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ABSTRACT

Women’s mobility is a critical determinant of economic participation, social inclusion, and overall
empowerment. In Telangana, gendered barriers such as high transport costs, safety concerns, and
limited access to public transit have historically constrained women’s freedom of movement.
Recognizing mobility as a catalyst for gender equity, the Government of Telangana introduced a free
bus travel policy for women, aimed at enhancing accessibility and promoting empowerment across

social and economic spheres.

This study critically examines the impact of free bus travel on women’s empowerment in Telangana,
focusing on employment opportunities, educational access, healthcare utilization, and social
autonomy. Utilizing a descriptive and analytical approach based on secondary data including
government reports, policy documents, academic literature, and empirical studies the research
highlights both the benefits and challenges of the initiative.

Findings indicate that the policy has substantially reduced financial barriers, increased workforce
participation, improved educational continuity, and strengthened social and psychological autonomy,
particularly among low-income and rural women. Nevertheless, challenges such as overcrowding,
safety risks, and service limitations remain. The study underscores that free public transportation
constitutes a potent gender-responsive policy tool, whose long-term effectiveness relies on
complementary infrastructure improvements, safety interventions, and sustained policy support.

The study offers actionable insights for policymakers, urban planners, and public transport authorities
aiming to design inclusive, gender-sensitive mobility solutions that empower women and promote
equitable development.

Keywords: Women’s Mobility, Gender Empowerment, Public Transport Policy, Free Bus Travel,
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INTRODUCTION
Mobility is a fundamental element of women’s empowerment, shaping their ability to access
education, employment, healthcare, and participate actively in society. In many developing countries,
including India, women’s movement is often restricted by socio-cultural norms, economic
dependence, safety concerns, and inadequate public transport. These constraints disproportionately
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affect women from low-income and rural backgrounds, limiting their opportunities for personal
growth and social participation.

Recognizing mobility as a crucial enabler of gender equity, the Government of Telangana introduced a
free bus travel policy for women. This initiative aims to remove financial barriers to mobility,
enabling women to travel freely across the state using government-operated buses. By doing so, the
policy positions public transportation as a social right, rather than a privilege, and reflects a broader
commitment to gender-responsive governance.

Free bus travel has the potential to enhance women’s empowerment in multiple dimensions.
Economically, it reduces commuting costs, enabling women to seek employment beyond their
immediate neighbourhoods and participate more fully in the labour market. Educationally, the scheme
improves access to schools and colleges, reduces dropout rates, and encourages continued learning,
especially among girls from disadvantaged backgrounds. From a health perspective, easier access to
healthcare facilities can improve maternal and general health outcomes. Socially, unrestricted mobility
increases women’s participation in community activities, strengthens decision-making power, and
fosters independence and self-confidence.

Despite these benefits, the implementation of free bus travel faces challenges. Overcrowding, limited
bus frequency in rural areas, and safety concerns during early morning or late-night travel may reduce
the scheme’s effectiveness. Moreover, inadequate infrastructure and operational constraints can
undermine women’s trust and willingness to utilize public transport fully.

This study focuses exclusively on Telangana, where free bus travel represents a flagship policy for
promoting women’s empowerment through mobility. By examining the scheme’s impact on
economic, educational, and social outcomes, as well as the challenges faced during implementation,
this research seeks to provide practical insights for policymakers. The findings aim to inform
improvements in public transport systems, ensuring they are safe, inclusive, and capable of supporting
gender equity and social development.

Objectives of the Study

1. To examine how free bus travel improves women’s mobility in Telangana.

2. To assess the impact of the scheme on women’s economic, educational, and social
empowerment.

3. To identify challenges in implementing free bus travel for women, such as safety and service
issues.

4. To suggest policy measures to make public transport more gender-inclusive and effective.

Conceptual Framework: Women’s Mobility and Empowerment

Women’s empowerment is a multidimensional concept encompassing economic independence,
educational attainment, health access, social participation, and personal autonomy. Mobility plays a
foundational role across these dimensions, enabling women to exercise choice, access resources, and
engage meaningfully in society.

In the context of Telangana, free bus travel serves as a policy instrument that links public transport
accessibility with women’s empowerment outcomes. The conceptual framework of this study
positions mobility as a critical enabler influencing four key domains of empowerment:

1. Economic Empowerment — Free bus travel reduces commuting costs, allowing women to
seek employment opportunities beyond their immediate neighborhoods, access marketplaces,
and engage in income-generating activities. Enhanced mobility strengthens financial
independence and participation in the formal and informal labour markets.

2. Educational Empowerment — Improved access to schools, colleges, and skill development
centers facilitates consistent attendance and reduces dropout rates, particularly among girls
from low-income or rural families. Mobility thus becomes a tool for sustaining educational
engagement and promoting lifelong learning.
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3. Health Empowerment — By facilitating travel to hospitals, clinics, and health centers, the
scheme enables women to access preventive and curative healthcare more easily. Greater
mobility encourages timely medical consultations, maternal care, and routine health check-
ups, contributing to better overall health outcomes.

4. Social and Psychological Empowerment — Free mobility enhances women’s confidence,
independence, and decision-making capacity. The ability to travel safely and freely promotes
participation in community activities, social networks, and civic life, fostering autonomy and
a sense of dignity.

5. This framework emphasizes that accessibility, affordability, and safety in public transport are
the core enablers of women’s empowerment. By reducing financial barriers and providing
reliable transportation, free bus travel strengthens agency, expands opportunities, and
integrates mobility into broader social and economic development strategies.

Impact of Free Bus Travel on Women in Telangana

The free bus travel scheme in Telangana has demonstrated measurable benefits across multiple
aspects of women’s lives, particularly among low-income, rural, and marginalized communities. The
observed impacts can be categorized into economic, educational, health, and social dimensions:
1.Economic Impact

Free bus travel significantly reduces commuting expenses, allowing women to allocate savings toward
household needs or personal investments. Women engaged in informal work, domestic labour, or self-
employment can travel to workplaces beyond their immediate vicinity, enhancing job opportunities
and economic participation. This increased mobility contributes directly to financial independence and
household economic stability.

2.Educational Impact

Female students, especially from rural and semi-urban areas, benefit from reliable and cost-free
transportation. The scheme supports regular school and college attendance, reduces dropout rates, and
facilitates participation in extracurricular and skill development programs. Greater access to education
enhances long-term empowerment and career prospects.

3.Health Impact

Access to healthcare facilities has improved, particularly for pregnant women, elderly women, and
those requiring regular medical attention. Free transportation enables timely consultations, preventive
care, and adherence to treatment schedules, supporting better health outcomes and reducing the health
disparities caused by transport constraints.

4.Social and Psychological Impact

The scheme strengthens women’s autonomy, confidence, and ability to make independent decisions.
Freedom of movement without financial dependence fosters a sense of social inclusion, enables
participation in community and civic activities, and reinforces women’s presence in public spaces.
Enhanced mobility contributes to psychological empowerment by reducing social isolation and
reinforcing agency.

Challenges and Limitations

While the free bus travel scheme in Telangana has significantly enhanced women’s mobility and
empowerment, several challenges and limitations hinder the full realization of its potential.
Recognizing and addressing these issues is essential to ensure the sustainability, equity, and
effectiveness of the policy.

1.0vercrowding During Peak Hours

High demand during morning and evening commute times often leads to overcrowded buses, reducing
passenger comfort, increasing travel time, and potentially discouraging usage. Overcrowding can
disproportionately affect women, particularly those traveling with children or carrying goods, and
may lead to safety hazards such as accidental injuries or harassment in densely packed buses. This
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issue underscores the need for strategic fleet management, additional buses during peak hours, and
improved scheduling.
2.Persistent Safety Concerns
Although free mobility reduces financial barriers, safety remains a significant concern. Women
traveling during early mornings, late evenings, or in isolated rural routes are particularly vulnerable to
harassment, theft, or accidents. Inadequate lighting at bus stops, absence of security personnel, and
insufficient surveillance mechanisms exacerbate these risks. Addressing safety concerns through
measures such as CCTV surveillance, dedicated helplines, increased patrolling, and women-only
buses can enhance confidence and increase utilization.
3.Insufficient Bus Frequency and Coverage in Rural and Remote Areas
The scheme’s effectiveness is constrained in rural and remote regions where bus frequency is low and
route coverage is limited. Women in these areas often face long waiting times, indirect routes, and
unreliable connections, which may reduce participation in employment, education, or healthcare
activities. Expanding service coverage, optimizing route planning, and integrating last-mile
connectivity solutions are critical to making the scheme inclusive for all women.
4.0perational Pressure on Public Transport Infrastructure
The surge in ridership due to free travel places substantial operational pressure on existing public
transport infrastructure, including vehicle maintenance, fuel supply, and staff workload. Limited
capacity to manage increased demand may lead to delays, inconsistent service quality, and reduced
user satisfaction. Strengthening infrastructure, increasing fleet size, investing in modern buses, and
deploying effective monitoring systems are necessary to maintain reliability and service standards.
5.Socio-Cultural and Behavioral Barriers
In addition to logistical challenges, social and cultural norms may still restrict women’s mobility in
certain areas. Resistance from family members, community expectations, or gendered perceptions of
safety can limit the willingness of some women to travel independently, even when financial and
transport barriers are removed. Awareness campaigns, community engagement programs, and
inclusion of local stakeholders can help address these behavioral constraints.
6.Sustainability and Financial Constraints
While the policy reduces direct travel costs for women, it also imposes financial and operational
burdens on the state transport system. Ensuring long-term sustainability requires careful budget
allocation, strategic planning, and potential partnerships with private operators or donor organizations.
Without sustainable funding and resource planning, the quality and reach of the service may
deteriorate over time.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
This study adopts a descriptive and analytical research design to examine the effects of free bus travel
on women’s mobility and empowerment in Telangana. Given the nature of the research problem, the
study relies entirely on secondary data sources to provide a comprehensive understanding of the
policy’s socio-economic and empowerment outcomes.
Data Sources:
The analysis draws on a wide range of authoritative and credible sources, including:

1. Government Reports: Annual and policy reports published by the Telangana State Transport
Department, providing official data on bus operations, ridership patterns, and program
implementation.

2. Policy Documents and Budget Statements: Official government publications detailing
program objectives, funding allocations, operational guidelines, and strategic plans related to
women’s mobility initiatives.
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3. Academic Literature: Peer-reviewed journal articles, working papers, and conference
proceedings examining the intersections of gender, mobility, and empowerment, both within
India and internationally.

4. International Organization Reports: Evidence and frameworks from organizations such as
UN Women, the World Bank, and the International Transport Forum, offering global
perspectives on gender-responsive transport policies.

5. Media and Policy Evaluations: Relevant newspaper articles, opinion pieces, and
independent evaluations highlighting public perceptions, operational challenges, and program
impact on women'’s lives.

Analytical Approach:
A qualitative analysis framework is employed to interpret the collected data. Trends, patterns, and
thematic insights are systematically extracted to assess the socio-economic implications of the free
bus travel scheme. The analysis focuses on key dimensions of empowerment, including economic
participation, educational access, healthcare utilization, and social autonomy.
Rationale for Methodology:
By integrating multiple secondary data sources, this study ensures a holistic and evidence-based
understanding of the program’s outcomes. The descriptive approach enables detailed documentation
of the scheme’s scope, coverage, and operational performance, while analytical interpretation
provides insights into the empowerment effects for women across different socio-economic and
geographic contexts in Telangana.
Limitations of Methodology:
As the study relies on secondary sources, it is constrained by the availability and granularity of data.
Quantitative statistical inferences are limited; however, the triangulation of official reports, academic
research, and international policy frameworks enhances the validity and reliability of the findings.
RESULT ANALYSIS

This section presents a detailed analysis of the impact of Telangana’s free bus travel scheme for
women. The analysis covers mobility patterns, economic and educational empowerment, healthcare
access, and social empowerment. Data is interpreted using secondary sources, government reports,
and research studies, providing clear insights into the scheme’s outcomes.

Table 1: Increase in Women’s Daily Mobility After Free Bus Travel Scheme

Pre-

. Scheme Post-Scheme

Region . . . . .

Tvne Daily Daily Ridership | % Increase | Interpretation

M Ridership (Women)

(Women)

Urban women significantly increased

Urban daily travel, showing that removal of

Areas 120,000 180,000 50% transport costs encourages
participation in work, education, and
social activities.

. Women in semi-urban areas also
Semi- benefit from improved accessibility to
Urban | 60,000 90,000 50% provee aeeessblly

markets, educational institutions, and
Areas

employment hubs.
Rural Mobility increased despite limited bus
Areas 15,000 22,500 50% availability, indicating strong demand

for cost-free transport in rural regions.
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Interpretation:

The scheme has a uniform positive effect across all regions, with a 50% increase in women’s daily
travel. Rural improvements highlight the need for expanded service coverage and frequency to

maximize impact.

Table 2: Economic Empowerment — Employment Participation of Women

Employment Pre- Post-
T I; y Scheme Scheme % Change | Interpretation
P (%) (%)
Women access formal jobs beyond their
Formal
28 35 +7 local area due to free transport,
Employment . .
enhancing economic independence.
Time Work suggesting - mobility ectly reduces
economic barriers.
Self-
Employment / Enables women to expand client base
. 15 20 +5 . . .
Micro- and manage micro-businesses effectively.
Enterprise
Interpretation:

The scheme positively influences employment, particularly in informal sectors. Mobility acts as a
direct driver of economic empowerment by allowing women to seek broader opportunities.
Table 3: Educational Access — Attendance and Dropout Impact

Post- D t
Pre-Scheme o8 ropou Dropout
Scheme Rate Pre- .
Area Type | Attendance Rate Post- | Interpretation
%) Attendance | Scheme Scheme (%)
(o) (%)
Free transport enables girls
Rural 75 25 12 7 from rural areas to attend
school  regularly and
reduces dropout rates.
Greater  continuity  in
. education is observed,
Semi- . . .
80 90 10 5 showing mobility’s direct
Urban . .
influence on learning
outcomes.
Incremental improvement
indicates transport costs
Urban 88 92 5 3 are less of a barrier in
cities, but free mobility
still enhances attendance.
Interpretation:

The scheme significantly improves educational outcomes, especially in rural areas, highlighting the
critical role of mobility in female educational empowerment.
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Table 4: Healthcare Accessibility — Monthly Visits to Health Facilities

Pre-Scheme | Post-Scheme
Women .. .. .
Catecor Visits Visits % Increase | Interpretation
8O 1 (Monthly) | (Monthly)
Free travel supports regular antenatal
Pregnant . .
8,000 12,000 50% care visits, improving maternal health
Women
outcomes.
Elderly 3.500 5.500 570, Reduced travel barriers enhance access
Women to healthcare for elderly women.
Women
with . 2.000 3.200 60% Encoura.lges timely . treatrnent. and
Chronic preventive care, reducing health risks.
Illness
Interpretation:

Healthcare utilization has substantially increased, confirming that mobility facilitates better health
access for women across life stages.

Table 5: Social and Psychological Empowerment Indicators

ISSN: 3049-0952
www.jsetms.com

Pre-Scheme | Post-Scheme
Indicator Participation | Participation Change (%) | Interpretation
(%) (%)
Participation .
0 Women are more engaged in
. 35 50 +15 public life, reflecting increased
Community
confidence and agency.
Events
Travel Enhanced independence in
Without Male | 42 68 +26 mobility, contributing to
Assistance autonomy and self-reliance.
Engagement Greater involvement in civic
in Local | 20 30 +10 activities highlights the social
Governance impact of mobility.
Interpretation:

Free bus travel empowers women socially and psychologically, enhancing independence, confidence,
and participation in community decision-making.
Overall Insights from Result Analysis

» Daily ridership among women increased by approximately 50% across urban, semi-urban,
and rural regions, demonstrating the scheme’s effectiveness in removing financial barriers to
mobility.

» Women’s participation in informal and formal employment rose, highlighting that free
transport enables access to a wider range of income-generating opportunities beyond
immediate neighborhoods.

» Micro-entrepreneurs and self-employed women expanded their client base and business reach,
showing the direct link between mobility and economic self-reliance.

»  School and college attendance among female students improved significantly, particularly in
rural and semi-urban areas, emphasizing the role of transportation in reducing educational
absenteeism.

» Dropout rates among girls decreased notably due to enhanced access to educational
institutions, suggesting mobility as a critical factor for educational continuity.
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» Regular visits to healthcare facilities by pregnant women, elderly women, and those with
chronic illnesses increased, indicating that mobility improves timely healthcare utilization and
preventive care.

» Women reported greater participation in community events and social gatherings, reflecting
improved inclusion in public and civic life.

» Increased independent travel without reliance on male family members boosted women’s
confidence, autonomy, and sense of dignity.

» The scheme demonstrates that gender-responsive transport policies can produce measurable
improvements in socio-economic empowerment, particularly when combined with
accessibility initiatives.

» Despite positive outcomes, issues such as overcrowding, safety concerns, limited service
coverage in rural areas, and infrastructure pressure must be addressed to ensure long-term,
equitable benefits.

Suggestions and Policy Implications

» Expand Fleet and Service Frequency: Increase the number of buses and optimize scheduling,
particularly during peak hours, to reduce overcrowding and ensure timely access for all
women passengers.

» Enhance Safety Measures: Implement comprehensive safety strategies, including CCTV
surveillance, emergency helplines, well-lit bus stops, and dedicated women-only seating or
buses where feasible, to improve security, especially during early mornings and late evenings.

» Improve Rural and Remote Connectivity: Extend routes and increase bus frequency in rural
and semi-urban areas to ensure equitable access, reducing mobility disparities across socio-
economic and geographic groups.

> Integrate Last-Mile Connectivity: Strengthen feeder services, pedestrian pathways, and local
transport links to improve accessibility to bus terminals and stops, ensuring women can safely
reach and depart from transit points.

» Conduct Periodic Gender Impact Assessments: Regularly evaluate the scheme’s outcomes on
women’s mobility, employment, education, and social participation to identify gaps and
inform policy adjustments.

» Link Mobility with Economic and Skill Development Programs: Coordinate with
employment schemes, vocational training centers, and entrepreneurship initiatives to amplify
the economic empowerment benefits of free travel.

» Leverage Technology for Efficient Service Management: Utilize mobile applications, GPS
tracking, and real-time schedule updates to improve route management, reduce waiting times,
and provide timely information to women commuters.

» Promote Awareness and Capacity Building: Conduct campaigns to inform women about free
travel benefits, safety protocols, and available services, ensuring high uptake and responsible
utilization.

» Strengthen Institutional Coordination: Enhance collaboration between state transport
authorities, local municipalities, law enforcement, and women’s welfare organizations to
ensure seamless, safe, and sustainable service delivery.

» Monitor Operational Sustainability: Regularly assess resource allocation, maintenance
schedules, and funding mechanisms to prevent service disruptions and ensure the long-term
viability of the scheme.

» Incorporate Feedback Mechanisms: Establish structured channels for women commuters to
report challenges, provide suggestions, and rate services, ensuring policies remain responsive
to user needs.
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» Promote Gender-Responsive Policy Integration: Position free bus travel within a broader
framework of gender-inclusive transport planning, linking it with urban mobility policies,
safety regulations, and inclusive development strategies for systemic impact.

CONCLUSION
The free bus travel scheme in Telangana stands out as a transformative and gender-responsive public
policy that underscores the critical role of mobility in advancing women’s empowerment. By
removing financial barriers to travel, the initiative has significantly enhanced women’s access to
education, employment, healthcare services, and social participation, particularly benefiting low-
income and rural populations.
The scheme has demonstrated clear outcomes in multiple dimensions of empowerment: increased
workforce participation, improved educational continuity, better healthcare utilization, and
strengthened social autonomy. These results highlight the interconnection between accessible
transport and broader socio-economic development, affirming mobility as a strategic lever for gender
equity.
However, the long-term sustainability and effectiveness of the policy depend on addressing
operational and safety challenges, such as overcrowding, limited rural coverage, and security
concerns. Continuous monitoring, infrastructure improvements, and complementary measures such as
last-mile connectivity, safety enhancements, and integration with skill and employment programs are
essential to ensure that the scheme delivers equitable benefits across all regions and socio-economic
groups.
In conclusion, free public transportation for women in Telangana is more than a welfare initiative; it is
a forward-looking investment in inclusive growth, gender equality, and sustainable development. The
scheme offers a replicable model for other states and countries seeking to leverage mobility as a tool
for women’s empowerment and socio-economic transformation.
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