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Mind the gap
by Ewa Kochańska

The International Transport Forum’s 2021 report, Transport Innovation for Sustainable Development:  
A Gender Perspective, combines articles from over 40 global transport experts, highlighting the necessity 
for the transport industry to consider the lifestyle, employment, and safety needs of women to help achieve 
higher efficiency, environmental sustainability, and innovative solutions in the sector. Right now, there 
is a pronounced lack of gender equality in the mobility sector which, as the research shows, suppresses 
overall economic growth, weakening creativity, ingenuity, and cooperative behaviour within companies 
and across industries. The results of this gender disparity can be felt by women worldwide, especially in 
less developed nations, as women are more vulnerable than men regarding safety and economic stability.

O nly 22% of the transport sec-
tor’s workforce in the European 
Union (EU) are women com-
pared to 46% in other sectors 

combined. Statistics show just 10% of female 
employees in land transport, 20% in mari-
time, and 40% in the aviation sector. Women 
also don’t benefit from transport the same 
way men do, due to different life respon-
sibilities and travel patterns. In Designing 
transport networks with women’s mobility 
needs in mind, Floridea Di Ciommo and 
Suzanne Hoadley describe how women’s 
responsibility of care affects their transport 
needs. The authors point out that ‘mobility 
of care’ – shopping, visits to health centres, 
and escorting children, elderly or disabled 
persons – adds up to 40% of trips worldwide. 
Work-related trips amount to less than 20%, 
and the rest is school, leisure, and personal 
needs. Women engage in 80% of mobility of 
care-related travel, and most of those trips 
are shorter and taken by public transport 
or on foot. Malin Henriksson and Michala 
Hvidt Breengaard (Senior Researchers at 
VTI/TInnGO) call these shorter mobility 
patterns “chain-tripping” in their article  
Is shared mobility innovative enough for 
gender needs? This term is used to describe 
travel patterns in which (usually) women 
make several stops on their journey, com-
monly related to childcare, grocery shop-
ping, or running errands for the household. 

With conventional traffic systems favour-
ing car driving and traditional work sched-
ules, women, who are less likely to drive and 
have more responsibilities outside of work, 
are forced to choose jobs closer to home, 
which translates to an economic disadvan-
tage. Considering these statistics, it’s nec-
essary to redirect transport planning away 
from work- and business-related commut-
ing towards the more complex and female-
dominated mobility patterns.

Gender imbalance
Sustainability and innovation have 

become two of the most desired qualities 
companies of the 21st century aspire to have, 
including those from the transport & logis-
tics industry. However, that’s difficult to 
do without diversifying the labour force, 
also when it comes to gender. Maja Bakran 
(European Commission’s Deputy Director-
General for Mobility and Transport), in her 
article Gender equality in transport: A pre-
condition for innovation and sustainability, 
underlines that companies with a balanced 
and inclusive workforce are six times more 
innovative. This heterogeneity helps create 
a more sustainable and resilient workplace 
during challenging times and improves 
capabilities to handle challenges, such as 
climate change and digital transformation. 
Women are under-represented in the mobil-
ity sector due to stereotyping, intimidation, 

and tough working conditions in transport, 
among others. Additionally, changes in the 
industry, such as digitisation and automa-
tion, as well as female under-representa-
tion in engineering and transport science, 
threaten to reduce the female workforce 
even further. As a result of this imbalance, 
when creating and planning transport 
modes and infrastructure, women and their 
habits are hardly considered even though 
they are more inclined to support environ-
mentally conscious initiatives and support 
expanding public transport options.

Marina Estal and Maria Ibanez of Spanish 
Civil Aviation also link the commitment to 
sustainability with gender equality. “These 
two concepts should be considered fully 
integrated and interlinked, otherwise the 
sector will fail to achieve the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs),” they say in 
their article Sustainability and gender in the 
aviation sector. As the European population 
ages and women live longer, they become 
the majority of the ageing population. Since 
female transport patterns are already more 
environmentally sustainable, and they have 
a higher environmental awareness, women 
would be more willing to make mobility 
choices based on the mode’s carbon footprint 
or more female-friendly employment policies.

There are also obstacles standing in the 
way of women working in higher-earning 
positions in transport. The article Innovation 

A gender perspective provides reasons and ways to diversify transport
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for gender equality in the Black Sea region 
by Ambassador Michael B. Christides 
(Secretary-General of the Permanent 
International Secretariat of the Organization 
of the Black Sea Economic Cooperation) 
touches on some of the reasons for the dis-
parity, particularly in the long-haul driver 
sector. They include too much time away 
from home, long delays at border crossings 
– sometimes a week-long, poorly main-
tained and unsafe facilities along the trans-
port routes, and inhumane working hours 
and days. Ambassador Christides states that 
innovation, digitalisation, automation, and 
other new technologies can help mitigate 
some of these issues. Additionally, self-driv-
ing trucks, digitalisation of inefficient proce-
dures, and most importantly, access to edu-
cation and training can help diversify the 
transport sector and offer a unique oppor-
tunity for women to enter the industry. As a 
case in point, the French logistics group has 
recently partnered with Phantom Auto, a 
company specialising in long-range remote 
operation software for unmanned vehicles, 
to develop a fork truck that can be controlled 
from thousands of miles away. One of the 
overarching aims of the project is to make 
it possible to hire individuals who may have 
physical disabilities restricting their use of 

traditional forklifts, people from other his-
torically under-represented demographics 
(read: women) as well as from regions outside 
where the warehouses are located, including 
areas of higher unemployment.

In conjunction with that, companies 
ought to consider tweaking their hiring 
practices. In the article Overcoming bar-
riers to women’s employment in trans-
port, Dr Evangelos Bekiaris (Director of 
the Hellenic Institute of Transport of the 
Centre for Research & Technology Hellas) 
suggests using more effective (perhaps gen-
der-neutral) job descriptions and diversify-
ing interview panels, cultivating opportuni-
ties for both men and women in positions of 
leadership, embracing equal pay for equal 
work practices, developing zero-tolerance 
harassment measures, and improving work-
life balance. The hiring process, both that 
done by people and increasingly more by 
machines, can be gender-biased, too, as the 
tile of one of Inc.’s articles vividly displayed: 
How Amazon Accidentally Invented a Sexist 
Hiring Algorithm. A company experiment to 
use artificial intelligence in hiring inadvert-
ently favored male candidates. Furthermore, 
to foster innovation in the EU, all citizens 
should be able to acquire proper education, 
with emphasis on digital skills, ‘learning to 

learn,’ entrepreneurship skills, and ‘cultural 
awareness.’ Dr Bekiaris also underscores the 
importance of collaboration between educa-
tion, research and innovation.

Governmental and NGO response
The European Commission (COM) has 

undertaken several initiatives to boost 
gender equality in the transport sector, 
discussed in Gender equality in transport:  
A precondition for innovation and sustaina-
bility by Maja Bakran. In terms of data gath-
ering and research, the EU-funded research 
and innovation projects DIAMOND and 
TInnGo (Transport Innovation Gender 
Observatory) have been launched to evaluate 
gender differences concerning digitalisation 
in transport and to identify skills and strat-
egies for women to benefit from technologi-
cal advancement. Likewise, the European 
Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE) is cur-
rently reviewing gender data in transport 
decision-making positions to determine the 
extent of gender disparity. When it comes 
to fighting gender stereotypes, the COM is 
designing primary and secondary school 
educational aids for teachers across the EU, 
some specifically with examples from the 
transport sector, to help address gender ste-
reotyping from an early age.
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Also to diversify the transport sector, 
the World Economic Forum has launched 
the Inclusivity Quotient project. This ini-
tiative is described in Advancing equita-
ble mobility: Using gender-disaggregated 
data in the wake of Covid-19 by the Forum’s 
Mouchka Heller. Initially, the goal was to 
come up with an outline to solve diversity 
issues in general. However, the coronavirus 
pandemic has highlighted how important 
women are not only when it comes to eco-
nomic growth but also in emergencies as 
frontline workers. Incidentally, the pan-
demic also provided a ‘wealth of data’ on 
women’s transport patterns and the impact 
of reliable, multimodal mobility solutions 
as a means to get essential workers to the 
trenches of the crisis. Resulting from the 
current crisis, the Inclusivity Quotient 
launched the RESET Challenge “to recon-
figure the public-private partnerships and 
financing of multimodal solutions for com-
muting, still with a focus of gender.”

An inspiring example of an NGO 
changing women’s transport realities is 
The Flone Initiative out of Kenya. This 
female-led organisation seeks to create 
a safe and sustainable transport system 
for all users, including vulnerable groups 
such as women. The project is described 
in the article Transport innovation for 
sustainable development: A gender per-
spective from Kenya by Naomi Mwaura, 
the Flone Initiative’s Executive Director. 
In Kenya, only 7% of the transportation 
workforce are female. The reasons for 
it sound familiar – hostile work envi-
ronment, difficult scheduling, insecure 
employment status, lack of sexual har-
assment policies and promotion oppor-
tunities, and no women in upper-level 
positions. The pandemic has even fur-
ther accelerated some of these inequali-
ties. Since most female transport work-
ers in Kenya are employed as conductors, 
they are in direct contact with commuters 
increasing their risk of contracting the 
disease. Likewise, due to governmental 
restrictions in public transport, women 
are financially affected to a greater extent 
than men. At the same time, mothers’ 
responsibilities at home have increased 
because of school closings. The trans-
port restrictions left women, often single 
mothers, without an ability to find other 
employment, hence unable to provide for 
their families. The Flone Initiative has 
been helping in the crisis by, for example, 
facilitating “unconditional cash transfers” 
and providing covid awareness courses 
via text messaging. Outside of the pan-
demic, the Flone Initiatives started social 

campaigns such as #MyDressMyChoice 
protesting harassment and violence 
against women on public transport, lead-
ing to legal action and more public and 
social involvement on the issue.

Tools for research  
and data collection challenges

Some of the problems with gender 
diversity result from faulty research meth-
ods utilised to determine mobility needs. 
One of the more obvious problems is that 
the collected information and data are 
processed, analysed and applied mostly by 
men. Since transport needs differ between 
men and women, the subconscious bias 
of transport architects gets in the way 
of addressing female habits, hardships, 
and aspirations. In her article, Mouchka 
Heller (Automotive and Autonomous 
Mobility Lead at the World Economic 
Forum) touches on this problem, pointing 
out that “we have learned to worship data 
like a deity that does not get questioned, 
even though data are nothing without 
trained judgement, critical thought and 
insight.” More about data bias can be 
found in the highly recommended and 
award-winning book Invisible Women: 
Data Bias in a World Designed for Men 
by Caroline Criado Perez.

The answer to this problem could lie in 
using the ethnographic research method 
when collecting and analysing trans-
port data. Rachel Cahill from Transport 
Infrastructure Ireland describes this 
method in her article Travelling in a wom-
an’s shoes: Everyday stories for inspiring 
new thinking. Participants of the study, 

Irish women from various geographic, 
socioeconomic, and demographic back-
grounds, have been accompanied by 
the researchers on their daily journeys. 
The article states that the ethnographic 
research method – of long-term observa-
tions and learning cultural and environ-
mental elements affecting the outcomes 
of the study in addition to consider-
ing the subject’s own description of her 
experiences – is most useful in transport 
policy design and planning. This approach 
makes it possible for both male and female 
researchers to observe their subject’s travel 
patterns and daily objectives first-hand. 
“[Ethnographic method] is an essential 
vehicle for communicating complex prob-
lems and may be more effective in moti-
vating transport professionals to engage 
in the subject than high-level statisti-
cal data,” says Cahill. Detailed personal 
accounts as well as witnessing and captur-
ing of emotions, such as stress, fear, or joy 
associated with mobility add surprising 
insights to the study and provide decision-
makers with a better picture of sustainable 
transport parameters for women.

Thinking outside the box
The coronavirus pandemic has clearly 

affected the transport sector, particularly 
the less regulated gig-economy disruptors 
such as Uber. Alexa Roscoe and Ahmed 
Nauraiz Rana from the International 
Finance Corporation (IFC), in their arti-
cle Women at the core of a resilient recov-
ery for ride-hailing, discuss women’s 
impact on the recovery of the ride-sharing 
sector post-covid. They found that, firstly, 
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women riders are often the key to market 
growth. According to an IFC study of 
Uber riders in six countries, an average of 
40% of all riders are women. That means 
that understanding women’s mobility 
needs is essential to stay in tune with the 
core consumer and to potentially expand 
the consumer base. Secondly, according 
to user surveys, passengers want more 
female drivers on the roads – at this point, 
women add up to less than 5% of drivers 
in the countries studied. The majority 
of those requesting more female drivers 
were people who travel alone, at night, or 
in an unknown place. Thirdly, compa-
nies are open to changes and innovation 
catering to women. The IFC has recently 
conducted research if gender-segregated 
ride-hailing service could be possible with 
positive feedback from over 30 companies. 
In such a system, female riders and driv-
ers could match up only with each other.

Of course, one of the most signifi-
cant issues that women face when using 
and working in transport all across the 
world is safety. In Transformational tech-
nologies: New opportunities for women, 
Cristina Marolda points out that in a free-
market system, developers are driven by 
purchasing power of their potential cus-
tomers, which can accelerate inequalities 
where women are once again on a losing 
side. For example, in mapping applica-
tions, safety and security information is 
often not included, making it much less 
user- friendly for women. To tackle this 
issue, a female-driven mapping platform 
Wher came up with a service designed by 
women for women with security in mind. 
It allows users to communicate with each 
other whether a route is safe and at what 
times of day and night. 

Employment practices within transport 
companies could also use an innovative 
approach when it comes to diversification. 
The article Talent has no gender: Good 
practices in promoting equity in the work-
place describes an Equality Plan intro-
duced in Ineco, a Spanish engineering and 
consultancy firm, in December of 2019 
with the aim of achieving equal opportu-
nities for men and women in engineering 
sector. Under the umbrella of the initia-
tive, the company launched a mentoring 
project Mujeres IN (Women IN), enrolling 
a group of female employees in a 12-month 
development programme with mentorship 
and tools needed for further career and 
personal development. The participants 
from the first edition of the Mujeres IN, in 
turn, mentor schoolgirls, illustrating the 
importance of engineering in the mobility 

sector. The most important elements of 
Ineco’s Equality Plan include eradication 
of any left-over potential discriminatory 
practices in the hiring process and pro-
motion of female employment where they 
are still under-represented, encouraging 
communication, promoting equal train-
ing opportunities, promoting work-life 
balance, fostering equal pay practices, 
zero-tolerance harassment policies and 
better protection for victims, and bian-
nual monitoring and evaluation.

Technology – the double-edged sword 
in a changing professional landscape

The absence of and difficulties with 
access to information, education, and 
training form more barriers for women 
to overcome in the transport sector. When 
digital technologies ‘deskill a work pro-
cess,’ wages are impacted, leading to rising 
income disparities. The article Future of 
work: Building a gender-equal new normal 
by Claire Clarke from the International 
Transport Workers’ Federation discusses 
the need for policies that address technol-
ogy and gender inequality in the transport 
sector, with labour rights and sustain-
ability in mind. Without an appropriate 
policy, technology could threaten women’s 
employment in transport and magnify 
gender inequalities. “For female trans-
port workers, technological development 
is happening in the context of unequal 
pay, discrimination, gender-based occu-
pational segregation and exposure to gen-
der-based violence, on top of economic 
model that incentivises precarious work 
and the lack of formal work opportuni-
ties,” says Clarke.

To include and prepare women for the 
fast-moving technological change, innova-
tion and globalisation from the education 
standpoint, participation in STEM subjects 
while in school is crucial. In the article 
Fostering women’s participation in STEM 
education, TInnGo’s Andree Woodcock 
and Miriam Pirra discuss obstacles, such 
as the glass ceiling, in regards to positions 
of leadership in transport and the need for 
well-qualified women to take these posi-
tions. The underrepresentation of women 
in STEM sectors is undeniable, and those 
sectors do need qualified employees. While 
governments are willing to incentivise 
under-represented groups to enter STEM 
industries, more reforms are needed in edu-
cation, planning, and operation. In the EU, 
just 12.6% of women graduate with a degree 
in STEM subjects – versus 37.5% of men 
(2012). Therefore, education is the start-
ing point and root of the problem. Women 

don’t choose STEM for various reasons, 
such as intimidating male-dominated envi-
ronment, stereotypes, welfare policies, and 
lack of female mentorship. “These may be 
compounded by limited access to informa-
tion, networks, funding or institutional 
support,” state the authors.

An interesting example of a techno-
logical innovation that women could be 
benefiting from is RPAS, remotely piloted 
aircraft systems, or as they are commonly 
known – drones. Drones are often capa-
ble of performing tasks more efficiently 
than traditional aviation options in jobs 
such as aerial photography and surveying, 
building inspections, disaster response, 
monitoring traffic patterns, planning 
road repair, research and development. 
Transport Canada has been conducting 
research and development and working on 
regulation to safely integrate RPAS into the 
Canadian airspace. The article Remotely 
piloted aircraft systems in Canada: Gender 
considerations discusses key outcomes of 
the research, mainly determining that the 
gender disparity in the RPAS sector is 
similar to that in the aviation and STEM 
fields. “An overwhelming proportion of 
RPAS engineers, manufacturers, educators 
and operators are male,” says the article. 
Transport Canada decided to enact sev-
eral changes to address the issue, such 
as introducing gender-neutral language 
in drone nomenclature, e.g., using RPAS 
instead of an unmanned aircraft system or 
unmanned aerial vehicles, or using neutral 
and inclusive imagery, text, and visuals 
in its RPAS regulation safety campaign.

Covid and the road to equality and 
sustainability 

Without a doubt, in order to achieve 
sustainability and efficiency in transport, 
understanding what mobility is for dif-
ferent user groups is vital; otherwise, the 
existing inequalities will persist. Ironically, 
the coronavirus pandemic offers a unique 
opportunity to restart transport services 
and develop new infrastructure pro-
jects in a more thoughtful, sustainable, 
and inclusive way. Both the public and 
the private sector can help include more 
women in the mobility sector by engaging 
in public campaigns about the importance 
of their employment in transport, recruit-
ing in collaboration with female commu-
nity leaders, ensuring flexibility of work 
hours and offering equal pay for equal 
work done, enacting zero-tolerance har-
assment policies, providing efficiency and 
safety in the workplace, and gender-respon-
sive monitoring and reporting.  �
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