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A B S T R A C T   

This paper explores the three elements of motility (access, competence, appropriation) through women’s per-
ceptions of travel using the metro rail in Delhi, India. Studies on metro rails are a recent phenomenon in 
developing countries where this is a relatively new transport mode. The concept of motility to explore gendered 
use of metro is useful in context of this South Asian city where women’s movements (potential and actual) are 
contingent upon their ability to travel safely. 

Data was collected using story completion methods. Participants were asked to complete an online semi- 
structured form that presented five fictional story stems/openings. Data in this paper is based on stories 
finished by 84 female participants across Delhi with varying demographic profiles. This paper advances quali-
tative research on women’s mobility and transport use by highlighting situation-specific metro access; necessary 
skills to optimize access; and how women actually use the metro system. 

Feelings of un/safety related to fear of sexual harassment, getting lost, and risk of contracting diseases in 
unhygienic conditions results in specific access of the metro to feel safe. Diverse skills to manage the access 
include: coping (e.g., adapting to delay in services), performative (e.g., mannerisms to feel safe from threat of 
violence), spatial (e.g., location of coach), cultural (e.g., awareness of norms), and sanitary skills (e.g., bodily 
modifications to feel safe from unhygienic conditions). Based on travel priorities and past mobility experiences 
(personal/shared), the skills and access shape how women travel and what they decide to do to travel safely. 

This paper advocates for gender inclusive guidelines and collecting disaggregate data in transport, especially 
for newer metro systems being planned or constructed. It presents an opportunity to consider the barriers to 
women’s potential mobility; how/where transport systems can play a part; and the use of qualitative research 
methods to appreciate the diversity of women’s travel experiences across different segments of their journeys.   

1. Introduction 

In transport research, mobility is increasingly seen as more than just 
a physical movement between stops. It is an intrinsic aspect of daily life, 
influencing an individual’s right to city through chances to study, work, 
expand networks, seek healthcare, or rejuvenate (Kett et al., 2020; Lucas 
et al., 2016; Turner and Fouracre, 1995). There has been a growing 
interest in exploring the potential for mobility itself. In this direction, 
Kaufmann et al. (2004) use ‘motility’ as the capacity of entities (persons, 
goods, or information) to be mobile in social and geographic space (p. 
750). This potential is impacted by specific socio-cultural contexts 

(Kaufmann et al., 2004; Shliselberg and Givoni, 2019), where different 
intrinsic (internalised or inherent) and extrinsic factors interact, leading 
to diverse forms of mobilities (Cho et al., 2013; Joshi et al., 2021; Lucas, 
2011). 

Building upon the concept of motility, we explore the elements of 
access, skills, and appropriation to understand how women make use of 
the existing metro system to travel safely in Delhi, India. By focusing on 
women’s transport use and their mobility in public spaces, our study is 
aligned with the New Urban Agenda and the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), with their syncretic recognition of the necessity to provide 
safe and inclusive urban environment for women (SDG 11.2 and 11.7). 
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Safe urban spaces are linked with women empowerment and gender 
equality (United Nations, 2017). In transport research, extant studies 
show that the fear for safety is a key factor deciding women’s ability to 
be mobile. Among different aspects of safety, including from physical 
injury or theft, safety from gender-based violence is a critical factor for 
women to not exercise their mobility potential, or to tailor it under 
existing social conditions and internalised norms. Sexual harassment 
and other forms of sexual violence impede women’s ability ‘to partici-
pate with no worry in school, work, and public life globally (Loukaitou- 
Sideris and Ceccato, 2020). This is highlighted in everyday actions 
including timing considerations, modal preferences, choice of clothing, 
chaperoned travel etc. (Didero et al., 2021; Tara, 2011; Uteng and 
Turner, 2019). Along with this very real threat of violence, transport 
research recognizes that women’s travels differ largely from those of 
men (e.g., trip-chaining, frequency of trips, travel purpose) (Peters, 
2013; Turner and Fouracre, 1995; Verlinghieri and Schwanen, 2020). 
This active, continuous engagement between gender and mobility 
(Hanson, 2010). has been the persistent push for gender-responsive 
transport policies and research (Hidayati et al., 2020; Joshi et al., 2022). 

Against this growing body of research on gender and mobility in 
transport, we deep-dive into women’s perceptions of one transport 
infrastructure in one city. We highlight women’s ingenuity to persevere 
despite the everyday burden of travels, and the role of transport in 
enabling women and other socially disadvantaged groups to fully claim 
their motility. 

2. Understanding motility to understand mobility 

From the understanding of motility as a cell or organism’s ability to 
move, Joan Abbott presented a departure by using the concept to 
explore movement between different social classes (Abbott, 1966). She 
distinguished between mobility and motility in the context of UK uni-
versity students to show that a person ‘capable of motion’ (motility) may 
not ultimately be mobile (in actual motion), leading to frustrations 
(p.154). Since her work, motility has been used in the social sciences 
within migration studies, sociology, linguistics, cultural geography. For 
example, to understand the connection between migration and mobility 
of parents’ language to their children (Houtkamp, 2018), to explore the 
meaning of and action behind everyday mobility for creating ‘the good 
life’ (Freudendal-Pedersen, 2007), to understand ideas around moder-
nity under unpredictable conditions and globalization of western soci-
eties (Kesselring, 2016). Within transport research, motility gained 
momentum when mobility came to be seen as an act of moving in space 
which implied social change (Kaufmann, 2016). There was growing 
interest in research around the understanding that not all individuals are 
mobile in the same way, to the same extent, and that there was a need to 
highlight the factors which affect the capacities to be mobile. 

This concept of privileging individual’s circumstances is beneficial 
for exploring gendered transport use in regions such as South Asia where 
women’s mobilities are highly impacted by gender-based violence and 
prevailing social norms (varying at micro-levels). These are reproduced 
in how public spaces are used (or not), and in the transport plans and 
infrastructures which result in unequal travel experiences (Datta and 
Ahmed, 2020). 

Kaufmann et al. (2004) propose three interdependent elements of 
motility. We present below definitions and literature where these have 
been applied:  

1) Access refers to the range of possible mobilities according to place, 
time, and other contextual constraints such as pricing (Didero et al., 
2021; Flamm and Kaufmann, 2006). Among other factors, access also 
depends on the socio-economic position of individuals, including 
within their social network.  

2) Competence or skills refer to abilities for mobility which include an 
individual’s physical ability, acquired skills (e.g., knowledge of 
different travel routes), and organisational skills (e.g., planning for a 

trip) (Flamm and Kaufmann, 2006). Shliselberg and Givoni (2019) 
further categorise skills as formal (e.g., obtaining license), spatial (e. 
g., navigation), technical (e.g., online information), informal skills 
(e.g., ability to handle the unexpected), and communication (e.g., 
interactions with travelers/staff). This research focuses on and ad-
vances a combination of these different competences which women 
deploy to shape and sustain their metro access. 

3) Appropriation/Cognitive appropriation refers to how ‘agents’ (in-
dividuals, groups, networks, institutions) consider and select specific 
options based on their needs, understanding, aspirations, and plans 
(Flamm and Kaufmann, 2006). For Shliselberg and Givoni (2019), 
appropriation is a willingness to engage in different travel activities 
(e.g., commuting long distances). According to Didero et al. (2021), 
appropriation shows that opportunities and constraints to everyday 
mobility are perceived and interpreted by individuals depending on 
their own specific experiences and how they may have internalised 
social norms. In this paper, appropriation of the mode is based on 
past mobilities and travel priorities to ensure short- and long-term 
safe trips. 

Within transport research, previous studies have explored motility in 
relation to transport mode choices, transport policies, and well-being 
primarily in a European context (de Witte et al., 2013; Kjaerulff, 
2011). For instance, Cuignet et al. (2019) separate mobility into motility 
and actual movement and link them to older adults’ well-being. Using 
gender as a lens to study the different elements of motility has been a 
rare undertaking. Didero et al. (2021) use the different categories of 
motility to explore the differing mobilities of Omani and Indian women 
in Muscat, where social norms, cultural restrictions, and differing socio- 
economic and citizenship positions are critical to women’s mobility in a 
car-dependent urban society. Shliselberg and Givoni (2019) explore the 
importance of motility as mobility capital - a combination of mobility 
choices communicated through community and family and individual 
choices, among a heterogenous group of women in Israel. 

We advance this concept by providing context specific insights to 
show how the three elements are operationalised by women under 
specific challenges and risks which determine their access (e.g., over-
crowding) in specific transport spaces (e.g., platform). This will be 
useful for inclusive transport decisions which can further assist in 
women’s right to move freely. 

3. Being mobile: Understanding women’s travel experiences 

Women’s transport experiences must be seen through a rights-based 
approach: an individual’s right to move freely. A key impediment to that 
freedom of movement has been the gender-based violence that women 
face in public spaces across the world. Yet, sexual crimes against women 
in transit represent an ‘invisible problem’; they are extremely under-
reported crimes (Loukaitou-Sideris and Ceccato, 2020, p. 321). This 
emphasizes the need to continuously understand, improve, and expand 
the body of gender-inclusive transport research. An additional challenge 
is thinking about women as a homogenous sub-group of transport users. 
Important differences exist among women based on their intersection-
alities of susceptibility (such as age, disability, income, location, etc.). 
This diversity and its role in transport-related mobility is yet to be fully 
acknowledged (Kakar et al., 2021). 

Existing literature expands upon different aspects of women’s un/ 
safe mobilities. Research highlights the spatiality of travels in context of 
sexual violence, emphasising the door-to-door nature of travels. For 
example, in their study with university students to assess levels and 
types of victimization in rail-bound public transportation in Stockholm, 
Sweden, Ceccato et al. (2020) found that there were greater chances of 
sexual violence inside the wagon, then at the station, and then during 
the journey to and from home. Another strand of research reveals that 
temporality impacts women’s travels and emotions. In their multi-sited 
research exploring night-time un/safety in Brazil and Belgium, Farina 
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et al. (2021) found that fear of crime was influential in shaping mobil-
ities at night, and that transport modes also shaped feelings of un/safety. 
Their comparative study highlighted that even with dissimilar geogra-
phies, women faced similar challenges. Research has also explored how 
women respond to violence in public transport. Exploring women’s 
experiences of sexual harassment in the London underground, Lewis 
et al. (2020) found that women were not responding to sexual harass-
ment to prevent drawing attention to themselves, and to not disturb the 
co-passengers’ and their own onward journeys. Their study also 
underlined that the transitory nature of the underground ensured that 
women had not fully registered harassment before it had already passed. 
Continuing in this vein is research on the long-term consequences these 
encounters produce. Infante-Vargas and Boyer (2021) discuss the psy-
chological effects of gender-based violence in public transport. Women 
create ‘maps of danger’ when navigating the city, which consist of 
behavioural changes related to routes, routines, and journeys. Another 
important area of research is around the range of initiatives aimed at 
women’s safety and their effectiveness. In their literature review of in-
terventions, Gardner et al. (2017) found them to have mixed impacts. 
For instance, surveillance by trained employees was found more effec-
tive than lighting and CCTVs. Loukaitou-Sideris and Fink (2008) con-
ducted a survey of U.S. transit operators, which showed a disconnect 
between existing safety practices of transit operators and the needs and 
desires of women passengers. 

Within this research on women’s safe transport use, we now reach 
the Delhi Metro. In developing countries, metro systems have been a 
recent phenomenon (Gopal and Shin, 2019) with few studies doc-
umenting their gendered use. In Delhi, the metro rail was introduced in 
2002. Over the years, the metro network has spread over 389 km of the 
National Captial Region (covering Delhi, Noida, Gurugram), incorpo-
rating areas which account for some of the highest rates of crimes 
against women (intimate and stranger crimes) nationally (National 
Commission for Women, 2023; National Crime Records Bureau, 2023). 
Arising from this grim reality, the metro has often been discussed as a 
safer transport mode for women to navigate the city in contrast to road- 
based transport infrastructure such as buses even though the metro is 
not free from threats of harassment (Gopal and Shin, 2019; Tara, 2011). 
In the last decade, research on women’s metro travels in Delhi has 
focused on its role in transforming women’s geographies of commuting, 
increasing sense of agency, perceptions about the gender-segregated 
coaches, and barriers to metro use. Sadana (2010) in her ethnographic 
exploration of the metro through a spatial focus, highlights that the 
reactions to segregated coaches are less about how women are treated 
on the metro, and more about getting a seat or reinforcing gender ste-
reotypes. She also discusses the increased sense of agency to traverse 
long distances independently with the metro. Tayal and Mehta (2021) 
highlight overcrowding, issues of safety, affordability, and user- 
friendliness as key challenges to women’s metro use. Along with high-
lighting positive travel experiences using metro, Gopal and Shin (2019) 
touch upon behavioural strategies (e.g., clothing, time of travel) used by 
women to avoid risks to safety. 

These different dimensions of research have often overlapped, 
stressing the scale of burden that being mobile forces upon a woman. 
The body of research from different geographies has also discussed that 
gender-based violence in public transport does not affect all women the 
same way. Different sub-groups (e.g., women with disabilities, younger 
or older women, differences in class, ethnicity) have unequal experience 
of violence (Ceccato and Loukaitou-Sideris, 2023; Infante-Vargas and 
Boyer, 2021), owing to the degrees of vulnerability. 

4. Data and methods: Using story completion to explore 
motility.1 

Our findings are based on qualitative data collected using the story 
completion method. We created five different story stems with fictional 
female commuters which were finished by 84 female participants (18 
years and above) with varying demographic and metro use character-
istics (Table 1 in appendix). The participants were asked to complete the 
stories using five sentences or more. 

5. Introducing story completion 

Story completion method involves participants following pre-written 
story stems and completion instructions given by the researchers (Clarke 
et al., 2019; Lupton, 2019). The story ‘stems’ or ‘cues’ are the opening 
lines of a story, written in a third-person or first-person format. These are 
derived from the research questions which are to be explored. The 
method helps to understand the perceptions people hold about specific 
topics and their meaning-making. It is especially beneficial when 
dealing with issues which are considered sensitive or where participants 
might be uncomfortable discussing personal experiences (Clarke et al., 
2017; Gravett, 2019). 

The method has a background in developmental psychology and 
psychotherapy, originating as a form of projective assessment technique 
where it was used by researchers to look at fixed meanings behind the 
stories (Gravett, 2019). Through their use of this method to explore 
infidelity, Kitzinger and Powell (2016) showed how along with mean-
ings, stories could also be used to explore the discourses which inform 
story writing. The method has been used to explore perceptions about 
various themes including sexual intercourse (Lewin, 1985), menstrua-
tion (Moore, 1995), eating disorders (Walsh and Malson, 2010), 
orgasmic absence (Frith, 2013), health information practices (Lupton, 
2019), and digital privacy (Watson and Lupton, 2021). A literature 
search did not show any results where the method has been used to 
explore gender and mobility in relation to transport use. 

Our reason to use the story completion method was two-fold: 
severity of the coronavirus pandemic in Delhi, and the method’s 
nonintrusive nature. During previous interviews for the research, we 
had observed discomfort from a few participants when discussing sexual 
harassment during travels. The fictional settings of the story stems 
provided participants anonymity since no questions would be asked 
directly from them. 

6. Creating the research tool 

The story stems (given in Findings) cater to specific spatio-temporal 
situations within the metro. We arrived at these story stems from liter-
ature review on women’s transport use and interviews with women 
participants for an earlier phase of the project in Delhi. Another, more 
implicit factor has been the Delhi-based researcher SJ’s own experiences 
of being a metro user since 2006. 

7. Pilot and revisions 

We created an online google form which began with close-ended 
questions to know the participants’ demographic profiles, followed by 
the open-ended story stems. Initially we created six story stems. We also 
wanted to understand the demographic sketch of the fictional charac-
ters. Who were the characters that the participants were bringing to life? 
Our intent was to see the heterogeneity among women and how it could 

1 This research is part of an on-going project exploring challenges to 
accessing urban mobility infrastructures across four South Asian cities. Ethical 
clearance for this research was given by Utrecht University, The Netherlands 
(ERB Review subprojects Geo-L-19294). 
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shape their transport use, something which existing literature stresses. 
So, after each story stem, we inserted a question: ‘In this story, what 
details did you give [protagonist name] (eg., age, income, marital status, 
employment status)?’ We created the form in English and Hindi and 
conducted a pilot (n = 21). We shared it with acquaintances in Delhi and 
a few project colleagues involved in separate research via emails and 
messaging platforms. Some acquaintances shared it in their networks. 
For suggestions, we also shared the form with a researcher who has been 
using this method and has published articles on it. 

We received crucial feedback on the time it took to finish all story 
stems We also found that the questions on the protagonists’ sketches 
were not answered by all. We revised accordingly: reducing the number 
of stems from six to five; asking participants to use five sentences to 
finish the stories (in place of the earlier ten); removing the questions 
about the protagonists (here, we hoped for the heterogeneity to emerge 
from how the stories were written). With these revisions in place, we 
began data collection in March 2021. 

8. Participant recruitment 

Due to the pandemic, we collected data remotely. To reach out to 
participants, we made use of snowball sampling technique. SJ shared the 
google form with research participants from the earlier phase of the 
project. They shared it in their networks. We also shared the form on 
different social media platforms (e.g., LinkedIn, Facebook), through 
emails, and through messaging platforms. The participation was open to 
all women across the National Capital Region.2 The participants were 
not compensated since the method was completely online and we did 
not directly recruit individuals to fill in the stories. 

We received 89 responses in total (21 from pilot, 68 after revisions). 
We reviewed these for repetitions and finished stems, before shortlisting 
story stems finished by 84 participants. Participants’ profiles (Table 1) 
reflected the networks we could reach out to remotely, during the 
pandemic. The participants were pre-dominantly within the 18–40 age 
group (n = 60). Most had a university level education (n = 81). Most of 
the participants were working, either as private sector workers (n = 37) 
or in the government sector (n = 16) with the least number of partici-
pants identifying as homemakers (n = 4), self-employed (n = 4), or as 
those actively looking for work (n = 5). Almost half of the participants 
were daily or weekly metro users, with most taking this transport for 
work (n = 48) and outings (n = 38). 

The average word count of finished stories across the story stems was 
35 with a word range from 3 to 204. This was not homogenous for all 
stems. Stories about a character waiting at a deserted platform at night, 
and another character being touched in a crowded space showed a 
higher average word count (40). The last two story stems around 
changing lines and washroom use, showed the lowest average word 
count (31). Thematic analysis of the finished story stems was conducted. 

9. Limitations 

Story completion is an innovative method for qualitative research, 
but we encountered some important limitations. Due to the on-going 
pandemic, we could only reach urban female populations with the ac-
cess and skills to use digital technologies. This is not representative of 
the broader urban, female population which may face ownership, skill- 
based, and affordability issues in using the digital technologies or the 
metro. If the word counts of the last two story stems are indicative, there 
is possibility of fatigue/distraction being experienced by the partici-
pants. A possible way to overcome this is to shuffle the order of the 
stems, which we did not explore. Additionally, the pandemic also 
impacted the time participants could give to the research. These factors, 

along with participants’ comfort with typing and writing stories could 
be responsible for the variations in how the stories were written (length, 
syntax, style). The finished stories also could not reveal explicit diversity 
in the fictional characters’ socio-economic realities, although the par-
ticipants’ own profiles showed this diversity (Table 1). 

10. Findings: Women’s safe travels in Delhi Metro 

Completion of different story stems sheds light on the conditions 
which impact women’s unconditional access to the metro. The stories 
reveal a multitude of skills to utilise the metro use. These include coping 
skills (e.g., adapting to delayed service), spatial skills (e.g., location of 
coaches), performative skills (e.g., mannerisms), and cultural skills (e.g., 
norms around age and gender). The stories highlight that the actual use 
of the metro is based on travel priorities and past mobility experiences. 
Below we discuss each story separately across the three motility ele-
ments. Fig. 1 summarises the motility elements based on the stories. 

10.1. Decisions around choosing a coach for travel 

Story stem: Nidhi is using the Metro for the first time. The doors of the 
coaches in front of her open. There is a Women’s Only coach and a general 
coach. Both are packed with people. Which coach does Nidhi finally enter? 
Why does she do it? 

The finished stories show that a threat of sexual harrassment 
(groping, pushing, staring) impacts women’s access to the different 
metro coaches. Although Nidhi is portrayed as a first-time user of the 
metro, most stories (n = 69) depict her opting for the exclusive Women’s 
Only coach. The feeling of un/safety linked with fear of sexual harass-
ment is a major reason to opt for the Women’s Only coach. This shows 
opting to be in one coach, and not the other many coaches which are the 
majority in a metro train i.e., opting to be in a much smaller space to feel 
safer, although all coaches can be accessed by any commuter. This in-
dicates contracting one’s presence in public spaces to feel safer. The 
stories indicate that Nidhi carries this fear due to past mobility experi-
ences not related to metro, or from shared experiences which guide her 
in choosing a metro coach. Additionally, Nidhi’s internalised social 
norms regarding proximity of unrelated women and men guide her 
feelings and her coach selection. 

‘Nidhi decides to enter the Women’s only coach…she preferred to use the 
Women’s coach…She had too many bad experiences with men who took 
advantage of the close proximity in crowded public transport, to misbehave 
with female fellow travelers.’ (P11, daily Metro user for work, >51 years, 
government sector worker, university education, monthly household 
income bracket above 1,51,000 INR (1827 USD)). 

‘She enters the women’s only coach. This is because due to her upbringing 
and general non-mixing with the opposite sex, she is intimidated by the sight 
of the large number of men stuffed into the general coach…She has also heard 
stories of women getting groped etc on public transport.’ (P23, weekly metro 
user for outing, 31–40 years, private sector worker, university educa-
tion, monthly household income bracket above 1,51,000 INR (1827 
USD)). 

Another aspect of Nidhi’s access to the coaches is the fixed location 
of the Women’s Only coach, which is the first coach in a metro. To 
prevent increased travel time, Nidhi enters any coach in front of her 
rather than walking to the Women’s Only coach. Thus, Nidhi’s selection 
of mode is guided by her travel priority (to save time) for which she 
relies on her spatial competence (location of coach). The story below 
shows that even though Nidhi prefers being in the gender-segregated 
coach, she does not want to risk missing the metro. 

‘Nidhi…wishes to go to the women’s coach but she is afraid that till the 
time she reaches there the train might leave the station. Since it is her first time 
in the metro she isn’t aware how much will be the waiting time till then next 
metro comes…’ (P21, weekly Metro user for work, 18–30 years, gov-
ernment sector worker, university education, monthly household in-
come bracket 100,001-1,51,000 INR (1210–1827 USD)). 

2 National Capital Region (NCR) comprises Delhi and neighbouring satellite 
cities from the states of Haryana, Uttar Pradesh, and Rajasthan. 
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10.2. Waiting at night for transport: Ensuring safe transit and travel times 

Story stem: It is after 10 in the night. Sneha is standing at a metro station 
platform. The platform looks deserted. She was delayed at work. An 
announcement informs her that there will be a delay in metro services. What 
all steps does Sneha take next? 

This story stem presented a female character at night, waiting at a 
station which might or might not have been deserted. All stories 
assumed the station to be deserted. All stories linked the time period of 
waiting, and the actions during this wait with a fear of sexual harass-
ment, which has temporal (dark) and spatial (deserted platform) un-
derpinnings. That the participants wrote stories with Sneha being 
concerned for her safety, is a strong reflection of how waiting at metro 
platforms is perceived by women. The fear of ‘something happening’ im-
pacts modal choice, travel time, waiting period, and last mile connec-
tivity. Feelings of un/safety due to the unfamiliarity of a space (road) or 
unfamiliarity of driver also influence Sneha’s transit options. Sneha uses 
her coping skills (e.g., adapting to unknown delay), spatial skills (e.g., 
location of CCTVs), technical skills (e.g., phone use), performative skills 
(e.g., appearance) to ensure safety. Appropriation or non-appropriation 
of the metro is done by increasing travel time, using specific spaces 
within the metro station premises, or non-use of the metro. 

Most stories show Sneha waiting to take the next metro (n = 50). She 
extends her travel time in taking this action because it is perceived as a 
safer infrastructure due to certain measures (lighting, CCTVs, security 
staff) in comparison to road-based transport, which is seen as dark, 
unsafe, and unreliable. Barring the exclusive coach for women and the 
platform near it, all spaces carry the risk as sites of sexual harassment. 
Across the stories, Sneha uses communication and technical competence 
to alert familiar people about her whereabouts by calling them or via 
location sharing. She also uses these skills for non-appropriation of the 
metro by using another road-based mode (n = 20). Though road-based 
modes are linked with un/safety, they can reduce travel time. 

‘…She first finds a spot to wait near the women’s coach and see around if 
there’s other women beside her. She also looks out for security personnel and 
make sure she is under surveillance (camera) to avoid any untoward in-
cidents…and communicate to people around her.’ (P51, monthly metro 
user for outing purposes, 31–40 years, university education, government 
sector worker, monthly household income bracket 50,001–75,000 INR 
(605–907 USD)). 

‘…Afraid that this will delay her time to reach home and that she is the 

only person on this platform, she plans to come out of the station and board 
an auto rickshaw. If she waits on the station and even boards a train, it will be 
difficult for her to find a rickshaw back home at this hour. She books a cab 
through an app so that her family can track her ride. It takes her only 7 min to 
book the cab.’ (P21, weekly metro user for work, 18–30 years, university 
education, government sector worker, monthly household income 
bracket 100,001-1,51,000 INR (1210–1827 USD)). 

Additionally, to ensure safety from any anticipated actions (not 
explicitly mentioned in stories but point to a fear for one’s safety at 
night), certain performative skills are highlighted. These include stance, 
appearance, or actions showing her being bold or brave when waiting at 
the platform. 

‘…she boldly puts her headphone and sits on the benches while vigilant 
about rest of the people near her.’ (P31, weekly metro user for outing, 
31–40 years, university education, homemaker, monthly household in-
come bracket 75,000-1,00,000 INR (907–1210 USD)). 

10.3. Being touched in a crowded space: Ensuring short- and long-term 
safe travels 

Story stem: Roopa is traveling inside a metro coach. The coach is crowded 
with men and women. She feels somebody is touching her from behind. What 
all can Roopa do in this situation? 

In this stem, ‘being touched’ is ambiguous, but most stories pin it as a 
deliberate act against Roopa, indicating the perceptions about the high 
prevalence of sexual harassment in metro travels. Along with this 
probability of harassment, what happens after the harassment also de-
termines how Roopa uses the coach – a crowded coach can lead to escape 
and anonymity of the culprit; she can be blamed; she can be followed; 
she can confront, knowing that there are active security measures in 
place. 

“…Once she catches him at it, she is the one to try to move away from him 
- she doesn’t want to create a fuss in this packed coach. And what if the guy 
got angry and followed her out of the metro?…” (P23, weekly metro user 
for leisure, 31–40 years, university education, private sector worker, 
monthly household income bracket above 1,51,000 INR (1827 USD)). 

Roopa uses her coping skills to confirm whether the touch is delib-
erate or accidental in a crowded space. Accordingly, she uses her com-
petences in communication by asking for help directly or passively by 
raising her voice and drawing attention, through physical gestures 
(punching, nudging), and non-verbal communication (stare). She also 

Fig. 1. Representation of the three motility elements for women’s metro travels from the stories. Based on works by Kaufmann et al. (2004), Shliselberg and Givoni 
(2019). Created by authors. 
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uses her technical and spatial skills (knowledge of metro services, spe-
cific spaces inside the metro coaches), and performative skills (modu-
lating mannerisms). 

‘…She can immediately address the person loudly enough and ask the 
purpose of the touching so that it is audible to other passengers also…Seek 
support from other fellow passengers or notify to the local security at the 
upcoming metro station.’ (P63, daily metro user for work, 31–40 years, 
university education, government sector worker, monthly household 
income bracket above 1,51,000 INR (1827 USD)). 

Roopa’s appropriation or non-appropriation of the metro is based on 
stopping harassment and ensuring short- and long-term safe travels. It 
includes increasing her travel time by changing metros or coaches, 
involving bystanders and metro staff to remove or stop the culprit, or not 
confronting by remaining silent or moving away. In majority of the 
stories, Roopa is shown as taking visible, decisive actions to stop further 
harassment. Roopa also uses the surrounding crowd to draw attention 
towards the culprit, actively asks for their support, and uses metro ser-
vices such as emergency buttons or the metro redressal mechanisms. 
Few stories depict Roopa as staying silent, using gestures which do not 
draw attention, or removing herself physically from the situation (n =
13). In the story below, Roopa’s action is linked with her pre-empting 
other passengers responding negatively in case she confronts. 

“She cannot do much because making a scene makes people call you ‘too 
angry’. She can fidget a bit and if the person still doesn’t move their hand she 
can try to turn around and try to make it known through eye contact that she 
is uncomfortable.” (P29, monthly metro user for education, outing pur-
poses, 18–30 years, high school education, student, monthly household 
income bracket above 1,51,000 INR pm (above 1827 USD pm)). 

10.4. Reaching the destination: Navigating metro routes safely 

Story stem: Mrs. Kumar is traveling in a Metro to meet her daughter at 
another station. To reach that station, she must change Metro lines. Mrs. 
Kumar has forgotten which line she was supposed to change at. She is not 
carrying a phone…What steps does Mrs. Kumar take to reach her daughter? 

In writing this story stem, participants highlighted two aspects of 
feeling safe – reaching the destination without getting lost and trusting 
another person (passenger/staff) when asking for help. Based on her 
need to reach the destination and meet her daughter, she utilises her 
coping skills (e.g., awareness of maps) communication (co-passengers/ 
staff), spatial skills (e.g., customer care), technical skills (e.g., reading a 
map), cognitive skills (e.g., seeking help), and cultural skills (e.g., age- 
related norms). Appropriation of the mode is done by increasing travel 
time (e.g., deboarding to change metro/seek assistance), or by navi-
gating the metro route with help from co-passengers. 

Creating a fictional female commuter with a daughter without 
mentioning their ages has been deliberate from our end to understand if 
age is a deciding factor in women’s choices when they use the metro. We 
found that only two stories make explicit references to Mrs. Kumar’s age 
(P16: middle-aged woman; P6: old aunty). But stories do refer to the 
adult mother and adult daughter characters, indicating an implicit 
reference to age. 

Mrs. Kumar appropriates the metro to reach her destination in all 
stories but one where a modal switch to use an auto is shown. She 
navigates the metro route by taking assistance from co-passengers or 
metro staff. This indicates perceptions that the expansive network of 
different metro lines can be confusing for commuters to navigate 
through. Maps located in different places inside the coaches and outside 
in the metro premises are mentioned explicitly in some stories, indi-
cating their active use in metro commutes (n = 23). The coloured 
footpaths inside the metro station indicating different lines are shown in 
one story. Seeking help from co-passengers is part of most stories (n =
52). Mostly, they are shown as willing to help and knowledgeable about 
the inter-changes for different metro lines. In a few stories, physical 
appearance of co-passengers is shown as an important consideration for 
Mrs. Kumar before asking them for help. 

‘…ask the nice/kind looking woman to borrow a phone and call her her 
daughter…’ (P25, daily metro user for work, 18–30 years, university 
education, government sector worker, monthly household income 
bracket 50,001–75,000 INR (605–907 USD)). 

To ensure that she reaches the correct destination, Mrs. Kumar is 
shown using the cultural norms around helping elders to increase her 
agency. Although barriers to transport use for older adults exist 
(Jahangir et al., 2021), this insight shows the use of ageing to afford 
them a ‘privilege’ in their metro travels. 

‘Mrs Kumar exercises her old Indian aunty privilege with confidence. She 
asks her neighbor which station she needs to change lines…’ (P23, weekly 
metro user for leisure, 31–40 years, university educated, private sector 
worker, monthly household income bracket above 1,51,000 INR (1827 
USD)). 

10.5. Using washrooms: Ensuring sanitation and safety 

Story stem: Raina has just entered a metro station. She needs to use a 
toilet urgently. There is a washroom facility inside the metro station. She is 
usually unsure of using toilets in public spaces…What happens next? 

In this story, feelings of un\safety prevent a full access to the 
washroom facilities. These feelings are linked with - unhygienic condi-
tions which present a risk of contracting diseases; fear of being in a 
deserted place; and fear of being watched/recorded inside a washroom. 

Appropriation of the metro infrastructure is based on willingness to 
use washroom and urgency. Raina uses coping skills (e.g., awareness of 
washroom facilities), technical skills (e.g., reading signboards), spatial 
skills (e.g., location), communication (e.g., staff), performative skills (e. 
g., holding breath), and sanitary skills (e.g., using sanitary products). 
Non-appropriation of washrooms at the metro stations during her 
commutes includes waiting till she reaches her destination or finding an 
alternate washroom outside the metro premises. 

In most stories, Raina uses the metro washroom due to the urgency of 
the situation, not because she wants to (n = 59). Raina perceives the 
metro washrooms as unsanitary. This includes unhygienic conditions of 
the physical environment, its sensory perceptions (odour), and lacking 
infrastructure (soap, water). When Raina does use the metro washroom, 
she carries sanitary accessories such as paper soaps or sanitiser sprays. 
This shows Raina’s competence through awareness and preparedness 
about using public washrooms and perceiving them as dirty. Raina also 
prefers using the squatting style toilet because it is perceived to be safer 
to use than a western-style toilet. In addition, Raina modulates her 
breathing and vision to be able to use the washroom without it causing 
her sensory discomfort. 

“…I suggest her to use Indian toilet instead of english one as with the 
Indian one there are less chances of infection…” (P64, once a year for lei-
sure, 18–30, university educated, looking for employment, monthly 
household income bracket above 1,51,000 INR (1827 USD)). 

‘…Not willing to use the hand wash she uses the soap strips she is carrying 
and leaves as quickly as possible. All the while covering her nose with some 
scarf.’ (P16, do not use metro, >51 years, university education, private 
sector worker, monthly household income bracket above 1,51,000 INR 
(1827 USD)). 

Feelings of un/safety are linked with implicit fear of sexual har-
rassment in some stories. Even if washrooms are functional to use, access 
is hindered by fear for safety due to a deserted space or hidden cameras 
which causes Raina to forgo relieving herself. Here, appropriation of the 
infrastructure is through increase in her travel time as she uses her 
technical skills to ensure safety. 

‘…So she went inside. Checked all the corners for hidden cameras, used 
her mobile app to locate cameras…’ (P82, monthly metro user for edu-
cation, 18–30 years, student, university education, monthly household 
income bracket above 1,51,000 INR (1827 USD)). 

‘…She is afraid to go alone as the washroom compound is deserted…’ 
(P21, weekly metro user for work, 18–30 years, university education, 
government sector worker, monthly household income bracket between 
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1,00,001-1,51,000 INR (1210–1827 USD)). 
The next sections present discussion and conclusion based on the 

findings. 

11. Discussion and conclusion: unconditional mobility 
wherever, whenever 

With Delhi metro as the site of interplay between gender and 
mobility, this paper presented transit related spatio-temporal situations 
to understand perceptions about women’s metro use. To explore these 
perceptions, we used the story completion method (refer Data and 
Methods, p. 7–10). Unlike the direct, personal nature of interviews, story 
completion offered the research participants a range of possibilities 
because of its third person setting. Previous studies have stressed that 
the analysis based on fictional stories can be viewed as produced ‘from a 
combination of personal experience and the discursive contexts in which 
they make and share meaning ‘(Lupton, 2019; p.4). So, what did the 
stories show us? In opting for story completion, we were already inter-
ested in knowing beyond the participants’ individual travels. The story 
stems were created to explore their thinking about the metro use. The 
finished stories can be seen as a reflection of the participants’ feelings 
about these situations, their awareness of the metro infrastructure, and 
pre-empting of different possible outcomes. Thus, the stories highlight 
the participants’ active, imagined agency which made them write about 
the characters’ using multiple skills and/or taking actions to feel safe. 
Then, there were also stories with explicit traversing of thoughts from 
the participants to the fictional characters. Examples are phrases 
including ‘I can relate to Sneha’, ‘I suggest her to use’, ‘Roopa should call 
out’, ‘In my view metro is the safest’, ‘I think she is more comfortable’. 
Such usage indicates the participants’ cognisance of these travel situa-
tions, their own mental vigilance and preparedness (whether they 
actually do practice what they suggest here is in the grey; but it tells us of 
the possibilities they have thought out and would likely use or want to 
use). Thus, story completion can highlight participants’ feelings, will-
ingness to action, awareness of specific situations, and preferences. 
Within research exploring gendered transport use, it can be a useful 
method to discuss existing situations along with a range of possibilities. 
Used this way, it highlights the different aspects of women’s travels and 
the different elements of the transport system which contribute to their 
mobility. 

Using the finished stories, we explored the three elements of motility: 
access, skills, and appropriation (Fig. 1). How can motility help in 
transport research, especially on issues around gendered transport use? 
As Freudendal-Pedersen writes, ‘Possibilities related to mobility are 
characterized by being able to do whatever you want, whenever you 
want, as often as you want’ (2007, p. 38). We suggest another dimen-
sion: wherever you want. Be it a street, a metro platform, or a specific 
part of the city; urban spaces provide examples of the spatial dimension 
where women’s ability and right to move is contested. This right and this 
ability to move freely is impacted by how a space can make women feel. 
The different elements making up a space (e.g., functional physical 
infrastructure, helpful/hostile people) play a role in how women feel 
and thus in how women move and to what extent. 

From the stories, different aspects of ‘feeling un/safe’ emerge. 
Fictional characters take steps against threats of sexual harassment, to 
be safe from misinformation or being misguided/getting lost, and to be 
safe from contracting diseases in an unhygienic environment. The threat 
of sexual harassment and related trajectory of thoughts/actions (which 
underlines how much work women do, to travel safely) appears in what 
would seem like contradictory and fundamentally different spaces: 
crowded-deserted; physical-virtual. It looms in crowded places such as 
packed coaches; it pervades deserted places such as the platform and 
washroom compounds. In fact, it is not left out of the individual wash-
room cubicles either, which are meant for usage by one individual at one 
time. 

These threats create pervasive intentions to protect oneself. And 

these intentions result in a layered burden of responsibility for women. 
One, women must pre-empt and prepare for their travels. In the stories 
this is visible in their dependence on past mobility experiences to decide 
which coach to take, or in carrying pepper sprays or sanitizers during 
travels. It is also visible in the kind of awareness that the participants 
have given the fictional characters about the location of CCTVs or 
emergency buttons – things they might not use, but worth knowing 
where to find. Two, women travel with the knowledge that they are/ 
might be answerable for their travels. This is again rooted in past ex-
periences, heard or shared stories, as well as internalised norms about 
women’s presence in public spaces. This burden is a factor in how 
women decide to respond to harassment (e.g., being blamed; not con-
fronting in case they are followed by the culprit later). Third, the need to 
protect themselves from anticipated threats combined with the fear of 
something happening evokes negative feelings about the transit space. 
This was visible in stories indicating feelings including anger, anxiety, 
fear. These layers indicate the kind of social space any transport infra-
structure can be, for women. Such multitude of burdens also shows the 
emotional cost of travels. Are there ways in which transport can reduce 
such burdens which lead to prolonged travel precarities? 

To reduce the burdens and to feel safe, women make use of the 
existing metro infrastructures. If women’s choices on how to use the 
metro are informed by past mobility experiences, their choices are also 
informed by what is available to them. Stories show women’s use of the 
human and non-human elements of the metro infrastructure. The metro 
staff and security have appeared in stories whenever an action was 
required/help was needed – as ‘uniformed’ presence in deserted areas/at 
night which provided a feeling of safety, for intervention/redressal in 
case of sexual harassment, or to enquire about delays in metro at night. 
Role of the human infrastructure within these stories stressed their 
importance within a transport environment and highlighted the trust 
placed in them for some concrete action. This ‘proactive’ portrayal of 
‘authorised’ human presence was different from that of the co- 
passengers. Their portrayal was a mixture of helpful, indifferent, hos-
tile, and even voyeuristic (e.g., making video rather than helping). 

Simultaneously, physical infrastructures and women-centered ini-
tiatives have played important roles in the stories too. Participants 
showed the use of women-only coaches, standing near CCTVs at night, 
or using helpline numbers to fight against threats of sexual harassment. 
Where asking another passenger for directions evoked suspicion/doubts, 
elements such as maps or information centres proved useful. These el-
ements in stories pointed to a certain degree of trust which was linked 
with the metro system which in turn could invoke feeling safe. These 
strands highlight the role that public infrastructure can play in creating 
safer spaces for users (Ait Bihi Ouali et al., 2021; Moreira and Ceccato, 
2020). Initiatives like the gender-segregated coaches or reserved seats 
for women raise conflicting opinions. The stories show that these are a 
consistent ask from women to feel safe. But literature also establishes 
them as short-term measures which can prove to be exclusionary 
(Agrawal and Sharma, 2015; Luiz, 2013). As Dunckel-Graglia (2013) 
discusses about ‘pink transportation’ in Mexico City, such measures 
must be seen as part of a series of steps including changes in laws, 
support system for victims, and triggering conversations around gender 
discrimination. Together, parallel actions can attack gender inequality 
and related violence. 

Along with the metro infrastructures, the fictional characters also 
used digital technologies to reduce feeling un\safe. They did it by being 
connected to others (e.g., location sharing, calling a friend) and by 
disconnecting themselves from the immediate surroundings (e.g., 
listening to music). This aspect also opens another thread for reflection – 
the diversity among women commuters. Globally, fewer women have 
access to and use digital technologies compared to men, the gap much 
wider in India (Chakraborty, 2020; United Nations, 2019). Within this 
population group, access to, knowledge and comfort about operating 
such technologies would be even lower for the ageing population 
(Fleming et al., 2018; Vaz De Carvalho et al., 2018). The stories in our 
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data collection were written by participants with the access to such 
digital technologies (refer Limitations on p.10). It is not reflective of all 
women commuters. 

Along with issues of safety inside the coaches/at the platform, the 
stories discuss safety during the use of facilities such as washroom, 
which does not receive much space in transport literature discussing 
metro systems (Zhang et al., 2016). Here, perceptions about non- 
functionality and unhygienic conditions of the washrooms also link 
with women’s safe travels. If women forego relieving themselves, it can 
result in discomfort during travels and health related consequences 
(Reddy et al., 2019). But using the washroom includes bodily modifi-
cations (such as holding breath) and involves perceptions about risks to 
health. This highlights the need to include women’s bodily functions in 
planning and policy (Greed, 2016). 

This paper shows the need for gender-disaggregate data in transport 
planning and approaching studies about transport from the lens of user 
experiences. As more cities in low- and middle-income countries look 
towards automated voices welcoming them inside metro stations, this 
research will prove beneficial in future guidelines and dialogues to 
ensure gender-sensitive services.3 Such studies contribute to ensuring 
right to the city for individuals who continue persisting in the face of 
social disadvantages, including women. 
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