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Devising gender-responsive transport policies in South Asia
Saakshi Joshi*, Sanghamitra Roy*, Seama Mowri* and Ajay Bailey

ABSTRACT
Over time, the transport sector has grown more cognisant of gender
differences in planning and policy. Yet, extant literature on transport
shows that challenges, such as sexual harassment of women still
prevail. The value of this study is its contribution towards gender-
responsive transport policies with a focus on women by highlighting
(1) the spectrum of barriers that prevent women’s mobility across
origin to destination journeys; and (2) construction of safety by using
interventions and tools available to them, namely technology, women-
only solutions, and infrastructural design. The findings are based on
data from in-depth interviews with women participants in two Indian
cities – Delhi and Kolkata. Drawing from our research, key policy
suggestions include framing interventions in a rights-based manner,
institutionalising gender-disaggregated data to inform interventions,
and sensitising institutions such as the law enforcement on gender
equity and women’s rights to the city. This research would be
especially beneficial for regions in and beyond South Asia sharing
similar contexts.

Au fil du temps, le secteur du transport a mieux pris conscience des
différences entre les genres dans la planification et les politiques. Or,
les études existantes sur le transport indiquent que certains défis,
comme le harcèlement sexuel des femmes, perdurent. La valeur de
cette étude est sa contribution à des politiques de transport sensibles
au genre centrées sur les femmes en mettant en relief (a) la gamme
de barrières qui entravent la mobilité des femmes durant leurs
déplacements de leur lieu d’origine à leur destination ; et (b) la
construction de la sécurité à l’aide des interventions et outils à leur
disposition, notamment les technologies, les solutions propres aux
femmes et la conception des infrastructures. Les conclusions sont
fondées sur des données tirées d’entretiens approfondis avec des
participantes de deux villes indiennes – Delhi et Kolkata. Sur la base
de nos recherches, les principales suggestions de politiques englobent
le positionnement des interventions dans une approche basée sur les
droits, l’institutionnalisation des données ventilées par genre pour
éclairer les interventions, et la sensibilisation des institutions sur des
aspects comme l’application des lois sur l’équité de genre et les droits
à la ville des femmes. Ces recherches seraient particulièrement
avantageuses pour les régions d’Asie du Sud et au-delà qui présentent
des contextes similaires.
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Con el paso del tiempo, el sector transporte se ha vuelto más consciente
de las diferencias de género presentes en la planificación y la política. Sin
embargo, la bibliografía existente sobre el transporte muestra que
todavía prevalecen desafíos, como superar el acoso sexual de que son
objeto las mujeres. El valor de este estudio radica en su contribución a
las políticas de transporte con perspectiva de género centradas en las
mujeres, al poner de relieve: (a) el espectro de barreras que impiden la
movilidad de las mujeres en los trayectos de origen a destino; y (b) la
construcción de la seguridad mediante intervenciones y el uso de
herramientas a su alcance, a saber, la tecnología, las soluciones
exclusivas para mujeres y el diseño de infraestructuras. Las
conclusiones se fundamentan en datos obtenidos en entrevistas en
profundidad realizadas con mujeres de dos ciudades indias: Delhi y
Calcuta. Con base en nuestra investigación, las principales sugerencias
en materia de políticas incluyen la formulación de intervenciones
basadas en los derechos, la institucionalización de los datos
desglosados por género para fundamentar las intervenciones y la
sensibilización de las instituciones, en tanto encargadas de hacer
cumplir la ley, sobre la equidad de género y los derechos de las
mujeres en la ciudad. Esta investigación pretende ser especialmente
beneficiosa para Asia Meridional y otras regiones que compartan
contextos similares.

1. Introduction

In recent years, the transport sector has begun acknowledging the importance of gender
differences in transport planning (Hidayati et al. 2020). This acknowledgement and sim-
ultaneous work to cater to these differences is necessary because gender has been shown
to impact the type of travels individuals undertake. For instance, compared to men,
women make more trips for care- and household-related responsibilities (Peters 2013).
In a sourcebook aimed at policymakers in developing countries, Allen (2018) discusses
how gender affects the ways users perceive and experience transport. She highlights
that women prefer modes that are less crowded, affordable, flexible, and those that pro-
vide door-to-door services such as cycle rickshaws, auto rickshaws, and taxis. Anand and
Tiwari’s (2007) work in Delhi, India, discusses that women’s greater domestic responsi-
bilities, intense household chores, and weaker access to household resources compared to
men impact their distance travelled and the transport mode used. This has direct bearings
on the type of livelihood opportunities women can avail.

Being mobile is a way to interact with our surroundings and connect with different
opportunities, economic and social; and transport is at the core of facilitating mobility.
It is not only about the provision of physical infrastructure but also about enabling the
everyday safe mobility needs of commuters. Literature around mobility and transport
shows that for certain population groups such as women, access to and use of transport
is limited due to multiple factors including poor transport infrastructure, limited finan-
cial resources, fear for one’s safety during travels, and cultural norms or practices (Duch-
ène 2011). From their literature review on gender and transport in low- and middle-
income countries, Uteng and Turner (2019) highlight that factors including affordability,
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fear of sexual harassment on public transport, and cultural restrictions on mobility nega-
tively impact women’s access to health, education, and employment opportunities. Simi-
larly, Peters et al. (2019) show, in a systematic review, that transportation features
prominently as a source of bias against women, creating barriers to accessing the
economy.

Currently, transport policies and interventions follow mostly a top-down approach,
and seldom a bottom-up approach to be gender-sensitive or to have gender perspectives
(Das 2020). Additionally, under-representation of women in the transport sector are
causes for concerns (Shah et al. 2017). For instance, a report by the Mineta Transpor-
tation Institute highlights the under-representation of women in the transportation sec-
tor of industrialised countries. Women account for less than 15 per cent of the total
transportation occupation workforce in the USA, and only 17.5 per cent of the workforce
in the European Union’s urban public transport (Godfrey and Bertini 2019). A transport
policy brief by the International Labour Office points out that workplace violence is a key
barrier to a career in transport for women. It highlights that transport is regarded as ‘no
place for women’ in several countries, causing low(er) paid jobs and few chances for
career development (Turnbull et al. 2013).

The examples stated here point to existing gender inequalities in transport. Recog-
nising that targeting gender-based inequalities is critical for achieving inclusive com-
munities and cities, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) highlight the need
for gendered access to urban services with the emphasis on safe, inclusive, and acces-
sible transport systems and public spaces (SDG 11), and ending all forms of discrimi-
nation and violence against women and girls (SDG 5). The freedom to move as an
outcome of inclusive and safe public spaces and transport will promote equitable qual-
ity education (SDG 4) and productive employment and decent work for all (SDG 8).
These are linked with reducing inequalities (SDG 10), and thus with the well-being
of all (SDG 3).

This paper focuses on transport-related mobility of women through their urban pub-
lic transport use. It draws upon qualitative data through in-depth interviews with
women participants in two Indian cities, Delhi and Kolkata. Research around women’s
mobility in South Asian countries is critical since here gender-based inequalities are
pronounced (UNICEF n.d.). For instance, a study in Pakistan found that social and cul-
tural aspects influence women’s mobility. It limits their geographical coverage, increas-
ing a burden on walking, and limiting access to social and economic opportunities
(Adeel et al. 2017). A UNICEF report on gender inequality in South Asia highlights
that seven in ten girls cannot make an independent decision about visiting family or
friends because they are perceived as more vulnerable (United Nations Children’s
Fund 2019). In their study to understand who benefits from the Metro Bus System
(MBS) in Lahore, Pakistan, Zolnik et al. (2018) highlight that women residing in the
MBS area are less likely to travel alone but more likely to be daily users. They travel
with children, with men, or with other women for potential safety concerns (Zolnik
et al. 2018, 147). An increase in fares can adversely impact women’s travels because
they are more prone to travelling in company. Borker (2020) has discussed the link
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between travel safety and choice of college for students at the University of Delhi, India.
She shows that women might choose lower-ranked colleges to avoid travel by unsafe
routes (depending on crowdedness, time of day, group travel, etc.), thereby having
implications of lower human capital attainment and participation in the labour
force. Borker writes that women are willing to incur an additional expense of INR
17,500 (US$250) per year for a safer route. This is a significant sum which is 7 per
cent of the average annual per capita income in Delhi (2020, 4). Also important to men-
tion is that recent studies using innovative methodologies such as ecological momen-
tary assessments have shown different triggers of discomfort and fear for women
while travelling on public transport (such as the presence of beggars, loud music)
(Irvin-Erickson et al. 2020). These examples show that travel experiences can signifi-
cantly impact one’s quality of life (Thynell 2016).

Our paper aims to contribute to gender-responsive transport policies with a focus on
women by highlighting (1) the spectrum of barriers that prevent women’s mobility across
origin to destination journeys; and (2) construction of safety by using interventions and
tools available to them, namely technology, women-only solutions, and infrastructural
design. In the following sections, we discuss data and methods for the paper, results
based on the in-depth interviews, discussion, and conclusion.

2. Methods

Traditionally, transport research has been largely positivist in nature without taking
into account the existing social cultural contexts in South Asia. By focusing only on
transport data, we tend to overlook journeys that never manifested or travels that
never took place due to unmet, intangible mobility needs (Uteng 2012). The impor-
tance of studying complexities of travel and behaviour attitudes of under-represented
population groups has been long argued (Clifton and Handy 2003). Thus, in this
paper, we use a qualitative approach to data collection, drawing on 48 in-depth inter-
views and field observations conducted in different cities of Delhi and Kolkata. In
addition to this, findings were presented to diverse stakeholders to initiate a discussion
on possible interventions.

This research is part of a broader ongoing project exploring equitable access to urban
mobilities in selected cities of India and Bangladesh with a user-centred focus. Participant
recruitment for the in-depth interviews in both the cities was curated for diversity in
terms of education, marital status, and employment status. The focus of the interviews
differed in the two locations, prioritising the topic of ‘constructing safety’ in Kolkata
and ‘barriers to mobility’ in Delhi. In addition to collecting demographic information,
the interview guides were designed to cover topics such as: travel routines, commute
experiences, travel behaviours, usage of public spaces, behaviour of people and activities
therein, and how these elements shaped women’s perceptions of safety. The topics also
covered how women negotiated public spaces and their everyday mobility. The objective
was to understand the individual in-depth issues in terms of lived experiences and the
meanings derived by them.
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2.1. Delhi

Delhi has held the unenvious position of being the site of high crime rates against women.
For instance, it had one of the highest total crime rates against women per hundred thou-
sand in India at 144.0 (NCRB 2020). In 2017–18, the National Commission for Women
received the second highest number of complaints from Delhi among all the states (NCW
2019). This has included sexual violence when using or waiting for public transport. For
instance, studies conducted by the organisation Jagori for the ‘Safe Delhi Campaign’
between 2005 and 2010 have highlighted that the entire public transport system is unsafe
for women; 51.4 per cent women reported that they faced harassment when using public
transport; and 49 per cent men and 41 per cent of common witnesses reported that they
had witnessed women being harassed (Jagori and UN Women 2011). Women’s travel
experiences in Delhi require attention because their mobility is impacted by how safely
they are able to move around. In addition to issues related to safety, infrastructural
inequalities such as uneven distribution of services in the city can also marr travel experi-
ences. For instance, Tiwari (2002) has highlighted that public transport and private
vehicles provide easier access from planned or gated residential neighbourhoods to places
of key activities such as work and leisure compared to informal settlements. Thus, the
intent in this research has been to explore how the participants’ location in the city
and as women result in specific travels.

Data from Delhi used in this paper are based upon in-depth interviews conducted by
the Delhi-based researcher SJ between February and March 2020. These interviews
focused on everyday travels of women participants who were residents of an informal
settlement near the south-eastern borders of Delhi. From a network of unpaved and
paved by-lanes, two roads connected the settlement to a main road through which
they could then access the city. The interview questions were designed to explore the tra-
vel behaviours and patterns across origin to destination trips using different modes. This
included travel within the different areas (blocks) of the settlement, and travels from the
settlement to other parts of the city.

Informal settlements are one out of seven different types of unplanned settlements in
Delhi. One of their key features is low access to and provision of services including roads
and transport (DDA 1990, 2010). The field site was chosen for being reflective of the
uneven distribution of services in the city. Being an informal settlement meant making
do with rudimentary civic amenities. This included road and transport infrastructure.
The 22 participants (19–60 years of age) were selected via purposive sampling followed
by snowballing. A local NGO and an acquaintance of SJ helped in the initial recruitment.

2.2. Kolkata

Kolkata is the third most populous city in India, with a meagre 6 per cent road space,
which in some areas is further reduced due to encroachments (Chakrabarty and Gupta
2015). Many people do not have access to private motorised vehicles; and so, for them
public transport, intermediate para-transits, and walking are the major modes of
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transport (Basu 2019; Biswas 2007). Therefore, understanding the barriers faced during
walking including while accessing public transport is critical to improve women’s mobi-
lity, access to, and use of public spaces, specifically the streets. Through this study in
Kolkata, we attempt to understand how the built environment – the streets, the buildings,
and the people therein – shape women’s perceptions of safety, and how they negotiate
such conditions.

In Kolkata, participants were selected based on their places of residence from both
northern and southern parts of the city. They were also selected from different pro-
fessions as that would influence their use of public spaces both in terms of location
and time, and therefore their experiences. Participants included students and service per-
sons who used public spaces regularly, across the city, to obtain exhaustive experiences
and views. For this study, participants need not experience harassment on the streets,
although all of them did. Purposive sampling was used and participants were recruited
in two rounds (September 2017 and January 2018) until data saturation was reached.
A total of 35 women were recruited of which 26 participants responded to in-depth inter-
views and nine participants (between the ages of 24 and 35) joined in for focus group dis-
cussions. A tabulation of the socio-demographic profiles of participants from both cities
are presented in Table 1.

2.3. Virtual stakeholder consultations

In addition, the paper draws on two stakeholder consultations (dated 3 February 2021
and 25 August 2021) with representation from academia, the development sector, and
key public transport authorities actively involved in works around gender and transport.
There were a total of 39 participants and the event duration was an average of 90 minutes
each. The consultations were conducted as a participatory workshop, and stakeholders
were encouraged to engage in knowledge-sharing. The purpose of these consultations
was to consider research evidence through the lens of stakeholder expertise, contextual
pragmatics, and the policy context. The consultations have been imperative in highlight-
ing research gaps and suggesting new avenues for research. Due to the ongoing COVID-
19 pandemic, the consultations were conducted online.

Table 1. Socio-demographics of participants

Socio-demographics
Delhi
(n = 22)

Kolkata
(n = 26)

Age
18–29 11 14
30–39 3 7
40–49 5 5
50 and above 2 0
Unknown 1 0

Occupational status
Student 4 8
Employed 14 18
Unemployed 7 0

Under ‘Occupational status’ the numbers do not match ‘n’ because some partici-
pants were studying and working simultaneously.
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A thematic analysis was conducted on the interviews and codes related to different
aspects of their everyday travels were generated. For a visual interpretation of codes
used in analysis, see Figure 1.

In analysing, we use principles of grounded theory and steps including codes and cat-
egories to arrive at an inductive knowledge on the topic giving due importance to lived
experiences. The following section presents our findings and discusses them in light of
the literature exploring gender and transport in South Asia with a focus on safety, and
Section 4 concludes with a reflection on socio-spatial understandings of women’s mobi-
lity which can inform gender-responsive attributes of transport policies.

3. Findings and discussion

The results have been divided into two broad themes: ‘barriers to mobility’ and ‘con-
structing safety’. The themes recurred throughout the interviews and had overlapping
boundaries. Consequently, they were often used interchangeably by the participants.
Was it the infrastructural barriers that led to unsafe mobility? Or was it the danger lurk-
ing in (unsafe) dark streets that itself became a barrier to mobility? Why do interventions
that are designed to empower women, like women-only spaces, prove inadequate in
establishing women’s right to public spaces? Evidently, the subject of women’s mobility
and safety in public spaces remains contested, and is not fully understood to inform gen-
der-responsive interventions and policy. In this section, we lay out our findings in two
folds. We start with highlighting barriers, both social and infrastructural, that impede
women’s everyday mobility and their participation in quality education and livelihoods.
Then we present findings on how women construct safety by using interventions and
tools available to them, namely technology, women-only solutions, and infrastructural

Figure 1. Visual representation of codes used in analysis of this paper.
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design (also tabulated in Table 2). Throughout, we deliberate on how our fieldwork data
compare to the existing literature and what gaps remain for further research.

3.1. Barriers to mobility

In this section, we discuss ways in which infrastructural and social barriers prevent
women’s mobility and restrict their access to economic and social opportunities. Field-
work in Kolkata finds crowded conditions as one of the major barriers for women to
access public transport. Regular metro users narrate the difficulty women face to even
enter the metro during rush hours, thus forcing them to wait which often causes delay
in reaching their workplaces and other destinations. A 21-year-old participant who jug-
gles her academics and part-time work explained crowding in the metro as a barrier
which added to her travel time because of its implicit link with sexual harassment:

In the morning it is very difficult to go inside the metro, it is so crowded that daily I have to leave
one to three metros because I am unable to board. And if we try to board because we are getting
late, you will see men in front of every gate, if we have to enter then we have to pass by all those
men. Making your way through two women, and making your way through two men are very
different things. It is like a hurdle. (Interview, Kolkata, 12 September 2017)

But the lived experiences from Kolkata suggest that it is not only crowded conditions, even
empty streets instil a fear in them and deter their mobility. Their ordeals on empty streets
not only prompt them to resort to avoidance, and preventive and protective measures, but
in a few extreme cases even force them to quit their jobs. The impact on their livelihood
causes financial constraint which further reduces their access to transport.

In-depth interviews with women residents of an informal settlement in Delhi high-
lighted that women’s mobility requires door-to-door consideration and is not limited
to in-vehicle experiences. The interviews revealed barriers which they face across differ-
ent segments of a single trip from origin to destination. Fear of sexual harassment at any
point in the journey any time of the day, fear of their mobilities being curbed by families,
gendered labour division, poor transport services around the residential area, and long
travel times were key factors preventing or limiting women’s transport use and, thus,
their mobility. Mode selection outside the neighbourhood was based on factors such
as cost, nearest stop, and inter-modal changes rather than a matter of preference between
modes perceived as comparable in terms of travel safety or comfort. For instance, even
though metro rail was perceived to be a safer, punctual, and more comfortable mode,
buses were used when travelling outside the settlement more than the metro, due to
cost and proximity of the bus stop from the residence. The nearest metro stations
were located at least 5 km away from their location, requiring additional inter-modal
changes and costs. Bus stops were located on the main road as soon as the participants
stepped out from the connecting road of the settlement. Thus, the same participant
would choose to make multiple trips in a month by bus rather than by a metro.

Sexual harassment (through comments, songs, stares), unavailability of intermediate
public transport (IPTs), and traffic congestion within the neighbourhood extending
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the travel time were key challenges hindering mobility for the participants in Delhi. The
following daily morning experience was shared by a 23-year-old participant who stepped
out every day at a fixed time for her work with a private organisation. Living more than
2 km away from the main road, she first had to navigate her intra-neighbourhood mobi-
lity including what transport to use, fluctuating travel time due to erratic availability of
transport, traffic congestion, and the ever-present threat of sexual harassment. These
could impact her timings to reach the workplace:

I leave home by 9 am. I walk for 10–15 minutes. Then I wait for an auto. Sometimes I have to wait
till 30 minutes. Then, I take the auto and go… Several boys keep standing. That is a daily thing.
Even while returning. Sometimes you get them in the autos too. But that is a daily thing one has
to face… If there is no jam, then 30 minutes. But if there is a jam, then it can be 45 minutes also,
an hour also going from within the streets. (Interview, Delhi, 23 February 2020)

Not only infrastructural barriers, social barriers too greatly influence women’s mobility.
Given that notions of respectability and shame are entrenched in the South Asian con-
text, many women shy away from reporting, even to their families lest they face restric-
tions on their mobility. A 20-year-old participant from Delhi highlighted families’ role in
limiting women’s mobility before suggesting what she perceived were possible actions to
bring changes. The participant was travelling over 20 km for her studies, using a combi-
nation of walking and buses. Her narration pointed out that the burden of crafting safety
is thrusted on women due to the patriarchal notions about the family’s honour resting on
a woman (body). This indicated that sexual violence against women is typically perceived
not as an individual crime, but a matter of dishonour, tarnishing the respectability of the
family in society. The participant questioned the possibility of changes in this way of
thinking, and presented the possibility of some interventions for women:

there are parents who do not allow their daughters to go for studies because it is unsafe. And then
there are parents who live with this thinking that if something bad were to happen to their daugh-
ter, they would be left red-faced in the society [samaaj mein badnaami hogi]. But that is wrong!
Somebody else is at fault, not you. But that is how they think, who’ll change that? But we can
change some things, by providing facilities such as women’s helpline or police security. (Inter-
view, Delhi, 16 February 2020)

Besides, the anxiety a family goes through is echoed in the interviews from Kolkata. A 36-
year-old participant who had raised her voice against harassment and sought help recol-
lected her mother’s fear for her daughter. This fear indicated a lack of trust in the redres-
sal mechanism and anticipation of future violence against the participant. This pointed
towards the issue of culprits/perpetrators escaping accountability for the crime and a
possible space for them to repeat the violence:

When I told my mother about this, she was scared. She said – why did you complain, what if he
harms you tomorrow or some other day’ (interview, Kolkata, 10 January 2018).

In addition, lodging official complaints of harassment can be difficult, uncomfortable,
and more importantly, ineffective since it rarely leads to prosecution of offenders. The
evaluation of an official Women’s Safety app implementation in Pakistan showed that
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the number of active users had declined dramatically within three years since the app
launch due to users’ lack of trust in their complaints being followed up for meaningful
change (USAID 2020). This came back in the fieldwork where participants expressed
similar concerns. The lack of faith in law enforcement and judiciary owing to their pla-
cing the blame on women was strongly expressed in the interviews from Kolkata. This
highlighted the reproduction of toxic patriarchal norms in the very institutions which
are meant to be avenues for reporting and redressal. A 26-year-old office administrator
in Kolkata shared:

Someone had once told me never to go to a police station alone. When something happens to a
woman they will always say – oh she must have done something wrong. (Interview, Kolkata, 15
September 2017)

Another participant opined:

The female police personnel don’t even want to listen. The society has become so impersonal
now, they should be trained too, they want to avoid responsibility, they do not have the urge
to do something for the country, for the people. Eighty per cent of the people are like that,
[they have] less faith in approaching female police personnel. Even if she listens to me I don’t
think she can do anything. (Interview, Kolkata, 11 January 2018)

This section highlighted key infrastructural and social barriers faced by participants in
the cities. The findings reveal gender-awareness training and education is imperative
both at a familial level as well as at an institutional level to counter sociocultural barriers
and to merit the issue of harassment in transport as a cognisable crime.

3.2. Constructing safety

In this section, we articulate responses around what would increase perceptions of safety
and how women use tools and interventions available to them to construct ‘safety’ in their
everyday travels. As shown in Table 2, we categorise some of the popular suggestions
under five themes: (1) infrastructural changes; (2) transforming social norms and behav-
iour; (3) sex-segregation; (4) digital interventions; and (5) policy and planning.

Participants made clear demands for infrastructural changes, such as well-lit roads,
bus shelters, and lighting inside the vehicles because they allowed one to see and be
seen, warding off potential perpetrators. Many of the participants echoed the same
about CCTV surveillance even as their awareness about the non-functioning of the sys-
tem was apparent: ‘Most CCTVs do not work. But when they [perpetrators] see there is
CCTV, then they will be scared of doing anything bad.’ Some participants seemed wary of
CCTV surveillance and helplines, attributing sexual harassment to behavioural traits and
societal norms, citing ‘CCTVs won’t help, it is not subject to CCTV’ (focus group discus-
sion, Kolkata).

Nonetheless, surveillance played a critical role in increasing perceptions of safety, be
it through cameras, helplines, alarms, or physical patrol by law enforcement. When
asked what would help them feel safer, a 31-year-old woman in government service
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highlighted the presence of women police personnel as a way that would make her feel
safer, before giving the example of the Delhi Metro as safe due to the presence of secur-
ity personnel:

maybe police vans with female officers, so if something is happening, you can run and tell them.
Like, in the metro you do not feel scared because there are so many security personnel. (Inter-
view, Delhi, 23 February 2020)

Incorporating a gender dimension to transport planning is not as simple as recruiting
more women, as evident from the literature. Merely increasing the number of female
police officers on patrol or recruiting female bus drivers is not meaningful since the trans-
port-sector ecosystem still remains largely male-dominated (Ng and Acker 2020) and the
workplace culture may not be conducive for gender-equitable change. Rather, the newly
recruited female incumbents will only act in their personal interest of fitting into the
workplace and thereby reproduce toxic patriarchal norms of protectionism in the
name of ‘safety’ (Raman 2018). Similar sentiments were echoed by NGO representatives,
‘we need more women in decision-making not just token-representation’ (stakeholder
consultations, August 2021).

Additionally, studies in the Indian context contend that the presence of people and
other users like street vendors that act as ‘eyes on the streets’ make travel on the streets

Table 2. Gender-responsive approaches (taken from stakeholder consultations and qualitative interviews)
Gender-responsive
approaches

Popular suggestions and demands
placed by stakeholders and participants Examples

Infrastructural changes . Increased surveillance
. Gender-responsive urban planning
. Intermediate public transport

. CCTV cameras

. Well-lit spaces (bus shelters and inside the vehicles)

. Ensure diverse activity-based busy streets

. Female security personnel

Transforming social
norms and behaviour

. Gender awareness and sensitisation
(at familial and institutional levels)

. Recognising harassment in public spaces (including
transport) as a major offence that merits swift and
legal action

. Educating institutions such as the law enforcement
on gender equity and women’s rights to the city

Sex-segregation . Women-only spaces . Women’s buses
. Increase women in professional driving
. Employers and educational institute mandated

transport for women

Digital interventions . Interventions that cater across
intersectional user profiles

. Must be affordable and user-friendly
(for those who may not be digitally
savvy)

. Helplines and apps that contribute to long-term
data collection and reporting

Policy and planning . Intersectoral collaborations
. Rights-based policy planning

. Gender budgeting for transport

. Periodic collection of gender-disaggregated data

. Framing interventions in a rights-based manner to
reduce backlash

. Institutionalising gender-disaggregated data to
inform interventions

. Economising transport for women (e.g. affordable
options)
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safe (Jagori and UN Women 2011). A 21-year-old participant from Kolkata shared how
the presence of informal vendors on the streets were a source of comfort on empty streets.
The narrative highlighted both the assurance provided by their presence as well as a poss-
ible indifference to the participants by other people after such an incident happens. The
use of ‘we also hear’ indicated that experiences outside one’s own also become part of
long-term travel behaviours:

We feel better if shops and hawkers are there, we feel if something happens, they may help,
though we also hear that in some cases in spite of calling for help, nobody came for help or
ignored, but their presence helps mentally as we feel that at least somebody is there whom we
can reach out. (Interview, Kolkata, 10 September 2017)

Having eyes on the street to help is not the same as a crowd, as one 18-year-old female
student made it a point to differentiate, ‘Busy but not crowded places help, busy means
people will be there’ (interview, Kolkata, 13 January 2018).

There was consensus among participants in both cities about their demand for
women-only spaces. Sex-segregated solutions such as the Delhi Metro, Pink Rickshaw
in India and Pakistan, women-only buses in Bangladesh and Nepal, ride-sharing services
for women driven by women, etc., enjoy high demand from women commuters in South
Asian surveys (ActionAid International 2016; Shah 2018). A 45-year-old participant from
Delhi associated women-only spaces and absence of men with an absence of fear:

If women are using the bus or the auto, then the drivers should also be women only. Women
conductors should be there. Men should not be allowed at all. There’ll be no touching, no steal-
ing. We will not be scared of anything. We can go feeling protected [surakshit]. (Interview, Delhi,
12 February 2020)

Although literature from the global North contends that sex-segregation is hardly a
long-term solution and does not contribute to a rights-based discussion of mobility
(Gekoski et al. 2015), we find it to be a popular ask from women across the two cities,
including South Asian literature. This brings us to argue that given the contextual reali-
ties of patriarchal societies in the global South, where women are still discriminated
against and harassed ‘for fun’ (Dhillon and Bakaya 2014; Lord 2009), perhaps it is a rea-
listic ‘temporary’ solution as these societies undergo equitable transformation. However,
the purpose of having women-only seats on buses or women-only buses on the streets is a
policy decision that has been met with backlash from other population groups creating
hostile atmospheres inside the buses for women. For many men, commuting during
rush hour in an over-crowded vehicle is already a nuisance and so they feel that the allo-
cation of reserved seats in coaches affords women ‘preferential treatment’ (Khurana
2020).

From our fieldwork, we find this sentiment rings true regarding women-friendly
initiatives such as the subsidised ticket initiative for women in Delhi buses as well. The
initiative was introduced in public buses in 2019, as an attempt to increase women’s
safety through greater visibility. The subsidy was intended as a recognition of the socio-
economic barriers women face, limiting their participation in the city. A 53-year-old
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participant from Delhi expressed the negative experience of travelling by buses after the
subsidy became operational through comments by male co-passengers ‘when we get up,
the men say – look, the free one has come [free waali aa gayi]’ (interview, Delhi, 4 Feb-
ruary 2020). This indicates that some of the participants felt such initiatives to be patron-
ising and not facilitating their right to public places. Another Delhi participant in her
forties felt that subsidised bus tickets for women were not fair on men. The participant
indicated her dislike for interventions that ‘patronise’ women, saying she had last used
the bus six months ago, and walks or uses the auto. Talking about reserved seats for
women, she commented:

they say it’s good for the ladies, but men are human too, they use the same space as well. They
don’t even have seats reserved for them. I mean if you are making them pay, at least provide them
with seats. So I don’t like this. (Interview, Delhi, 18 February 2020)

This shows that women-centred initiatives fail to highlight the socioeconomic barriers
that hinder women’s mobility, instead creating impressions of women as free-riders of
public goods.

Other tools that have increased perceptions of safety for women commuters is digital
technology in the form of smartphones with geo-tagging and location-sharing features,
reporting apps, collating maps to chart out safe and unsafe routes, and ride-sharing
apps among many others. There has been a proliferation of apps in recent years, some
of which are directly linked with broader advocacy and anti-sexual harassment pro-
grammes. Examples of these include Harassmap.org, an extensively crowdsourced
reporting tool in Egypt, and GIS Safe Path Recommender and SafetiPin.com, initiatives
based in New Delhi, India. The objective of some of these apps is to provide a safe space
for women to report crimes anonymously, with the long-term aim of collecting enough
geo-specific data to demand infrastructural and environmental design changes. However,
it must be kept in mind that digital apps are not necessarily inclusive as they do not
account for intersectional user profiles (older adults, urban poor, people with disabilities)
with low (digital) literacy and issues of affordability or accessibility (of smartphones,
internet data packages). One 45-year-old participant from Delhi shared her discomfort
in using app-based services. A government worker who commuted using the auto or
by walking said, she was still getting used to operating a smartphone: ‘my children
only do it [use Ola]. So, they know best. I don’t know how to use it. I just received
this recently [points to her smartphone] and I am facing difficulties using it’ (interview,
Delhi, 12 February 2020).

During consultations with stakeholders, representatives from an Indian NGO argued
that ‘Technology can only complement other ongoing efforts, but alone cannot solve any-
thing’ (stakeholder consultation, 23 August 2021). The concern resonated across the dis-
cussion table and literature reiterates that technology is no magic bullet, and it can be
protectionist or empowering depending on how we use it (Soni 2016). For instance, if
apps are used to only inform family and friends about the commuter’s whereabouts, it
still places the onus on the commuter to be on constant alert and the mobile acts much
like a digital chaperone. However, as one of the stakeholders suggested, ‘technology
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could be used to collect long-term gender-disaggregated data’ and feed into integrated sol-
utions for reporting incidents to the police, or crowdsourcing unsafe routes for wider shar-
ing among users, and contributing useful data to influence long-term policy change.

As illustrated in Table 2, these findings highlight the need for gender-responsive
approaches to be implemented across multiple categories such as budgeting for gender
in urban planning, digital, design, and social interventions. As evidenced from our
research, the feeling of ‘safe’ or ‘unsafe’ is a discursive process and is constantly con-
structed and deconstructed by the interactions of physical and social elements inhabiting
that space. By that, we refer to the transport infrastructures, the built environment, the
socially embedded value system, and the capabilities of women commuters – all of
which combine to create perceptions of safety. Safety as an outcome is contingent on
social, cultural, economic, and familial issues (Jagori 2010), and thereby requires carefully
designed interventions that reflect a rights-based approach to claiming inclusion.

4. Conclusion

This paper contributes to advancing the discourse on user-centred perspectives for
inclusive transport. Our interviews show that women’s transport mobility is intercon-
nected in a network of social and infrastructural interactions, and warrants a holistic
lens. The paper highlights the different barriers women face across origin-to-destination
journeys of which bodily safety emerges as a primary concern. Thus, this paper contends
that the issue of women’s mobility must be looked at from a lens of safety to derive hol-
istic solutions for door-to-door trips.

To do so, reviews of interventions are beneficial in guiding their future courses. For
instance, technological interventions must incorporate intersectional user profiles
(accounting for age, education, disability, income, digital literacy among other things)
to ensure greater reach to diverse groups of women. These must empower women rather
than providing temporary and short-term services which do not ensure longer-term safe
and comfortable journeys. Similarly, any interventions targeting sensitisation through
behavioural changes or conversations on harmful cultural norms must not reproduce
skewed patriarchal relations which are harmful for women.

The study also shows that women’s safety in public transport cannot be treated in silo
and warrants co-ordination between multiple actors: law enforcement, built environ-
ment, the transport authorities, and policymakers. The research strongly supports the
cognisance of sociocultural underpinnings of using spaces (including transport) when
designing gender-responsive interventions. For instance, patriarchal macro institutions
such as the police, women’s general lack of legal awareness, their discomfort of using
emergency alarms in fear of drawing attention to oneself, negative social sanctions on
respectability of women who have been violated – all of these serve to shape women’s
everyday mobility in South Asia.

Interviews conducted in the cities of Delhi and Kolkata have revealed barriers which
prevent uptake of interventions and hinder women’s mobility. These overlapping barriers
are infrastructural (e.g. erratic services of modes, condition of roads, overcrowding,
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extended travel time, fares), behavioural (e.g. communication by transport or police
personnel, co-passengers), cultural (e.g. gendered labour division, prevalence of sexual
harassment, notion of bringing shame to the family), and legal (e.g. lack of faith in
redressal mechanisms). These barriers occur in tandem, creating complex travel experi-
ences for women and must be addressed for equitable change. Consequently, stake-
holder consultations have been instrumental in guiding this research and suggesting
new frontiers of research such as ‘What is the gender difference in spending while tra-
velling? How does it translate to women’s workforce participation? How do policy-
makers and decision makers engage in infrastructure planning? What are the gaps in
their processes, in their thinking, in their sensitisation?’ (stakeholder consultation, 23
August 2021)

Approaching transport from an inter-disciplinary and trans-disciplinary lens will be
beneficial to locate gaps and relevant strategies from different perspectives. This can gen-
erate diverse data (e.g. data through ticketing on passenger trips, gender-sensitive data on
travel patterns through interviews) which can lead to targeting the same gap from differ-
ent directions and at different levels. Focusing on all segments of a trip through local and
city-level interventions with stakeholders will assist in co-designing inclusive transport
measures. Transport systems can engage women to actively participate in planning. Sim-
ultaneously, long-term gender-focused sensitisation and capacity building at different
levels (family, neighbourhood, institutions) is a must to tackle harmful gender norms
which have daily implications on women’s mobility.
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