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Abstract 
In cities all over the world, growing numbers of women are working or studying further away from home than ever be-
fore. This article presents policies by the World Bank and recommendations by the United Nations to improve condi-
tions for women’s mobility in cities. Although these stress different factors affecting women’s experiences of traffic and 
transport, they all agree about the importance of enabling women’s mobility. However, gender-sensitive policies have 
been largely unsuccessful. This article presents examples of conditions for women in New Delhi and other rapidly grow-
ing Asian cities that illustrate how gender norms operate. This study uses the perspectives of development research 
and gender studies to examine economic and political initiatives and the way women act and interact with transport in 
local contexts. It facilitates critical reflection upon existing transport policies and suggests ‘how’ women’s needs may be 
effectively addressed. More in-depth knowledge about women’s needs and the problems they face when travelling will 
be useful for designing of policies that address more than simply the harassments of women. More inclusive urban ac-
cess would enhance conditions for women and enable them to make choices according to their needs. In this way, so-
cial science and policy will cross-pollinate one another. 
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1. Introduction 

An increasing number of families are dependent on 
female breadwinners and greater numbers of women 
are now working further away from home than ever 
before in history. The conditions for women in cities 
around the world vary and the way they have to “jug-
gle domestic responsibilities, marital relationships and 
paid work” is affected by various constraints (Tacoli & 
Satterthwaite, 2013, p. 6). In many cities women spend 
a large part of each day in public space, travelling on 
buses and trains or walking and bicycling on roads. 

Modern transport facilities are seen as a prerequi-
site for cities to develop and prosper and for families to 

enjoy a reasonable quality of life. In recent years, 
alongside urban modernisation and gentrification pro-
cesses, traffic and transport systems have undergone 
dramatic change in order to meet the mobility needs of 
people and goods. In most cities, large businesses and 
services have become better connected with the help 
of both public and private investment but the situation 
for low-income families or those who live in peripheral 
areas of cities have benefitted far less. From a gender 
perspective, it is also evident that traffic and transport 
policies and infrastructure have not responded equally 
to women’s and men’s mobility needs (Moser & 
Moser, 2005; SIDA, 2005). It is widely recognized that 
modern mobility is not inclusive and that many suffer 
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from problems with access to work, healthcare, leisure 
activities and social services (Lucas, 2004). 

Urban growth puts great pressure on the infra-
structure to accommodate greater numbers of peo-
ple. Transport problems in the cities of emerging 
economies often seem overwhelming or even insur-
mountable (Thynell, 2003). National and local policies 
vary widely but in general they stress the role of 
transport in economic development and moderniza-
tion, as illustrated by the policies in China and Vi-
etnam (Thynell, Tran, & Schlyter, 2010). Urbanization 
is often associated with increasing opportunities for 
women and girls, but “most urban women experience 
profound disadvantages compared to men in their 
daily life” (Tacoli & Satterthwaite, 2013, p. 3). With its 
Western technical background, the transport sector 
tends to become gendered through various mecha-
nisms relating to socio-economic conditions, tradi-
tional ways of life, religion, women’s legal status, 
their position in the labour market and their role in 
decision making (Thynell, Tran, & Schlyter, 2010). 
Since few women are employed in the transport sec-
tor in the developing world, masculine norms tend to 
become invisible and taken for granted. According to 
the political scientist Kronsell “institutions that histor-
ically have or are dominated by male bodies reflect 
masculine norms which have normative power over 
its agenda” (Kronsell, 2005 in Kronsell, 2015, p. 7). 

Urban journeys are not ends in themselves but are 
tools that women may use to improve their chances of 
participating in society and perhaps enhancing their 
quality of life. 

This article focuses on the transport situation faced 
by women in rapidly growing Asian cities in which the 
number of motor vehicles is increasing. It explores this 
from the perspective of development and gender re-
search. A gender analysis of women’s travel behaviour, 
needs, priorities, opportunities and constraints and fac-
tors such as income, age, health and ethnicity all need 
to be understood in the local context in order to inform 
the design of appropriate transport policies (World 
Bank, 2010). 

In 2015, the United Nations (UN) launched the Sus-
tainable Development Goals (SDGs) and drew attention 
to the pressing need for inclusive mobility. Goal num-
ber 11 is called ‘Make cities inclusive, safe, resilient and 
sustainable’ and transportation is a key development 
issue described in target 11.2: “By 2030, provide access 
to safe, affordable, accessible and sustainable 
transport systems for all, improving road safety, nota-
bly by expanding public transport, with special atten-
tion to the needs of those in vulnerable situations, 
women and children, persons with disabilities and old-
er person”’ (United Nations Chronicle, 2015). However, 
although this points to the crucial role played by 
transport in fulfilling the SDGs, ministries of Transport 
and Environment and city administrators often find it 

difficult to translate international recommendations in-
to effective policies.  

Most agencies lack the requisite knowledge about 
local needs to address the gender aspects of mobility 
(World Bank, 2010), and they tend also to lack the ca-
pacity to guide governments in their efforts to estab-
lish ‘transport equality’. Journeys are embedded in so-
cio-spatial contexts and unsubstantiated beliefs about 
social inequality or gendered mobility are not helpful 
for designing effective policies. The current knowledge 
gap needs to be bridged and tools will have to be de-
signed using information about how women act and in-
teract with transport systems, the natural environment 
and the socio-economic and traditional context. This 
means that experiences gained from parts of the world 
that became motorized earlier, such as the US or Eu-
rope, are not necessarily applicable to developing 
Asian countries. 

1.1. The Purpose and the Challenge of Women in Urban 
Mobility  

The complex nature of mobility requires that we look 
beyond physical factors of traffic and transport and ex-
plore ‘how’ and ‘why’ the gender order influences 
women’s mobility. The purpose of this study is to ex-
plore the conditions for women’s mobility in growing 
Asian cities using three kinds of gender-sensitive per-
spective: research, the UN and the development banks. 
The study also aims to discuss how well-informed poli-
cy may facilitate women’s mobility in rapidly changing 
and developing Asian cities.  

The challenges associated with urbanization (cli-
mate change, growing inequality, rapidly changing cit-
ies) have introduced new understandings of the im-
portance of urban development and traffic conditions 
in developing countries. Today’s focus on sustainable 
development opens a window of opportunity for con-
sidering new ways of proceeding, and the notion of 
sustainable transport includes the issue of ‘transport 
equality’, which means considering road safety and se-
curity factors that are often of particular concern for 
women.  

The gender mainstreaming of transport systems is at 
the core of several transport recommendations made by 
the UN and the development banks. Gender has become 
integrated into development research together with the 
notions of empowerment/disempowerment, strategic 
life choices, resource management and agency. Achiev-
ing transport equality involves ensuring that the per-
ceptions, interests, needs and priorities of both women 
and men are given equal weight in planning and deci-
sion making (SIDA, 2005).  

This article begins by introducing some earlier re-
search and fundamental gender considerations that re-
late to mobility. These will be returned to in the con-
cluding discussion. The World Bank and the UN have 

http://unchronicle.un.org/article/goal-11-cities-will-play-important-role-achieving-sdgs
http://unchronicle.un.org/article/goal-11-cities-will-play-important-role-achieving-sdgs
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developed various initiatives to address the problems 
observed in today’s transport systems, which are seen 
to be permeated by masculine norms. The objective of 
the United Nations Panel on Climate Change is to meet 
the challenges of vulnerability, adaptation and mitiga-
tion (United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-
mate Change, 2014). Earlier gender-sensitive initiatives 
that targeted various aspects of women’s roles in de-
velopment (poverty reduction, social cohesion, sus-
tainability) have also tended to share a concern with 
women’s mobility and equal access in cities, albeit for 
varying reasons. However, this kind of initiative has thus 
so far failed to create equality of access to transport or 
enhanced women’s urban mobility in Asia. The possibili-
ties and obstacles for achieving more inclusive and fe-
male-friendly transport systems will also be discussed. 

1.2. Earlier Research  

Studies of women in developing countries emerged as 
a research field decades ago (Moser, 1989). The points 
of departure were several. Firstly, there was interest in 
the effects of freedom from colonialism and women’s 
liberation. Secondly, researchers explored the social 
impact of the structural adjustments programmes that 
were implemented in emerging markets in the 1990’s. 
Thirdly, there was interest in the second wave of femi-
nism, as manifested in the UN women conferences 
(Nairobi, Beijing). Fourthly, researchers examined the 
discourse of civil society, participation and poverty re-
duction programmes and they critiqued development 
practices and rights. This is illustrated in the work of a 
number of scholars on topics such as poverty reduction 
programmes and development (Eyben, 2012), women's 
empowerment frameworks (Longwee, 1995), on the 
undoing of internationalized oppression (see Rowland, 
1997) and on the ability to make choices (see Cornwall, 
2004; Eyben, 2004; Kabeer, 2001). 

Urban research dates back to authors such as Henri 
Lefebvre (1982) and David Harvey. In his book Social 
Justice and the City, Harvey (1978) claimed that the 
principle of justice has profound relevance for urban 
development and for the link between spatial form and 
social processes. He noted that transport plays a crucial 
role in this by removing barriers such as time and dis-
tance for equal access to opportunities. 

The differences in men’s and women’s travel be-
haviour and attitudes were recognized long ago. A 
number of scholars in geography, sociology, feminist 
and urban studies have added to the growing body of 
findings and highlighted the cross-cultural features of 
gendered mobility. The notion of inclusive mobility re-
fers to physical, social and culture aspects of travelling 
(Hanson, 1996, 2010). The values that guide attitudes 
and behaviour may therefore differ radically between 
continents. Mobility also refers to the ability to move 
between different activities sites, such as between 

home and school (Hanson, 1996, p. 4). The situation for 
women in relation to transport in rapidly motorizing 
and growing cities is still an emerging area of research 
but there is an extensive body of literature from devel-
oped countries that became motorized early on. How-
ever, mobility is a complex phenomenon and findings 
from the US, the Nordic countries or European coun-
tries are not necessarily transposable to Asia. Some al-
ternative contributions to the literature have been 
made by authors such as for instance Adeel, Yeh and 
Zhang (2016), Grieco (2009), Grieco and Urry (2011), 
Peters (2001, 2011), Raje, Grieco, Hine and Preston 
(2004), Tiwari (2014), Turner (2012), Uteng (2011), and 
Wang and Qin (2015). The report from the conference 
‘Poverty and Mobility in the Context of Asia’ refers to 
the work of organizations that are engaged in women´s 
mobility and various findings that engage in theories, 
practices and ethics that are becoming of growing con-
cern to politicians in Asia (Bisan, 2010). 

The following section presents some further back-
ground to the shifting needs of mobility. 

1.3. Mobility Fundamentals: Gendered Patterns 

The major reason that women travel is to get to work 
or a place of education (Tara, 2011). Their travel behav-
iour therefore relates to the location and forms of 
available employment—formal, informal, part-time, 
unskilled, self-employment (Hanson, 1996; Hanson & 
Pratt, 1995). Research has also shown that variables 
such as gender and employment status have a greater 
impact on the travel behaviour of individuals than does 
social class (Hanson, 1996). Work opportunities may be 
decisive for the number of journeys undertaken per 
week, the distance travelled, the means of transport 
chosen and the cost of travel. Other factors that influ-
ence women’s mobility are responsibility for caring for 
children or elderly or infirm relatives (Camstra, 1996; 
Hanson, 1996). 

Women often make more frequent but shorter 
journeys than men and often at off-peak hours. Nota-
bly, the gendered order is related to household prac-
tices, their position in the labour market and their ac-
cess to vehicles (Law, 1999; Rosenbloom, 2004; SIKA, 
2007). All these fundamentals are mainly from studies 
carried out in the US or Europe. Another study showed 
that women are more critical of car use then men are 
(Linden, 1994). 

The Sustainable Development Goal 11 states 
“When compared to men, women move about cities at 
different times, for different reasons, in different ways, 
and have fewer financial resources; they are less able 
to afford many of the transportation options available 
to them” (United Nations Chronicle, 2015). In India, in 
general, women have lower incomes and suffer from 
spatial constraints and less mobility than men since 
costs of safe and secure transport are too high for 
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them (Tiwari, 2014). In Delhi, for example the reloca-
tion of squatter communities to the outer periphery of 
the city has been especially damaging to women’s abil-
ity to earn a living. Female unemployment in these lo-
cations rose by 27% compared to 5% for men (Moser & 
Peake, 1987).  

To save money, women may choose to walk instead 
of taking a bus and this means that poor women are 
more affected by distance. In general women depend 
more on public transport than men do. Women often 
try to work closer to home than men do, even at the 
expense of better work or higher incomes (Turner, 
2012). Uteng (2011) states that dismal road conditions 
affect all users but there may be differences in what 
possibilities people have to handle the problems. 

The next section presents some local features hav-
ing an impact on women’s options and behaviour. 

2. Urban Journeys in Rapidly Growing Asian Cities  

An ever-growing proportion of the world’s population 
are living in cities. Another 2.5 billion people are pro-
jected to add to the world’s urban population with 
nearly 90 percent of the increase concentrated in Asia 
and Africa. India alone is expected to double the num-
ber of city dwellers by 2050, with some 404 million 
more people living in its cities whereas the cities in 
China are likely to grow with 292 million (United Na-
tions, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 
2014, p. 1). Although greater urbanization is desired by 
dominant global actors, housing, infrastructure and 
services are rarely planned to meet the increasing de-
mands. Globally, some 828 million people are living in 
urban slums and the number keeps rising (United Na-
tions, 2015). The Asian Development bank notes that 
“almost 25% of Asia's urban population is poor, and the 
rate is increasing, as there is a continuous influx of 
poor people into cities” (Asian Development Bank, 
2014). In Cambodia, Bangladesh, the Philippines and 
Mongolia, some 40% of the population subsist below 
the poverty line.  

Despite their historical, economic, sociological, po-
litical, and cultural disparities, cities such as Jakarta, 
Hanoi, Delhi, Mumbai, Metro Manila, Bangkok, Kuala 
Lumpur and Beijing all suffer from worsening traffic 
congestion and transport problems (Vasconcellos de 
Alcantara, 2001), air pollution and accidents (Wismans 
et al., 2015). Transport difficulties usually pose less of a 
problem for men while women frequently state that 
their needs are not being met (World Bank, 2010). 
Growing cities mean longer distances and more time 
spent on roads. Informal or newer parts in cities often 
suffer from lack of appropriate infrastructure and 
roads can be dangerous. Streets are often too narrow, 
badly maintained, have poor drainage and lack traffic 
management. In Shanghai, 7.4 percent of urban space 
is occupied by roads, in Seoul 20 percent, in Paris 25 

percent, whereas, in Calcutta, Xian and Hanoi only 6 
percent of space is occupied by roads (Thynell, Tran, & 
Schlyter, 2010).  

It has been predicted that the demand for transport 
facilities is set to increase considerably but insufficient 
planning and weak law enforcement means that infor-
mal transport operators often tend to fill the gap and 
are likely to do so more in the future. Urban mobility 
will continue to be a major problem (Thynell & Wol-
mar, 2014) and more women are likely to be commut-
ing in the future. Urban geography, the technical and 
natural environment, and social-cultural conditions al-
so influence women’s travel options and choices. In 
Dhaka, for instance, 75 percent of the people on the 
streets are men and amongst other things this, reflects 
the lack of safety and security for women (Kahn, 2009). 
Some common features of Asian cities are: 

 Bicycles play a pivotal role along with other non-
motorized vehicles (NMVs) and motorcycles. 

 Non-motorized means of transport are seldom 
planned for or regulated and maintenance of 
footpaths, bus stops and streetlights is often 
lacking. 

 A large proportion of women depend on public 
transport (formal and informal), which is often 
inefficient, uncomfortable, dirty, unreliable, 
poorly maintained and unsafe. 

 Rates of traffic-generated air pollution and noise 
are soaring.  

 There are high rates of traffic injuries and 
fatalities and pedestrians, passengers (all ages), 
drivers of NMVs and motorcyclists are particularly 
at risk (Wismans et al., 2015).  

Access to a variety of destinations is important for 
women to be able to cope with the mixed demands 
upon them in providing for their families. Walking and 
cycling are both affordable and accessible ways for the 
vulnerable, including women and the poor, to move 
about cities. But 65 percent of the 1.2 million deaths 
that occur each year worldwide due to road accidents 
involve pedestrians and 35 percent of those deaths are 
children (Short & Pinet-Peralta, 2010). Unsafe roads 
and the price of travel are often strong deterrents for 
women to use transport. Globally, six out of ten of the 
world’s poorest people are women (United Nations 
Development Programme, 2013) and this influence 
their choices in such a way as to make them less mo-
bile than poor men. This means that jobs and social 
services are becoming more accessible to men only. 

In some Muslim countries, men and women travel 
separately in taxis and on public transport. Some big 
cities offer women-only services, or ‘pink solutions’ and 
provide buses or metro cars exclusively for women and 
children. The separation of sexes in public transport 
was introduced on a private railway on Manhattan 
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some 100 years ago. It is now used during rush hours in 
mega-cities such as Mexico City, Cairo, Tehran, Dhaka 
and Tokyo. However, while ‘pink solutions’ may solve 
acute problems of harassment, humiliations, drug-
dealers, purse-snatchers and so on, they also reinforce 
the gender order and “perpetuate divisions and differ-
ences between the sexes rather than comprehensively 
addressing the deep rooted gender biases inherent in 
current transport planning and policy making” (Peters, 
2013, p. 35).  

The following section looks more closely at women 
in public transport and in public space.  

2.1. Public Transport and Public Space: Gendered 
Arenas 

Public transport is a crucial element of sustainable 
transport and of efforts to reduce urban inequality. The 
social parameters of public transport policies may be 
summarized as the five A’s: Affordability, Availability, 
Acceptability, Accessibility (Carruthers, Dick, & Faukar, 
2005) and Appropriateness (Thynell, Punte, & Arora, 
2009). Accessibility designates the number of opportu-
nities available within a certain distance or travel time, 
and appropriateness is related to local meanings and 
cultural gender norms. A nearby bus stop might not be 
accessable because of insecure streets, heavy traffic, a 
lack of shelter from the sun or rain or lack of seating. 
Hence, accessibility is related to the overall transport 
environment and it begins with the public transport fa-
cilities themselves and how policy and planning re-
spond to gender norms. Structural discrimination 
against women and children from low-income families 
means they are more exposed to risks when moving 
around the city. And “for a very large number of wom-
en in urban areas the constant threats, from verbal 
harassment to outright violence whenever they leave 
the home are an unwelcome reality” (Tacoli & Sat-
terthwaite, 2013, p. 5). 

Women’s use of public space or public transport is 
often contested. A study from Delhi shows that 85 per-
cent of women reported having faced harassment or 
violence in public space (Jagori & UN Women, 2011, p. 
14). In 2012, the rape and murder of a woman on a bus 
in New Delhi brought the media’s attention to the tra-
ditional treatment of women (Roychowdhury, 2013) in 
public transport. In New Delhi, 54 percent of women 
reported feeling unsafe when using public transport 
(Jagori & UN Women, 2011, p. 16). Another problem is 
that the frequency of bus services, route options and 
stop locations may not respond to women’s needs. 
Since the average salary in New Delhi for a woman 
working in the informal sector is low (between 10–100 
Euros according to unconfirmed information from Na-
tional Survey Sample Organization and Indian Associa-
tion for Women’s Studies), the affordability of public 
transport is a major concern for women. For passen-

gers without travel options—so-called captive rid-

ers the fare price, safety, reliability and information 

about departure times are important (Carruthers et al., 
2005). To avoid high commuting costs families some-
times try to stay in slum settlements in the city centre. 

2.2. Other Problems on the Roads 

The use of roads reflects broader economic and social 
trends and in Asian cities. It is common to find women 
working along the roadside selling, cooking, cleaning 
the streets or working on road construction. Their vul-
nerability is exacerbated by malnutrition and lack of 
healthcare. The absence of public lighting, poor infra-
structure, lack of toilets or bus stops and car parks that 
lack guards all increase feelings of insecurity. There 
may also be little accommodation for the needs of pe-
destrians. Weak law enforcement may also make pub-
lic space insecure, particularly for women. Other prob-
lems include: 

 Long travelling distances and long hours spent on 
roads.  

 A wide variety of modes of transport. 

 Irregular bus and train services. Overcrowded 
vehicles, congestion, careless drivers, poorly 
constructed bus stops. 

 No traffic priorities (lanes for buses, separation 
for NMVs or pedestrians). 

 Unsynchronized routes and networks that are not 
adapted to fit the place of activities. 

 Excessive levels of noise and pollution (Carruthers 
et al., 2005). 

In Western cities that became motorized early on poli-
cy and planning has reduced many of the risks that 
women experience in rapidly growing cities or informal 
urban areas. In some cases, a shift towards sustainable 
transport has already begun. The following section pre-
sents some gender-sensitive approaches to these is-
sues from researchers and international actors. 

3. Discussion of Policy Framework 

This section presents contributions from three interna-
tional actors. The first is the research approach based 
on feminist epistemologies and development research. 
The second is that of international banks in the sector 
of traffic and transport systems and, the third is the UN 
recommendations and their potential influence on 
state policies and international organizations. These 
perspectives act and interact in asymmetric ways. 

3.1. Perspectives in Development Research 

At the Fourth UN World Conference on Women in Bei-
jing in 1995, President Zemin stated: “Attaching great 
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importance to the development and advancement of 
women, we in China have made gender equality a basic 
state policy in promoting social development….We are 
resolutely against any form of discrimination against 
women” (Du & Kurz, 2003). This prompted the interest 
of researchers in the problems underpinning inequality 
and in how to strengthen the position of women rela-
tive to men. A number of initiatives were taken but 
they ignored the embeddedness of the problems in lo-
cal socio-cultural relations. A framework emerged that 
included the visions, needs and interests of both wom-
en and men. Studies were undertaken of the problem 
of equal rights for women and girls—regardless of age 
or economic status were undertaken (Chant & Sweet-
man, 2012; Kabeer, 2005; Linden, 1994; Moser, 1989, 
2006; Roberts & Soederberg, 2012). The commitment 
and co-operation of men were seen as critical for trans-
forming gender relations: “Gender and development 
should also involve the inclusion of other social actors 
vital in supporting the empowerment of women—
including, most importantly, men and boys” (Moser & 
Moser, 2005). Structural inequality was seen as a rela-
tional problem that must be addressed by all stake-
holders: institutions, governments and society at large 
(Moser & Moser, 2005). Empowerment meant that 
“focus was not centred on women, but on the social, 
political and economic relations as well as the struc-
tures and processes that create, reinforce and sustain 
inequality on one hand, and, the result in different out-
comes for both women and men on the other” (African 
Development Bank & African Development Fund, 
2001). Feminist epistemology and development re-
search use methods suitable for in-depth study of the 
social structures and the geographical, cultural and 
economic factors that shape modern transport condi-
tions. Scientifically informed policies may make it pos-
sible to improve the position of women relative to men 
in public space and in the transport system. However, 
we are still very far from making use of these tools in 
rapidly growing and changing cities in Asia. 

According to Western scholars of International Re-
lations, the achievements at the Beijing conference 
were later marginalized and replaced in 2000 by the 
Millennium Development Goals. The shift in ‘aid mo-
dalities’ meant that gender issues became overshad-
owed by concerns with efficacy, management and cor-
porate interests as governments changed policies 
(Eyben, 2004). Another explanation proffered for why 
interest in transport equality waned was that it be-
came eclipsed by the post-9/11 security agenda and 
the War on Terror (Marchand, 2009). 

The hypothesis here is that traffic and transport 
systems are shaped by male users and masculine 
norms. In only a few countries do women actively in-
fluence or work in the transport sector. The nature of 
modern mobility is beginning to become the topic of 
debate in some countries. However, in the huge Asian 

economies of China, India and Indonesia, embedded 
norms about transport in relation to growth and pros-
perity have not yet been called into question. Gender 
studies are not included in the university programmes 
of engineering or urban planning. Locally developed 
tools to measure a project’s impact on gender inequali-
ty or the gathering of sex-disaggregated data remain 
unavailable at ministries and in planning departments. 

The complex interplay between socio-economics 
and the physical and technical environment mean that 
quantitative and qualitative studies from different so-
cio-economic contexts are needed to enhance our un-
derstanding of how inequality and gender are variably 
constituted. It has been found, for instance, that the 
choices men and women make about transport do not 
necessarily simply reflect economic status, access to 
cars or a particular feature of the transport system. “It 
is necessary to qualify this statement, while the 
transport behavior of women and men are chosen, the 
choices occur within a normative framework, where 
different transport uses relate to masculine and femi-
nine identities and norms of mobility” (Kronsell, Smid-
felt-Rosqvist, & Hiselius, 2015). 

Other surveys stress the gender differentials in 
travel behaviour in terms of CO2 emissions and show 
that women tend to choose less polluting forms of 
transport than men. It is well-known that public 
transport is often preferred by women if it is safe. Pat-
erson (2007) explains this as a result of norms of mas-
culinity—freedom and autonomy being related to the 
ecological and cultural economy of the automobile. In 
other words, motorized vehicles have become part of 
masculine identity and what it means to be a modern 
man. Mobility is therefore associated with identity. 
Transport equality is partly about the realization of fe-
male values since the way they are reflected in 
transport behaviour is known to be environmentally 
beneficial (Kronsell et al., 2015). There thus appears to 
be a transformative potential in the values evident in 
women’s mobility choices. This could be used to en-
hance transport equality and sustainable transport. 
The mainstreaming of women’s needs in transport pol-
icies and urban planning could enhance women’s safe-
ty in the transport system and in public space more 
broadly. This could give rise to greater cultural ac-
ceptance of mobile women and thus contribute to 
women’s empowerment (Uteng, 2011).  

We now turn to policy responses by some of the in-
fluential global economic and political actors: The 
World Bank and the UN. 

3.2. Development Bank Policies 

Motorized mobility is a global business in which large 
financial institutions have invested. From 2005 to 2009 
the Asian Development Bank (ADB) invested 11.3 bil-
lion US dollars in Asia (Lohani, 2010). By 2013, another 
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2.5 trillion US dollars were needed in Asia alone 
(UNCRD, 2013). The development banks have recog-
nized that “creating opportunities for women is clearly 
smart economics” (Wolfowitz, 2006) and several poli-
cies have consequently been launched. For instance: 

“For the World Bank Group, promoting gender 
equality is a central component of fighting poverty. 
Therefore we need to focus on mainstreaming gen-
der in non-social sectors that support shared 
growth—such as infrastructure, energy and 
transport—and improve data collection to under-
stand women’s participation in these sectors.” 
(Wolfowitz, 2006) 

The poor transport facilities found in many rapidly de-
veloping cities represent significant losses in terms of 
economic opportunities. Although developing coun-
tries often fail to manage their urban transport needs, 
the funding of transport systems by the World Bank or 
other institutions, is generally highly valued as a spur 
for economic growth and urban development. These 
investments are often seen to bring greater benefit to 
the poor than to the wealthy (Vasconcellos de Alcanta-
ra, 2001). Good, safe transport would improve the pro-
spects for a large number of women and low-income 
families. However, if policy is to be based upon scien-
tific knowledge, local surveys are required to gather in-
formation about women’s travel behaviour, needs, pri-
orities, opportunities and constraints and to take into 
consideration factors such as income, age, disabilities, 
ethnic minorities (World Bank, 2010). The World Bank 
aims to achieve poverty reduction by enabling better 
urban access and supporting transport projects that 
may generate employment opportunities and in so do-
ing reducing poverty (Gannon & Liu, 1997). 

However, the ADB recognizes that investments 
alone will not improve welfare, “we need complemen-
tary measures to help translate growth into better liv-
ing standards. The way to do that is to include those on 
a lower income in the growth process” (Vasconcellos 
de Alcantara, 2001). The ADB thus opens the way for 
inclusive social and gender policies. In the ADB strategy 
for 2013–2020, the objective of achieving gender equi-
ty was defined as a major incentive for changing public 
transport systems so as to unleash their socio-
economic potential. In Asia, there are around 1.7 bil-
lion people who live in poverty and are unable to ac-
cess the essential goods, services, and opportunities to 
which every human being should be entitled (Vascon-
cellos de Alcantara, 2001). Improved access to good 
urban transport could make a significant difference. 
Later on United Nations Chronicle stated that “a well-
designed transportation system that supports walking, 
cycling and public transit use will allow all people to 
fully participate in community life and creates safer, 
cleaner, healthier, and more social places” (2015). 

The World Bank’s ‘Smart economics’ has reduced 
the role of women to that of facilitating economic 
growth. This means that “women are enlisted as foot 
soldiers to serve in battles whose aims are not related 
directly to their interests” (Cornwall & Molyneux, 
2006). This economic and top-down perspective over-
looks the complexity of the relational and structural 
factors inherent in the transport sector. ‘Smart eco-
nomics’ has therefore been viewed as the “business 
case for gender equality [that is] concerned with build-
ing women’s capacities in the interests of development 
rather than promoting women’s rights for their own 
sake….To increase equality in traffic and transport the 
primacy of gender justice and rights will have to reas-
serted in a manner which eschews the notion that it is 
only worth investing in women if they can ‘fix the 
world’” (Roberts & Soederberg, 2012, pp. 527, 954). 

3.3. The UN, Sustainable Transport and the Bali 
Declaration 

Rapid motorization and a dramatic increase in the need 
to transport goods and people in the last century 
meant that priority was given to solving technical and 
economic transport problems. However, the UN has al-
so introduced the goal of developing ‘sustainable 
transport’ systems with low carbon emissions. The dis-
course this has given rise to has thus focused far more 
upon environmental, technical and economic problems 
than social factors. The “basic access needs of individu-
als and societies to be met safely” (Litman, 2006) re-
quires greater knowledge and elaboration so that hu-
man health and environmental wellbeing are dealt 
with in tandem. Equality of access and gender main-
streaming must therefore be included alongside af-
fordability and efficiency as the goals of healthy econ-
omies (Ki-Moon, 2013). 

In 2013, the UN Secretary-General, Mr. Ban Ki-
Moon, declared: “Transport is a key building block for 
sustainable development. Access to goods and services 
through efficient means of transport and connectivity 
is essential for poverty reduction. On a global scale it is 
essential to design and build safe and environmentally 
friendly transport infrastructure and to minimize vul-
nerability to climate change and natural disasters” (Ki-
Moon, 2013). The Bali Declaration (2013) represented 
a formal recognition of the need to develop transport 
systems based on zero tolerance of congestion, pollu-
tion and traffic accidents. This declaration also called 
upon countries to devise and implement appropriate 
policies, programmes and enforcement measures to 
protect their citizens, environment and property while 
strengthening socio-economic sustainability. Topics in-
clude: a) Public health, b) Land-use planning, c) Envi-
ronment and people-friendly urban transport infra-
structures, d) Public transport planning and transport 
demand management (TDM), e) Non-motorised 
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transport (NMT), f) Social equity and gender perspec-
tives, g) Road safety and maintenance, h) Strengthen-
ing roadside air quality monitoring and assessment, 
and, i) Strengthening the knowledge base, awareness, 
and public participation. 

The shift in focus towards environmental sustaina-
bility means that analytical attention must now also be 
paid to gendered mobility in relation to the environ-
ment and technology. Studies of how women and men 
relate to the physical environment, urban design, city 
density, accessibility issues concerning environmental 
sustainability (e.g. energy, pollution, climate) are nec-
essary to enhance current knowledge. In line with the 
discussions the Asian Development Bank launched a 
Gender Tool Kit in 2013, and the UN presented the Sus-
tainable Development Goals in 2015 where the differ-
ent needs of women and men were recognized in the 
following way: “unfortunately, the transportation sys-
tems in cities are often built to address the needs of 
men with little consideration of the needs of women. 
When compared to men, women move about cities at 
different times, for different reasons, in different ways, 
and have fewer financial resources; they are less able 
to afford many of the transportation options available 
to them”. The notion of empowerment is helpful in 
understanding how urban mobility is gendered: “to be 
disempowered means to be denied choice, while em-
powerment refers to the processes by which those 
who have been denied the ability to make choices ac-
quire such ability” (Kabeer, 2005). The concepts of em-
powerment, risk and agency may therefore be em-
ployed to inspire change that will result in the ‘equal 
access’ and sustainable transport systems demanded 
by the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Cli-
mate Change (2014).  

Thus we find that the international and global per-
spectives all agree about the importance of supporting 
women’s mobility and equal access to the city. The 
next section presents some conclusions and points at 
(some) future issues. 

4. Conclusions 

Understanding the way in which mobility is gendered is 
critical for finding ways to improve women’s position in 
society and for creating equality in Asia’s growing cit-
ies. The lack of equality in the transport sector has 
been a problem for decades and several initiatives 
have been launched to enhance women’s influence 
and involvement, though they have largely failed and 
masculine norms persist.  

Top-down, international and national perspectives 
focus on women’s economic role in poverty reduction, 
whereas the sustainability discourse stresses equity, 
social cohesion and livable cities. The Sustainable De-
velopment Goal Number 11 highlights the demand to 
“make cities inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable”. 

It builds upon work carried out in several parts of the 
world, including Asia, by organizations such as UNCRD 
and others. The messages from the World Bank and the 
UN presented above alert us to the need for gender-
sensitive transport policies that also respond to sustain-
ability goals. Researchers, economists and political or-
ganizations are already looking at how to design such 
policies but the concept of sustainable transport has 
proven difficult to put into action and the local dimen-
sions of transport equality are complex. This means that 
it remains unclear exactly how gender-sensitive policies 
should be shaped in order to meet women’s mobility 
needs in rapidly developing Asian cities. 

Overall, top-down initiatives to mainstream gender 
policies tend to be similar. Further research is required 
to clarify the relationship between women’s participa-
tion in the development of cities and societies, their 
mobility patterns and the gender norms that affect 
them in growing Asian cities. More in-depth knowledge 
about the conditions for women who commute or make 
other kinds of journeys in cities is more likely to help 
bring about desirable long-term change than simply im-
plementing practices of gender separation, such as ‘pink 
solutions’, which increase women’s safety temporarily. 
Universal policies for increasing equality should be fa-
voured over exclusionary practices, which may simply 
lead to future conflict instead (Kabeer, 1999, 2002). 

Because of their global or national nature, big eco-
nomic and political institutions have largely failed to 
respond to women’s mobility needs at the local level. 
Awareness is gradually growing about the importance 
of local conditions and the Bali Declaration is unique in 
that it builds on a comprehensive understanding about 
challenges related to climate change, environmental is-
sues and basic social needs such as access to work, ser-
vices and opportunities in different contexts. The 
methods used in gender studies inquire into geograph-
ical and social variation and explore local views of 
women’s mobility. Beyond the question of economic 
policy remain that of rights and the ability to voice 
concerns and exercise choice. More inclusive urban ac-
cess would enhance conditions for women and enable 
them to make choices according to their needs. The 
policies of development banks for women’s roles in 
modernizing cities are thus litmus tests for ‘true’ em-
powerment (Cornwall & Brock, 2005). 

Contributions from research and from financial and 
political institutions may together help promote the 
development of gender-sensitive transport policies. In 
this way, science and policy may cross-pollinate one 
another and result in well-informed decisions.  
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