde-
pendent older adults aged 65 years revealed that 
income inequalities in access to dental care were 
smaller among older daily users of public transpor-
tation (majority women) than in nondaily users and 
among higher-income households. These findings 
suggest that providing easy and affordable access 
to public transport is necessary for improving access 
to dental care, especially for older men with lower 
incomes (Kiuchi et al. 2019). Box 4.1 discusses the 
health impacts of long commuting times.

Box 4.1.Health Impacts of Long Commuting Times

Several studies have found a negative impact 
of commuting times on women’s perceived 
level of well-being and health (see, for exam-
ple, Künn-Nelen 2015; Clark et al. 2019; de 
Oña and de Oña 2013). The finding that 
women disproportionately exhibit a negative 
relation between commuting time and level of 
wellness is noteworthy and could be explained 
by their greater responsibility for housework 
and childcare compared with men (Roberts, 
Hodgson, and Dolan 2011). The disproportion-
ate domestic responsibilities borne by women 
who commute longer could also explain their 
lower probability of regular exercise, an effect 
that is not found for men. This lower physical 
activity can, in turn, explain the more pro-
nounced adverse health effects of a longer 
commuting time for women compared with 
men. Another explanation could be sleep, as 
commuting time is more strongly related to 
worsened sleep quality for women than for 
men, suggesting that commuting time results 
in more stress for women (Künn-Nelen 2015). 
The health effects of commuting appear to be 
heterogeneous across transportation modes 
and genders. Commuting time has a more 
negative effect on health (and is perceived as 
such) among car drivers than among commut-
ers using public transportation. For car driv-
ers, a longer commuting time was found to 
be related to lower health satisfaction, lower 
health status, and a higher body mass index 
(BMI). For commuters using public transporta-
tion, there was no significant relation between 
commuting time and any of these health mea-
sures (ibid).
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Studies have also been conducted in developed 
country settings to understand the effects and 
outcomes for different groups of women between 
mobility needs and other socioeconomic barri-
ers that may affect their freedom of movement, 
health status and quality of life. For example, 
older retired women and those who are caregivers 
for others were found to be most likely to experience 
social exclusion due to poor access to transport in 
Melbourne, Australia, and therefore most in need of 
positive discrimination in transport and social policy 
(Delbosc and Currie 2011). A study in six American 
cities found that most women have easy access to 
mammogram facilities, however it found that His-
panic and Black women were more likely to have 
poor access to such facilities and hence were transit 

marginalized (Graham et al. 2015). Distance, time, 
and convenience of travel to a screening unit also 
emerged as important factors of consideration in a 
study of women’s preferences for the delivery of the 
National Health Service Breast Screening Programme 
in the United Kingdom (Linsell et al. 2010). Only 
women in rural areas with no access to a car favored 
mobile units over permanent units. While most urban 
women did not care whether screening services were 
provided by hospitals, community health centers or 
mobile units, most agreed that having well-situated 
units with advance publicity about public transport 
links and parking facilities would encourage greater 
uptake (ibid). Box 4.2 discusses the mobility needs of 
indigenous women and their health outcomes. 

Box 4.2. Mobility Needs of Indigenous Women and Health Outcomes

Only a small amount of peer-reviewed research exists on the mobility needs of Indigenous women. 
Akter, S. et al. (2018) carried out a systematic review of published and grey literature published 
between 2000 and 2017 on Indigenous women’s access to maternal health care services in low- 
and middle-income countries. Globally, Indigenous people have lower health status compared with 
non-Indigenous people due to unequal access to health care. Barriers or enablers to accessing mater-
nal health services by Indigenous women are generally not well researched. Findings from Akter, S. et 
al. provided insights into understanding the gaps in existing policies for Indigenous women and their 
access to maternal health services. The most prominent barrier to accessing maternal primary health-
care services was the top-down nature of intervention programs, which rendered programs culturally 
unfriendly for Indigenous women. Inadequate access to transport was identified alongside distance, 
cost, accommodation, language barriers and lack of knowledge about existing services as significant 
barrier Indigenous women face in accessing maternal health care services (ibid). Similar barriers are 
reported for rural women from quilombola (African continental ancestry) communities in Brazil: in 
addition to lack of adequate access to transport and health information, experiences of racism in Bra-
zilian society were identified as major barriers to health care access for Indigenous and Black Brazilian 
women (Kuntz Durand and Buss Heidemann 2019).
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Lack of reliable transportation was reported as 
a significant barrier to accessing reproductive 
and maternal health services by rural women in 
developing countries. Research from rural commu-
nities in India (Murthy and Barua 2004) and Uganda 
(Musoke et al. 2015) identify delay in care due to 
lack of transport facilities, alongside inappropriate 
referrals, or poor emergency preparedness of refer-
ral facilities, as important non-medical determinants 
of maternal deaths. Women in Haiti also reported 
significant barriers in accessing health care due to 
the distance from clinics and hospitals (Urrutia et al. 
2012). Most rural women reported an average of 84 
minutes travel time to the nearest health care facility. 
From more remote rural communities, women often 
had to travel two to three hours to get to a health 
outpost. Women were reported to die quite fre-
quently during childbirth due to these reasons. (ibid).

Lack of literacy, transport availability, transport costs, 
and travel time correlated strongly with care-seeking 

behavior in rural Bangladesh and Burkina Faso 
(Alam et al. 2016), and Pakistan (Mian et al. 2015). 
Transport problems have been a major cause of 
perinatal mortality in mountainous rural regions of 
Nepal (Hada 2020), where the cost of transport was 
deemed the second most significant factor after the 
cost of skilled attendance at delivery in preventing 
women from giving birth in a health facility. Most 
families could afford one or the other, but not both 
(Borghi et al. 2006). Rural women in Afghanistan 
who had delivered none of their children in a health 
center also reported money to pay for services as 
the most significant barrier to accessing institutional 
delivery (56 percent). No transportation available was 
the second most widely cited reason among Afghan 
women (37 percent), followed by family restrictions, 
including women’s lack of knowledge and control 
over family finances (30 percent) (Higgins-Steele et al. 
2018). Poor availability of transport, financial con-
straints and the unavailability of men to chaperone 
were also identified as important barriers to seeking 

The lack of research on the needs of Indigenous women is especially surprising in developed econo-
mies considering the extensive media coverage in countries such as Australia and Canada of mobility 
and accessibility challenges faced by urban (and rural) Indigenous peoples. Despite widespread jour-
nalistic coverage in Canada that emphasizes the lack of transportation services from remote commu-
nities as a causal factor in the national tragedy of thousands of Indigenous women being murdered 
or declared missing since the 1980s, absolutely no peer-reviewed scholarship appears to have been 
published on the topic in the past 20 years. The only peer-reviewed article we found on Indigenous 
women’s mobility needs was conducted in Australia. It identified providing transport, team home 
visits and employing Indigenous Australian staff as key elements for improving access to maternal 
care for urban Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women in Australia. Clients and staff consistently 
reported provision of transport as essential in assisting them to access antenatal services (Bertilone 
et al. 2017). Another study in Australia, one that lacked a specific focus on gender or women, found 
that for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people living in rural and remote communities, transport 
to hospitals in cities was a major barrier for accessing planned, emergency, inpatient, outpatient, and 
diagnostic care services (Kelly et al. 2014). 
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care in rural Pakistan (Qureshi et al. 2016). Rural 
women in Sindh, Pakistan, specifically identified the 
need to seek permission from and be accompanied 
to health facilities by a man or older woman in the 
family as a major barrier to seeking care (ibid).

Transport accessibility and affordability is also 
increasingly understood in other contexts to be an 
important social determinant of maternal health, and 
health access more broadly, alongside other factors. 
As an example, Namibia faces the combination of 
ineffective delivery of social services and a stagger-
ing 23 percent prevalence of HIV/AIDS among the 
adult population. Problems are exacerbated within 
the rural setting where the lack of transport systems 
isolates communities from access to social ser-
vices (Cunha 2006). In rural Uganda, 45 percent of 
women who tested HIV-positive during antenatal care 
between 2007 and 2010 were lost to follow-up; high 
transport costs were often mentioned as a major bar-
rier to seeking continued care (Lubaga et al. 2013). In 
rural Mozambique, local unemployment and poverty 
caused by the civil war resulted in other downstream 
effects, including lack of funds for accessing medi-
cal care and transport as well as increased domestic 
violence, which compromised maternal health (Firoz 
et al. 2016). Similar findings are reported from other 
post-conflict and war-affected settings in Sub-Saha-
ran Africa. In South Sudan, where over 50 percent 
of the population live below the poverty line, a com-
bination of factors related to remoteness and long 
distances, lack of economic resources and transport 
services, lack of physical safety and security, and 
poor health care services contribute to high rates of 
home delivery attended by unskilled attendants and 
poor usage of health facilities. Findings from a study 
in South Sudan highlighted an urgent need for the 
government to implement security and safety mea-
sures to improve access to delivery services, partic-
ularly at night when robbers and bandits are most 

active (Mugo et al. 2018). Box 4.3 discusses the use of 
health care services by women with disabilities.

Box 4.3. Use of Health Care Services by Women with 
Disabilities

Women with disabilities in rural Nepal face 
more acute challenges than women with no 
disabilities in using maternal health ser-
vices. To improve care provision for women 
with disabilities, improvements are needed 
not just in distribution and management of 
resources, from transportation through to 
service delivery, but also in improved pro-
vider awareness and knowledge of a human 
rights approach to disability and health 
(Devkota et al. 2018). Women with disabili-
ties living in poverty in Kenya often opted to 
forgo free health care services because they 
considered the cost of transport prohibitive. 
Due to limited mobility, they needed some-
one to accompany them to health facili-
ties, leading to greater transport costs. The 
absence of a companion and the unafford-
ability of high transport costs made some 
women forgo seeking antenatal and skilled 
delivery services despite the existence of free 
maternity programs (Kabia et al. 2018).

Community-based transport strategies and emer-
gency transport schemes have emerged as useful, 
cost-effective, and replicable solutions for under-
served rural and periurban areas to improve wom-
en’s access to health facilities in case of emergencies 
(Atuoye et al. 2015; Babinard and Roberts 2006). In 
rural Sierra Leone, a system of emergency referral 
relied on specially designed motorbike ambulances 
to transport pregnant women to health facilities. The 
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service was deemed accessible by local communities 
and was highly valued by those it serves (Bhopal, 
Halpin, and Gerein 2012). Sensitization campaigns 
played a crucial role in the success of these ambu-
lances. A district-wide traditional birth attendant 
training and sensitization activities provided a foun-
dation for the introduction of the motorbike ambu-
lance service, creating a high level of awareness 
of the service and its importance, particularly for 
women in labor (ibid). In remote regions in Kenya, 
where the lack of reliable transport options was a 
major barrier to women giving birth in health facil-
ities, the use of digital health transport vouchers to 
facilitate transport to health care facilities for delivery 
resulted in almost all mothers giving birth at a health 
facility (Ommeh et al. 2019). A combination of referral 
services, community-run ambulances, and transport 
vouchers also enabled the poorest families in remote 
regions of Pakistan to afford the cost of the ambu-
lance for maternal and neonatal health (Babinard and 
Roberts 2006).

Digital payment/money transfer methods also pres-
ent an effective method to improve access to health 
facilities. As an example, the transportMYpatient pro-
gram was launched in Tanzania in 2009 to address 
transport costs, which are a major barrier to fistula 
patients accessing rehabilitation services. The initia-
tive used mobile phone technology to transfer funds 
to cover the transport costs of taking fistula patients 
to and from hospitals.
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5. CONCLUDING 
REMARKS AND 
POLICY LESSONS
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Mobility choices and constraints are known to be 
influenced by a combination of availability, afford-
ability, physical accessibility, and simultaneously 
mediated by other factors such as personal attributes 
(age, income, caregiving status, for example), social 
and cultural acceptability, and concerns about safety 
and security. A review of the literature on gender and 
mobility published within the past 20 years reveals 
some striking global similarities in how one’s gender 
identity influences one’s mobility choices and con-
straints. For example, despite immense differences 
based on class and geographic location, globally, 
women tend to travel less, and to make shorter more 
complicated multipurpose trips than men. With a few 
exceptions women are also more likely than men in 
both developing and developed countries to walk and 
to rely on public transport and are less likely to drive.

These differences in transport choices and travel pat-
terns arise not just because women as a global con-
stituency have lower incomes and fewer economic 
resources and assets than men, but also due to the 
different societal expectations placed on women and 
men. Although gender roles and responsibilities are 
shifting gradually, men continue to be associated 
more strongly with the public domain in which mobil-
ity for business and pleasure, and taking up space 
physically and figuratively, is considered a necessity 
and an entitlement whereas women continue to be 
associated more strongly with the private domain 
wherein homemaking and caring for others are 
assumed to be the priorities. Box 5.1 discusses the 
possible areas of future research.

Box 5.1. Areas of Future Research

Differences between women and men in mobility patterns and choices (including heterogeneity) have 
been researched extensively globally but significant gaps remain. Notably: (1) the mobility needs of 
children and young adults need additional research; (2) despite extensive journalistic coverage on 
topics such as demand responsive transport, mobility as a service, and the use of automation and arti-
ficial intelligence in transport, there is little peer-reviewed research on the gender equality and social 
justice implications of the growing use of such services and technologies; (3) the role of indigenous or 
informal public transport in providing an alternative mode of mobility has in general been researched 
quite extensively in various contexts in the developing countries regions, however, research on gen-
der equity in the use and patronage of indigenous transport (including as first- and last-mile options) 
has received little attention; (4) gender equality and social justice implications and outcomes of pub-
lic transport network addition and change (from bus service to metro, addition of new tramlines 
and connections to subway systems, for example) have not been researched adequately; (5) studies 
that engage with gender identity as a continuum and document the needs or experiences of sexual 
minorities and other non-binary persons are rare; (6) the impacts of interventions to improve afford-
ability (for example, subsidies) on access to economic opportunities for low-income women warrants 
further inquiry; and (7) there is limited work on the role of race and ethnicity (including Indigenous 
identity) in determining mobility choices and constraints.
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The timeframe covered in this report excludes the 
period in which COVID-19 altered the mobility of 
women and men in a fundamental way and robust 
evidence on the impacts of COVID-19 on women and 
men’s mobility needs, patterns, and barriers, is only 
now emerging. COVID-19 has decimated public trans-
port use at a time when global efforts must dramat-
ically increase toward transport decarbonization. It 
has drawn both women and men away from public 
transport reflecting both public health directives and 
individual concerns about using public transport, and 
toward more carbon-intensive individual modes of 
transportation. However, due to their greater reliance 
on public transport, women transport users have 
been hit more than men by the deterioration of pub-
lic transport service. Before the pandemic, women 
were already impacted by infrequent public transport 
at off-peak hours as they are more likely to travel for 
care-related activities. Due to the pandemic, this situ-
ation has worsened for working women who cannot 
telecommute, due to their concentration in low-
wage essential services or having limited livelihood 
options, and who need to travel at peak hours with 
more infrequent transport services, resulting from 
measures to mitigate COVID risks and a reduced 
transport demand. It is also notable that COVID-19 
shrank the global women’s labor force in 2020 by 5 
percent from the pre-pandemic level, compared with 
a reduction of 3.9 percent of men (ILO 2021). This 
disproportionate impact on women is due to many 
factors, including their significant domestic and care 
responsibilities during lockdowns, as well as lay-offs 
and business closures. For the revitalization of pub-
lic transport and supporting women to re-integrate 
into the labor market, it is imperative that transport 
services respond to the specific mobility challenges 
of the largest passenger base—women—as this is a 
core aspect of a pandemic recovery that builds back 
better. 

Women’s participation in the formal and informal 
labor market has always been determined by a com-
bination of physical and intellectual abilities, social 
norms, cultural attitudes, societal values, and eco-
nomic necessity. In most of the world, women’s roles 
and responsibilities were historically geared toward 
household duties and unpaid labor. At the same time, 
gender roles tend to be malleable, and social norms 
are changing worldwide, albeit slowly (Peterson and 
Runyan 2014). Women are economically active even 
when confined to the private or informal sphere, but 
they are also participating out of choice and necessity 
in the formal and informal labor force in unprece-
dented numbers all over the world. That being said, 
familial and societal expectations of women, and 
even women’s expectations of themselves, have been 
slower to change. Thus, growing cohorts of women 
globally find themselves earning a living at (or almost 
at) par with men, while also bearing the bulk of 
responsibility for caregiving, household maintenance 
and social reproduction more broadly (Baruah 2017). 
This has resulted in higher levels of time poverty for 
women and fewer opportunities to access services 
and pursue activities related to education, profes-
sional development, and physical and mental health 
and well-being.

On the whole, the available peer-reviewed evidence 
on gender and transport presented in this report 
clearly establishes that transportation systems con-
sistently undervalue and underprovide services and 
resources designed to meet the complex travel needs 
of multitasking individuals who are managing house-
holds, working in and engaging with their local com-
munities, taking care of children and other relatives, 
while often simultaneously working one or more 
wage-earning formal or informal jobs. Most of these 
individuals are women, and many are further disad-
vantaged in the accomplishment of their complex 
tasks by patriarchal household and social structures 
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in which men typically appropriate the fastest and 
most expensive available transport technologies for 
themselves (Peters 2013).

While transport policies are designed to work 
around social and cultural norms, gender iden-
tity and mobility are mutually constitutive social 
processes—both influence each other. Transport 
policies need to account for this bidirectional relation-
ship when addressing the mobility needs and barri-
ers of women. Based on the evidence reviewed in this 
report, the following policy lessons can be drawn.

First, “one-size-fits-all-women” transport policies 
designed to benefit women may leave many women 
behind. Adopting an intersectional gender lens that 
considers factors such as age, disability and sexual 
orientation/identity is important. Policies should be 
designed with intersectionality considerations.

Low-cost transport interventions can have a huge 
impact on the lives of some groups of women. For 
example, a lack of affordable transportation has 
been shown to be a significant barrier to women in 
accessing reproductive and maternal health services 
in some rural contexts. Innovative approaches to 
financing maternal health services, such as subsidies 
for transport, digital transfer of resources for trans-
port, care vouchers for private providers, community 
ambulances, and the like have been found to be cost 
effective and replicable ways for improving women’s 
access to and the usage of health services. Similarly, 
safety and security considerations are an important 
barrier for girls in attending schools. In certain con-
texts, providing subsidies for bicycles or free bicycles 
have improved their school attendance and educa-
tion outcomes.

8 Informal transport services can also offer a vital source of livelihood for many urban residents.

Second, the availability of both public transit and last- 
and first-mile connectivity appears to be a particular 
challenge for women and other marginalized groups. 
Policies and investments designed to improve the 
efficiency and density of public transit systems with 
good connectivity and mixed land use, fewer trans-
fers, and shorter wait times can improve transport 
access for women and low-income individuals. Peo-
ple with disabilities also benefit from such interven-
tions, especially with additional considerations for 
accessibility.

In both urban and rural settings, informal transport 
services appear to offer a viable mobility option for 
marginalized groups such as women, children, peo-
ple with disabilities and the elderly.8 Emerging trends 
such as shared mobility or mobility as a service, also 
attract women users. Regulating informal transport 
and mobility as a service—ensuring affordability 
of fares, safety, and regularity of services—would 
benefit women and other transport-disadvantaged 
groups. In addition, promoting non-motorized 
options for last-mile/first-mile transport options such 
as pedicabs can be environmentally sustainable while 
also beneficial for women and other marginalized 
users.

Third, affordability of transport (especially public 
transit) remains a major concern for women and 
other users. Public transit subsidies are a common 
tool used to address affordability constraints and 
policy makers can use it as a direct lever to improve 
equity of public transit usage. However, subsidies 
need to be designed to allow for the mobility needs 
of different types of women users. Notably, the 
literature suggests that: (1) subsidies and off-peak 
pricing do work but need to be substantial to attract 
women, low-income groups and non-workers; (2) 
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low-income and non-working people are amenable to 
travel off peak (at the right subsidy), but not women 
inherently; (3) when offering a subsidy for a particular 
public transport mode, the demographic that uses 
the mode should be taken into account; and (4) free 
or subsidized public transport may benefit all seniors 
(both women and men), but particularly low-income 
women.

Fourth, social and cultural acceptability of wom-
en’s mobility is an important element when design-
ing transport interventions to benefit women. For 
women to have equitable access and entitlement to 
mobility, initiatives that dispel misogynistic miscon-
ceptions about women and raise awareness among 
men about the benefits to families and society of 
women’s greater mobility may also be crucial. Com-
plementary interventions should be considered to 
enhance the social and cultural acceptability of wom-
en’s mobility.

Fifth, the perceived (as well as realized) risk of sex-
ual and physical harassment is perhaps the starkest 
constraint that women face compared with men. It is 
rampant on public transit in cities across the globe. 
The victims are overwhelmingly women and girls. 
Policies focused on crowding reduction, improved 
reporting, and bystander intervention are potential 
tools for ensuring that public transit is safe and wel-
coming for people of all genders.

Sixth, mobility barriers do not work in isolation, and 
there is an interaction between them that affects 
women’s usage of public transport and related 
spaces. The impact of different transport related 
factors (availability, affordability, physical accessibil-
ity, acceptability, and safety and security) on wom-
en’s mobility are not necessarily independent of each 
other and the extent to which they affect women 
depends on other socioeconomic characteristics. 

For example, the link is clear between lack of safe 
and available transport options and affordability. In 
many urban settings, women and girls experience 
a “pink transport tax” that compels them to choose 
more expensive private transport options to ensure 
safety (Kaufman, Polack, and Campbell 2018). This 
is also common for low-income women in the last-
mile, where the unsatisfied transport demand is 
covered by informal and unsafe transport options. 
While some women might be able to afford better 
options, there are others that cannot, introducing 
an entry point for discussion on intersectionality, 
equitable mobility and the need to provide afford-
able and safe transport options. It is also important 
to design and implement gender-responsive policies 
and approaches for public spaces for those for whom 
walking is their only travel mode.

Seventh, trends with seemingly no linkage with 
one’s gender, may exacerbate mobility barriers for 
women without careful planning. Urbanization and 
periurbanization encourage rapid motorization and 
can reinforce class and gender disparities. Studies 
of periurbanization reveal that a public participation 
process established in the early stages of transport 
planning can be a valuable complement to the tech-
nical planning process in generating transport inter-
ventions with wider distributional benefits. If properly 
designed, participation processes offer an opportu-
nity to incorporate the interests of nonauto users, 
women, and other vulnerable urban residents into 
the planning process.

Eighth, it is necessary to enable the integration of 
gender into transport policy. This requires institu-
tional processes that allow better linkages between 
a country’s transport policy and its gender equality 
policy. It also requires clearer and more transpar-
ent connections between a transport policy and the 
projects that arise from it—along with stronger links 
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between initial project plans and approved projects, 
as well as between their planning and implementa-
tion. Ultimately, this requires a monitoring and evalu-
ation culture that fosters gender awareness.

Lastly, the findings of this report have important 
environmental, social and economic implications. 
Evidence shows that women are in general greener 
travelers (as on average they make a higher propor-
tion of trips than men using public transport and/
or walking) and have a lower carbon footprint. While 
more research is needed globally, a study for exam-
ple in Sweden (Kronsell, Rosqvist, and Hiselius 2016) 
concluded that women’s passenger transport con-
tributes 30 percent fewer CO2 emissions than men. 
However, while women are greener travelers, this 

is because they have no other choice, for example, 
they are “captive” transit users, since their mobility 
patterns are often not a matter of preference but of 
necessity. Without interventions to make transporta-
tion more amenable for all, and especially for women, 
an increase of women in the paid workforce could 
see their use of cars converge with men’s use over 
time. And while women’s lower carbon footprint may 
be desirable environmentally, their current travel 
patterns are barriers to their economic independence 
and their full participation in public and economic 
life. In this context, addressing the myriad of mobil-
ity barriers for women is vital both for their individ-
ual self-actualization and their social and economic 
empowerment—and for a just transition to the decar-
bonization of transport. 
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