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Urban transport planning traditionally prioritises 
commuting over other types of travel – undermining 
women’s mobility and deepening gender-based 
exclusions. Mothers of young children, who perform 
the bulk of social care work on which cities rely, are 
especially disadvantaged. 

Research into mothers’ mobility in Abidjan, Cote 
d’Ivoire, shows how women use popular transport to 
carry out their vital roles generating income, providing 
care and running households. This usage is a critical 
part of urban infrastructure, including supply chains. To 
fulfil these roles, women rely on services such as school 
lunches and childcare, which allow them to move about 
the city, and which also depend on informal transport. 
Yet existing commuter-focused transport policies 
undermine women’s mobility. 

To deliver inclusive, sustainable urban mobility, policies 
must provide cross-sectoral support for the popular 
transport networks and social systems which women 
rely on to travel around the city and perform their 
essential roles. 
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• Women in Abidjan use popular transport in multiple ways to carry out their roles generating 
income, providing care and running a household. This usage is, in turn, a vital part of urban 
infrastructure, including supply chains.

• Existing popular transport systems enable mothers to fulfil these multiple roles, but they 
also present many barriers to their mobility. This gender-based exclusion is inequitable and 
undermines urban infrastructure.

• To fulfil their vital roles, women also rely on services such as school lunches and childcare 
arrangements that allow them to move about the city, and which are themselves dependent 
on informal transport systems.

• Designing urban transport with a traditional focus on commuting risks exacerbating gender-
based mobility inequalities and undermining city infrastructure, by overlooking women’s 
transport usage and the extent to which urban functionality depends on it. 

• Equitable, sustainable urban mobility requires cross-sectoral support for existing popular 
transport networks. This includes social investment in systems that facilitate women’s 
mobility, such as school buses, safe neighbourhoods and school lunches. 

Key results: cross-sectoral solutions for 
equitable urban mobility

Avoiding the risks of commuter-based urban transport 
planning in African cities

Urban transport planning traditionally prioritises commuting over other types of travel. This undermines 
women’s existing mobility networks and deepens gender-based exclusions. Mothers of young children, 
who perform the bulk of social care work on which cities rely, are especially overlooked in transport 
planning. 

By analysing mothers’ use of popular transport systems in Cote d’Ivoire’s capital, Abidjan, this research 
shows the benefits and barriers they experience, and reveals how their movements themselves become 
infrastructures critical to urban life. To deliver equitable, sustainable transport systems, reforms must 
therefore look beyond the commute and support mothers’ mobility patterns.
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Mothers’ movements key to sustainable 
transport policy for African cities

Urban transport planning traditionally 
favours narrowly defined commuter-
based economic activity, at the expense 
of the caregiving, income-generating and 
homemaking activities – largely performed 
by women – which sustain urban life. In 
cities like Abidjan, these activities range from 
everyday routines of childcare to facilitating 
the complex supply chains that feed and 
clothe the population. Many of them are 
invisible or taken for granted, as are the 
urban infrastructures they constitute, yet 
they make life possible. 

Mothers of young children, who perform 
the bulk of the work of social care, have 
been overlooked in transport planning. 
With multiple competing demands on their 
time, they structure their mobility in ways 
that illustrate the benefits and limitations of 
existing popular transport systems. 

By examining the everyday movements 
of mothers in Yopougon, Abidjan’s largest 
borough, this research highlights the 
crucial role of women’s mobility in social 
care and urban infrastructure. Yopougon 
is undertaking major transport reforms to 
tackle congestion and improve integration 
with the city. However, shaped through a 
conventional economic lens that prioritises 
commuting, the plans risk focusing narrowly 
on large-scale motorised modernisation 
projects and – intentionally or inadvertently – 
harming popular transport systems, and the 
livelihoods and social care they underpin.

Divorced from social policy, these reforms 
overlook the critical role of mothers’ mobility 
in urban infrastructure. They risk entrenching 
gender-based exclusions from transport 
networks and undermining the networks of 
popular transport on which women rely in 
their multiple roles.

Popular transport: a virtuous circle

This research into the daily movements 
of mothers with young children shows 
how Africa’s ubiquitous urban popular 
transport systems are essential to women’s 
mobility and the everyday practices of 
intergenerational care and urban life. These 
practices are also integral to urban supply 
chains and themselves become forms of 
urban infrastructure. 

Based on women’s written and photographic 
daily movement diaries, the research made 
the details of everyday life visible, revealing 
critical factors determining mothers’ 
mobilities in existing popular transport 
systems. 

The findings reveal a virtuous circle in which 
popular transport underpins mothers’ 
multiple roles, and mothers’ everyday 
mobility forms crucial urban infrastructures 
– yet is marginalised by a narrow commuter-
based policy focus on the transport sector.
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Key findings

1. The role of urban popular transport systems extends far 
beyond the commute and is vital to the everyday care and 
livelihoods activities that sustain African urban life

The research revealed four overarching categories linking mothers’ mobility practices to 
livelihood activities. These highlight the diversity of women’s urban mobilities overlooked in 
existing planning frameworks: 

• Commercial mobilities: mothers working as traders, who use transport infrastructure to 
get to and from work, and as a critical part of their business practices. 

• Commuter mobilities: mothers with professional occupations and relatively fixed work 
hours, who use transport infrastructure to travel to and from their jobs. 

• Home-based work mobilities: mothers generating income from their homes, generally 
through entrepreneurial work such as tailoring, catering or retail. 

• Homemaker mobilities: mothers engaged full time in the unpaid work of domestic 
labour and childcare, with no income-generating activities. 

Work by women such as Djeneba Gouzou blurs the distinction between supply chains and 
chains of care. Djeneba lives with her husband and their four youngest children, and runs a 
small restaurant selling lunch and dinner from a kiosk next to her house. While her business 
is home-based, it requires regular journeys to source ingredients. After preparing her two 
youngest children for school, Djeneba accompanies them across a busy nearby road, leaves 
them to walk to school unaccompanied and sets off at 7am each morning to walk two 
kilometres to a large market. Here she sources fresh fish, bringing back the heavy load in a 
shared taxi that drops her directly home. She prepares the fish and sells meals to workers 
from lunchtime until the food runs out by early evening. 

Djeneba can stay at work all day because her youngest children eat lunch at the school 
canteen and come home with older children in the afternoon, while her oldest daughter 
carries out the everyday household tasks of laundry, cleaning and preparing meals. With 
these forms of support, Djeneba can construct mobility patterns that enable her to stay 
at home uninterrupted once she begins work. Popular transport back from the market, for 
herself and her bulky goods, underpins her business – which, in turn, sustains the urban 
workforce. 

Livelihoods are a powerful influence on mothers’ everyday journeys and how popular transport 
networks serve them. Their mobility patterns often collapse the difference between home and 
work, meaning the commute is no longer an adequate concept for understanding livelihood 
journeys. Mothers’ various forms of paid work shape their time obligations, movements between 
locations and financial means to employ support in chains of care. 
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2. Mothers’ use of public 
transport is in itself a vital 
component of African city 
infrastructure, forming 
essential urban supply chains

Popular transport systems form a vital 
logistical link in the supply chain, enabling 
the movement of food and goods from 
suppliers to markets to consumers. Many 
mothers work as vendors, relying on popular 
transport not only to reach their places 
of work, but to acquire stock to sell. Their 
mobility is an essential part of their work, with 
public transport as logistics system, as they 
redistribute goods from wholesale to retail 
markets through a wide range of commercial 
activities that sustain urban life.

However, many mothers are limited in the 
forms of transport they can use for their 
businesses. Municipal buses lack seats, are 
overcrowded and do not allow for travel 
with large volumes of goods, while taxis are 
too expensive for vendors’ tight margins. 
Minibuses are often the only viable option for 
those moving merchandise, allowing vendors 
to travel with their goods affordably and 
reliably. Through the women who use them 
this way, the minibuses have become integral 
to the commercial logistics networks that 
keep the city’s retail markets stocked and its 
restaurants, kiosks and kitchens provisioned. 

3. Although traditionally 
divorced from transport 
planning, social care systems 
– from school meals to 
childminding – are a vital 
element of mothers’ mobility 

Mothers’ mobility depends on systems of 
social care ignored in conventional transport 

planning. Children’s independence and 
mobility are critical. Amenities such as safe 
school buses, quality school lunches and 
domestic support, whether paid or through 
family members, allow many women the 
mobility to earn a living. 

The mobility of women like Veronique Tra is a vital component of Abidjan’s 
complex supply chains. Veronique has sold produce at Yopougon’s biggest 
market for nearly two decades. A mother of five, she starts her work at 
six every morning, so she can be home mid-afternoon to do the family’s 
laundry, cook and spend time with her youngest children. Twice a week 
during the day, Veronique leaves her stall in the care of a neighbour and 
travels by minibus to the wholesale markets in Abidjan’s commercial 
centre. While municipal buses serve the route, Veronique chooses the 
minibuses, which depart more frequently, offer seats and allow her to 
transport bulk purchases from the wholesalers. This kind of mobility is key 
to the livelihood strategies of women traders and is closely linked to better 
incomes, allowing them to buy stock from the most direct sources. 
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A mother of four, Nadine Touré sees her youngest three children onto a privately run school 
bus at 6.45 every morning. While her housekeeper walks her oldest son to school, she sets off 
on the 15-kilometre minibus journey to her office job at a logistics company. Nadine’s mobility 
is made possible through chains of care that take on her gendered domestic responsibilities. 
The infrastructure of the school bus, along with paid domestic work that replaces extended 
family, gives her the time and mental freedom to turn her attention from childcare to her 
profession.

Conversely, a lack of care systems such as quality school lunches can be a significant barrier 
to earning a decent living. Without nearby relatives or paid help, mothers like Estelle Silue find 
their work perpetually interrupted by trips to and from their children’s schools. A home-based 
snack vendor, Estelle distrusts the quality of food in the school canteen. She collects her son 
every lunchtime to feed him at home, even though this disruption means she often cannot 
earn enough in a day to restock her stall for the morning.   

Nadine Touré’s commute is highly unpredictable, taking from 40 minutes 
to two hours. It involves two minibuses and waits of up to 30 minutes 
for a space during rush hour. While her husband leaves home at 5am to 
avoid congestion, this option is unavailable to Nadine because of the risk 
of robbery women face when waiting by the roadside at dawn. With her 
mobility limited to hours when the streets are busy, her daily itinerary is 
significantly shaped by the risk of gendered violence. 

Other mothers cited a safe neighbourhood in which children can go to school unaccompanied as key 
to their mobility. Amina Kra, a home-based worker who runs a phone kiosk in front of her house in an 
informal settlement explained: “Because the school is not too far and we all know each other like a big 
family here, the children can all go together as a group while we stay to work.” Social ties construct 
a sense of urban safety that enables children’s mobility, in turn underpinning mothers’ home-based 
livelihoods. Other social care strategies to enable mothers’ mobility included sending children to live 
with grandparents or relying on siblings, aunts and neighbours to collect them from school. 

4. Transport systems often 
prevent mothers from 
travelling when, how and with 
whom they want or need  

The everyday mobilities of mothers with 
young children show how they are often 
excluded by popular transport systems. 
Unreliable departures and fragmented 
journeys extend travelling time, which can 
prevent women from taking on paid work. 
They also select travel strategies that will keep 
them safe.
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Mothers also noted that they are excluded 
from the bus and minibus systems when 
pregnant or travelling with infants or young 
children. Severe overcrowding, heat, a lack 
of seats and fresh air, and the vulgar and 
aggressive behaviour of the young male fare 
collectors all limit mothers’ ability to travel in 
the city with young children. Minibuses are a 
last resort with a child, despite offering seats, 
as they are cramped, airless and notoriously 
badly driven. While safer and better driven, 
the city’s crowded municipal buses lack seats, 
often requiring passengers to stand for long 
periods in the crush – not an option with 
children. 

For women who are homemakers, this means 
highly limited mobility when running essential 
errands or maintaining family and social 
connections. Mothers reported that one of the 
most common reasons for journeys across 
the city was not to visit the centre, as planners 
imagine the purpose of the transport network, 
but to see family elsewhere in Abidjan. They 
also make more occasional trips to attend 
family weddings, parties or funerals. While 
wealthier families make these trips in metered 
taxis for speed and comfort, most mothers 
combine two or more modes of popular 
transport. These exclusions have dramatic 
consequences on mothers’ ability to construct 
mobility, with significant effects on their social 
networks and livelihoods.

Parallel research in Abidjan demonstrates how 
the city adapts to meet such challenges. In 
2019, a small number of privately imported 
motorised rickshaws began operating 
routes in Abidjan’s informal peripheral 
neighbourhoods, as a last-mile service 
connecting users with onward transport 
networks. Better ventilated and quicker to 
fill up and depart than minibuses or shared 
taxis, the rickshaw service expanded rapidly, 
perceived by passengers as an upgrade in 
their transport options. In 2019, the authorities 
banned auto-rickshaws as unregulated, yet 
the services have continued clandestinely. 
Valued by customers as filling an important 
gap, they demonstrate the vital links popular 
transport drivers provide in daily urban life.

Policy insights

1. Equitable, sustainable urban 
transport policy rests on a 
sound understanding of how 
popular transport is used by 
all passenger groups – not 
just commuters – to enable 
livelihoods and social care

Mothers’ journeys require equal importance 
to the commute as a basis for understanding 
livelihood journeys. Transport planning that 
prioritises male commuter mobilities resting 
on large-scale infrastructure projects, but 
ignores women’s uses of popular transport for 
livelihoods and social care, risks undermining 
the invisible networks of mobility that keep 
cities functioning.
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2. Mothers’ popular transport 
usage is a vital form of African 
urban infrastructure, requiring 
investment as the logistical 
backbone of city supply chains

Transport reforms seeking to displace popular 
transport from congested points such as 
urban markets, or to replace minibuses with 
municipal services to improve efficiency 
or reduce congestion, risk disrupting or 
destroying the complex logistics systems 
that rely on popular transport. This would 
undermine not only vendors’ livelihoods, but 
access to food, other goods and social care 
work throughout the city. 

Reforms should support the vital services that 
minibuses and communal taxis provide for 
the commercial workers who have developed 
the supply chains that keep the city fed and 
clothed. Popular transport users can offer 
valuable input. After changes that pushed 
minibus stops away from central wholesale 
markets and replaced them with municipal 
bus routes, vendor Veronique Tra suggested 
a special bus service run by the market 
administration, with space and refrigeration to 
transport merchandise. Such a service should 
be affordably and predictably priced, she said, 
and dependable so vendors do not lose time 
waiting, as they do with existing municipal 
routes. 

3. Effective transport planning 
includes investment in social 
care infrastructure, to enable 
the everyday maternal mobility 
that sustains urban life

Socially equitable transport planning 
recognises that everyday urban mobility 
depends on diverse social care practices 
that extend beyond the narrowly defined 
“transport sector”. These practices enable 
mothers to use existing transport options 
to fulfil their multiple roles. Investment in 
social care is essential to developing socially 
equitable, sustainable urban mobilities.

Children’s independence is especially 
important for mothers’ mobility. Chains 
of paid and unpaid care are an invisible 
support that underpins urban life and is 
vital to successful mobility infrastructure. 
Professionals’ reliance on paid care services 
shows the inequitable nature of urban 
mothers’ mobility. Mothers who can’t afford 
care are constrained in their mobility as a 
result.

Optimal transport planning recognises that 
the built environment, school services and 
the social fabric all determine children’s 
independent mobility and, in turn, their 
mother’s freedom to travel. Urban transport 
policy should therefore promote the 
availability of local amenities and close-knit 
neighbourhoods that are safe for children 
to move through independently. Reliable 
school buses and quality school lunches also 
warrant promotion as critical infrastructures 
of maternal mobility that reduce the time 
spent cooking at home and escorting young 
children through the city. To optimise mobility, 
transport reform should view parenting 
as a collective endeavour, reliant on and 
constituting urban infrastructures.
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4. Transport policy should 
close the gap between large-
scale, capital-intensive 
infrastructure projects and the 
popular networks by which 
mothers navigate the city

By basing transport planning on the 
mobility systems of all passengers – not just 
commuters – policymakers can eliminate 
a bias that marginalises women both as 
passengers and professionals. Policies should 
recognise that beyond being commuter 
infrastructures bringing employees to work, 
popular transport systems are vital for 
enabling the social and livelihoods practices 
through which extended families are bound 
together and mothers earn a living.

Reforms that move beyond traditional 
planning that equates women with domestic 
spaces can support and improve the range 
of movements shaped by popular transport 
systems. This approach is inclusive of all urban 
dwellers and supports the extended family 
and social connections on which urban life 
depends, offering planners the opportunity to 
build on and improve existing systems. 

Drawing on a wide range of passengers’ 
experiences, reforms should ensure transport 
is accessible to all users, including women 
with infants and young children, and pregnant 
women. Mothers’ reflections on mobility 
reveal that it is not just that arriving at their 
destination in time that matters, but how they 
feel and look on arrival. 

Innovations in neighbourhood-level popular 
transport systems, such as auto-rickshaws, 
should be integrated into the transport 
network. This offers policymakers the 
opportunity to improve services and working 
conditions, and to decarbonise popular 
transport. Such last-mile micro-mobility 
networks are a valuable complement to main 
transport networks.

In cities worldwide, gender-sensitive transport 
planning must reflect the diverse range of 
mobilities in the city and recognise the vital 
role that existing urban infrastructures – from 
popular transport to food supply chains – play 
in generating and sustaining urban life. 
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About us

The PEAK Urban programme aims to aid 
decision-making on urban futures by:

1. Generating new research grounded in the 
logic of urban complexity;

2. Fostering the next generation of leaders 
that draw on different perspectives and 
backgrounds to address the greatest urban 
challenges of the 21st century;

3. Growing the capacity of cities to 
understand and plan their own futures.

In PEAK Urban, cities are recognised 
as complex, evolving systems that are 
characterised by their propensity for 
innovation and change. Big data and 
mathematical models will be combined 
with insights from the social sciences and 
humanities to analyse three key arenas of 
metropolitan intervention: city morphologies 
(built forms and infrastructures) and 
resilience; city flux (mobility and dynamics) 
and technological change; as well as health 
and wellbeing.
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What can we now 
predict and project 

about cities?

Emergence

What types of urban 
structures and systems 

are emerging?
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How can we maximize 
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globally?

PEAK Urban is a partnership between:

PEAK Urban is managed by the Centre on 
Migration, Policy and Society (COMPAS) 

School of Anthropology and Museum 
Ethnography, 
University of Oxford,  
8 Banbury Road, 
Oxford, OX2 6QS

+44 (0) 1865 274706 
@PEAK_Urban 
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PEAK Urban is funded by UK Research and Innovation as part of the Global 
Challenges Research Fund.

Our framework

The PEAK Urban programme uses a framework with four inter-related 
components to guide its work. 

First, the sciences of Prediction are employed to understand how cities 
evolve using data from often unconventional sources. 

Second, Emergence captures the essence of the outcome from the 
confluence of dynamics, peoples, interests and tools that characterise cities, 
which lead to change. 

Third, Adoption signals to the choices made by states, citizens and 
companies, given the specificities of their places, their resources and 
the interplay of urban dynamics, resulting in changing local power and 
influencing dynamics. 

Finally, the Knowledge component accounts for the way in which knowledge 
is exchanged or shared and how it shapes the future of the city.


