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Content warning
This document contains information about domestic 
violence, sexual assault, identity-based discrimination, 
harassment, and violence which may be difficult to read, 
and triggering to survivors and their loved ones. We 
encourage you to prioritise your safety and wellbeing 
whilst reading, and to seek support if needed.

Language and terminology
Together with the UNDP and the University of 
Liverpool, we have taken care to use language and 
terminologies that are inclusive. The publication uses 
the general concept of “women” to refer to different 
age groups, ethnicities, and identities, and readers are 
invited to apply the concept of intersectionality wherever 
possible. We recognise that, with a global publication, 
we may not always get this right. We also recognise that 
an individual’s identity is deeply personal and unique to 
them. Adjectives used to describe groups of people could 
not wholly capture the diversity of individual identity 
and may not always accurately reflect how an individual 
chooses to identify themself. Where this is the case, 
please assured that we have not used terminologies with 
the intent to cause offence or upset. 

If you would like to share with us how we could improve 
on the language we have used, please contact us as we 
would welcome your contributions. 

Copyright 
This publication contains copyright material of Arup, 
UNDP and the University of Liverpool and such 
rights are reserved. You may not copy, reproduce, 
modify, create derivative works or in any way 
exploit such material for any purpose without proper 
acknowledgement of the source.
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It is evident, even today, that the way 
cities are planned and designed can 
impact disproportionately on women. 

Visit almost any city in the world and the challenges are 
evident: inadequate lighting which leaves women feeling 
vulnerable when walking at night; poorly-designed 
public spaces that do not take into account the needs of 
the whole community; and mass transit systems, where 
the threat of assault or harassment can be a deterrent to 
use, and the focus seems to be on serving commuters 
more than caregivers. 

These challenges are doing a great disservice to women 
of all ages and backgrounds. The way cities are planned, 
built and managed can significantly restrict women’s 
ability to move around, to be economically active or, 
simply, to enjoy the spaces they live in. This can impact 
quality of life and wellbeing and limit the role that 
women can play in creating and sustaining successful and 
productive places.

This report – co-authored by Arup, UNDP and the 
University of Liverpool – seeks to bring attention to this 
under-discussed issue. Drawing on extensive research and 
a wide range of sources, the authors provide a thorough 
and global catalogue of women’s experiences in cities. 
Many women will, sadly, be familiar with the obstacles, 
frustrations and dangers outlined. Indeed, it may be 
triggering to some. For many men, the report will be as 
eye-opening as it is urgent, and we encourage them to 
read it with empathy. Their allyship is indispensable. 

Cities Alive

Foreword

Lean Doody
European Director of 
Cities, Planning and 
Design, Arup

Richard de Cani
Global Director of 
Cities, Planning and 
Design, Arup
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However, just as it can ingrain or enhance existing 
inequities, the built environment can be a strong catalyst 
for change. It is for practitioners and government 
authorities both to assume this responsibility and to 
embrace the opportunities. To that end, this publication 
also provides actionable guidance. First, it provides a wide 
range of strategies, backed up by case studies, to make 
cities more inclusive of and welcoming to women. Some 
cities are leading the way with encouraging results from 
which to learn. Second, the authors set out a new gender-
responsive approach to planning with a clear methodology 
for directly engaging women in the decision-making and 
design processes. 

Designing cities that work for women will make cities 
safer, healthier, more vibrant and more pleasant to live 
in for everybody. To achieve this, all city stakeholders – 
urban professionals, government authorities, community 
groups – must come together and embrace an inclusive 
and integrated approach at all stages. At Arup, we are 
committed to shaping a better world, one where people 
can thrive regardless of gender. We sincerely hope that 
this report will inspire you to join us and to ask what you 
can do to help.

Designing cities that 
work for women will 
make cities safer, 
healthier, more vibrant 
and more pleasant to 
live in for everyone.  

77



Cities Alive

In cities across the world, women of 
all ages and identities face a range of 
barriers and vulnerabilities: gender-
based discrimination, violence, poverty, 
expectations of unpaid care work, limited 
control over assets, unequal participation 
in private and public decision-making. 

Whether by accident or design, cities themselves frequently 
add to or compound gender inequities. The way many cities 
are built often makes women unsafe, fails to provide for 
their basic needs and restricts their social and economic 
opportunities. As a result, billions of women are underserved 
by the urban environments they live and work in.

Executive summary
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Arup, the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP), and the University of Liverpool have partnered 
to bring attention to this inadequately discussed issue 
of gender inequity in the built environment. Bringing 
together a wealth of global knowledge and technical 
expertise, we aim to make cities around the globe better 
for women and, as a result, more resilient and inclusive 
for all. In the publication, “women” is understood in an 
intersectional way to include women of all age groups, 
classes, ethnicities and gender identities. 

Many of the challenges highlighted in the report are 
already widely known, yet they frustratingly persist 
in cities worldwide. For instance, many women have 
experienced sexual violence and harassment in urban 
public spaces; toilets and sanitation facilities are often 
inadequate; millions of women have limited property 
rights to own homes where they live; the majority of 
women feel buildings, infrastructure and public spaces do 
not take their needs into account; the built environment 
professional sector, as well as many government and 
leadership positions, is male-dominated; data sources are 
gender-biased towards male experiences; urban spaces do 
not reflect and celebrate women in statues, road names 
and other monuments. The list goes on.

1%
of women in Africa 
own their own land 
(approximately)1

97%
of young women in the 
UK have experienced 
sexual harassment  
in public2

9

20%
of women in India 
are employed3

17%
of the global 
population find it 
unacceptable when 
a female family 
member has a job4



Drawing on a desk-based literature review and on original 
research conducted with diverse groups of women and 
men from around the world, the report contributes new 
experiences to the existing debate on women’s conditions 
in cities. It presents four key thematic areas that can be 
used to influence how cities are planned and designed, 
and to make them more inclusive of, and welcoming for, 
women. The four key areas are: 

Executive summary

Theme 1

Safety and security

Theme 3

Health and wellbeing

Theme 2

Justice and equity

Theme 4

Enrichment and fulfilment
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Within each of these areas, the report recommends a 
variety of strategies and actions that urban practitioners, 
government authorities and community groups alike can 
adopt to make cities safer, healthier, more just and fulfilling 
for women. The recommendations, which range from 
immediate actions to long-term processes, are supported 
by examples from around the world of places that have 
successfully implemented gender-responsive approaches. 

The only way to achieve truly inclusive cities is to 
incorporate the views, needs and requirements of different 
people – especially of the most vulnerable and excluded 
groups – at all stages. This is the core premise of this 
report, and the fundamental shift in mindset it seeks 
to inspire. To that end, it proposes an easy-to-follow 
methodology for incorporating women’s needs and 
perspectives throughout an urban project’s lifecycle, from 
the initial brief, via stakeholder engagement, design and 
construction, through to implementation and, crucially, 
monitoring. This method can help identify challenges and 
develop well-crafted and context-relevant solutions.

Another key aspect highlighted in the report is the need to 
address the limited representation of women among built 
environment professionals and city decision-makers. It is 
critical that more is done to encourage women into these 
fields and to remove barriers to entry and progression. 
But also, those already in positions of influence need to 
understand why gender equity is important and how to 
embed this into their work.

95%
of women in Glasgow, 
Scotland, feel unsafe 
visiting parks at night5

29%
of women in 
business globally are 
in senior decision-
making positions6
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Executive summary

Adopting a gender-responsive approach to urban planning 
and design goes beyond serving only women: it ensures 
the whole community can access the opportunities offered 
by cities, and it generates wider social, economic and 
environmental benefits. Involving women’s perspectives 
can lead to more inclusive, equitable and sustainable 
developments. Women are known to plan and design with 
diversity in mind. They are more likely to create places that 
serve the needs of all people and of the planet. Achieving 
gender equity within our cities, finally, will also contribute 
significantly to delivering many of the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals.

There is an urgency behind this issue, which is amplified 
by the rapid pace of global urbanisation and the growing 
amount of reconstruction, due to conflicts and climate 
change. These trends mean, by sheer numbers, that more 
women will live in cities. Regeneration, reconstruction and 
new construction offer enormous and exciting opportunities 
to design cities that work better for women.

Planners and designers need to work with a greater pool of 
stakeholders – from city authorities and community groups 
through to investors – if they are to tackle these issues 
and generate positive outcomes. The result will be more 
resilient and inclusive urban environments that can generate 
social change and economic benefits for all.

12
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How can you help 
make where you live, 
work and play be more 
inclusive – a place 
where people can thrive 
regardless of gender?
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Setting the context

Cities provide pivotal hubs of innovation, 
productivity and opportunities, and are 
melting pots of diverse individuals and 
cultures. When planned without social 
equity and diversity in mind, urbanisation 
can widen the gaps between different 
groups in society. Among the most 
vulnerable are women in both wealthy 
and socio-economically disadvantaged 
urban contexts across the globe.  
Today, 55% of the world’s population live in urban 
areas, accounting for approximately 4.5 billion people. 
This proportion is expected to rise to 68% by 2050.7 
Roughly half of the urban population globally is made 
up of women,8 and yet, cities are not designed with them 
in mind. The built environment is a key determinant 
of women’s condition and experience. The way cities 
are designed, built, governed and maintained affects 
women’s quality of life.

Research shows that women of different ages, gender 
identities and expressions, and socio-economic 
conditions face a range of specific barriers and 
vulnerabilities in cities. The impacts of gender-based 
discrimination on women include, but are not limited 
to, higher rates of poverty, unemployment, unpaid 
care duties, barriers to education, and experiences of 
violence and street harassment.9 Women also suffer 
disproportionately from the consequences of climate 
change, and have unequal participation in public and 
private decision-making. Failing urban systems place 
limitations on the lives of women that further compound 
these disparities, which leaves women vulnerable and 
underserved in ways that men rarely experience.

Introduction

16



17

This reality exists at a global scale and is validated through 
data again and again, personal experience and the media. 
In India, only 20% of women are employed;10 in the UK, 
97% of young women have experienced sexual harassment 
in public;11 in Ireland, 55% of women feel unsafe travelling 
on public transport after dark;12 in Brazil, 12% of trans 
women have been assaulted in public restrooms;13 across 
the EU, women earn 37% less than men;14 globally, only 
29% of women in business are in senior decision-making 
positions.15 Research also shows that women do not use 
public open space as freely as men.16  

Though much has been written about the challenges women 
face in cities around the world, sustained efforts to address 
them have struggled to maintain momentum. Designing, 
building and governing cities more equitably would 
improve women’s everyday experiences and help them lead 
safer, more fulfilling lives. However, whether intentionally 
or not, a historic and contemporary cohort of mostly male 
planners, designers and city leaders have created urban 
spaces which perpetuate outdated gender norms and 
inequities.17 As they are, cities prioritise men’s mobility, 
health, safety, leisure and economic wellbeing over 
women’s.18 This legacy of inequity has been exacerbated 
by a lack of participatory urban design, and particularly 
on a failure to involve women in urban planning and 
regeneration processes. 

With continued growth in rapid urbanisation and associated 
challenges, we urgently need strategies and actions to 
reverse the gender bias that is built into our cities. The 
interventions we implement now can create a public realm 
that meets the needs of everyone, and will determine 
the experiences of, and choices made by, future urban 
populations, particularly women.

17



As a partnership, Arup, UNDP and the 
University of Liverpool bring together 
a wealth of global knowledge and 
technical expertise – gained in the private 
sector, international development and 
academic spheres – with the overall 
ambition to further the debate on social 
equity and to improve the experiences 
of intersectional women in cities.

The ambition 
and partnership

Introduction
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The three organisations have partnered to achieve the 
following objectives:

 – Generate evidence regarding the challenges and 
opportunities that women of different ages, classes, 
ethnicities and sexual orientations experience 
in urban areas – acknowledging the diversity 
of conditions within various socio-economic 
and cultural contexts and geographies.

 – Explore the role of the built environment industry in 
creating safer, more inclusive, nurturing and equitable 
spaces for women around the world, promoting the 
need for a holistic approach and collective effort.

 – Develop practical and actionable strategies for 
city decision-makers and practitioners to design, 
plan and operate cities that work for women, 
focusing on spatial interventions, and considering 
governance and behavioural change.

The report also aims to contribute to the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals (UN SDGs), since achieving gender 
equality is integral to each goal. It focuses on addressing 
six of them: 

 – SDG 3: Health and Wellbeing; 
 – SDG 4: Quality Education; 
 – SDG 5: Gender Equality; 
 – SDG 8: Decent Work and Economic Growth; 
 – SDG 10: Reducing Inequality; and
 – SDG 11: Sustainable Cities and Communities. 

Achieving these SDGs will ensure social justice and 
inclusion, sutainable environments and economies that 
work for all – now and for future generations.

19



Approach

The report was developed through a 
phased process of desk-based research and 
consultations with global stakeholders. The 
research was driven by two key questions:  

1. What challenges and opportunities do women 
face and see in cities around the world?

2. What strategies and spatial interventions can 
contribute to making the built environment a safer, 
more inclusive, nurturing and equitable space 
for women to live, work, play and thrive in?   

A comprehensive literature review established the evidence 
base and helped define the project’s scope. Case studies from 
different socio-economic and urban contexts identified best 
practices and served as inspiration. A global survey of 770 
respondents, expert interviews, and co-creation workshops 
with diverse groups of women from 20 countries across 
six continents provided further insight into women’s lived 
experience of cities. 

Arup’s experts from different regions (Global Champions) 
and a Technical Review Committee, made up of senior 
representatives from Arup, UNDP, the University of Liverpool 
and an independent collaborator, provided global perspectives 
and critical feedback.

The research team treated the ethical implications of the project 
with the utmost seriousness and respect, and took all necessary 
steps to meet the highest standards of research ethics. A 
considerate and robust set of moral principles underpinned the 
primary research, given the sensitivity of this topic. 

Introduction
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770
Respondents to our 
global survey
 – 87% are female
 – 111 have a disability
 – 151 minority groups

14
Global Arup 
Champions sharing 
knowledge

2
Global workshops held
 – 40 global locations
 – 20 countries
 – 6 continents

21
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Key themes for gender-responsive 
urban planning and design

Key issues, strategies and benefits

Drawing on the research findings, this 
report presents four key thematic areas 
that can be used to influence how cities 
are designed to be more inclusive and 
welcoming for women. These four areas are: 

Theme 1

Safety and security

Theme 3

Health and wellbeing

Theme 2

Justice and equity

Theme 4

Enrichment and fulfilment

24
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These themes form the core of an integrated and holistic 
gender-responsive approach to city planning. 

In the following pages, we describe them in more 
detail before presenting actionable strategies. These 
mainly focus on spatial interventions, but also consider 
governance and behavioural change activities. Each 
strategy’s practical application is supported by examples 
from around the world of places that have successfully 
implemented these kinds of approaches.
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A sense of safety and security is fundamental 
to one’s quality of life. The experience or 
fear of danger in the built environment 
causes mental and physical stress and hugely 
impedes women’s personal wellbeing. 

It often prevents women from enjoying the city and from 
accessing its full range of opportunities. For instance: 
poorly maintained, dark, male-dominated spaces have 
negative impacts on women, making them feel unsafe or on 
edge, and often forcing them to take long detours; whereas 
lively, well-lit, mixed-use spaces often have a reassuring, 
inclusive effect.19 To improve women’s safety and security 
in cities, it is critical for all stakeholders to understand and 
raise awareness of these key issues, and to act to reduce 
harmful behaviours and create safer, more inclusive spaces. 

The ways in which the built environment challenges 
women’s safety and security vary from place to place. 
Nevertheless, our research identified these key issues: 

 – Unsafe streets and public spaces
 – Reduced mobility due to safety concerns
 – Disproportionate exposure to climate hazards
 – Limited awareness and lack of tangible commitments

Safety and 
security

26

Key issues, strategies and benefits
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Safety and security | Key issues

32%
of women survey 
respondents feel unsafe 
in public spaces at night
(Research Survey, 2022)

Key issues

Unsafe streets and public spaces 

In cities around the world, women’s safety and security 
in public open spaces is in the spotlight. Fears of assault 
and harassment,20 together with acts of violence,21 
deprive women of enriching public experiences.

A key concern for women in public open spaces 
is lighting. Dark spaces cause unease, but badly 
implemented lighting can also increase feelings of 
insecurity. This happens also when bright lights cut 
through the darkness to create high-contrast areas.22 
In several US cities, efforts to cut costs by reducing 
lighting coincided with an increase in harassment and 
violence towards women.23 In Uganda, women’s fears of 
sexual violence increase after dark when criminals take 
advantage of ‘dark spots’ with insufficient lighting.24 

Several factors contribute to bad lighting in urban areas. 
Many cities simply cannot afford good lighting year-
round. In other cases, environmentalists challenge lighting 
interventions because of their impact on wildlife. Yet, 
solutions exist: smart and energy-efficient lighting design 
can address both concerns.25

Just as street lighting can impact women’s safety, so too 
can the layout and shape of streets. Rapidly expanding 
cities are often oriented around vehicular travel26 and push 
pedestrians to the margins.27 A transport hierarchy that side-
lines pedestrians experiences of streets and urban spaces 
negatively impacts women’s safety and security. Research 
shows that safe sidewalks and street activity,28 as well as 
street greenery,29 can reduce levels and perceptions of crime 
in urban environments, as the presence of others helps 
women feel safer. 

28
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Leeds, UK (above)
Survey respondent 2022, 
parent, aged 36-45
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Reduced mobility due to safety concerns

Women’s mobility and safety are interdependent. In cities 
around the world, many women feel unsafe when moving 
around. A study of 28 global cities found that women were 
10% more likely than men to feel unsafe in metros, and 6% 
more likely to feel unsafe on buses.30 Sexual harassment 
is one of the most common concerns: this ranges from 
catcalling and seemingly innocuous ‘banter’ to men 
exposing themselves and groping women.31 Unsurprisingly 
then, the International Transport Forum identified women’s 
safety and security as a Public Transport Priority in 2018.32 

Threats to women’s safety when travelling can change 
throughout the day. For instance, in Hawassa, Ethiopia, 
time of travel emerged as a key factor in increased risks 
of violence, alongside the type of transport and the 
management of transport services.33 The location of stations 
and the areas trainlines pass through can increase feelings 
of insecurity, too.

Experiences of violence on public transport reduce 
women’s economic opportunities. Opting for safer modes 
of travel such as taxis or ride-shares incurs higher costs. 
The median extra cost of travel for women in New York 
City, for example, is between $26 and $50 per month.34 
In cases where women do not have money to meet 
these additional costs, they are forced to turn down job 
opportunities which are too far away, or to use cheaper, but 
more unsafe travel options to get to work.35

Cities and economies at large lose out because of 
this. Poor and unsafe transportation reduces women’s 
participation in the labour market by up to 16.5%, 
according to the International Labour Organisation.36 
In Jordan, 47% of women surveyed had turned down 
a job opportunity citing access to public transport, and 
sexual harassment on it, as key reasons.37 Another study, 
in Tanzania, found that nearly one in four girls who 
had experienced sexual violence had been harassed or 
assaulted while travelling to or from school,38 affecting 
their education and future opportunities.

31

Seattle, USA (above)
Survey respondent 2022,  
age 26-35

Liverpool, UK (left)
Survey respondent 2022, 
age 26-35; long-term 
illness/disability



Disproportionate exposure 
to climate hazards

Both the frequency and impact of climate hazards are 
increasing in cities,39 and women are more exposed to 
their negative consequences. This is due to several factors 
of which the principal one is that women are more likely 
than men to live in extreme poverty.40 This implies fewer 
resources to withstand, and recover from, large-scale 
climate change-related events. 

These events also affect women in different, 
disproportionate ways. Floods damage health facilities 
and disconnect women from essential services, while 
heatwaves expose women to greater risks of heat stress.41 
Women also make up the large majority of climate-
induced displacement42 and deaths.43 There is growing 
evidence that women bear the brunt of climate-related 
security risks in urban areas, such as loss of livelihoods, 
forced migration and lack of food security.44 

Despite these trends, climate action in many places 
is gender-blind. In climate finance, there is growing 
consideration of gender issues, but this remains 
inconsistent. At the same time, in many cities women 
have limited access to funds to cover climate-related 
losses or develop adaptive measures. This results in part 
from cultural and social barriers to education, political 
participation and decision-making, and from legal 
restrictions on capital, markets and land ownership.46 

Without empowering women to exercise leadership in 
climate action, there is a risk that resilience measures are 
less effective. Evidence suggests that improving gender 
equity contributes to policy and funding choices that 
lead to better environmental governance.47 Currently, 
however, women’s representation in climate governance is 
low. Women are underrepresented at the UN Conference 
of the Parties events48 and, in 2020, just 15% of global 
environmental sector ministries were led by women.49 As 
the International Union for Conservation of Nature puts 
it, ‘women are always at the forefront of vulnerability, but 
not in decision-making’.50  

32

London, UK (right)
Survey respondent 2022, 
age 36-45, Lesbian

Safety and security | Key issues
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London, UK (below)
Survey respondent 2022,  
age 26-35



31%
of survey respondents 
said they would be 
likely to report public 
harassment
(Cities Alive Research 
Survey, 2022)

46%
of these respondents 
were men, compared 
with 30% of women
(Cities Alive Research 
Survey, 2022)

37%
said they would be 
unlikely to report 
public harassment
(Cities Alive Research 
Survey, 2022)

Limited awareness and lack of 
tangible commitments  

The issue of women’s safety in urban areas is gaining 
prominence. Campaigning groups have given the issue 
momentum, and have highlighted shocking incidents that 
have captured global attention. The debate has advanced 
from a narrow focus on personal safety to one of broader 
considerations,51 and governments have been more willing 
to confront the issue and open a dialogue.52 Too often, 
however, progress stalls. Commitments fail to deliver 
tangible impacts, and few laws or policies address violence 
against women specifically.

Indeed, the issue itself remains under-acknowledged and 
progress is hindered by a lack of data. Out of 195 countries 
worldwide, only 107 collect information on intimate partner 
violence, and a mere 56 countries on non-intimate partner 
violence.53 Without robust evidence, laws and policies to 
tackle gender-based violence are more difficult to justify 
and advocate. 

These problems persist because of misogynistic behaviours 
and educational deficits. Women victims of violence and 
abuse are still, frequently, accused of bringing it upon 
themselves through their behaviour or the way they present 
themselves.54  In Australia, for example, 20% of young 
people believe women often say ‘no’ when they mean 
‘yes’ in sexual contexts.55 Social media is also complicit 
to encouraging and even normalising these behaviours. 
Across the European Union, one in 10 women have reported 
experiencing cyber harassment since the age of 15. In 
America two in 10 women aged 18-29 have been sexually 
harassed online and in Pakistan, 40% of women have faced 
various forms of harassment online.56 

This kind of victim blaming is intolerable: it perpetuates 
harmful beliefs that endanger women. Without education 
from the earliest stages of boyhood and throughout men’s 
lives, these mindsets are unlikely to change. The actions and 
attitudes of men must be challenged in all contexts if we are 
to break the normalisation of violence against women.

34
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The absence of shortcomings, of services provided to 
victims of harassment, abuse or assault further impede 
women’s sense of security. Concerns around police and 
other ‘stewards’ of safety have grown. In the UK, for 
example, a police officer was dismissed in 2022 for making 
advances on a victim of sexual assault while on duty.57 
Such events often increase mistrust in these services,58 with 
severe consequences. A study in Baltimore, USA, found 
that inappropriate behaviour, discriminatory misconduct, 
and power disparities among police officers discourage 
women from reporting instances of intimate partner and 
sexual violence.59 

Here, too, the lack of representation of women is an 
issue. In Serbia women make up just 7.5% of uniformed 
officers,60 and in India, only 10% of police are female.61 
Taken together, these factors can prevent police forces 
from responding effectively to safety concerns which affect 
women, leaving victims without adequate help. In countries 
for which data is available, less than 10% of women appeal 
to police services following an assault.62 Instead, many 
women turn to family members or friends who, though 
close and trusted, are unlikely to provide the necessary 
mental and physical support, or bring perpetrators to justice.

35

Brussels, Belgium (above)
Survey respondent 2022, age 26-35



Create safer streets 
and public spaces 
by design

Provide safer 
mobility experiences 

Integrate gender- 
responsiveness 
in urban climate 
strategies and plans

Incorporate violence 
prevention in laws 
and raise awareness

Strategies for improving women’s safety 
and security in cities are summarised here, 
and described in more detail below. Each 
strategy includes the benefits they generate, 
and the actions to support implementation, 
which are evidenced by best practice 
case studies from across the world.

The implementation of these strategies will support the UN’s 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), most significantly: 

 – SDG 5: Achieve gender equality and 
empower all women and girls.63  

Strategies

36
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Improve lighting design in streets and public spaces   
Lighting is the most important built environment factor 
when it comes to safety at night. In 2018, Arup and the 
XYX Lab at Monash University conducted research on 
women’s negative experiences of the city in Melbourne, 
Australia.66 The project used crowdsourced data from the 
Free to Be campaign based on over 900 safe and unsafe 
night-time experiences. From these insights, the team 
identified lighting requirements that improve perceptions 
of safety in cities and developed a Night-time Vulnerability 
Assessment. They now use this at the start of urban design 
processes to address night-time spatial inequity.

Design spaces through a safety lens
The Lev! (Live) tunnel in Umeå, Sweden, an 80-metre-
long pedestrian and bicycle passage, demonstrates 
planning through a safety lens.65 The entrances to the 
tunnel are wide and welcoming to women and parents 
with children and strollers. Gradual gradients, rounded 
corners and natural lighting enhance sight-lines, 
which improves visual awareness. Calming artwork 
and soundscapes ease feelings of threat. High footfall 
generates a natural surveillance, which has been shown to 
make women feel more secure. The perception of safety 
resulting from its design has made the tunnel one of the 
city’s main attractions.

Strategy 1
Create safer streets and 
public spaces by design

38
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Provide women-only spaces
In London, UK, a women-only gym has been set up by The 
Bridge, a charitable organisation that supports women’s 
health and wellbeing.68 The Bridge advocates for gender 
equity through healthy lifestyles and by connecting women 
to professional support. The gym itself is staffed by 
women from diverse backgrounds. This enables women  
to reclaim their fitness in a safe and secure environment. 
For women whose mental wellbeing has been impacted 
by the COVID-19 pandemic, The Bridge also offers a free 
programme to help reduce anxiety and loneliness.

Tailor spaces for the needs of elderly women  
In Singapore, the government supports elderly residents 
to move around the city safely.67 It established Silver 
Zones, with clear signposting and road markings. The 
government also installed flashing LED lights on bends 
and roundabouts to slow down motorists. Other features 
include built kerb ramps, yellow tactile pavers and railings 
along streetways to improve pedestrian mobility. Another 
programme, Green Man Plus, provides residents with a 
card to press against traffic lights that extends crossing 
time by up to 13 seconds. In 2019, Green Man Plus was 
available at 800 pedestrian crossings and was activated 
almost 70,000 times per month.

Cities that incorporate safety and security into all urban 
systems by design enhance women’s experiences of and 
movements within spaces, and improve their mental and 
physical wellbeing. Improving lighting and walkability, 
and creating multipurpose and multigenerational spaces, 
can make cities become safer, more accessible and liveable 
for everyone.64 This also increases economic activity and 
creates new opportunities for income generation. 

Benefits
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Encourage passive surveillance at transit stops
In Quito, Ecuador, transport operators installed transparent 
glass corridors in stations around the city. The corridors 
connect waiting areas where people, especially women, 
reported feeling unsafe. The corridors expand visibility 
across the stations and encourage natural surveillance. 
Overall, this has improved the sense of safety for 
women.70 In Las Vegas, USA, the Regional Transportation 
Commission of Southern Nevada has installed and 
upgraded lighting at approximately 1,400 transit bus 
stops,71 whilst 300 standalone solar lights have been 
mounted in spaces which lack shelter or streetlights. This 
establishes a safe and secure environment at otherwise 
dark bus stops.

Harness data to support women’s mobility
The OpenSidewalks project,69 launched by the University 
of Washington in Seattle, USA, encourages a more 
inclusive data standard for footways. This helps 
pedestrians better plan journeys in advance. It allows 
them to avoid routes that make them more vulnerable 
by having to walk alone for a longer time. For women, 
for whom walking alone is disproportionately dangerous 
due to gender-based harassment and assaults, this kind of 
personalised wayfinding is particularly useful.

Strategy 2
Provide safer mobility experiences 
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Make transit networks fully accessible 
for women with disabilities  
In Lyon, France, a €100 million investment made the 
transit network nearly fully accessible, allowing some 
1.7 million people to use it.74 Every bus in the network 
is completely accessible, and 70% of bus stops were 
redesigned for those with limited mobility. Nearly all 
trams and stations are also fully accessible. A service 
called Optiguide links vulnerable travellers with an 
assistant, and the public transport app highlights the most 
accessible routes to a location. This implementation has 
improved the inclusivity of the transit system and ensures 
that opportunities are not constrained by travel. 

Design around active travel routes
Adding and improving cycling infrastructure can help with 
women’s safety in mobility, as well as being a cheaper and 
greener alternative to personal car use. In the UK, the award 
winning VeloCity72 concept, developed by a women-led 
team, lays out a strategic vision for a ‘polycentric’ cluster of 
new and ‘expanded’ villages connected to one another by a 
network of cycle routes, all within cycling distance of rail 
stations. In Lima, Peru, simple design interventions by the 
Bernard van Leer Foundation improved a very steep and 
unsafe key route to a childcare facility. The new, cleaner 
and safer route reduces travel time and delivers financial 
savings: walking is now an option rather than taking an 
expensive mototaxi.73 

Cities that provide accessible and safe mobility for 
women enhance their safety and security, and reduce 
crime. Designing mobility options for diverse needs – 
using gender-disaggregated data – facilitates access to 
opportunities, further increases women’s participation in 
the workforce, and reduces carbon emissions. 

Benefits
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Promote urban sustainability and gender-
led management of natural resources 
In Jinja, Uganda, women have been spearheading the 
management of wetlands, a habitat which also supports 
materials for local livelihoods, for example through 
handicraft and medicinal uses. The Jinja Urban Women’s 
Wetlands Project also actively engages in new agricultural 
techniques, promotes the use of alternative fuels and 
energy sources, and provides education on the wetlands 
ecosystem. The women’s involvement and efforts improve 
urban sustainability and the management of the city’s 
limited natural resources.78 

Raise awareness and join global city networks 
on gender equity and climate justice
The city of Dakar, Senegal, created a online learning-platform 
to raise awareness of climate issues. It also empowered local 
women as ‘Green Ambassadors’75 and sought feedback 
from grassroots organisations on its mayor-led governance 
framework. This fostered a sense of ownership over decision-
making among communities. In 2015, GenderCC – Women 
for Climate Justice,76 launched the Gender into Urban Climate 
Change Initiative (GUCCI) focused on climate adaptation 
in cities. GUCCI was piloted in 14 cities across the world 
and staff developed recommendations based on a gender-
responsiveness consultation and analysis. This increased the 
effectiveness of local climate adaptation efforts.77

Strategy 3
Integrate gender-responsiveness in 
urban climate strategies and plans
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Provide training for women on urban climate action
In Tilonia, India, several hundred women were trained in 
a solar engineering programme by UN Women. As well 
as learning technical skills, the women increased their 
income-generating opportunities and their participation 
in local decision-making around solar resources.83 In 
Da Nang, Vietnam, the Asian Cities Climate Change 
Resilience Network (ACCCRN) partnered with local 
women’s groups to increase their understanding of 
climate hazards. ACCCRN also disbursed affordable 
loans for households to reinforce their properties against 
climate impacts.84

Increase women’s representation and 
leadership in climate sectors
The London Sustainable Development Commission 
(LSDC) works to increase the city’s ‘cleantech’ – 
innovations that address the causes and effects of climate 
change.79 Cleantech in London is still dominated by men 
and three quarters of cleantech start-ups in the UK had 
no female founder.80 In response, the LSDC developed an 
action plan to increase women’s leadership in cleantech 
entrepreneurship.81 The plan sets out six workstreams, 
and several stakeholders have committed to supporting 
it by, for example, creating cleantech funds for women, 
developing guidance and establishing award schemes for 
women in the sector.82 

Cities that recognise the disparate impacts of climate 
hazards on women, respond more actively to climate 
challenges. Involving women in decisions and financing, 
and providing training and support, helps develop more 
effective climate adaptation and resilience strategies. 
This often increases the overall effectiveness of local 
adaptation efforts. 

Benefits
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Partner with local artists to raise awareness 
through creative methods
In Médenine, Tunisia, local artists occupied a street to 
paint and create designs that raised awareness of gender-
based violence. This was a celebration of Tunisia’s Law 
58 – a law on the elimination of violence – which came 
into effect in February 2018.88 In 2021, the street was 
re-named Law 58 Street at an event which included an 
exhibition of handicrafts by local artisans and musical 
performances organised by local children. Law 58 Street 
is now part of a broader trend in Tunisia, where public 
open spaces become platforms for women to participate in 
cultural and political decisions.89 

Use digital methods to raise awareness and 
share knowledge around public safety
Safetipin, a social organisation operating globally, analyses 
the physical design and infrastructure services of urban 
spaces using crowdsourced mobile phone data.85 In Delhi, 
India, Safetipin audited over 50,000 locations, including 
metro stations and low-income neighbourhoods.86 The 
Delhi government used the dataset to fix and install 
additional streetlights in areas of particular concern. The 
police also adjusted patrolling routes in response. In the 
UK, the online ‘Ask for Angela’ campaign87 provides a 
code phrase that women can use on a night out if they 
feel unsafe. Such campaigns raise awareness on women’s 
safety, whilst providing a support mechanism. 

Strategy 4
Incorporate violence prevention 
in laws and raise awareness
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Develop community welfare systems 
which address violence
In Bologna, Italy, the government developed a community 
welfare system over the period 2016-2021. Seeking to 
improve gender equity, one priority was to establish a 
comprehensive system for receiving, counselling and 
supporting victims of gender-based violence. In parallel, 
Bologna created a municipal ‘centre without violence’: 
a service for men to access free counselling to manage 
and prevent their violent behaviours.93 These services are 
similar to those provided in Ljubljana, Slovenia, where 
the city supports victims of gender-based violence through 
counselling, sheltering and crisis management.94

Operate care centres for victims of trauma and violence
In the USA, the Violence Against Women Act states that 
domestic violence and abuse are crimes, and provides 
services and support for victims of domestic violence 
and sexual assault. In 2022, the Act was reauthorised and 
included stronger provisions for those in the LGBTQIA+ and 
indigenous communities.90 Learning from a similar scheme 
in Vienna, Austria,91 the city of Nantes, France, opened a 
post-trauma consultation centre in 2019 for female victims 
of gender-based violence. Named Citad’elles, the centre 
provides material, medical and psychological assistance 
for victims and their children. The centre brings together 
professional and public stakeholders to share resources and 
coordinate efforts to mitigate gender-based violence.92 

Cities that provide welfare support systems against 
gender-based violence and build trust in services can 
better help victims. Raising awareness through public 
campaigns and education on sexual violence makes 
women feel safer and can influence men’s behaviours. 

Benefits
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Justice and equity in the built environment 
refer to several factors, including 
governance (legislation, decision-
making), land-use policies, and the 
availability and accessibility of services 
and facilities. A spectrum of stakeholders 
needs to be involved to improve urban 
justice and equity for women – from 
central government to city leaders, 
urban designers and planners, and 
grassroots community organisations.

The built environment affects women’s experience of 
justice and equity in several ways. This can vary from place 
to place, but the research identified these key issues:

 – Limited gender equity in legislation 
and urban governance 

 – Limited voice in decision-making and leadership 
 – Gender-blind data and urban planning
 – Unequal access to land tenure

Justice and 
equity

46

Key issues, strategies and benefits
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Limited gender equity in legislation 
and urban governance

Gender equality is a whole-of-government issue. Many 
countries have adopted progressive laws on gender inclusion. 
Globally, the World Bank’s Women, Business, and the Law 
Index95 improved by 63% between 1970 and 2019.96 However, 
this obscures large geographic disparities. Whilst North 
America, Europe and Central Asia reach scores above 90 out 
of 100 on the Index, the Middle East and North Africa, and 
South Asia score around 60. The Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development identifies key ‘bottlenecks’ 
which stall progress towards universal gender equity in 
legislation.97 Expectations of women as caregivers are the main 
challenge, since women perform the majority of unpaid care 
work globally. 

The research survey identified that leaders fail to collaborate 
and adopt an integrated approach in developing solutions. 
Every city department has a responsibility to pursue just 
and equal outcomes. This is because gender equity cuts 
across various portfolios that are interdependent, including 
mobility and transport, health, and economic opportunity. 
When departments work in isolation, it is difficult to create 
holistic interventions that deliver co-benefits across the board. 
Similarly, it increases the likelihood that certain groups or 
issues are ignored. 

‘Diversity training’ is wrongly heralded as a solution to ways 
of working and governance mechanisms that disadvantage 
certain groups. A study by the Harvard Business Review 
(2019)98  invited over 10,000 employees to complete diversity 
training: 61.5% male, 38.5% female, all located in 63 different 
counties across the US. The study observed a very minimal 
effect on the behaviour of men and white employees in general. 
This is particularly worrying as these people often hold the 
most power. If organisations fail to diversify their training 
programmes and implement additional actions, the next decade 
will see a similar lack of progress. 

Key issues
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Sydney, Australia (above)
Survey respondent 2022,  
age 46-55; parent and caregiver

Liverpool, UK (right)
Survey respondent 2022,  
age 18-25; bisexual; long term 
illness/health condition/disability
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Limited voice in decision-
making and leadership

Some good progress notwithstanding, women remain greatly 
underrepresented in key decision-making positions. As of 
September 2022, only 21 per cent of government ministers 
were women, with only 14 countries having achieved 50 
per cent or more women in cabinets.99 Assuming business 
as usual, full gender parity at the highest positions of power 
will not be achieved for another 130 years.100 In addition, 
in 27 countries women account for less than 30% of 
parliamentarians.101 The lowest levels of representation are in 
the Pacific Island States, where just 6% of seats are held by 
women.102  It is clear that more efforts and actions to achieve 
gender parity are urgently needed. 

Increases in women’s representation are not uniform.103 
Access to decision-making positions is differentiated 
by factors including age, ethnicity, and socio-economic 
status. Whilst white, well-educated women may benefit 
from increased opportunities to participate, others, such 
as minority-ethnic women, are left behind. As a result, 
the challenges and needs of some groups are overlooked. 
In Zimbabwe, for example, young women face barriers 
to civic participation in the form of a patronage-based 
political culture, economic inequality, care duties, hate 
speech, and sexual harassment.104 In extreme cases, non-
state and state actors actively “mute women’s voices, deny 
validity to their experience, and exclude them from the 
political discourse”.105 
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Kilkenny, Ireland (above and right)
Survey respondent 2022, age 36-45
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Disabled women and LGBTQIA+ women face even 
more barriers to civic participation.106 The UK Disability 
Survey 2021 found that disabled women are less likely to 
participate in decision-making activities. Consequently, 
places, laws and policies are not designed with them in 
mind.107 In São Paulo, a study of 30 climate events at 
Brazil’s Climate Observatory found that, whilst women 
and LGBTQIA+ people made up more than 80% of public 
participants, they were only invited as speakers at half of 
the events.

It is integral to note, however, that an increase in the 
representation of women in civic participation and 
decision-making does not in and of itself lead to equitable 
change. Some women do not support all women’s rights, 
and others will not be in positions where they can easily 
influence or are listened to.108 109   

51



Gender-blind data and urban planning

In cities across the globe, data collection is a technical 
exercise that organises communities into homogenous 
groups. Many cities fall short on collecting and using 
gender-disaggregated data that would help them to 
understand the disparate ways in which people are affected 
by decisions, use the city, and access services.110  In 
Karlskoga, Sweden, the government emphasised roads over 
pedestrian walkways in its transport planning, because it 
failed to gather gender-disaggregated transport data.111  

In a world largely constructed for and by men, built 
environment practitioners, often unknowingly, ignore 
half of the population. All too often, the barriers that 
women, girls, and vulnerable groups face in the built 
environment persist because their needs go unheard by 
urban practitioners. For the men, who continue to hold 
the majority of jobs in built environment professions, 
these barriers are often invisible because they operate on 
gender-biased data. This challenge stems from decades 
of design based on men’s experiences. In the 1940’s, 
when male architect Le Corbusier first developed his 
Modulor system for the scale of architectural proportion, 
he used a six foot-tall man as the basis for his scale of 
measurement.112 This system shaped the entire post-war 
world and determined everything from the height of a 
kitchen counter to the size of a phone.113  

The heavy underrepresentation of women in urban and built 
environment professions hinders progress on this front.114 
This perpetuates the perception that these disciplines are 
male spaces and reduces women’s access to influential 
decision-making positions. Without an increase in 
representation, city decision-makers will continue to shape 
homes, schools, public transport, policing, and policies with 
limited knowledge and awareness of how their decisions 
affect women.115

 

39%
of survey respondents 
feel that urban 
professionals do not 
consider the needs of 
women, compared to 
8% who do
(Research Survey, 2022)

20%
of male respondents 
feel that urban 
professionals consider 
the needs of women, 
compared to 6% of 
female respondents
(Research Survey, 2022)
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Unequal access to land tenure

The difficulties that women face in accessing land tenure 
and property ownership are vast. As of 2020, two fifths of 
the world’s countries limit women’s property rights.116 In 
19 countries, women do not have equal ownership rights 
to property, and across 44 countries, women and men do 
not have equal rights to inherit assets when their spouse 
dies. Reforms related to the latter are the most difficult to 
pass, particularly in economies where social norms dictate 
how assets are passed to family. In South Asia and the 
Middle East / North Africa (MENA) region, property laws 
either discriminate against or exclude women altogether – 
if they exist at all.117

Insecure tenure impedes women’s empowerment. Without 
property rights, women cannot start and run a home-based 
enterprise; they cannot remain safe from violence and 
abuse, and they cannot access loans from banks who are 
often reluctant to lend to customers who lack traditional 
collateral such as land.118 119  In India, one study found that 
49% of women who did not own a property suffered at 
least one form of long-term physical violence.120 Without 
secure tenure, women may also experience lower self-
esteem and engage less with local government. 

By contrast, secure land tenure is a pre-requisite for 
a range of rights and freedoms, and it provides a 
foundation from which women can tackle multiple 
problems. Women’s land ownership is a complex 
and often controversial issue. Many authorities and 
communities are reluctant to address it. For instance, the 
Uganda Land Alliance lobbies for men and women to be 
listed as co-owners on title deeds. Despite considerable 
progress and reaching parliament several times, the bill 
continues to be rejected.121
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Adelaide, Australia (above)
Survey respondent 2022,  
age 26-35
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Strategies for improving the justice and 
equity of women in cities are summarised 
here, and described in more detail below. 
Each strategy includes the benefits they 
generate, and the actions to support 
implementation, which are evidenced by best 
practice case studies from across the world.

The implementation of these strategies will also support the 
UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), - particularly:

 – SDG 5: Achieve gender equality and 
empower all women and girls 

 – SDG 10: Reducing Inequality - to ensure our cities 
are equitable and just for women and girls.122 

Strategies
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Mainstream gender-
responsive planning 
in national laws 
and policies

Support women 
participating in 
urban governance 
at all levels 

Support the 
collection of gender 
disaggregated data

Protect women’s 
right to land 
and property
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Establish a Gender Equality Policy and Agency  
In Sweden in 2014, the government declared itself a 
“feminist government”, with the aim of mainstreaming 
gender equality in its national125 and international126 
decision-making. This preceded a host of policies aimed 
at increasing women’s representation and combating 
gender-based violence.127 At the heart of the approach 
are two features: a Gender Equality Policy and a Gender 
Equality Agency. The former is implemented through 
gender-responsive budgeting. The latter is responsible for 
mainstreaming a gender perspective across all government 
agencies. By 2020, the proportion of women in Sweden’s 
national parliament (47%) was much higher than average 
rates in Europe (32%) and North America (28%).128

Assess the contribution of existing laws 
and policies to gender outcomes
In Canada, the Government created Gender-based 
Analysis Plus (GBA+) to measure how people 
of different identities experience policies and 
programmes.123 GBA+ is managed by Status of Women 
Canada, a federal government agency responsible 
for gender equality. Between 2020 and 2021, GBA+ 
achieved several things: it refined guidance for 
government departments on how to report on the gender 
and identity-related impacts of programmes; it developed 
training materials on how to incorporate gender issues 
in Treasury submissions, and it partnered with Statistics 
Canada to support women-owned businesses.124 

Strategy 1
Mainstream gender-responsive planning 
in national laws and policies
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Train staff on gender equality and 
scrutinise internal ways of working
In 2019, the municipality of Athens, Greece, trained its staff 
in providing non-discriminatory and equal services.130 The 
Slovenian city of Ljubljana took similar measures to raise 
awareness of these themes among city staff and leaders.131  
It is important that cities routinely reflect on their ways 
of working – and whether these contribute to or assuage 
gender inequality. In Barcelona’s Gender Justice Plan, the 
city aims to change its institutional culture, encouraging 
equality across daily practices, processes, and tools of 
public management. There, too, municipal staff are trained 
to take ‘gender perspectives’.132   

Secure buy-in and create specialist 
working groups for gender equity 
Passing laws and policies that address gender issues 
is an important first step, but only their effective 
implementation will enable significant change to occur. 
Securing buy-in and endorsement from senior decision-
makers and stakeholders is critical. In London, UK, the 
London Legacy Development Corporation (LLDC), 
together with Arup, developed guidance for improving 
the safety of women in the Queen Elizabeth Olympic 
Park, using findings from community consultation.129 The 
guidance is being taken forward by LLDC and key site 
stakeholders via a working group, demonstrating shared 
responsibility for and commitment to delivering change.
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While aspects of city governance are defined locally, core 
legal responsibilities are mainly shaped at the central 
level. Where gender rights are embedded in statute, it 
becomes easier for city authorities to adopt the legal 
framework and requirements needed to pursue gender 
equity objectives in city planning and design. 

Benefits



Create an advisory board for gender 
equality at the city level
In Leipzig, Germany, the city government established an 
Advisory Board for Gender Equality in 2001. Since then, 
the committee aims to ensure local policies affect men and 
women equally. Among the board are representatives from 
political groups, chambers, unions, women’s associations, 
academia, and more. This ensures a broad constituency 
of interests is represented in decisions, which in turn 
increases the likelihood that policies are inclusive and 
relevant to as many groups as possible.137

Adopt a cross-cutting gender approach to policymaking  
In Bogotá, Colombia, all government entities are advised 
by the Secretary of Women on how to hire gender 
experts and incorporate a cross-cutting gender approach 
in their plans and policies.134 In 2020, the government 
announced a new 10-year policy for Women and Gender 
Equity. Between 2020 and 2030, more than 2.4 billion 
pesos (circa £110 million in 2022) will be invested.135 
The City Development Plan requires that all policies are 
designed considering their differential impacts on men, 
women and other groups.136 

Strategy 2
Support women participating in 
urban governance at all levels
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Partner with community organisations 
to increase civic participation
In New York City, USA, Women Creating Change (WCC) 
brings together a diverse group of women to create a more 
just and equitable city, where “all women are civically 
engaged”. WCC has a special focus on excluded groups 
who are often ignored by decision-makers. Its Blueprint 
for Women’s Civic Engagement in New York City 
sets out barriers to women’s civic engagement.139 The 
group partners with organisations, city government and 
individuals to develop programmes and influence policies 
that support women’s participation.140

Create gender-inclusive participatory tools
The City for All Women Initiative (CAWI) is a group 
of Canadian women from diverse communities, 
organisations and academia. In Ottawa, CAWI designed 
an easy-to-read guide on how women can raise their 
concerns to city government. It also provides a training 
programme, consisting of five full-day workshops where 
women learn about municipal elections, city budget 
processes and the functions of city hall. Women are 
grouped into Neighbourhood Action Teams, which can 
channel shared grievances to key influencers. Crucially, 
participants often come from disadvantaged and 
underrepresented groups.138
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City leaders who mainstream gender issues and representation 
of women in all decision-making activities ensure that gender 
equality is pursued across their administration. Increased 
participation of women enables them to advocate their needs 
and across city government. This results in greater socio-
economic and environmental benefits for all residents, as 
women often plan and design with diversity in mind. This can 
be a pathway to creating better-functioning, more inclusive, 
equal and sustainable cities.131  

Benefits



Use gender-disaggregated data for financial programmes
In Bangladesh, the central bank used supply-side gender 
disaggregated data to issue regulations instructing 
banks and non-bank financial institutions to provide 
collateral-free loans to women entrepreneurs.143 Based 
on insights from supply-side gender-disaggregated data, 
the state-owned commercial bank in Chile, set up a 
programme to provide women entrepreneurs with access 
to business capital, as well as education and networking 
opportunities.144 In Nigeria, the government also used 
demand-side gender-disaggregated data to improve 
agriculture finance for women.145 

Use gender-disaggregated data for 
designing streets and public spaces
In Barcelona, Spain, the city uses gender-disaggregated 
data to inform policy changes. The city adopted a 
new measure labelled ‘Urban Planning with a Gender 
Perspective’, which advocated for changes to street 
topographies. The city also conducts safety audits of 
existing street layouts and implements changes if these 
are considered unsafe.141 In Sweden, such data showed 
how the approach to clearing arterial roads of snow first 
adversely impacted women.142 It revealed that women 
and children predominately used cycleways. Clearing 
them first decreased accidents by half and saved the local 
government money.

Strategy 3
Support the collection of 
gender-disaggregated data
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Monitor the impact of spending on gender equality
Since 2005, the government of Vienna, Austria, has 
asked its Finance Department to develop and publish a 
chapter on gender in the municipal budget and its financial 
statements. Eventually, budgeting became the fiscal policy 
instrument of gender mainstreaming. All districts in 
Vienna now monitor who benefits from financial resources 
and services, how services are used, and whether the 
distribution of resources increases or decreases existing 
differences between the sexes.150 The success of gender 
budgeting in Vienna is such that, in 2009, the Austrian 
federal government made gender budgeting a legal 
obligation in accordance with the constitution.

Leverage gender disaggregated data to monitor progress
In 2021, the city of Los Angeles, USA, published 
Measuring Gender Equity in Cities: An Intersectional 
Set of Proposed Indicators.146 The report sets out “critical 
indicators” for measuring progress on gender equity. These 
indicators apply to various themes, including medical 
services, economics and labour, and the built environment. 
In Berlin, Germany, the city measures key indicators for 
its annual Gender Data Report.147 In Barcelona, Spain, and 
San Francisco, USA148, the governments use gender and 
race data to ensure public transport, cycling and walking 
routes are suited to men’s and women’s needs, and that they 
provide low-carbon travel options.149 
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Cities that collect and use gender-disaggregated 
data for planning and design, get a clearer picture of 
various groups’ needs, and tackle more accurately the 
many challenges that women face. Data that reflect 
different experiences based on gender helps cities 
respond to inequalities and to allocate resources 
accordingly and equitably. 

Benefits



Support women’s land action trusts
Women’s Land Access Trusts are an important mechanism 
that supports poorer urban women to access land and 
housing, as well as saving groups. In Ghana, Kenya, 
Tanzania and Uganda, these Trusts act as intermediaries 
between low-income women’s housing cooperatives and 
financial institutions, local authorities and development 
partners. Through these trusts, women can facilitate 
discussions and provide opportunities for communities 
to raise their concerns with decision-makers. As well 
as providing affordable housing loans, the Trusts offer 
business advice and training for female entrepreneurs, 
with a view to maximising their income and generating 
micro-credit loans from revolving funds.154

Engage women and girls in creating land tenure policies
In Cochabamba, Bolivia, some female residents felt 
unempowered by land tenure policies.152 Habitat for 
Humanity partnered with communities in District 9 of 
Cochabamba to engage women, particularly female heads 
of households, in dialogue on land-tenure regularisation, 
and policy on secure tenure and urban land governance. 
It built partnerships between local NGOs, academics and 
community members to monitor policy change. Habitat for 
Humanity encouraged a range of stakeholders to improve 
civic participation and integrate urban policies on land 
planning, secure tenure and affordable housing.153 

Strategy 4
Protect women’s right to 
land and property
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Provide training for women on land rights
In Nairobi, Kenya, the Huairou Commission is a women-
led social movement that supports women with paralegal 
training on land rights. Community watchdog groups 
liaise with local councillors. Over time, these watchdogs 
have successfully obtained land ownership and certificates 
of tenure, whilst ensuring institutional protection of 
women’s land rights. Within their first year, the watchdog 
team resolved 12 cases of land dispossession, and land 
dispossession cases dropped by 65%. Furthermore, local 
institutions became more understanding of land problems, 
and the women became trusted advisors and experts on land 
and property rights.158 

Create networks of community finance savings groups
Micro-credit initiatives, such as the Grameen Bank, often 
target women as their primary borrowers because of their 
resilient and sustainable economic decision-making. 
Women invest approximately 90% of their earnings 
back into their families, compared with 35% for men.155 
The Shack Dwellers Federation of Namibia (SDFN) is a 
network of community-led savings groups that aims to 
secure affordable land, shelter and infrastructure services 
for low-income urban households.156 Women currently 
make up almost 70% of the SDFN’s 30,000 savings group 
members and they often play a leadership role.157  

63

Secure land tenure is a prerequisite for a range of rights and 
freedoms, including access to finance opportunities. Cities 
that make legal, political and practical efforts to extend 
and preserve women’s land rights significantly advance 
gender equity and justice. When women have decision-
making power over the household assets and budget, their 
decisions often benefit the entire household, for example 
through sending their children to school or starting small 
businesses,151 which in turn benefits the wider economy. 

Benefits
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The built environment can play an influential 
role in supporting and improving the health 
and wellbeing of women. It can provide for 
women’s specific needs relating to physical 
and mental stability. It can also, directly and 
indirectly, counteract the many ways in which 
gender-based discrimination causes distress 
and leads to disproportionate health risks. 

Cities that work for women’s health and wellbeing seek to 
improve on several fronts: they raise the standards of sexual 
and reproductive healthcare; they provide high-quality 
water and sanitation facilities; they create caring, green and 
active environments, which are accessible through safe and 
inclusive mobility options.

How the built environment impedes women’s health and 
wellbeing varies from place to place, but the research 
identified these key issues:

 – Inadequate public spaces, green areas and active mobility
 – Inadequate healthcare facilities and services
 – Inadequate water, hygiene, and sanitation facilities
 – Inadequate accommodations and care homes

Health and 
wellbeing

64

Key issues, strategies and benefits
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76%
of survey respondents 
believe access to green 
and blue infrastructure 
is vital in making an 
area a healthy place 
to live
(Research Survey, 2022)

67%
of these respondents 
were women and non-
binary individuals
(Research Survey, 2022)

1 in 3
UK parents avoid 
breast/chestfeeding  
in public
(Research Survey, 2022)

Key issues
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Inadequate public spaces, green 
areas and active mobility  

Health and wellbeing are determined by the urban space 
people reside in. The quality – as well as, crucially, 
the accessibility and inclusivity – of public, green and 
blue spaces strongly impact how liveable a city can be. 
Their inadequate supply can lead to poor mental and 
physical health, to low confidence levels and to social 
disconnectedness. Evidence from Barcelona, Spain, for 
instance, found that increasing access to green space could 
prevent more than 100 premature deaths each year.159

This issue affects everybody, but it disproportionately 
affects women in cities. Poor contact with nature amongst 
women can also influence their mental health. Research 
found that both men’s and women’s perceived stress was 
higher when they were less exposed to green space, but 
that the effect on women was significantly greater.160 

Women’s use of the public realm is affected by how 
inclusive and accessible public spaces are. Poor mobility, 
gender bias, ageing and disabilities, fears of gender-
based harassment, lack of toilet and baby changing 
facilities, cultural concerns and stigma around breast 
or chestfeeding: they can all reduce the willingness of 
women to enjoy public, green and exercise spaces with 
the same freedom as others. At present, these spaces are 
often organised through assumptions about gendered use 
of space. This homogenous approach to urban design 
marginalises those who do not conform, resulting in 
intersectional prejudices felt by different women.

For elderly and disabled women, public and green 
spaces are not just inaccessible. They can be downright 
exclusive. For instance, wheelchair users cannot access 
typical park swings, and autistic people may find busy 
spaces overwhelming. In a study of in Denmark, some 
respondents reported “being stared at” in public open 
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spaces.161 Experiences like this often lead to disabled 
women isolating themselves from social opportunities 
and struggling to secure genuine friendships. This in turn 
furthers the stigma that ‘disability equals inability’. 

Other research highlights the cognitive load associated 
with planning and undertaking a journey without knowing 
whether a public or green space is accessible or safe – be 
it about wheelchair-accessibility or about how easy it is 
to get to and navigate. People affected by such concerns 
often find staying at home a preferable option when 
compared to this stress.162  Studies also indicate that one 
negative experience is enough to put anyone off returning 
to a place for good.163 The benefits of urban green space 
are in this way lost for marginalised communities. 

Additionally, individuals who choose to breast or 

Manchester, UK (below)
Survey responden 2022,  
age 26-35; parent
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chestfeed their children often find public open spaces 
and parks to be inaccessible. The stigma surrounding 
this can cause many women, non-binary people and 
transgender men to feel embarrassed when breastfeeding 
in public, or even to be asked to stop and relocate. In 
the UK, more than one in three parents avoid breast 
or chestfeeding in public, and six out of ten attempt 
to hide the activity where they can. This can lead to 
isolation, feelings of shame, and a reduction in breast or 
chestfeeding rates amongst parents.164 

Research shows how many major cities’ transport systems 
serve a travel pattern more typically experienced by men: 
the ‘home to work and back again’ journey. This has 
resulted in spider-like networks of roads and railways 
branching out of a city centre.165 Women, in contrast, more 
commonly have to balance work with errands and care 
duties such as transporting children, elderly relatives and 
shopping, in addition to their commute. This succession 
of (usually shorter) journeys – known as ‘trip chaining’ 
– increases women’s reliance on a more expensive and 
time-consuming combination of public transport facilities, 
or on personal car use. A study in Dublin found that 79% 
of women considered a car to be a necessity. This figure 
rose to 95% outside of the capital.166 With dependence on 
the car remaining high, women and girls continue to be 
underrepresented in modes of active travel. In the US, for 
instance, men make 76% of all cycling trips, a number 
compounded because women cyclists typically experience 
an intimidating traffic environment, low confidence, and 
anxiety over appearance and harassment.167

 

Dayton, Ohio, USA (above)
Survey respondent 2022, 
age 26-35; queer; minority/
marginalised group
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76%
of female respondents 
stated fear (lack of safe 
routes) as a barrier to  
their health and wellbeing
(Research Survey, 2022)
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Inadequate healthcare facilities and services 

With cities lacking adequate healthcare facilities and 
services for women, and poor access to existing ones, 
many women are often left feeling ignored, discriminated 
against, and uncared for. This has negative impacts on 
their physical conditions and wellbeing. 

Women outlive men everywhere in the world – 
particularly in wealthy countries. However, the 
gap between men’s and women’s life expectancy is 
narrowest where women lack access to health facilities 
and services.168 In low-income countries, where health 
services are limited, 1 in 41 women dies from a 
maternal cause, compared to 1 in 3000 in high-income 
countries.169 Income also affects life expectancy in 
individualised ways. When women cannot afford to 
access healthcare facilities and support, they and their 
children are at higher risk of illness, injury and death. 
For older and disabled people, limited physical access to 
in-person health facilities impinges on their wellbeing. 
In the US, low-income women are typically uninsured, 
and in 2016, half of them reported going without 
necessary healthcare due to costs; this includes pap 
smears and mammograms.170

Limited access to healthy nutrition is a key threat to 
women’s health, particularly during pregnancy and 
while breastfeeding as women have specific nutritional 
requirements at these times. Barriers to nutritional access 
for women include costs and gender inequity.171 Ensuring 
these needs are met is vital not only for women, but also 
for their children. Yet, women are twice as likely as men 
to suffer from malnutrition.172 In India, for example, 33% 
of married women aged 15 to 49 are undernourished; 56% 
of girls aged 15 to 19 suffer from anaemia, and pregnant 
girls under the age of 20 have a 50% greater risk of 
delivering undernourished children.173 Malnourishment 
results in higher healthcare costs, but it also reduces 
productivity and slows economic growth, which further 
perpetuates the poverty cycle in low-income countries. 
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Another key issue is mental health. Girls and young 
women aged 18 to 24 have emerged as the highest-risk 
group for mental illness globally. For women, 75% of 
mental health issues are established before reaching 
the age of 24.  These issues are often rooted in physical 
and sexual violence, childhood trauma and poverty. 
For example, 53% of women who have a mental health 
disorder have experienced abuse of some kind, and 
16% have post-traumatic stress disorder.176 Lesbian 
and bisexual women may also be more likely than 
heterosexual women to suffer from depression.177 

A gender bias persists within mental healthcare. Women 
in India accounted for 36% of global female suicide 
deaths in 2016, making suicide the leading cause of death 
amongst women aged 15 to 29.  Despite this, women’s 
mental health is not taken seriously, and  their suicidal 
behaviour tends to be dismissed as manipulative and 
attention-seeking.179 A 2018 study found that doctors often 
perceive men experiencing chronic pain to be brave but 
view women as emotional.180 This stigma makes women 
and girls reluctant to seek help. Furthermore, as gender 
bias intersects with racial oppression, racialised women 
are even more likely to be doubted in terms of pain. 

Poor funding of mental health services obviously drives 
their lack of provision, and the World Health Organisation 
highlights a global shortfall in investment.181  Without 
more funding towards mental health support, women will 
continue to suffer and mortality rates for young girls due 
to suicide will remain tragically high. 

Manchester, UK (right)
Survey respondent 2022,  
age 26-35
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Inadequate water, hygiene 
and sanitation facilities

Inadequate water, hygiene and sanitation facilities is a 
key issue for women in cities across the globe. It means 
that women often have to walk long distances or wait in 
long queues. This renders women’s lives – and their role 
as parents and carers – all the more difficult, and takes up 
time for leisure, education and employment opportunities. 
The heightened risks are not only linked to hygiene, dignity 
and an increased likelihood of long-term health issues, but 
also to personal safety. When women have to search for 
water and sanitation facilities at night and in isolated and 
vulnerable areas, they face added risks of sexual abuse and 
exploitation.182 183    

According to the United Nations, one in four people do not 
have access to safe drinking water.184 By 2030, global water 
demand is estimated to increase by 50%185, and globally, 
women and girls bear the responsibility of water collection 
in 8 out of 10 households.186 Therefore, without safe and 
accessible drinking water, it is, thus, disproportionately 
harder for women and girls to lead productive, healthy 
lives.187  

Women and girls also have particular hygiene needs, 
especially during menstruation and pregnancy. Adding 
childcare and ageing bladders to this list of needs means 
that women require toilet and sanitation facilities more 
often, for longer periods of time and to a higher quality.188  
Despite this, public toilets and sanitation facilities are rarely 
designed with women or other vulnerable groups in mind. 
At present, 1 in 3 women globally do not have access to 
high-quality, inclusive, safe and adequate toilets.189 Instead, 
women must wait in long queues, search endlessly for 
disabled, gender-neutral or baby-changing toilets, and often 
even pay to access facilities.
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Period poverty – the state of being unable to afford 
menstrual products as and when needed – is a global 
issue, affecting an estimated 500 million people who 
menstruate.190 Whilst this has a clear impact on physical 
health, causing bacterial infections and thrush, the 
psychological impact is also considerable. Period poverty 
also affects mobility and vulnerability, especially for 
migrants, asylum seekers and those without a permanent 
home. Another consequence is missing out on education 
employment opportunities, and on leisure events. In India, 
almost 23 million girls drop out of school every year upon 
starting their period due to a lack of access to sanitary 
facilities and education on menstrual hygiene.191  

Homeless women face particularly intense problems. 
They lack access to hygiene facilities, menstrual products, 
prenatal care and contraceptives, all of which negatively 
impact their physical and mental health and wellbeing. In 
the UK, 74% of homeless women have a physical health 
issue and 64% experience mental health issues.192 Omitting 
homeless and vulnerable women from consultations and 
city plans will only aggravate the issue and result in further 
tragic outcomes. 
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Dayton, Ohio, USA (above)
Survey respondent 2022, age 26-35; 
queer; minority/marginalised group



55+
In the UK, queer 
people over the age of 
55 are more likely to 
be single and living 
alone than older 
straight people197

50%
of women aged 
75 and over live 
by themselves and 
experience lonliness in 
Italy198 (Italy ranks 5th 
in the world for self-
reported loneliness)199

3-8%
In the USA, same-sex 
borrowers experience 
a 3-8% lower approval 
rate by mortgage 
lenders - and higher 
interest rates and/or fees 
for approved loans200

Inadequate accommodations 
and care homes

The provision of safe, accessible and affordable shelters 
and social housing for women is a health-related issue. 
Globally, women are struggling to access homes on their 
own. Accommodation and care homes, particularly for 
older and vulnerable women, are often unaffordable and 
of poor quality. When women are struggling to pay their 
bills, worrying about the threat of eviction, or living in 
damp, crowded spaces, they and their children can face 
both physical and mental illness. 

Additionally, traditional housing models are not always 
designed with a diverse range of needs in mind, including 
those of disabled, elderly, vulnerable, and LGBTQIA+ 
women. Rather, they are typically designed and organised 
for an idealised family unit through assumptions about 
gender, use of space and the heteronormative nature of 
housing estates.193 As a result, women frequently end up 
living in spaces in which they feel uncomfortable, unsafe 
and unsupported. The gender pay gap also means they are 
paying more, proportionally, than men for these spaces.

With the global population of people over 60 years of 
age expected to reach 2.1 billion by 2050, there is a 
need to think beyond traditional housing and care home 
models to design for diverse ageing communities.194 
Women make up the majority of this population bracket, 
and older women across the globe are also statistically 
more likely to live alone than men. This makes them 
particularly vulnerable to challenges that come from 
combined solitude and reduced mobility.195 In Italy, for 
example, nearly 50% of women aged 75 and over live 
by themselves and are experiencing loneliness; so much 
so that Italy ranks fifth worldwide for self-reported 
loneliness.196 Not only does this impact on the mental 
health of older women, but it means no one is around to 
help them deal with physical pain or injury. 
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Less likely to have children, older LGBTQIA+ women 
more frequently lack someone to look after them and 
keep them company. In fact, in the UK, queer people 
over the age of 55 are more likely to be single and living 
alone than older straight people.201 As such, LGBTQIA+ 
women may turn to care homes and retirement 
communities for support. As they transition into these 
heteronormative shared spaces, these women often face 
having to ‘return to the closet’ to avoid isolation and 
outdated homophobia, which impacts on their mental 
health and sense of belonging.
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There are strategies for improving health 
and wellbeing for women in cities. The 
following pages present four possible ones. 
The description of each strategy includes 
the benefits generated, what actions 
support its implementation, and evidence 
drawn from best practice case studies. 

These strategies also support the UN’s Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), particularly:

 – SDG 3: Ensure healthy lives and promote 
wellbeing for all at all ages

 – SDG 5: Achieve gender equality and 
empower all women and girls 

 – SDG 10: Reduce inequality within and among countries
 – SDG 11: Makes cities and human settlements 
inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable.202 

Strategies
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Create inclusive, 
active and restorative 
public spaces and 
green areas

Increase access to 
physical and mental 
healthcare and 
nutrition facilities  

Enhance access 
to inclusive water, 
hygiene, and 
sanitation facilities

Provide adequate 
accommodation 
and housing 
models
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Provide inclusive and accessible breast 
and chest feeding spaces  
At Penn State University in Pennsylvania, USA, 
lactation stations are provided across multiple campuses 
for students, faculty, staff and partners who need to 
breastfeed or pump whilst on site.205 The stations are 
secure and private, and can be booked for thirty-minute 
blocks. They feature a desk, chairs and electrical outlet. 
Some stations also include a sink, refrigerator, telephone 
and toys. This enables safe and sanitary breastfeeding 
but also creates spaces in which women do not feel 
stigmatised for breastfeeding and instead are catered for 
by their surroundings.

Increase availability of, and access to, 
green and blue environments 
In Singapore, high-quality green and blue spaces have 
been incorporated amongst high-rise cityscapes. Gardens 
by the Bay, for example, boasts a park with three 
waterfront gardens and eighteen Supertrees – housing 
over 162,900 plants of 200 species.203 In 2013, Gardens by 
the Bay partnered with Girl Guides Singapore to launch 
a community outreach initiative that encourages girls to 
access and explore the Gardens and play an active role in 
maintaining the country’s biodiversity and heritage.204  

Strategy 1
Create inclusive, active and restorative 
public spaces and green areas
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Build inclusive play and exercise spaces  
In Cherry Hill, New Jersey, USA, Build Jake’s Place,208  
a non-profit organisation, has helped create two all-
inclusive playgrounds for children and adults of all 
abilities. These playgrounds feature cushioned surfaces, 
wide ramps, sensory activities, a wheelchair accessible 
glider, specialised areas for people with autism, and 
security features. It also includes an accessible baseball 
field with a synthetic surface for wheelchairs and a fully 
accessible basketball court, allowing disabled children and 
adults to get involved in sports. 

Promote sport facilities and physical 
activity in public spaces 
In 2019, Sport for Women in Urban Places (SWUP),206  
– in collaboration with companies from France, Spain, 
Portugal, Italy, Romania, Bulgaria, and the Netherlands 
– produced guidelines for promoting physical activity for 
women in urban public spaces.207 Using the guidelines, 
SWUP helped implement the Mulhere Ativas (Active 
Women) programme in Guimarães, Portugal, in which the 
city held a free workshop for women to discuss barriers 
to physical activity, such as poor health, ageing and 
pregnancy. They also held weekly gymnastics classes and 
invited health professionals along to offer advice. 
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Cities that provide high-quality, inclusive public 
realm, such as parks, gardens and playgrounds, help 
in promoting women’s mental and physical health, by 
alleviating stress, and encouraging exercise and active 
lifestyles. Creating such places also benefits the wider 
community by strengthening social cohesion and reducing 
exposure to air pollutants, noise and excessive heat.

Benefits



Implement ‘nudge techniques’ to 
improve women’s mental health  
Nudge techniques in public open spaces can influence 
behaviour positively and help respond to mental health 
challenges. In Japan, where women are more likely to 
commit suicide using the railway network than men, blue 
lighting was implemented in 11 train stations to enable 
a calming effect. This resulted in an 84% decrease in 
suicides by all genders between 2000 and 2010 compared 
to the other stations studied without blue lighting.212  
The effect of the blue lighting indicates how ‘nudge 
techniques’ can affect mood and behaviour, making 
women healthier and cities less hostile.

Improve healthcare access through mobile services  
In Krishna District, India, the Tata Trusts introduced a 
mobile service to improve healthcare access in remote 
locations.209 This includes mobile medical units, 20 
telemedicine centres, pharmacies, consultation rooms, a 
doctor’s hub, and one diagnostic laboratory. This outreach 
approach acknowledges the healthcare barriers faced 
by women on an intersectional basis – age, disability, 
income, caring responsibilities and remote living, which 
all affect how easy it is to access treatment. This enables 
patients to save 70% on medical expenses, to access 
their prescribed medication regularly and to attend their 
diagnostic check-ups.210 

Strategy 2
Increase access to physical and mental 
healthcare and nutrition facilities
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Provide market spaces for women 
to sell their own produce 
In 1932, the Montgomery Farm Women’s Cooperative 
Market opened in Bethesda, Maryland, USA. Making 
use of a previously vacant market, 19 women set up 
small stands to sell fresh produce, including meat, 
vegetables and baked goods. The purpose of the market 
was to serve locals looking to purchase healthy produce, 
but also to help local women to generate and sustain 
an income. Whilst the market is no longer run solely 
by women, it remains a space for empowering women 
within the local community.214  

Establish community-based cooking 
centres and vegetable gardens
The Bandung Public Health Service, in Indonesia, 
launched a government funded scheme (2013 to 2020) 
which aimed to reduce the number of children under five 
facing malnourishment; something that affected 12% of 
children on average, but 37% of disabled children.213 The 
initiative involved OMABA, a community-based cooking 
centre, where women were trained to cook nutritious 
food, and could also take additional courses in finance 
and business. The scheme had a positive health impact on 
children and young girls, and empowered local women to 
gain essential life skills. 
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Cities that support the lifelong health and wellbeing of 
women provide high-quality, gender-responsive facilities. 
Reducing the risk related to maternal complications and 
treating malnutrition, especially in those who breast or 
chestfeed, expands women’s life expectancy and lower 
child mortality. Facilities that cater to diverse needs, 
including mental illness, help reduce the social burden of 
healthcare and open economic opportunities to counteract 
the poverty cycle.

Benefits



Provide sanitation spaces for homeless women 
The city authority in Jersey City, New Jersey, USA, 
transformed two out-of-use school buses into respite 
stations for homeless women who require safe spaces.217  
The ‘Health Buses’ are fitted with showers, toilets, 
laundry facilities, Wi-Fi, a medical consultation room and 
a lounge area.218 The city authority is also coordinating 
with housing agencies to help homeless women prepare 
for a brighter future. Such outreach programmes are 
important for the mental health of homeless women as 
well as their physical health, sending out the message that 
they are seen and actively offered support. 

Implement accessible and community-led water facilities 
Water for All215 is a global organisation improving access 
to safe drinking water around the world. They match-fund 
money raised by employees and use this to implement 
projects in locations where drinking water is limited. In 
Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia, for example, ‘Project Drinking 
Water Mongolia (DWM)’216 provides safe drinking water 
by tapping into ground water sources, including nine 
deep well supply systems. To ensure their correct use and 
maintenance, DWM aims to educate 900 households on 
water contamination, provides free training workshops 
to residents, and allows local communities to share 
ownership of facilities. 

Strategy 3
Enhance access to inclusive water, 
hygiene, and sanitation facilities
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Maryland USA

Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia

New Jersey, USA

London Uk

Scotland

Vancouver, Canada

Netherlands

Denmark

Nigeria
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South Africa
Middle East

New York, USA

Provide accessible sanitary products in all toilet facilities 
Scotland, UK introduced the ‘Period Products (Free 
Provision) (Scotland) Act 2021’, which requires free 
sanitary products to be available in public buildings, 
including libraries, community centres and other public 
offices.221 The Act acknowledges that transgender men and 
non-binary people may also have periods and experience 
period poverty. As such, free period products are provided 
in women’s, visitors, and men’s toilets so that anyone 
can use them. The principal objectives are fewer missed 
opportunities and a reduction in stigma surrounding 
period poverty.

Partner with local business to enable the 
public to use their toilet facilities for free
In Richmond, London, UK the borough council 
introduced a ‘community toilet scheme’ which enables 
local businesses to provide access to free, clean, safe 
and accessible toilets.219  All members of the public can 
use the premises’ toilet facilities without having to make 
a purchase. At present, 25% of the 70 local businesses 
involved offer baby changing facilities, and half are 
wheelchair accessible. The council have signposted 
the facilities and developed an online interactive 
map. They are incentivising the initiative through 
financial compensation (£1,000 per year) and business 
promotion.220  
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A hygienic sanitation infrastructure is essential for women’s 
health and wellbeing, given the specific requirements 
linked to menstruation, pregnancy and menopause. A wide 
provision of facilities offers women privacy and reduces 
gender-based assaults. Easily available drinking water 
benefits everybody, and it removes the need to walk long 
distances, a burden often placed on women. Enhanced 
wastewater systems reduce the transmission of diseases and 
protect the environment.

Benefits



Build intergenerational care homes 
In the Netherlands, Humanitas operates an 
intergenerational care home, providing free 
accommodation to six students in exchange for interaction 
with 160 older residents.224 Together, they offer support 
to neighbours with special needs, and are responsible for 
communal vegetable and flower gardens. This approach 
has had a positive effect on all involved. The students, in 
particular, displayed a strong appreciation for the personal 
growth and development attained through this experience.

Design housing which meets the needs of 
vulnerable women and their children
In Durham, UK, Durham Action on Single Housing’s 
‘vulnerable women’s project’ provides accommodation 
and support to vulnerable women who have multiple and 
complex needs. The shared accommodation can house up 
to eight women and is staffed all year around, 24 hours 
a day. The women may have experienced family and 
relationship breakdown, poor physical and mental health, 
substance misuse, sexual exploitation, domestic violence 
and/or childhood trauma.222 They are supported based on 
their unique needs to help the women repair their lives 
and move on.223

Strategy 4
Provide safe and adequate 
accommodation and housing models
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Design inclusive co-housing spaces 
for women of all identities   
London Older Lesbian Cohousing (LOLC) are a collective 
of diverse lesbian women, aged 50+, developing an 
intersectional approach to residential accommodation.226 
They have partnered with housing provider L&Q to build 
25 dwellings with shared facilities, including 10 one-
bedroom flats and 15 two-bedroom units. Seven will be 
rented at London Affordable Rent. The members of LOLC 
have identified their needs and the dwellings are being 
constructed to their specifications.227 The benefits of the 
scheme will extend far beyond the physical provision, as 
LOLC aim to create a safe and diverse community built 
on democratic and feminist principles.228 

Create dementia homes and villages with 
well-designed security features 
In Weesp, the Netherlands, the Hogeweyk, a non-profit 
dementia village, provides a safe and secure community 
for residents with severe dementia to continue an active 
lifestyle.225 The complex is self-contained and provides 
outdoor space which residents can access freely. To ensure 
comfort and familiarity, residents can select one of four 
lifestyle options: urban, homely, formal or cosmopolitan. 
Their homes and daily activities then reflect the option 
they best respond to. Overall, this approach has helped 
to reduce isolation and fear for those in Weesp who are 
living with dementia. 
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The global housing crisis is a women’s issue: it influences 
abuse and homelessness. Safe shelters, social housing and 
affordable care homes provide strong support for women 
and improve their health and wellbeing. The reduction 
of loneliness and the sense of belonging derived from 
adequate accommodation benefits disabled, ageing and 
vulnerable women in particular, but addresses a pervasive 
housing crisis.

Benefits
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Enrichment 
and fulfilment
Cities affect our experience of the world 
and how empowered we feel moving 
through it. The types of spaces, facilities 
and events cities provide, and the 
hierarchies and narratives they promote, 
can help – or hinder – women as they 
seek to fulfil their own potential and 
achieve a meaningful and rewarding life. 

Cities that work for women address their needs for 
personal and professional development, sense of self, and 
social interactions. They also aim to counteract gender-
based discrimination that leads to disappointing and 
frustrating life experiences. 

The built environment can hinder women’s enrichment 
and fulfilment in many ways. This varies from place to 
place, but the research identified these key issues:

 – Prejudice and obstacles to education, 
employment and technology

 – Lack of diverse and flexible uses of public space
 – Inadequate leisure, social and cultural facilities
 – Poor sense of belonging, identity and freedom
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Prejudice and obstacles to education, 
employment and technology

Across the world, due to centuries of marginalising 
women, schools and workplaces have often been designed 
to suit the needs of an imagined ‘default male’. As a 
result, the ‘typical’ design of the workspace can often 
be a hostile environment for women. A study from 
2021 indicated that women generally find default office 
temperatures too cold, due to metabolic differences 
compared with men.229  Equipment ranging from desks to 
smart devices are often ordered for offices with the typical 
measurements of an average adult man in mind. Gender-
based exclusion and design bias still prevent women from 
thriving in professional spaces.

The same is true in education, where discrimination 
can reduce girls’ interest in science, technology, 
engineering and math (STEM) fields. In the USA, only 
28% of employed scientists and engineers are women, 
with only 5% being women of colour.230 A study231 
engaging students232 examined the high drop-out rate 
of women taking engineering courses in the USA and 
found the cause largely to be a culture of sexism in the 
field. Another study in the US shows that disabled men 
are nearly twice as likely to be employed as disabled 
women.233 Gender-based discrimination also means that in 
schools, services, equipment and support are often offered 
to boys with disabilities ahead of girls with disabilities. 

Construction sites have a particular issue with gender-
based discrimination, due to severe underrepresentation 
and a high level of harassment. Research into women 
civil engineers in the UK found that they felt excluded, 
intimidated, judged for their roles as mothers and ‘driven 
into the ground’ when working on site.234 

Key issues

London, UK (above)
Survey respondent 2022,  
age 46-55; parent and caregiver
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Another UK study235 found this prejudice exacerbated 
for LGBTQIA+ women, because an ‘old boys club’ 
attitude enables the normalisation of homophobic and 
misogynistic rhetoric. 

Lastly, women in low-income countries are at the greatest 
risk of digital exclusion: data from 2020 shows that 
men are 52% more likely to be online than women.236  
The reasons for this range from gendered economic 
inequalities to restrictive social norms, but the outcome is 
a drastic inequity – men are more than twice as likely as 
women to have access to the life-altering work, education, 
social commentary, and creative and communicative tools 
that the internet provides.

Lack of diverse and flexible 
uses of public space

Parks, recreation areas and other public open spaces 
often underserve women and teenage girls, and research 
indicates that, over the age of eight, boys use parks 
four times as much as girls.237 A main cause of this is 
gender stereotyping. While parks and sports zones are 
not usually designed to appeal to a specific gender, 
they often end up dominated and territorialised by 
men and boys. For some girls, this can be intimidating 
or exclusive by default, which in turn perpetuates the 
stereotype that there is no place for girls and women in 
sport. This is a cycle that results in women’s decreased 
sports participation.

A sudden decline in girls’ outdoor physical activity 
and time spent in outdoor spaces usually occurs around 
or just before adolescence. One study indicates that 
following the age of 10, activity in girls drops until, 
by the age of 13-15, only 8% of girls are reaching 
recommended activity guidelines.238 Lacking suitable 
facilities, women may forgo the rich benefits of 
outdoor recreation to avoid danger. In turn, their ability 
declines to participate in public life, to have flourishing 
relationships and to enjoy a healthy lifestyle.
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Inadequate leisure, social 
and cultural facilities 

In some cities, women and girls are less likely than 
men to attend and participate in cultural events, such 
as music, film and arts festivals, and exhibitions. In 
Istanbul, Turkey, a 2021 study found that women are 
46% more likely than men never to attend a cultural 
event.239 Possible explanations include that such events 
are often held after dark, when women find it difficult 
to go out due to safety concerns or unless escorted 
by a male relative. The unequal division of caring 
responsibilities also restricts women’s access to cultural 
spaces, as they can be unsuitable for young children and 
ageing communities. The study suggests that this limits 
women’s empowerment and only reinforces traditional 
and patriarchal gender roles. 

In numerous cultures, women are judged and harassed 
for purchasing and consuming alcohol,240 but women 
globally are also often excluded from nightlife spaces 
because they are unsafe. In clubs and bars, which are 
important sites of leisure and socialising, gender-based 
harassment and sexual violence are far too common. 
Over the last few years, women in the UK have reported 
increasing rates of harassment and spiking; so much so 
that is has been labelled an epidemic.241 According to 
a recent survey, 1 in 9 women in the UK has had their 
drink spiked, and 40% of women between 18 and 24 
know someone who has been spiked.242 The result is 
a climate of fear and vigilance for women in nightlife 
spaces which limits their social freedom.  

Liverpool, UK (right)
Survey respondent 2022,  
age 18-25; bisexual; 
long term illness/health 
condition/disability
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2-3%
of statues worldwide 
represent women249 

15%
of international bank 
notes feature images  
of women250

Poor sense of belonging, identity and freedom

Barriers to enriching spaces are strengthened by the stories 
our cities tell about gender. Monuments, statues, and public 
art function beyond serving as public decoration; they exist 
to exalt and commemorate groups and individuals, their work 
and achievements, reiterating these messages on a daily basis 
and contributing to urban identity. Yet, it is mostly men whose 
names, images and legacies are commemorated, while both the 
achievements of, and atrocities committed against, women and 
minorities are ignored.

Only 2-3% of statues represent women in almost every country 
in the world.243 In combination with the frequently anonymous 
and decorative role of statues of women, this reiterates 
sexist stereotypes: men are recognised for their personal 
achievements whilst women are portrayed as interchangeable 
and objectifiable.

The same goes for street names. Between Bengaluru, Chennai, 
London, Mumbai, New Delhi, Paris, and San Francisco, an 
average of only 27.5% of streets are named after women.244 
This representative aspect of the built environment, often 
overlooked, minimises the history of women and all that they 
have fought for, preserving in our streets a time when only 
men were thought to make worthwhile contributions to society.

Women have a rich history of occupying public spaces to 
fight for their rights. Such protests continue to effect political 
change and to progress social equity. Yet, the right to do 
so is restricted in many cities. In 2022 in Iran women took 
to the streets to protest, chanting the slogan ‘Woman.Life.
Freedom’.245 The widespread demonstrations began following 
the death in police custody of 22 year old Mahsa Amini, who 
was detained for allegedly breaking rules on headscarves.246 
Women in Iran and around the world have been cutting 
their hair in protest of the country’s strict morality laws.247 
It could also restrict peaceful gatherings intended to provide 
support and healing for women. Similar scenes have been 
observed in India, where the gang-rape, torture and murder 
of an unnamed 19-year-old woman in Hathras, Uttar Pradesh 
in 2020, prompted a country-wide protest for more effective 
government responses to sexual violence.248 
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Seattle WA, USA (right)
Survey respondent 2022,  
age 36-45; parent

Enrichment and fulfilment | Key issues



93



94

There are strategies for allowing women 
to have rich and fulfilled lives in cities. 
The following pages present four possible 
ones. The description of each strategy 
includes the benefits generated, what actions 
support its implementation, and evidence 
drawn from best practice case studies.

The implementation of these strategies will also support the 
UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly:

 – SDG 4:  ‘Ensure inclusive and equitable 
quality education and promote lifelong 
learning opportunities for all’; 251 and 

 – SDG 8: ‘Promote sustained, inclusive and 
sustainable economic growth, full and productive 
employment and decent work for all’.252

Strategies
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Provide accessible 
and inclusive 
workplaces 
and schools

Design for diverse 
and flexible use 
of public spaces 

Provide safe and 
inclusive leisure 
and cultural spaces

Use the built 
environment to uplift 
women and recognise 
their history
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Provide flexible, multi-use and 
accessible co-working spaces 
The number of female entrepreneurs in Nigeria has 
risen to over 23 million254 – more than any other country 
globally. Increased access to co-working spaces has been 
a strong contributing factor.255 Co-working spaces, such as 
Venia and the iLx Centre in Lagos, enable women to work 
in more convenient locations and increase their flexibility. 
They also offer bases to freelance or from which to start 
businesses. This does not erase the unequal burden of 
care on women, but this kind of flexibility helps women 
get businesses off the ground and provides alternatives to 
lengthy commutes. 

Design modular, adaptable office spaces
Modular spaces with the capacity to be rearranged 
depending on purpose extend comfort to a more diverse 
user base. SPACE10’s 2019 Denmark office renovation 
involved dividing the office into semi-open cubes, acting 
as on-demand workspaces, meeting rooms, and co-
working areas. Translucent panels were used to create 
dividers, which could be easily moved to create adaptable 
workspaces, combining privacy with collaboration.253  
Atypical workspaces designed for diverse use will help 
cater to women’s needs, help facilitate workplace success 
and tackle misogynistic work cultures. Such models can 
also help with accessibility and inclusion by meeting a 
range of preferences and needs.

Strategy 1
Provide accessible and inclusive 
workplaces and schools 
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Design learning spaces that meet the needs 
of disabled women and children 
Registered charity Doostan builds schools for 
underprivileged children in remote parts of South Africa 
and the Middle East.257 Their school in Bushehr, Iran, is 
for blind and partially-sighted children, and its design 
incorporates textured tiles, wayfinding and specially 
designed classroom equipment to maximise learning 
opportunities for children with disabilities.258 Disabled 
girls, especially in developing countries, are more likely 
to be kept home from school due to harassment or the 
prioritisation of disabled boys.259 Primary caretakers, 
predominantly women, also benefit from increased 
independence for both caregiver and child.

Create toolkits to challenge industry-
specific cultures of sexism 
In the US, ProTradeCraft’s toolkit on gender-inclusion 
aims to equip senior workers in the construction 
sector with the ability to discuss codes of conduct 
with their teams on site.256 The kit explains the use of 
inclusive language and offers prompts for challenging 
discriminatory behaviour at work. Sweden-based 
company Skanska introduced a ‘yellow card system’ to 
flag inappropriate conduct from construction employees. 
This provides opportunities to learn from mistakes and 
modify behaviour, which is paramount to culture change. 
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Workplaces and educational facilities that consider 
women’s specific needs help tackle gender-based 
stereotypes. They enable women to have equal access to 
jobs and education, which in turn provides cities with a 
larger, better-skilled workforce and boosts productivity. 
There is evidence that educated and trained women are 
more likely to benefit their communities at a higher level 
than men.

Benefits



Design spaces for teenage girls 
Swing Time, an illuminated swing installation by 
Höweler + Yoon Architecture in Boston, USA, was 
not specifically designed for teenage girls, but that 
demographic’s joyful use of the swings reveals teenage 
girls lack are of playful, comfortable, aesthetically 
appealing spaces for sitting and socialising.262 The use 
of light-up, adult-sized swings conveyed several key 
messages: that the space was not for small children, 
that sitting and spending time there was welcomed, and 
a sense of safety and play created by the soft colourful 
light of the structure. Girls felt safe spending time there, 
knowing they would not be asked to move. 

Design parks in response to women’s 
comfort and safety needs     
Tribute Garden in New York, USA, is a green space 
designed to raise awareness of, and pay respect to, victims 
of domestic abuse. It uses memorial artworks to provide 
moments of teaching and reflection.260 Green spaces 
offer respite, particularly to those for whom domestic 
spaces have become dangerous. Parks are also important 
to displaced women seeking asylum. The familiarity 
and health benefits of green spaces can provide a way 
of reconnecting with new surroundings in a potentially 
hostile new country or home. The correlation between 
green space availability and social cohesion is testament 
to this.261 

Strategy 2
Design for diverse and flexible 
use of public spaces 
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Provide studio and garage spaces for 
women and girls in STEM     
DIY Girls in San Francisco, USA, responds to the 
exclusion of women and girls in STEM (Science, 
Technology, Engineering, Mathematics) fields by 
running courses in technology, engineering, coding 
and 3D design.264 It also provides studio space to work 
in, aimed mainly at young Latina girls in underserved 
areas. Girls Garage in Berkeley, USA plays a similar 
role:265 it offers garage space, equipment and teaching to 
young girls for skills such as carpentry, MIG-welding, 
sculpting, and jump-starting cars. Such spaces in our 
cities help break sexist stereotypes.

Provide mixed-use, adaptable community gathering spaces
Designed by Squire & Partners, a community centre 
built as part of the renovation of a Grade II listed 
windmill in London, UK, demonstrates how a purpose-
built community spaces can facilitate classes and social 
gatherings across identities and generations.263 The centre 
contains flexible rooms which can open into a larger space 
and provide facilities for comfort and convenience. As the 
rooms are designed for adaptation to different age groups 
and activities, this encourages diverse uses and helps all 
members of the community feel welcome. 
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Cities that provide diverse and flexible spaces for play, 
leisure and learning help women and girls lead more 
enriched lives. Such inclusive spaces also benefit health 
and wellbeing and, by opening up more opportunities for 
women, increase productivity and economic growth. 

Benefits



Design cities to maximise proximity to opportunity
15 Minute Cities – neighbourhoods designed so that key 
necessities of one’s daily routine are all reachable within  
15 minutes walking or cycling from residents’ homes – are 
one way of improving women’s experience of mobility.268 
This approach means amenities and transport hubs are 
closer and easier to get to, facilitating the local and care-
based trips more often made by women,269 but also access 
to further educational and work opportunities. Alternative 
urban design paradigms such as this also demonstrate how 
designing around the needs of women and girls raises 
inclusivity and quality of infrastructure for all. 

Incorporate spaces for cultural practices into designs  
In Newcastle, UK, Atkinson Road Primary Academy 
opened the first multi-faith prayer room in the region, 
following concerns from a Muslim pupil who needed 
to pray, and wider consultation with its diverse student 
population, who backed the need for an inclusive 
prayer space.266 Leytonstone School in London, UK, 
has introduced a similar concept for their students, but 
additionally offers a prayer club for Muslim students.267 
Spaces and policies for inclusion improve safety and 
autonomy, and prayer rooms in particular enable 
individuals to carry out their religious practice comfortably.

Strategy 3
Provide safe and inclusive 
leisure and cultural spaces 
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Establish a Code of Conduct for nightlife 
spaces that works to protect women 
London-based club and performance venue Pxssy Palace 
has a code of conduct centred around nightlife safety 
and the inclusion of low-income women, queer, intersex, 
non-binary and trans individuals and people of colour.273 
Their policy details wheelchair accessibility, provision of 
a quiet respite space, a taxi fund for vulnerable guests, a 
buddy system for those arriving alone, and guidance on 
consent. As a result, women and minority genders feel 
safer attending the venue as the establishment as a whole 
is committed to creating inclusive spaces. This prevents 
harm and sexual harassment.

Establish community libraries with 
Wi-Fi and printing access 
Based in Mutare South, Zimbabwe, the Manzununu 
Community Library demonstraes how physical 
community spaces can be the first step in getting people 
online.270 Offering computer equipment and internet 
access, the library connects locals to online education 
and training. Across the world women are more likely to 
be prevented from accessing education and work against 
their will,271 and are less likely to have internet access 
than men.272 Facilities such the internet and printers give 
women opportunities to print job applications or apply 
for childcare benefits. These are key aspects for women’s 
economic independence.
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Participation in nightlife and cultural activities is a large 
part of rich, fulfilled lives. Making leisure and cultural 
spaces more inclusive for women, along with various 
transport options, generally makes them women’s lives 
safer, more enjoyable and more fruitful, turning them into 
stronger economic forces.

Benefits



Name streets and places after women  
In addition to making cities safer and more accessible, the 
approach of gender-sensitive design can feed our sense 
of belonging and identity. The neighbourhood of Aspern, 
in Austria’s capital Vienna, is committed to gender 
mainstreaming in urban design which goes beyond safety 
and inclusive infrastructure, shaping neighbourhood 
values and identity as well. All the streets and public 
open spaces in Aspern are named for women276 – for 
instance, Hannah Arendt Platz, Janis Joplin Promenade, 
Ada Lovelace Strasse, Madame d’Ora Park. These 
small design decisions shape urban narratives, using the 
authority of the built environment to recognise and raise 
awareness of female achievement.

Design and build monuments and statues depicting women
The tale of historical achievement told by our cities’ 
statues is heavily biased in favour of powerful white men. 
In New York, USA, Brooklyn-based non-profit campaign 
group Monumental Women seeks to address the extreme 
gender imbalance in public statues and monuments.274 
The group successfully campaigned for Central Park’s 
first statue of a woman – who was not a fictional character 
– resulting in the installation of a statue of women’s 
rights pioneers Sojourner Truth, Susan B. Anthony, and 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton in 2020.275 Monumental Women 
also challenge municipalities to include tributes in their 
public spaces to the diverse women. 

Strategy 4
Use the built environment to uplift 
and recognise the history of women
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Use political protest case studies to inform 
spatial design and use of space
Sisters Uncut occupied the visitor’s centre of women-
only Holloway Prison, London, UK, that had closed 
down the year before.281  The group drew attention to the 
insufficient support and shelter space offered to survivors 
of domestic violence, demonstrating alternative use of the 
empty prison space by hosting workshops on women’s 
wellbeing, self-defence, and legal rights. They also 
indicated how spaces centred around rehabilitation and 
support can help our societies more than incarceration.282 

Learning from such protests can help built environment 
practitioners better meet the needs of the communities 
they serve.

Empower and support feminist organisations 
through inclusive gathering spaces  
Space to organise and sustain feminist groups and 
networks are needed for intersectional feminism to thrive. 
Writer Lola Olufemi, in 2020, described how “[Black 
women] created spaces of reflection as well as planning, 
where women’s voices were the central contributors 
to political discussion on the conditions needed for 
liberation.”277 This reiterates the role of community 
spaces in enabling women to express and strategise free 
from oppression. Many feminist and politically-oriented 
libraries offer these spaces for free, such as the Free 
Black Women’s Library278 Brooklyn, USA, and Feminist 
Library279 and MayDay Rooms280 in London, UK.
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The built environment tells stories through its monuments, 
statues and street names. Cities can harness the power 
of these narratives to celebrate women’s history and 
achievements. Uplifting women’s identity and sense of 
pride in this way can help women feel like they belong, 
which enriches their lives and makes them more involved 
in their communities. 

Benefits
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Cities are complex systems of 
interconnected parts and layers. Each 
of these – be they spatial, socio-cultural 
or governmental – impact women’s 
conditions and their urban experiences. 

Only an integrated, gender-responsive, and participatory 
approach to city-making can hope to tackle and address 
the breadth of challenges women face in cities across 
the world, and identify solutions and opportunities 
for addressing them. This requires commitment and 
collaboration from public and private stakeholders, 
working together to remove discipline siloes and to 
jointly develop well-crafted and context-relevant 
physical interventions, as well as governance, social and 
behavioural change programmes and activities. Siloed 
thinking and the failure to adopt an integrated approach 
cannot deliver equity; what is more, it risks exacerbating 
existing inequities. 

At the same time, city stakeholders need to consider the 
full spectrum of challenges, needs and aspirations of 
women in cities, in every step of their design and policy 
process. This goes beyond the consideration of purely 
functional needs of women, such as access to health and 
safety, but requires an intersectional and holistic approach. 

Intersectionality is defined as “a lens, a prism, for seeing 
the way in which various forms of inequality often operate 
together and exacerbate each other”1. Consequently, 
a holistic approach considers experiences of women 
with different age groups and identities, including but 
not limited to women of colour, lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, queer (or questioning), intersex, and 
asexual and other related communities (LGBTQIA+), 
older women, those with different employment statuses, 
disabilities, or risk of economic deprivation. Without 
considering intersectionality, we cannot sufficiently 

Putting into practice
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address the subordination of marginalised groups.

It is also impossible to design successful cities for women 
without involving them directly within the design process. 
Relying on data alone to inform decision-making can 
lead to gender-biased choices. Women bring a different 
perspective to urban planning. They have been shown to 
plan and design with diversity in mind and are more likely 
to create places that are inclusive of the needs of the entire 
population. It is also the duty of men – especially those 
in influential roles –to be actively involved in discussions 
regarding women’s needs and to fully support their 
participation in city decisions and place-making.

This process, whereby someone in a privileged position 
advocates for the equality and empowerment of 
underrepresented groups, is often referred to as allyship.283  
Male allies, in this instance, not only bring women 
to the table, but can also ensure that they are listened 
to, acknowledged, respected, and recognised for their 
contributions.284 Allyship often starts with education, and 
while most men notionally support gender equity, they 
struggle to recognise gender discrimination in practice.285   
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This section presents a list of practical steps 
that city authorities, urban professionals, 
developers and investors and community groups 
can undertake to establish some foundational 
principles to create the optimum governance and 
operational mechanisms to enable the effective 
delivery of gender-responsive urban projects or 
interventions. This approach will ensure the whole 
community has access to, and benefit from, more 
inclusive, equal and sustainable urban spaces.  
To navigate this section, find your stakeholder icon against a 
foundation to see what actions you can be taking to create the  
right environment for gender-responsive projects to be  
successfully delivered.

Foundations for a gender-
responsive urban project

City leaders and 
policy makers

Built environment 
professionals

Developers 
and investors

Community 
groups

Short term

Medium term

Key stakeholders Implementation timescales

Long term
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Conduct a women’s local needs analysis within within 
cities to understand women’s existing challenges and 
opportunities. This will establish a baseline to identify 
priority actions, and against which change and success can 
be measured. The analysis should involve comprehensive 
engagement with local, intersectional women to understand 
user stories, and be complemented by an analysis of 
socio-economic and spatial data and a policy review, being 
mindful of any data biases and gaps in information.

Create a gender-responsive city action plan, setting out 
how the findings from the local needs analysis will be 
addressed. This action plan should be fully embedded and 
integrated with other policy documents and strategies, for 
example local transport plans, economic growth strategies 
and local planning documents. It should also identify any 
policies or laws which need to be introduced to promote 
gender equality in the built environment.

Step 1

Step 2

Conduct a women’s local 
needs analysis

Produce gender-responsive 
city action plan

Create a gender-responsive city pledge to set out the actions 
organisations within the city can take to improve cities for 
women. These actions should respond to the local needs 
analysis and city action plan and diverse organisations 
should select the actions they are most able to influence or 
adopt. Participating organisations should be named on a 
city-wider register and publicly promoted, highlighting their 
commitment to improving the built environment for women. 
Public commitments make implementation more likely. 

Step 3
Create a gender-
responsive city pledge 
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Form a city-wide task force for gender-responsive 
planning with representatives from different stakeholder 
groups, tasked with improving gender equity in the built 
environment. The task force should be responsible for the 
delivery of the action plan and pledge. This collaborative 
working is required to provide holistic and comprehensive 
long-term improvements, rather than piecemeal 
interventions which displace challenges. 

Appoint a champion for gender-responsive planning 
within their organisations. This role is to advocate for 
gender equity in design and ensure the involvement 
of women within planning and design. The champion 
should also work to improve understanding amongst all 
people of the challenges that women face and in doing 
so promote the importance of male allyship. 

Step 4

Step 5

Establish a task force for 
gender-responsive planning  

Appoint a champion for gender-
responsive planning  

Adopt and promote gender-responsive procurement 
mechanisms to articulate and evaluate tenders. They should 
use a balanced scorecard approach and criteria linked to 
the needs analysis within an area. Criteria could include: 
the equal opportunities policies adopted by companies, 
women-owned businesses, the percentage of intersectional 
women in the company at all levels and across all roles and/
or any training provided on female allyship. This requirement 
should extend throughout the supply chain.

Step 6
Adopt gender-responsive 
procurement mechanisms  
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Adopt gender-responsive project financing to ensure that 
project funds and resources are allocated equitably across 
people of all genders. This step is important to ensure that 
any project activities that deliver outputs and outcomes for 
women are adequately funded, improving their chances of 
being achieved. 

Look beyond the development boundary to ensure any wider 
impacts arising from the development upon women will 
be identified and can be addressed. Equally any positive 
measures introduced by neighbouring areas or developments 
could be expanded upon within the development boundary to 
generate positive cumulative impacts. 

Step 7

Step 8

Adopt gender-responsive 
project financing

Look beyond the 
development boundary

Develop gender-responsive guidance for construction sites 
which identifies mitigation measures for the temporary 
impacts arising during construction and for the inclusion and 
comfort of women on sites. For example, the provision of 
personal protective equipment that fits women’s bodies and 
on-site toilet facilities for women, the impact of hoardings 
on sight lines/passive surveillance, or on how the increased 
number of men in an area (due to the construction industry 
being male dominated) impacts perceptions of safety.

Step 9
Develop gender-responsive 
guidance for construction sites
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Organisations should develop inclusive approaches to 
recruiting, retaining and promoting women from diverse 
backgrounds. They should encourage training to educate 
and up-skill staff around the need and methods to design 
for women.286 

Advocate and lobby governments for gender reforms in 
planning and design policies to ensure there is a statutory 
requirement to consider the needs of women in the built 
environment. Additionally, design standards and best 
practice guidance should be developed to support these 
reforms. Community groups also have a role to play to 
support such advocacy and lobby initiatives, through 
communications and awareness raising campaigns. 

Step 10

Step 11

Educate and up-skill professionals 
on gender-responsive planning   

Advocate for gender-responsive 
planning policy reform

Teams should approach a range of stakeholders and hear 
from those ‘seldom heard’. Where appropriate, engagement 
with certain groups of women should be carried out through 
an organisation, charity or community group that regularly 
works with or supports that group. Engagement teams 
should also be as closely representative of the groups they 
are consulting as possible. This helps create a comfortable 
and inclusive environment which facilitates more open and 
valuable engagement. 

Step 12
Ensure diverse voices and experiences 
are heard when shaping projects
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A gender-responsive approach to city planning and design 
should be implemented across all stages of built environment 
projects. These could be new policies, strategies or physical 
interventions – both spatial and structural. The project 
roadmap should be used by urban professionals, city 
authorities, developers, investors and community groups to 
embed gender-responsiveness in their work. 

Gender-responsive 
project roadmap
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Stage 1
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Implementation
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Stage 3
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Making change happen



 – Introduce the concept of social value 
and of equality, diversity and inclusion 
commitments for the project. Ensure 
the whole team is aware of them and 
that they are included within the 
project programme and outcomes. 
Each delivery partner should take 
shared responsibility for fulfilling these 
commitments. The commitments could 
be delivered through the project itself 
but also through community outreach. 

 – Establish a commitment to gender 
equity amongst the project team. 
This should include a clear vision 
and objectives for delivering gender 
equity through the project as well as 
to respectful working practices and 
mutual respect. Empathy is key so that 
biases can be positively challenged.

 – Ensure that ‘Inclusion Moments’ are a 
standing agenda item for every team 
meeting. This creates a culture of 
caring and respect. It could include 
highlighting how recent project work 
factored in the needs of women, sharing 
industry best practice, or bitesize team 
training on inclusion topics such as the 
use of pronouns or menopause support.

 – Establish a diverse team that 
understands the intersectional 
challenges faced by women. The 
demographics of the local area should 
be mirrored in the team. Where there 
are gaps in representation, these 
should be noted and addressed through 
stakeholder engagement and data. 

 – Ensure that the project team is multi-
disciplinary. Thinking wider than the 
traditional disciplines involved can 
provide a diversity of perspectives 
and thus instil better design outcomes. 
Inclusive design specialists, 
diversity and inclusion consultants, 
sociologists, and psychologists are 
just a few examples of alternative 
disciplines that should be involved to 
achieve more inclusive outcomes.  

Stage 0
Project inception
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 – Produce a gender-responsive 
engagement plan which sets out how 
engagement with women will be 
carried out at all stages of the project. 
This ensures that they have a voice 
from the start of the design process, 
allowing them to influence and shape 
the project brief and outcomes. This 
should include stakeholder mapping to 
identify key actors, and any political or 
city leaders whose support is required 
for successful project delivery. 

 – Use a mix of engagement methods 
to promote full, active participation, 
including online and in-person events, 
on different days and times, at different 
locations. Engagement materials should 
be available in various languages 
or formats. Braille, translators and 
sign-language interpreters should be 
available. Event venues should be near 
public transport and be fully accessible 
through step-free access, disabled 
parking, accessible toilets, baby change 
facilities and hearing loops. Child play 
areas may enable parents to attend.

 – Review, or conduct, a local needs 
analysis and identify gender-responsive 
project outcomes which address the 
local needs of women. This step should 
involve stakeholder engagement to both 
create and confirm the outcomes. These 
outcomes should be included within the 
project’s delivery plan, ensuring they are 
a key component of the project and help 
shape the social value commitments. 
The local needs analysis should be 
regularly revised as the socio-economic 
context and experiences of women 
may change as a result of the project 
and societal changes as a whole. 

 – Map the user stories for women. This 
helps to communicate the project 
requirements from the perspective of 
users, specifically women. Using this 
method helps ensure that the needs 
of women are considered throughout 
the project and that the project 
outcomes meet their requirements.

Stage 1
Project brief
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 – Multi-disciplinary design team 
workshops should be arranged to 
identify and address any competing 
impacts. For example, the need to 
maintain dark corridors for wildlife can 
create darker routes where women do not 
feel as safe thus requiring alternative, 
better lit routes to be provided.

 – Manage team personnel changes and 
milestone transitions. Ensuring any new 
members of the team, or handovers to 
new teams/companies are aware of the 
vision and objectives of designing for 
women. This will ensure that at the end 
of the project the vision has been met.

 – Develop a multi-criteria assessment 
tool for options appraisal. This should 
include both qualitative and quantitative 
assessment criteria, together with the 
original project objectives from the local 
needs analysis. A workshop to review 
project options should be held with 
women (if appropriate for the scale of 
the project). The needs of women should 
be continually reviewed. There should 
be frequent checks that the project 
outcomes have been embedded in the 
design process and that they would 
be achievable upon implementation. 

 – Stakeholder engagement should continue 
during this stage at regular intervals, 
and if significant changes are made 
to the scope within the project brief. 
This is an important activity to ensure 
women have an input into the project 
develpoment process, but also to ensure 
any assumptions made by the project 
team are checked and challenged. 

Stage 2
Project design
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 – A proportion of any developer 
contributions should go towards 
achieving inclusive outcomes. Streets 
and cycleways could be named after 
women or statues representing women 
could be built – to name but a couple 
of examples. Steps should be taken to 
ensure there is no gender bias in how 
places are named, or in the design 
of infrastructure such as schools.

 – Upon submission of a planning 
application, the local planning 
authority should assess and ensure 
the needs of women have been 
considered by developers, and are 
being met through the design. The 
evaluation should be based on a 
local needs analysis of women.

 – Local planning authorities should 
introduce the requirement for developers 
to provide a ‘gender-responsive design 
plan’ within their planning submission, 
detailing how the local needs of women 
are being met through the design, 
how women have been engaged, 
and how their views helped inform 
and shape the design. Developers 
and built environment professionals 
should produce the ‘gender responsive 
design plan’ whilst preparing their 
planning application documents. 

 – Upon granting planning permissions, 
conditions should be included by 
local planning authorities to require 
developers to implement, and monitor, 
key aspects of the scheme which 
concern designing for women.

Stage 3
Planning application
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 – Social value commitments which 
enhance the visibility of women 
should be required. Many built 
environment professions are male-
dominated, and efforts should be 
made to inspire the next generation 
of women to enter these professions. 
For example, female construction 
workers could conduct school visits, 
supported by male colleagues who can 
discuss the importance of allyship.

 – Gender responsive procurement 
mechanisms should be adopted by 
organisations, and complied with by 
suppliers. The procurement process 
should support in the delivery of 
equitable outcomes for women 
at every stage of the process.

 – The supply chain should be required 
to commit to supporting the needs of 
women as part of their contractual 
requirements and aligned to the 
project’s objects and outcomes. Key 
performance indicators for the supply 
chain should link to their contractual 
requirements and should be monitored 
and reported upon during the project 
lifecycle. This should be aligned with 
the gender-responsive design plan. 

Stage 4
Procurement
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 – Risk registers should include 
standing risks and mitigation around 
the experiences of women. For 
policy or strategy projects, risks 
could include how service changes, 
project delays, project funding cuts 
and so on may impact women. 

 – Design changes made during delivery 
should be re-tested with women. 
It is particularly important when 
value engineering occurs that project 
changes due to cost reductions 
do not negatively impact project 
objectives related to women. 

Stage 5
Implementation
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 – Once delivered – and while in operation 
– the project should be monitored 
to identify whether the anticipated 
outcomes are being achieved. This 
should include an impact assessment 
and the engagement with user groups 
to understand their experiences of 
the project. Project teams should 
also revisit the user stories and 
identify if they have now changed. 

 – Feedback should be shared with the 
local planning authority to inform 
their knowledge and understanding of 
the needs of women and girls within 
their local area, as well as the success 
of interventions. This should be used 
to update the local needs analysis.

 – A ‘lessons learnt’ log should be kept and 
used on future projects ensuring that 
knowledge and understanding of best 
practice is shared and carried forward.

Stage 6
Measuring success
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Themes

Safety and 
security

Health and 
wellbeing

Enrichment 
and fulfilment

Justice and 
equity

Using quantifiable indicators can 
measure the success of gender-responsive 
interventions. Monitoring the impact 
provides insights into the experiences of 
user groups. Gathering feedback identifies 
changes that may be needed to allow 
for continual improvement. Areas and 
demographics also change over time, and 
so too do the needs of those communities. 
Ongoing monitoring captures whether 
interventions are still effective over time. 

The table to the right suggests possible indicators that 
could be used or adapted in order to evaluate the impact of 
gender-responsive design.  

Measuring success
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Key performance indicators

 – Number of women using public transport
 – Provision, and use of, safe reporting systems, counselling, and support services for gender-

based violence 
 – Crime statistics, e.g. levels of gender-based violence & harassment 
 – Perceptions of safety 
 – Levels of lighting provision 
 – Existence of local policy and/or provision against sexual harassment in public open spaces  
 – Provision and uptake of mandatory education and training programmes 

 – Existence of gender-responsive policies and laws 
 – Percentage of women’s housing and land ownership
 – Funding for projects with women’s outcomes 
 – Number of women in built environment professions across all roles
 – Use of data sources which include statistics specific to women
 – Number of women participating in civic engagement
 – Use of gender budgeting

 – Presence of women in public realm (day and night)
 – Dwell time of women in public realm  
 – Prevalence of physical and mental health conditions in women
 – Number of public toilets 
 – Number of public buildings providing gender-inclusive menstruation products and disposal 

areas in toilet facilities
 – Ease of access to water and sanitation 
 – Number of breast and chest feeding spaces
 – Number of developments recognising inclusive housing models

 – Percentage of women employed who are in senior positions
 – Extent to which information on and sensitivity to gender equity, gender identity and 

expression, sexual orientation, and culture and religion is mainstreamed across schools and 
workplaces

 – Presence of women at cultural facilities (during both the day and night) 
 – Streets and cycleways named after women 
 – Statues depicting women 
 – Sentiment mapping of women’s fulfilment  
 – Economic contribution of women to leisure services 
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We are at a pivotal moment in the 
evolution of our cities. Together, 
we can eradicate traditional urban 
practices in favour of designing cities 
that work for women and girls. We 
cannot ignore their needs any longer. 

Designing cities that work for women translates to better 
cities for all, with strong multiplier socio-economic and 
environmental effects across households, families, and 
local communities. The strategies explored in this report 
can lead to a healthier, safer, more resilient, and more 
inclusive built environment that nurtures social cohesion 
and enhances the livelihoods of communities. Gender-
inclusive urban planning and design is also critical in 
addressing current, multifaceted challenges such as rapid 
urbanisation, pandemics, multidimensional inequalities, 
and climate change.

We hope this report will inspire city authorities, urban 
practitioners, developers, police, education bodies and 
others to join the movement towards the creation of safe 
and just cities. 

The starting point, for many, will be to prepare an 
understanding of area-specific challenges, and to 
recognise women’s needs as a central consideration when 
creating their vision and designs. More to the point, we 
have identified 16 thematic strategies, each supported 
by four actions to support its implementation. Each case 
study emphasises that many of these recommendations 
and actions are not brand-new; they have been 
successfully implemented around the world, and they are 
applicable to alternate locations. 

Leading the way

Conclusions
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The practical gender-responsive project roadmap process 
can help delivering these strategies – if embedded in 
professionals’ day-to-day work. Whilst the individual 
pursuit of any of our recommendations or actions would 
be a positive step forward, we must acknowledge that 
multi-stakeholder collaboration and systemic behaviour 
change will have the greatest positive impact.

We are asking you to pledge your commitment to 
implementing the most appropriate actions across your 
work, and in your city. Your pledge will ensure that this 
publication goes beyond just words on a page; it will 
enable positive change for women and girls now, and for 
future generations. We aim to monitor and review the 
impact of our work after five years to get an idea of its 
success and the work that still needs to be done.  

This is only the start of 
what we hope to achieve.  
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