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JustJobs Network's Study on Shakti Yojane finds the scheme expanding
mobility, income security, and agency for Karnataka's most vulnerable
women — at scale.

The JustJobs Network, in collaboration with the Government of Karnataka, conducted a
rigorous two-part research study to assess how fare-free public transport shapes women's
mobility, livelihoods, and autonomy.

Using a combination of large surveys, follow-up interviews with earlier respondents, and
in-depth discussions across districts, this study follows women's experiences in Bengaluru
and in smaller towns across Karnataka. It examines how free bus travel is helping women
overcome long-standing barriers to mobility, work, and public participation. The focus is
on women from low-income and informal-sector households who depend most on public
transport. The research looks at how removing daily transport costs supports their ability
to travel for work and essential needs, improves household financial stability, and builds
confidence and independence in public spaces.

Key Insights

@ The scheme delivers the strongest empowerment and mobility gains for the most
vulnerable women.

e Particularly impactful for low-income earners, informal workers, and students
« Higher utilisation among SC/ST/OBC women and lower-expenditure households

@ The scheme effectively increases women's disposable income by approximately
8-12%.

e Bus-fare savings diverted to essentials: food, rent, education, healthcare
e Strengthens household resilience among those with least financial cushion

@ The scheme supports women's work continuity and access to new opportunities.

o Enables retention of jobs, extra shifts, and secondary income opportunities
e Expands feasible job-search radius, especially for women without private transport

@ The scheme strengthens women's social empowerment and public presence.

e More independent travel for work, care responsibilities, and leisure
o Greater visibility in public spaces improves confidence and perceived safety
e Womenreportincreased agency and reduced dependence on male family members

(® The scheme is enabling women’s mobility at scale across Karnataka.

e Anestimated 15-18 lakh women travel daily across the state under the programme,
underscoring its transformative scale and impact.
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Executive Summary

Context and Purpose

The Shakti Yojane represents one of Karnataka's most significant social policy innovations in advancing
women's mobility, economic participation, and agency through fare-free public transport. Against
the backdrop of persistent gender gaps in employment and access to safe, affordable mobility, this
study assesses how the scheme is reshaping the lives and choices of women who depend on public
transport for work, caregiving, and daily life. By integrating quantitative and qualitative evidence, the
study provides actionable insights into the scheme's social and economic effects and identifies ways
to sustain and strengthen its outcomes.

Methodology and Representativeness

This Phase 2 study adopts a mixed-methods research design, integrating cross-sectional,
longitudinal, and qualitative components to build a comprehensive understanding of Shakti Yojane's
reach and impact.

The cross-sectional survey of 1,000 respondents across 50 BMTC-serviced bus stops in Bengaluru
Urban captures the experiences of active bus users—the scheme's primary target group.

The longitudinal follow-up of respondents from Phase 1 enables tracking changes in mobility,
employment, and perceptions over time.

In-depth interviews in four tier-2 and tier-3 urban centres in four districts—Bagalkote, Raichur,
Shivamogga, and Hassan—extend insights beyond the metropolitan context.

Together, these components yield a representative portrait of working-age women dependent on
publictransport. While final-stage sampling was non-probabilistic, the focus on active bus users ensures
strong practical relevance for assessing Shakti’s effectiveness among its intended beneficiaries.

Profile of Shakti Users

The study reflects largely a working-age, lower- to lower-middle-income, majority female commuter
base, with a significant proportion belonging to OBC and SC-ST groups, underscoring the scheme's
reach among economically and socially disadvantaged households.

Educational attainment among Shakti-eligible women is broadly consistent with state averages, though
lower than men’s- highlighting enduring gender disparities in educational access and, by extension,
occupational outcomes. Importantly, the study also finds that nearly one in five Shakti beneficiaries has
little or no formal education, indicating that the scheme effectively reaches women at the lower end of
the educational and income spectrum- those least likely to own private transport or have independent
mobility options. For this group, Shakti directly mitigates barriers arising from both economic and
educational exclusion, enabling more consistent access to work, markets, and services.

To the extent that the sample is representative of bus users in Karnataka, these findings suggest
that Shakti plays a particularly critical role for women from more vulnerable households, for whom
the cost and accessibility of transport are decisive factors shaping their economic participation and
daily mobility.

Mobility as Social Protection: Fare-free Public Bus Transport and Women's Economic Participation 1



Commuter Patterns and Mobility Dependence

The survey data underscore that Shakti Yojane beneficiaries form a bus-dependent commuter
class, with limited or no access to private vehicles and few alternative transport options. Only 56% of
surveyed households report any vehicle; car ownership is less than 5% among Shakti-eligible women,
and buses serve 96% of SE women for general commute — underscoring structural reliance on public
transport and limited modal alternatives (walking remains 63% for last-mile).

This commuter class predominantly undertakes short to medium-distance intra-city trips, reflecting
work and livelihood patterns concentrated within urban areas. For SE women, travel is often multi-
purpose - combining employment, caregiving, and errands -highlighting gendered time-poverty and
the need for flexible, low-cost mobility options. With low asset ownership and complex, trip-chained
travel demands, SE women are the most mobility-constrained.

Shakti has acted as a mobility stabiliser: by removing fare-related constraints, it has enabled more
regular, reliable, and predictable travel. SE women now display more consistent and sustained use of
public transport, indicating that fare-free access has transformed bus travel from a cost-dependent
necessity into a dependable, routine enabler of work and household mobility, supporting employment
continuity, income security, and autonomy.

However, the persistence of overcrowding, long commute times, and limited route density points
to the need for service enhancement and operational expansion to sustain and deepen these gains
- ensuring that affordability is matched by reliability, safety, and efficiency in women's daily mobility.

Mobility, Safety, and Social Norms

The study finds that women's mobility remains mediated by informal curfews and household norms,
particularly among younger and married women. Yet, Shakti is helping transform these patterns by
making women's travel visible, affordable, and socially legitimate. Women reported using buses
more frequently and for multiple purposes- work, errands, and leisure-reflecting expanded spatial
and social mobility.

Qualitative insights reveal enhanced confidence and safety perceptions: women describe feeling
more secure traveling alone or after dark, and more independent in managing daily responsibilities.
These shifts signify a gradual normalisation of women's presence in public spaces, which holds wider
implications for gender equity and social inclusion.

Economic and Employment Effects

The study shows that Shakti has had a stabilising and enabling effect on women's employment. While it
has not substantially increased new labour-force entry, it has allowed women already engaged in work
to take on additional shifts or secondary jobs, thereby enhancing income security and improving overall
work participation. Approximately two-thirds of employed Shakti users report better job opportunities
or stability, indicating productivity-enhancing gains beyond a pure transfer. Respondents frequently
linked this to reduced commute costs and greater flexibility in travel, which together imply positive
effects on job retention and reduced absenteeism among working women.

Women—especially Shakti beneficiaries—are concentrated in low-wage, regular salaried work in
sectors such as domestic services, petty retail, and small-scale manufacturing, often without social
protection. Although 66% of employed respondents report regular employment, job quality remains
precarious. Average monthly earnings among Shakti-eligible women (317,357) and ineligible women
(218,857) lag behind men's (322,430), reflecting both occupational segregation and limited upward
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mobility-reinforcing the case that mobility support is most consequential for workers in regular yet
unprotected, low-wage roles.

By removing daily transport costs, Shakti enables women to save ¥1,500-¥2,000 per month,
contributing to household welfare and financial resilience. Given the average reported consumption
expenditure of ¥12,712 for SE women, the scheme effectively increases women'’s disposable income
by approximately 8-12%. Back-of-the-envelope estimates, based on reported savings and ridership
figures, suggest that Shakti translates into ¥500-¥4,400 crore in annual household liquidity support
statewide — a conservative-to-optimistic range driven by differences in travel frequency and savings
— effectively functioning as a mobility-linked income supplement for low-income urban households.
Longitudinal data show increased earnings and sustained participation in work, while qualitative
accounts highlight how savings are redirected toward children’s education, health, and small-scale
livelihood investments.

For the surveyed respondents, and to the extent that this sample is representative of bus users in
Karnataka, the findings suggest that Shakti has been particularly effective in supporting economically
vulnerable women workers—those concentrated in informal, low-income, and unprotected jobs—by
easing transport-related constraints that directly affect their ability to work, sustain employment, and
earn consistently

Household Welfare and Scheme Convergence

Nearly all domiciled households (96%) accessed at least one major welfare programme, with Shakti
Yojane achieving the widest reach (94 %), followed by Gruhalakshmi, Anna Bhagya, and Gruha Jyothi.
Over half of the surveyed households benefited from all four schemes, demonstrating strong policy
convergence among lower- and lower-middle-income urban families.

For Shakti beneficiaries, this overlap underscores the scheme's position within Karnataka's broader
social protection framework. By reducing mobility costs and facilitating access to work, markets, and
essential services, Shakti complements income and consumption supports—serving as a mobility-
based enabler of economic participation and household stability.

Challenges
While Shakti enjoys wide public acceptance and strong uptake, operational challenges remain:

« Overcrowding and wait times on high-demand routes, especially during peak hours.

o Safety and comfort issues for elderly women, pregnant commuters, and those traveling with
dependents.

+ Perceived inequities among non-beneficiaries, underscoring the need for transparent
communication on scheme rationale and objectives.

« Another major challenge reported was the recent increase in bus fares faced by non-
beneficiaries. There is a widespread perception—reflected both among sample respondents and
in media reports—that these hikes are linked to the introduction of the Shakti scheme, though
no official policy document or state communication supports such a connection. Some male
respondents also cited this perception as a reason for discontinuing bus use.

o Luggage restrictions-reported as stricter post-scheme-raise costs for women petty traders,
partially offsetting fare savings for livelihood trips.

Addressing these concerns through improved service delivery and proactive communication will be
key to sustaining the scheme’s momentum and ensuring continued public confidence.

Mobility as Social Protection: Fare-free Public Bus Transport and Women's Economic Participation 3



Policy Recommendations

1. Strengthen Bus Infrastructure and Service Delivery - Expand fleet capacity, improve frequency
on high-demand routes, and enhance comfort and accessibility for women, the elderly, and
dependents. Integration across BMTC, KSRTC, NWKRTC, and KKRTC operations can ensure
equitable and efficient network coverage.

2. Ensure Affordable and Equitable Fares for All Users - To address affordability concerns among
non-beneficiaries, consider calibrated fare structures or fare caps that sustain inclusion while
maintaining fiscal responsibility. Transparent communication on subsidies will reinforce public
confidence. Adopt a transparent, pro-poor luggage policy (small-goods allowance; clear rules on
charges) to protect women traders’ income from ad-hoc application.

3. Promote Gender-Sensitive Transport Systems - Institutionalize gender-sensitivity and commuter
service training for transport staff; establish district-level grievance redressal mechanisms; and
undertake awareness campaigns to normalise women's mobility and highlight the scheme's
broader benefits.

4. Expand Scheme Coverage and Inclusion - Extend eligibility to include non-domiciled working
women, students, and persons with disabilities, given their comparable reliance on public transport.
Expanding reach would further enhance equity, social mobility, and productivity, particularly
among women in the informal and low-wage workforce.

5. Foster Cross-Departmental Collaboration for Greater Impact - Encourage cooperation intra state
bodies such as Transport, Labour, and Women & Child Development departments to link Shakti
with employment, skilling, and childcare initiatives, amplifying its long-term developmental and
gender-equity impacts.

To support effective delivery, the accompanying Action Roadmap outlines sequenced steps to
strengthen service capacity and inclusion. A short-term focus on peak-hour augmentation, depot
readiness, staff sensitisation, and transparent luggage norms is paired with medium-term investments
in fleet expansion, data-driven route planning, and integrated multimodal connectivity to institutionalise
access and equity gains. A phased approach anchors Shakti's social objectives within operational
reforms, ensuring affordability is matched by reliability, safety, and system capacity as demand scales.

An estimated 15-18 lakh women travel daily under Shakti across Karnataka, underscoring both the
scale of uptake and the structural importance of reliable, gender-responsive public transport for
women's economic participation. Shakti Yojane exemplifies Karnataka's commitment to gender-
responsive and inclusive public policy. The scheme demonstrates that accessible mobility can
serve as both a welfare instrument and a driver of economic empowerment—enhancing women's
visibility, independence, and participation in public life. Continued investment in service quality,
first- and last-mile connectivity, and gender-sensitive operations will be critical to sustaining and
deepening these gains.
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Introduction

Women's mobility is a critical yet often overlooked pillar of economic participation, dignity, and
autonomy. In India, affordability constraints, limited public transport availability, care burdens, and
restrictive gender norms continue to restrict women’'s movement—shaping access to education,
employment, healthcare, and social participation. Recognising mobility as a gendered structural barrier,
governments have increasingly adopted fare-free public transport policies as a tool for advancing
women's empowerment and inclusive growth.

Karnataka's Shakti Yojane represents one of the most ambitious such initiatives in the country,
offering fare-free bus travel to domiciled women and transgender persons across state-run services.
Understanding how such a transformative policy changes women's lives—who benefits, how, and
under what conditions—is essential for strengthening programme design and informing future gender-
responsive transport strategies in India and beyond.

This report is the second part of a two-stage research initiative conducted by the JustJobs Network in
partnership with the Government of Karnataka. Together, the studies examine how fare-free mobility
shapes women's economic trajectories, resilience, autonomy, and public participation. This phase
methodologically builds on the baseline study by expanding the survey frame, adding a longitudinal
panel, and extending qualitative research beyond Bengaluru to tier-2 and tier-3 urban centres—
allowing richer temporal and geographic analysis of the scheme's effects.

The analysis draws on three complementary research components:

« A large cross-sectional survey in Bengaluru Urban capturing travel patterns, employment links,
household savings, and lived experiences among bus-dependent commuter groups.

« Alongitudinal follow-up with Phase 1respondents, offering rare insight into continuity and shifts
in women's mobility and work behaviour over time.

* In-depth qualitative interviews in Bagalkote, Raichur, Hassan, and Shivamogga, situating
Shakti's effects within tier-2 and tier-3 urban ecosystems where public buses are often the primary
transport mode.

Together, these instruments provide an integrated picture of Shakti's effects, examining heterogeneity
across socio-economic groups, mobility needs, and geographies. This design enables the report to
assess not only immediate mobility and savings impacts, but also the conditions under which fare-free
access strengthens economic opportunities, reduces dependence, and expands women's agency in
public space.

Designed for policymakers, transport authorities, gender and labour researchers, development
practitioners, and the concerned public, the report assesses progress to date, identifies emerging
constraints, and offers evidence-backed recommendations to strengthen gender-responsive mobility
systems.

The remainder of the report proceeds as follows. Section Il situates Shakti within the broader public
transport and social protection landscape in Karnataka. Section lll details the scheme guidelines of
Shakti Yojane. Section IV briefly revisits key findings from the baseline phase. Section V outlines the
research design and methods adopted in this phase. Sections VI to VIII present empirical findings
from the Bengaluru cross-sectional survey, the longitudinal panel, and district-level qualitative work.
Section IX distils policy recommendations to strengthen scheme effectiveness, followed by Section X,
which reflects on implications for gender-responsive mobility policy and inclusive growth.

Mobility as Social Protection: Fare-free Public Bus Transport and Women's Economic Participation 5



Context

Women's mobility has long been recognised as a central determinant of their economic participation
and social inclusion. Across urban and peri-urban contexts, research consistently identifies three
reinforcing barriers that shape women's travel behaviour: the cost of mobility, especially among low-
income and informal workers; safety concerns and restrictive gender norms limiting independent
movement; and trip-chaining linked to unpaid care work, which makes transport expenses
disproportionately burdensome for women (Borker 2024; Uteng & Lucas 2018; Verma & Jain 2025).
These constraints restrict women's access to employment, education, essential services, and civic
life, while reducing their visibility in public spaces — reinforcing structural gender inequality (ILO
2023; World Bank 2023).

Global and Indian scholarship demonstrates that expanding safe, reliable, and affordable public
transport yields substantial gender and welfare gains. Lower mobility costs ease financial pressure
on low-income households (Guzman & Hessel 2022), enhance women's ability to make longer and
more frequent trips for work and education, and enable greater participation in healthcare, social
networks, and civic life. Such mobility shifts strengthen women's autonomy, confidence, and social
capital, positioning transport as both economic infrastructure and gender equity infrastructure (UN
Women 2021; Verma & Jain 2025).

Against this backdrop, fare-free and subsidised public transport programmes for women have gained
policy traction in India since 2019. Delhi, Tamil Nadu, Punjab, Telangana, Karnataka, and more recently
Andhra Pradesh have implemented variations of free or low-fare schemes. While designs differ -
Tamil Nadu provide universal access while Delhi, Punjab, and Karnataka link eligibility to domicile
status - evidence converges on consistent results: increased female ridership, reduced household
transport expenditure, enhanced access to education, healthcare, and work, and greater perceived
safety due to heightened female presence in public spaces (Greenpeace India 2023; Singh & Nishant
2024; Borker 2024; Verma & Jain 2025).

At the same time, studies note emerging operational challenges: overcrowding when demand surges
faster than fleet capacity, longer wait times, bus frequency issues, and behavioural frictions including
instances of stigma or perceived disrespect toward women beneficiaries (KEA 2022; Greenpeace
India 2023; Chakravarthy & Seth 2024). Such findings underline a critical design principle: fare-
free mobility systems deliver the strongest empowerment and inclusion outcomes when paired with
adequate service capacity, safety mechanisms, clarity in eligibility communication, and responsive
grievance redress systems.

This body of evidence informs the current examination of Karnataka's Shakti Yojane. Building on
early-phase findings (Chakravarthy & Seth 2024), this study deepens understanding of how fare-
free mobility interacts with women’'s work, agency, care responsibilities, and everyday life. It does
so through a large cross-sectional survey in Bengaluru Urban, complemented by in-depth qualitative
interviews in tier-2 and tier-3 towns and an early longitudinal follow-up to offer a layered view of Shakti
across Karnataka's diverse urban settings.
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Shakti Yojane at a Glance

Launchedin June 2023, Karnataka's Shakti Yojane is among the largest fare-free mobility programmes
in India, enabling free intra-state bus travel for domiciled women and transgender persons.

How Shakti Works

A statewide fare-free public transport programme empowering women's mobility and participation

across Karnataka.

WHO CAN TRAVEL FREE

1
Eligible : 1. Women & girls 2. Female 3. Transgender
: domiciled in Karnataka students persons (domiciled)
:
1
Proof : Government photo ID (Aadhaar, Shakti Smart Card
Required : Voter ID, Driving Licence etc.) (phased rollout underway)
:
1
Where It : State-run, non-luxury intra-state buses operated by BMTC, KSRTC,
Applies : NWKRTC, and KKRTC (Luxury and inter-state services excluded)
1
1
How It : Passenger Conductor Corporation receives | « No cash transactions
Works : shows ID / issues zero- = reimbursement via « Digital accounting
: Smart Card fare ticket e-ticketing data  Real-time tracking
1
1
Seat : 50 % of seats reserved for male No seat reservation in BMTC
Norms ] passengers on KSRTC, NWKRTC due to higher female ridership
: and KKRTC services in Bengaluru
:
Programme : Verification Penalties Staff training on Regular monitoring
Safeguards : protocols for wrongful gender sensitivity through e-ticketing
: for eligibility issuance or and commuter and depot reports
1 denial conduct
1

Mobility as Social Protection: Fare-free Public Bus Transport and Women's Economic Participation 7



Revisiting Key Findings of Shakti
Phase 1 Study

The first phase of this study assessed early outcomes shortly after Shakti's launch (Chakravarthy
& Seth 2024). The survey covered 786 working-age (15-64) women bus users across Bengaluru
Urban, Chamarajanagar, Haveri, Udupi, and Yadgir, selected via on-route and bus-stand convenience
sampling, supplemented by focus group discussions.

Phase 1 findings showed immediate gains in women’'s mobility, savings, independence, and
confidence. Women reported travelling more frequently for work, education, healthcare, errands, and
leisure, with fare savings redirected toward essential household needs.

Rising ridership also brought early operational pressures - overcrowding, longer wait times, and
instances of rude behaviour or exclusionary attitudes - underscoring the need for capacity expansion
alongside fare-free access.

Overall, Phase 1 demonstrated that removing fare barriers meaningfully expands women's mobility
and social participation, particularly among low-income users.

This Phase 2 study builds on those insights through a larger metropolitan sample, district-level
qualitative interviews, and a longitudinal panel of Phase 1 respondents, enabling us to assess how
Shakti's impacts have evolved and what refinements can sustain and deepen its gains.
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Research Design

This second phase of the study builds on earlier findings from Phase 1 to further examine the effects
of Karnataka's fare-free transport scheme for women. The current leg of the study adopts a mixed-
methods design comprising of three complementary approaches across different urban settings and
populations to capture diverse perspectives and contexts.

The study seeks to further our understanding on whether access to fare-free transport enables women
to participate in the workforce, and how household and individual characteristics shape mobility and
employment outcomes. Furthermore, the study aims to look at the socio-economic composition of
public bus users.

Structure and Labeling

Comprehensive Understanding
of Shakti's Effects

In-Depth Interviews (Tier-2 & Tier-3 Cities)

« 100 interviews across 4 districts: Bagalkote, Raichur,
Shivamogga, Hassan.

e Covers different RTC divisions (NWKRTC, KKRTC, KSRTC).

* Purpose: capture lived experiences & contextual nuances.

Longitudinal Study (Panel Follow-Up)

¢ Follow-up with Phase | respondents (14%
successfully re-contacted).

« Panel data collected via phone survey.

« Compares behavioural, mobility, and employment
shifts over time.

Cross-Sectional Study (Bengaluru Urban)

Multi-stage sampling using GTFS-based bus stop data

(3,556 stops - 50 sampled).

1,000 respondents across 3 groups:

e 600 Shakti-eligible women

e 200 ineligible women

¢ 200 men

« Captures diversity from high- to low-activity
transport zones.

Mixed-Methods
Research Design (Phase Il)

Working-Age Population (15-64 years); Mixed urban and semi-
urban contexts; Policy relevance for Karnataka's Shakti Yojane.

Mobility as Social Protection: Fare-free Public Bus Transport and Women's Economic Participation 9



The mixed-methods approach — which involves both cross-sectional and longitudinal analysis,
accompanied by in-depth interviews — adopted for phase 2 intends to provide a comprehensive
understanding of the scheme’s effects and challenges. The sample population across all three
approaches are those who belong to the working age population between 15-64 years.

Cross-sectional Study

To understand the effects of the scheme in an urban context, a cross-sectional study was conducted
in the district of Bengaluru Urban. Being the economic and administrative centre of the state with a
wide range of modes of transport and a sizable migrant population, the study aimed to capture how
the scheme plays out to facilitate employment and empowerment for women who avail the benefits of
the scheme.

The cross-sectional employed a multi-stage sampling design with three distinct respondent groups
of analytical interest. These groups comprised of 1) women who are eligible to access the scheme
as per scheme guidelines and are therefore possible beneficiaries, 2) women who are ineligible and
non-beneficiaries of the scheme, and 3) men who are ineligible and non-beneficiaries of the scheme.

To narrow in on the sampling, first, bus stops within the district that were serviced by the Bengaluru
Metropolitan Transport Corporation (BMTC) were identified making use of the publicly available
General Transit Feed Specification (GTFS) data that BMTC employs to inform its riders about the
availability and reach of its service. Of the total 4,680 bus stops identified to be serviced by BMTC in
the Bengaluru Urban and surrounding areas, 3,556 bus stops were narrowed in on as they were found
to be within the bounds of the district of study.

These identified bus stops were then stratified using a composite weight that incorporated spatial and
operational characteristics within the district network. To capture the spatial characteristics of the bus
stops within the district network, distance and density-based measures were utilised; and to capture
operational characteristics, bus frequency informed by routes and trips were utilised. Based on the
combined scores of these measures, the bus stops were stratified into five categories ranging from
low-activity to high-activity. From this stratified frame, 50 bus stops were randomly sampled, 10 from
each activity category. This stratification allowed the survey to cover a wide range of bus stops from
economic and market hubs to those in the peripheries of the district.

At each selected bus stop, quota sampling was employed to fix the number of respondents from
the three predefined groups of interest — 12 women who are eligible for the scheme, and 4 men and
women each who are ineligible to access the scheme as per scheme guidelines. With a total of 50
bus stops being sampled, the overall sample is divided into 600 Shakti eligible women, 200 Shakti
ineligible women and 200 men, summing up to a total of 1,000 respondents in the cross-sectional
study. Within these quotas, respondents were then sampled through convenience sampling at each
bus stop. This multi-stage methodology brings out network representativeness of bus stops within
the district, which allowed us to understand varied experiences of bus users while ensuring practical
feasibility and analytical rigour that aids with policy-relevant insights. Among the sampled Shakti
Eligible women, 97% reported availing public buses making them Shakti Beneficiaries, whereas 76%
of Shakti Ineligible Women and 67 % of Shakti Ineligible Men reported availing public buses.

Longitudinal Study

For the longitudinal study, women respondents from the first phase who had consented to a follow-up
by providing their phone numbers were re-contacted via telephone; of this, 14% were successfully
surveyed in this leg of the study. Among the sampled respondents, 89% reported availing public
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buses. The same survey instrument used in the Bengaluru cross-sectional study was administered
to these respondents, allowing for the collection of panel data and a deeper exploration of nuances
in travel behaviour, perceptions, and experiences with the fare-free transport scheme across phases
one and two.

In-depth Interviews

To understand the experience of the fare-free transport scheme in tier-2 and tier-3 cities, a total of 100
in-depth interviews were administered in four purposively sampled districts namely Bagalkote, Raichur,
Shivamogga and Hassan. This approach aims to complement the cross-sectional study undertaken in
the metropolitan city of Bengaluru Urban and to capture lived experiences of the scheme and its effects
across different administrative divisions and Road Transport Corporation services across Karnataka.

Bagalkote, serviced by North Western Karnataka Road Transport Corporation (NWKRTC), falls under
the Belagavi division; Raichur, serviced by Kalyana Karnataka Road Transport Corporation (KKRTC),
is part of the Kalaburagi division. Whereas Hassan and Shivamogga serviced by Karnataka Road
Transport Corporation (KSTRC), fall under the Mysore and Bengaluru divisions respectively.

In each district, 25 respondents — 15 women eligible under the scheme and 10 men who aren't eligible
—were sampled through convenience sampling from three key urban locations comprising of industrial
hubs, major bus stations, and markets in the district capital. Among the sampled women, 93% reported
availing public buses, whereas 85% of the men reported the same. This approach enabled the study to
capture experiences and perspectives of populations engaged in diverse livelihoods and from across
differing socio-economic strata, offering policy-relevant insights that complement the findings of the
other two instruments.

A Note on Methodological Strengths and Limitations

The study adopts a mixed-methods framework designed to balance analytical rigour with real-world
feasibility, ensuring that the evidence generated is directly relevant to policymaking and implementation
in Karnataka's transport ecosystem. By combining cross-sectional, longitudinal, and qualitative
methods, the design provides both breadth and depth of understanding - capturing not only patterns
of usage and mobility outcomes but also the lived experiences of diverse bus users.

The multi-stage sampling strategy employed for the cross-sectional study - using General Transit
Feed Specification (GTFS) data to stratify 3,556 bus stops by spatial and operational characteristics
- enabled the research to achieve strong network representativeness across Bengaluru Urban. The
combination of quota and convenience sampling at the final stage ensured practical feasibility while
targeting respondent profiles that are most relevant to assessing the scheme’s objectives -namely,
working-age women bus users. This approach, while non-probabilistic in its final stage, effectively
captures the heterogeneity of users in high- and low-activity transit zones, providing valuable
operational insights into the scheme's impact on mobility, ridership, and employment.

The longitudinal component builds a panel from respondents surveyed during Phase 1, thereby
generating time-comparable insights that are rarely available in public transport studies. Despite
an expected degree of attrition due to mobility and contact constraints, this follow-up provides a
unique lens to assess behavioural changes over time and to trace how Shakti's benefits evolve for
recurring users.

The in-depth interviews conducted across four districts-Bagalkote, Raichur, Hassan, and
Shivamogga-extend the study’'s reach beyond the metropolitan context, capturing the diversity
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of service delivery and user experience across the state's multiple road transport corporations.
Though purposive in selection, these sites provide additional comparative evidence from both tier-
2 and tier-3 urban environments, ensuring that the findings remain grounded in Karnataka's varied
socio-economic geography.

That said, certain limitations naturally accompany this field-based, policy-oriented design:

« Selection bias: The reliance on convenience sampling may over-represent respondents who are
more mobile or available at surveyed locations. However, this bias is mitigated by the focus on
actual bus users, who form the scheme'’s core target group and thus provide the most relevant
perspectives for evaluation.

+ Representativeness: The non-probabilistic nature of final-stage sampling limits strict statistical
generalisation to the entire urban population. Nonetheless, the network-representative bus
stop selection and coverage across activity categories strengthen the analytical validity for the
commuting population that uses BMTC services.

o Attrition in longitudinal data: The follow-up rate of 14% reflects the challenges of tracking mobile
populations over time. Yet, even with this smaller panel, the continuity of the instrument and
comparable responses enable a meaningful understanding of changes in travel behaviour and
perceived benefits.

* Scope of qualitative findings: While the qualitative study focuses on urban and semi-urban
contexts, its purposive sampling of district capitals allows the research to identify operational
patterns and user experiences that are actionable at the administrative and service-provider level.

Overall, these limitations must be viewed in the context of the study's objectives and policy utility.
By centring on bus users - particularly women who depend on public transport for daily mobility-
the methodology prioritises analytical relevance over statistical generality. The cross-sectional
sample is broadly representative of the bus user population (particularly of BMTC users in Bengaluru
Urban), though not statistically representative of the entire urban population of the district, given
the focus of the study being the impact for shakti users. The resulting findings therefore offer robust,
actionable insights into how fare-free transport can enhance women’s economic participation and
mobility in Karnataka, while simultaneously identifying service-level improvements needed to sustain
and deepen these gains.
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Cross-Sectional Study of the
Effects of Shakti Yojane in
Bengaluru Urban

The cross-sectional study covers three distinct groups of respondents, namely women who are
eligible to access the scheme and are therefore potential beneficiaries of the scheme (Shakti Eligible
or SE women), women who are ineligible and non-beneficiaries of the scheme (Shakti In-eligible or SI
women), and men who are ineligible and non-beneficiaries of the scheme (Shakti Ineligible or SI men).
The diverse profile of the respondents allows the survey to capture varied experiences of the public
transport system usage, patterns of employment and general mobility after the introduction of the
Shakti Scheme, and how these intersect with gendered and social norms

1: Sample Characteristics

Individual
Age

The mean age of the overall sample is 33 years. More than one third of the sample are between the
ages of 25 to 34. Within the Shakti Eligible profile, more than one third fall in the 25-34 age bracket.
Almost half of the respondents in the Shakti ineligible female category hail from the same age bracket
compared to approximately a third of men in the sample.

Figure 1
Age Distribution of the Sample by Respondent Profile
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Note: Figures represent the percentage distribution of age category.
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Religion

The majority of respondents across all groups identified as Hindu (77 % overall), with these proportions
being slightly higher among SE women and Sl men (both 79%). Muslims made up 13% of the overall
sample, with SE women (15%) and Sl men (14%) reporting slightly higher shares than Sl women (10%).
Christians comprised 5% of the sample overall but were more prevalent among SI women (10%).

Caste

In our sample, 46%, 23%, and 21% of respondents belonged to the General, Scheduled Caste, and
OBC categories respectively. While most respondents fell within the General category, followed by
Scheduled Castes and OBCs, the composition diverges from Bengaluru Urban's broader population
profile—where General castes constitute 56%, OBCs 31%, and SC/STs around 15% (PLFS 2023-24).
This again suggests that the sample of bus users is relatively more representative of non-General
caste populations, indicating that public bus transport—and by extension, Shakti users—tend to be
drawn from economically and socially more vulnerable lower- to lower-middle strata within the district.

Figure 2
Caste Distribution of the Sample by Respondent Profile
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Note: Figures represent the percentage distribution of caste. 5% of S| women did not disclose their caste.

Education

In terms of educational attainment, bus users in our sample show a distinctly lower overall education
profile than the general population of Bengaluru Urban. While nearly half of the district's adult
population hold a diploma, graduate, or higher qualification (PLFS 2023-24), only about a quarter
(24%) of bus users in the sample fall within this category. A significant proportion instead have
completed only secondary (24%) or higher secondary (22%) schooling, indicating a commuter class
with modest educational capital. One in five of those using these bus services had little or no formal
education.

Within this, Shakti-eligible (SE) women exhibit an education pattern clustered around the secondary
and higher secondary levels, with comparatively fewer graduates and a small but visible share of
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women who are not literate (11%). This suggests that Shakti beneficiaries are drawn largely from
the lower- to lower-middle education strata, corresponding to occupational segments in informal,
service, or semi-skilled employment. Taken together, the education distribution reinforces the earlier
caste findings — that public bus users, and Shakti women in particular, represent the more socio-
economically constrained segment of Bengaluru's urban workforce, for whom fare-free public
transport directly supports access to work, education, and essential services.

Figure 3
Distribution of Education of the Sample by Respondent Profile
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Within religious categories, those who identified as Hindus reported the highest proportion (23%) of
Diploma, Graduate and above among the major groups, indicating relatively higher representation in
tertiary education. Nearly half of Hindus (46%) also had Higher Secondary or higher education, while
37% of Muslims reached up to Secondary level, indicating a focus on mid-level education. Among
Christians, 50% held a Diploma, Graduate, or higher qualification, though this may reflect the small
sample size.

Household

Household Characteristics, Income and Expenditure

About four in five respondents (80%) reported living in male-headed households, while one in five
(19%) lived in female-headed households. The distribution is broadly similar across respondent
profiles, with SE women (79%) and SI women (74%) largely part of male-headed households. The
average household size across the sample is four members.

The average household income of the sample is estimated at ¥31,000, with 38% of respondents
reporting monthly household incomes below ¥30,000, 38% reporting between 30,000 — 50,000,
and only 9% earning above ¥50,000. Male-headed households report a higher average income
(¥32,065) compared to female-headed households (328,963).
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The average household expenditure in the sample stands at ¥12,420, substantially below the
Bengaluru Urban average of ¥34,756 (PLFS 2023-24). This wide gap underscores the lower
economic positioning of bus-dependent households within the city's income distribution. Among
respondent profiles, household expenditure levels are broadly comparable, with Shakti-eligible (SE)
women reporting a slightly higher average (¥12,712) than Shakti-ineligible (SI) women (%11,788),
indicating only marginal variation across groups.

The expenditure levels roughly correspond to the lower to lower-middle consumption strata of Urban
Bengaluru, reflecting limited disposable income and a high dependence on public transport. Male-
headed households spend marginally more (312,574) than female-headed ones (311,944), a difference
likely tied to higher household earnings rather than discretionary consumption. Overall, the data
reaffirm that Shakti users represent economically constrained, cost-sensitive commuters for whom
fare-free travel substantially reduces household financial pressure.

Table 1
Distribution of Household Expenditure of the Sample by Respondent Profile

Expenditure Overall SE women Sl women Sl men
Less than 10,000 20 19 20 20
%10,000-20,000 59 57 60 64
%20,000-30,000 8 8 6 7
¥30,000-40,000 1 2 0 1
Undisclosed 12 14 14 8

Note: Figures represent the percentage distribution of expenditure levels.

Permission and Curfews

Majority of respondents (92% overall) reported living with their family, with the highest share being SE
women (97%), followed by SI men (91%) and then SI women (77%). This lower share among S| women
likely reflects the higher proportion of migrants in this group.

To assess gendered restrictions on mobility, respondents were asked whether they required permission
to go out and whether a curfew applied to their movements. A composite Restriction Index classified
respondents as:

e Strict: required both permission and curfew
e Moderate: required either permission or curfew
* None: required neither

Those living with family were significantly more likely to face strict restrictions (61%) than those living
independently (32%). Conversely, 45% of those living away from family reported no restrictions,
compared with 15% among those co-residing—indicating how household context shapes autonomy.

Restrictions also varied by gender and household type. Respondents from male-headed households
were more likely to face strict restrictions (61%) than those from female-headed households (47%).
Across respondent profiles, SE women reported the highest strict restrictions (68%), followed by Sl
women (53%) and Sl men (34%). Over one-third of SI men (37%) reported no restrictions, compared
to just 9% of SE women, underscoring the persistence of gendered constraints within family settings.
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Figure 4
Imposition of Restriction on Respondents by Respondent Profile
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Note: Figures represent the percentage of restriction levels. Restrictions were classified based on reported need for
permission to go out and presence of curfews.

Entitlements Availed

In 2023, the Karnataka government launched 5 guarantee schemes to benefit the state’s residents. In
our sample, 74% of the respondents are domiciles who were eligible for these schemes. Among them,
96% of domicile households were found to avail at least 1 scheme out of the 4 schemes (excluding
Yuva Nidhi with its narrow eligibility criterion) with 53% availing all 4 schemes.

Shakti Yojane had the widest reach at 94%, followed by Gruhalakshmi (75%), Anna Bhagya (68%),
and then Gruha Jyothi (64%). Yuva Nidhi, with its very narrow eligibility, was accessed by only a small
share of respondents (1%).

Figure 5
Share of the Domiciled Household Sub-Sample Availing Guarantee Schemes by Gender
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Note: Figures represent the percentage distribution of schemes availed in households amongst domicile respondent
sub-sample.

Scheme coverage remains consistently high across income brackets, though Gruhalakshmi and
Anna Bhagya peak among households earning between ¥20,000-%40,000 per month. Shakti Yojane
maintains near-universal reach (88-95%) across all income levels, highlighting its inclusivity and
accessibility irrespective of economic status.
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Figure 6 2: Employment Profile
Share of the Domiciled Household
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Shakti-eligible and ineligible women- are more
reliant on public bus transport than men, both for
access to work and daily commuting.

The workforce participation rate (WPR) of the sample, capturing those in the labour force who are
currently working, stands at 62%, only marginally below the LFPR. While SI men report the highest
WPR at 81%, SI women stand at 60% and SE women at 57%. In contrast, the PLFS 2023-24 WPR
for Bengaluru Urban is 56% overall and 34% for women, reaffirming that the surveyed population
represents a more regularly employed and commuting section of the urban workforce. This again
underscores that women in this sample are not only more economically active than their broader
urban counterparts but also more dependent on public bus transport as a condition for workforce
participation.

Among the 36% of respondents not in the labour force, 92% reported never having worked before.
Most were women, citing household responsibilities, lack of permission (57% of SE women and 55%
of Sl women), and childcare duties (30% for both groups) as reasons for not working, highlighting
how domestic care burdens and social norms continue to constrain women's participation, even
within this commuting population.! Shakti Beneficiaries in this cohort cite using bus for the following
purposes - household chores (64%), socialising (63%), leisure (45%), and education (27%).

Employment Type

To record employment status, the study used categories consistent with the Periodic Labour Force
Survey (PLFS). Among the workforce, regular salaried or wage employment dominates (66%),
followed by self-employment (26%) and casual labour (7%). Bus users who travel regularly are
more likely to have fixed schedules and routes, which explains why regular salaried workers are
overrepresented in the sample.

Within the profiles, women—both Shakti-eligible (SE) and Shakti-ineligible (Sl)—are heavily
concentrated in regular salaried roles (76% and 75% respectively), whereas men are nearly twice

1 A detailed table on this response is noted in the Appendix Table A2.1.
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Figure 7
Distribution of Employment Status among the Workforce Sub-Sample by Respondent Profile
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Note: Figures represent the percentage distribution of employment status among the workforce sub-sample.

as likely to be self-employed or engaged in casual work. Compared to Bengaluru Urban PLFS 2023-
24 data, where 81% of working women are in regular salaried employment and only 13% are self-
employed, the sample broadly aligns with the city's employment composition. However, given the
lower-income profile of surveyed households and limited formal benefits, most of these regular
jobs are likely to be regular informal employment—positions that lack social protection, job security,
or paid leave.

Indeed, fewer than 40% of regular workers in the sample reported access to social security or paid
leave, indicating widespread precarity even within nominally stable employment, particularly for
women. This underscores that while Shakti beneficiaries represent a segment of the workforce with
regular work routines and commuting patterns, their employment remains informal, vulnerable, and
heavily dependent on affordable public transport for continued economic participation.

Profile of Work

The study’s workforce composition shows that bus users—particularly Shakti-eligible (SE) women—
constitute a regularly commuting, lower- to lower-middle income working class employed across
Bengaluru's informal and semi-formal service economy. Their work is characterised by routine mobility,
long hours, and minimal protection, making affordable public transport indispensable to sustaining
livelihoods. This gender-segmented, service-dependent commuter class—comprising cleaners, retail
attendants, factory helpers, and small service providers—forms the backbone of the city's informal
economy, where mobility is regular, but employment remains precarious.

Industry and Nature of Employment

Employment among the surveyed workforce is concentrated in three key sectors:
Trade, hotels, and restaurants (33%)

Other services (31%)

Manufacturing (20%)
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Figure 8

Distribution of Industries Engaged in among the Workforce Sub-Sample by Respondent
Profile
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Note: Figures represent the percentage distribution of industries among the workforce sub-sample.

Employment across these industries mirrors Bengaluru’s wider urban labour structure, dominated by
informal and semi-formal activities.

Trade, hotels, and restaurants: SE women commonly work as small shop assistants, market
vendors, food sellers, and hotel or marriage-hall helpers, while men dominate shop ownership,
delivery, and catering roles.

Other services: The largest employer of women, spanning domestic work, cleaning, caregiving,
security, salon services, ayahs, and wardens—steady but unprotected occupations demanding
long commutes and multi-site work.

Manufacturing: SE women are employed as tailors, garment stitchers, packers, or helpers in
small industrial units, often on a piece-rate basis, while men dominate mechanical and repair
trades.

Transport, storage, and communication: A predominantly male sector comprising delivery staff,
printing-press workers, and office housekeeping roles, with women entering mainly through
clerical or support work.

N
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Occupational Distribution

Across the sample, service and sales workers make up the largest share (42%), followed by
elementary occupations (20%) and craft and trade-related roles (15%). This pattern reflects
Bengaluru's feminised, service-based labour market, where women dominate customer-facing and

care-related roles, while men occupy mobile or mechanical trades.

Service and sales roles include retail assistants, tele-callers, beauticians, wardens, and cleaners—
jobs requiring punctuality, interpersonal labour, and daily presence. Elementary occupations—such
as domestic work, hospital and office cleaning, and support staff roles—are physically intensive
and time-bound. Craft and trade work involves tailoring, garment making, mechanics, and small-
scale repair work; men largely in outdoor or mobile trades, and women in home-based or small-unit
production. Clerical and support roles—including computer operators, cashiers, and administrative

aides—represent a small but significant entry point for women into semi-formal workspaces.

Figure 9

Distribution of Occupations Engaged in among the Workforce Sub-Sample by Respondent
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Note: Figures represent the percentage distribution of occupations among the workforce sub-sample.
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Table 2

Snapshot of Worker Profiles in the Sample by Industry and Occupation

Industry Service and Sales Elementary Craft and Trade- Clerks and Clerical
Workers Occupations related Worker Support Workers
5 B & e
Trade, Hotel, Small business Helpers and Car painter, Receptionist in
and Restaurants owners/employees cleaners in hotels, mechanic hotels, cashiers in
selling food, flowers, marriage halls retail stores
produce; Grocery shop
owners; salesperson
in retail stores.
1]
@i 'z (}3
A% )
VAT %? ==
Other Services Security guards in Domestic workers Kulume work (Knife Computer

apartments or hotels,
telecallers, beautician
in a salon, Aaya in
nursery, barber

in households, Hair
pickers (collection
of hair to make
wigs and other
products), cleaners
in offices, hospitals

sharpener/cutler)

operators in private
companies, warden
in hostels

Manufacturing

.%.”

Selling/Making bread,
tea, juice (self-
employed or helpers
in these businesses);
self-employed tailor,

&Y

Helper in garment
factory

K2
A%

Garment worker
in a private
manufacturing
company

Admin worker in a
factory

Transport,
Storage &
Communication

i

Delivery personnel

in e-commerce
companies; workers in
printing press

&

Housekeeper in IT
companies, head
load workers

2

2T
System operators
in common service
centres

Note: Industry captures the sector of the work and occupation describes the nature of the work

Informality, Employment Quality, and Enterprise Context

Work profiles confirm that most “regular” jobs among bus-using workers are informal—predictable
in schedule but lacking social protection or benefits. For women, especially SE workers, this regularity
conceals precarity: steady employment in private homes, small shops, factories, hospitals, and care
institutions with minimal job security or leave. Their stability stems not from formal contracts but from
mobility itself—the ability to reach dispersed workplaces daily through affordable public transport.

A majority of respondents are employed in public or private limited companies (56%), many of which
function as semi-formal enterprises—such as manufacturing units, call centres, hospitals, retail
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outlets, and service platforms—with inconsistent access to benefits. Another 29% are engaged in
micro-enterprises or self-run proprietary firms, mainly tailoring, vending, and local retail—activities
that are typically male-dominated. Conversely, 13% of women work in employer’'s households,
almost entirely in elementary occupations like cleaning, caregiving, and cooking, underscoring
persistent gender segmentation and informality even within regular work.

Together, these patterns reveal that SE women occupy the most constrained and mobility-dependent
segments of urban employment—Ilow-wage, daily-commuting, service-based roles that sustain the
city but remain undervalued and insecure.

Shakti beneficiaries are thus not marginal participants but core contributors to Bengaluru's everyday
economy—women working as cleaners, caregivers, sales assistants, tailors, beauticians, and
wardens across households, factories, and small establishment. Their reliance on public transport is
both structural and gendered: it sustains women'’s participation in low-paid but steady occupations
dependent on daily travel.

Shakti Yojane here functions as a mobility stabiliser, enabling women to maintain their place in
the informal economy while reducing the cost burden of commuting. Yet, persistent time poverty,
route congestion, and job insecurity highlight the need for a broader policy frame—linking fare-free
mobility with employment and social protection measures to enhance women'’s economic agency.

Earnings

The average monthly earnings of the sample stand at ¥18,805, again positioning bus users as a
lower income, regularly commuting workforce within Bengaluru's urban labour market. Earnings are
distinctly gendered: Sl men earn 22,430, while S| women earn ¥18,857 and SE women just ¥17,357.
This gap reflects both occupational segregation and the undervaluation of women's work within the
city’'s informal and semi-formal economy.

Compared with PLFS 2023-24 data for Bengaluru Urban, where regular salaried women earn
28,154 and men ¥35,402, the sample's earnings confirm that bus-using commuters—especially
SE women—belong to the most economically constrained segment of the city's workforce. Their
income levels sit well below the urban average, highlighting their dependence on affordable public
transport to sustain regular employment and household stability

Table 3
Average Monthly Earnings of the Workforce Sub-Sample by Respondent Profile

Earnings Overall SE women Slwomen Sl men
Overall 18,805 17,357 18,857 22,430
Manag Professional and Associate Professional 22,780 22194 2511 22,500
Clerks and Clerical Support Worker 20,783 19,587 22,000 25,000
Service and Sales Worker 19,939 16,963 20,333 22173
Skilled Agricultural Worker 21,667 - 20,000 22,500
Craft and Related Trade Worker 16,917 16,625 16,636 19,333
Plant and Machine Operator and Assembler 23,267 21,500 20,000 23,833
Elementary Occupation 13,674 13,422 12,720 24,000

Note: Figures represent average monthly earnings (in ¥) among the workforce sub-sample excluding casual labour.

Mobility as Social Protection: Fare-free Public Bus Transport and Women's Economic Participation 23



Earnings vary across occupations:

¢ Machine operators and professionals (¥23,000+) occupy the top tier;
« Clerical, service, and craft workers (¥17,000-%21,000) cluster around mid-range incomes;

+ Elementary occupations, where SE women are most represented, record the lowest average at
%13,674.

This pattern mirrors Bengaluru's wider informal economy- women in regular yet unprotected service
roles earn less despite higher labour participation. Even the best-paid commuters fall well below city
averages, reinforcing that Shakti reaches a commuting class atthe lower end of theincome spectrum,
for whom fare-free transport directly offsets economic vulnerability. This profile reinforces Shakti
Yojane's redistributive relevance: it reaches working women at the base of Bengaluru's income
pyramid, reducing their travel costs and supporting continued participation in low wage but steady
employment.

3: Mobility Patterns and Commuter Characteristics

Access, Modes, and Multimodality

Access to private transport remains limited across the sample, underscoring the bus-dependent
character of Karnataka's commuter class. Only 56% of respondents reported at least one vehicle in
their household, most commonly a two-wheeler (87% of those with vehicles). SE women mirror this
average (57%), while Sl women are more disadvantaged (42%). Men have higher access (69%).

Car or other four-wheeler ownership is minimal—only 5% among SE women and rarely exceeding
5% even among the broader bus-using population—signifying that the commuter class as a whole
represents non-affluent, lower- to lower-middle-income households structurally reliant on public
transport.

Public transport dominates urban mobility: 91% of all respondents rely on buses for general commute,
rising to 96% among SE women. Walking remains common (63%), indicating persistent last-mile gaps.

Gendered differences in mobility patterns among the workforce are evident:

« Two-wheeler use: 21% (SE women) vs 54% (men)
e Auto-rickshaw use: 37% (SE women) vs 43% (men)
¢ Metro/train use: < 10% across groups

Among employed respondents, bus travel accounts for 82% of work commutes and 92% among
SE women. Two-wheeler use remains limited among women (17-21%) but exceeds half among men
(54%).

A Multimodality Index (0-1) was developed to assess transport diversity. SE women recorded the
lowest scores—0.24 (general commute or GCMI) and 0.23 (work commute)—compared with S
women (0.26) and Sl men (0.28).2 These values reveal high dependence on a single affordable mode,
which reduces travel costs but limits flexibility when bus services are disrupted.

2 The General Commute Multimodality Index (GCMI) reflects the diversity of transport modes an individual avails for
general commute purposes, while the Work Commute Multimodality Index (WCMI) captures the diversity in the modes
of transport an individual avails for work-related commute. Both indices take the value zero when only a single mode
is availed, and increase with the number of modes availed, reaching one for respondents who report the widest set of
options in the sample.
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Table 4
Access and Commuting Profile by Respondent Group

Indicator Overall SE Women SlIWomen SlMen
Household with any vehicle (%) 56 57 42 69
Four-wheeler ownership (%) 7 5 6 12

Bus use (General) (%) 91 96 89 75

Bus use (Workforce subsample) (%) 82 92 82 60
Walking (%) 63 65 64 58
Multimodality index (GCMI) 0.25 0.24 0.26 0.28

Note: Higher multimodality scores indicate use of a wider range of modes.

Commute Time and Travel Expenditure

Commute times display modest gendered variation. SE women travel an average of 31 minutes
one-way, compared with 36 minutes for SI women and 26 minutes for men. This indicates short to
medium distance trips taken on an average for work. Average monthly travel expenditure across the
sample stands at ¥ 1,826, or about 15% of household consumption. SE women spend ¥ 1,392 (11%),
compared to ¥ 1,973 (17%) for SI women and ¥ 2,721 (22%) for men. Across employment types, SE
women's mobility costs are 40-65% lower, spending ¥ 925-1,760 versus ¥ 1,667-2,295 for S| women
and ¥ 2,536-3,487 for Sl men.

This pattern confirms the redistributive and cost-relief effect of Shakti Yojane. By reducing travel
expenditure, the scheme eases liquidity stress and sustains regular employment for low-income
women, though affordability alone cannot offset other structural mobility constraints.

Table 5
Commute Time and Travel Expenditure

Indicator Overall SEWomen SIWomen SlIMen
Avg. commute time to workplace (min) 31 31 36 26
Avg. monthly travel cost (3) 1,826 1,392 1,973 2,721
Travel cost as % of household consumption 15 1" 17 22
Cost differential vs SE women (%) +31 - +42 +95

Travel Burden and Employment Sensitivity

About one-third (33%) of respondents reported that mobility factors—travel time, distance, or fare
costs—affected their employment decisions. The share was highest among SE women (41%) and
lowest among Sl men (16%).
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A Travel Burden Index (0-1) was constructed to quantify this relationship, where higher values
indicate a stronger influence of travel constraints on employment choices.® The overall mean score
was 0.11, with SE women at 0.13, S| women 0.08, and Sl men 0.07. By employment type, regular
salaried workers reported the highest burden (0.16), followed by casual labourers (0.12) and self-
employed (0.05).

These values suggest that SE women remain most sensitive to travel-related barriers in job choice,
reflecting the interplay of mobility access, affordability, and unpaid care duties. However, the index
captures only one element of broader gendered mobility barriers; social norms, safety concerns, and
spatial distribution of work continue to limit women'’s options.

Shakti Yojane has made public transport markedly more affordable and regular for SE women, the
most bus-dependent segment of Karnataka's workforce. Fare-free access has broadened women'’s
reach to work, markets, and services, cutting travel costs by 40-65% compared with ineligible
groups.

Yet mobility constraints persist. SE women continue to record longer commutes (31 minutes) and
higher travel-burden scores (0.13), showing that distance, time, and service factors still shape
employment choices. Their strong reliance on buses—the lowest multimodality among all groups—
reflects both the inclusiveness achieved and the limits of dependence on a single mode.

Overall, Shakti Yojane has expanded access but converting affordability into equitable, reliable mobility
will require continued attention to service quality, connectivity, and safety for working women.*

Public Transport Usage

Ridership and Continuity
Public-bus usage remains high (87% overall) but varies sharply by group:

« SE women: 97% (stable before and after the scheme introduction).
¢ Slwomen: increase from 64 to 76%.
¢ Slmen: decline from 74 to 67%.

These patterns indicate that Shakti has consolidated women'’s reliance on public buses and may have
supported broader female ridership by easing cost barriers and making bus use more routine and
socially legitimised for women. Men's reduced ridership is largely attributed to overcrowding and
longer wait times.

Trajectory and Frequency of Use

A strong continuity of use is observed—81% of respondents continued using public buses post-
implementation, rising to 96% among SE women.® Discontinuation is most pronounced among SI men
(12%), citing overcrowding (55%) and extended travel times (22%).

3 The travel burden score was developed based on responses to six questionnaire options, which ranged from choosing
or switching jobs to reduce travel time or costs, to declining job offers for similar reasons, to reporting that employment
decisions were not affected by travel considerations. Each respondent received a score from 0 to 1, reflecting the
proportion of options selected that indicated travel burden. For example, if a respondent selected 4 out of 6 burden-
related options, their score would be 0.67

4 A detailed statistical breakdown of mobility patterns, multimodality indices, travel expenditure, and travel-burden
components is provided in Appendix Tables A3.1 - A3.5. These supplementary tables present extended cross-
tabulations by gender, eligibility status, and employment type for reference and methodological transparency.

5 Detailed bus ridership trajectories and reasons for discontinuing public bus are provided in Appendix Tables A3.6 -
A3.7
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Monthly trip frequency rose from 31to 35 trips, especially among SI women, indicating indirect gains
through a more inclusive commuting environment.

Daily ridership remains stable at 43%, indicating sustained, routine use rather than expansion in daily
trips. For SE women, this reflects continued dependence on buses for essential daily mobility, with
affordability helping maintain regularity.

Operational Challenges

Despite strong uptake, several issues persist:

e Overcrowding on high-demand routes and peak-hour services.

« Longer wait times on suburban and low-frequency corridors.

« Comfort and accessibility gaps for elderly, pregnant, or dependent passengers.
« Limited route density in peripheral zones restricting last-mile access.

Service expansion, better coordination across BMTC-KSRTC-NWKRTC-KKRTC networks, and
targeted capacity investments are essential to sustain the scheme's benefits.

Table 6

Share of Public Bus Usage Before and After the Introduction of Shakti Yojane by Respondent
Profile

Category Before After Change (pp)
SE Women 98 97 -1

SI Women 64 76 +12

Sl Men 74 67 -7

Overall 87 87 0

To sustain and deepen the gains from Shakti then, service reliability, frequency, comfort, and last-
mile connectivity must keep pace with rising demand — ensuring that affordability is matched by
quality, safety, and equitable access.

4: Effects of Shakti Yojane

Employment and Economic Effects

Among working Shakti-eligible women (approximately 33% of the full sample), the scheme’s most
tangible effects are observed in work quality, job reach, and continuity.

e 66% reported improved employment opportunities

« Benefits are strongest among regular salaried women (73%)

o 42% of self-employed women also report improved access and continuity

e Only 4% reported entering work due to the scheme, indicating gradual entry impacts but stronger
effects on sustaining employment

Insight: Shakti acts as a work-continuity and work-enhancement enabler—expanding feasible job
options, supporting stability, and easing the frictions of commuting costs.
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Mobility, Autonomy and Agency

Fare-free bus travel is being used across productive, domestic, and social dimensions:
e Household errands: 56%

e Social/religious visits: 56%

e Work: 52%

e Leisure: 51%

e Education: 14%

A maijority report greater autonomy and mobility independence:

e 80% feel more financially independent

e 54% travel independently for household tasks
 39% travel independently for work/education
¢ Only 14% see no change

Insight: Shakti has mainstreamed routine, independent mobility for women beyond work-need travel,
signalling a shift toward mobility as capability rather than just necessity.

BOX 1
What Shakti Enables for Women

« Economic: Sustained employment, wider job radius, reduced commuting burden
» Social: Visibility in public space, ability to combine roles & errands
o Autonomy: Financial independence, travel without permission/support

o Result: Mobility constraint - Mobility capability

Household Savings and Welfare Use

Fare-free travel generates meaningful monthly liquidity support for SE women across employment
categories.

Average monthly savings reported by Shakti-eligible women range from 1,434 to ¥2,000, depending
on work status:

Table 7
Monthly Savings across Employment Profiles

Group Mean (%) Median (3)
Overall 1,739 1,500
Self-employed 1,896 1,500
Regular salaried 2,000 2,000
Casual labour 1,643 1,200
Not in workforce 1,434 1,000

Insight: Shakti benefits are not limited to working women — even women not currently in employment
save on average ¥1,434 per month, improving their personal financial autonomy and household
budget flexibility.
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Savings are primarily channeled to essential household needs:

Household expenses — 67%
Personal needs — 42%
Food — 40%

Healthcare — 30%

This pattern reflects how Shakti functions as a de-facto mobility-linked income supplement,
especially for low-income and single-income households.

Box 2

Who Gains from Mobility Savings?

Shakti creates financial relief across all categories of women travellers:

+ Working women use savings to retain jobs, reach new workplaces, and stabilise income.

o Self-employed women reallocate savings into household cash-flow and informal
enterprise.

« Women in casual work reduce daily financial strain and improve consumption resilience.

e Women not currently in the labour force retain ¥1,000-%1,430 per month that would
otherwise be spent on travel — increasing personal control over money and dignity in
mobility for caregiving, errands, and essential trips.

Shakti expands women's monetary agency — not only their mobility.

Box 3
Potential Gains from Extending Coverage to Currently Ineligible Groups

Surveyed Shakti-ineligible (SI) women and men anticipate notable mobility and welfare
gains if included in the scheme. Respondents reported they would:

e Increase travel for social/religious purposes (51%) and leisure (50%)
e Undertake more work-related trips (48%) and household errands (39%)
o Travel more for education (17%)

Expected monthly savings are substantial—~%2,300 per household—with the majority
indicating the relief would support:

e Household expenses (53%)
e Personal needs (41%)

e Food (37%)

e Healthcare (28%)

e Education (20%)

These responses suggest that extending eligibility could generate comparable welfare and
mobility benefits for excluded commuters, particularly women, while broadening social and
economic inclusion.
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Box 4

Estimated Fiscal Value of Fare-Free Mobility — Household Savings at Scale

Since launch, Shakti Yojane has enabled 158.1 crore trips on BMTC buses (June 2023-July
2025), averaging ~6.32 crore trips per month. Surveyed Shakti-eligible women report average

monthly savings of ¥1,739 from fare-free travel (median 1,500, minimum ¥200).

Monthly Household Savings at Scale (BMTC)

Trips per woman / Estimated users

Total savings —

Total savings —

Total savings —

month (lakh) Min (F200) Mean (31,739) Median (%1,500)
30 211 342.2 crore ¥366.6 crore %316.5 crore

35 18.2 ¥36.4 crore %317.0 crore %273.0 crore
60 10.5 321.1 crore %183.3 crore %158.0 crore

90 7.0 314.1 crore %122.2 crore %105.0 crore
120 5.3 210.5 crore %91.6 crore %78.0 crore

Estimated household savings range: ¥42 crore — ¥367 crore per month (~ ¥500 crore — ¥4,400
crore annually, depending on usage and assumptions)

What This Means

o Shakti acts as a mobility-linked income support, especially for low-income households.

e Benefits accrue across working women and women outside the labour force, supporting
independent mobility for care work and essential errands.

e Savings are primarily channeled toward food, healthcare, household expenses, and
personal needs, reinforcing economic resilience.

Multiplier Effects

In addition to direct savings, impacts are likely amplified by secondary gains including:
e Enhanced labour force continuity & punctuality

e Reduced job-related friction for women

e Increased household consumption and local economic circulation

e Support to informal sector incomes and micro-enterprise activity

Thus, savings estimates may understate real economic benefit.

Implication for Universal Coverage

Based on stated savings expectations among currently ineligible groups (~%2,300/month), every
additional 1 lakh women covered could generate ~¥230 crore annual household savings,
signalling potential gains from progressive expansion or targeted inclusion of excluded urban
commuters.

Notes:

BMTC ticket volume estimated based on figures reported in The New Indian Express, 2025
Savings estimates: domiciled SE women survey data (Phase 2)

Conservative ranges used; estimates represent household savings, not program cost

Assumptions vary by trip frequency: results are indicative, not deterministic
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5: Perception of Shakti

Benefits & Challenges

Among bus users, 90% report positive effects. Key benefits include:

o Ability to travel longer distances (78%)
e Independence in planning travel (63%)
e Reduced reliance on family (41%)

e Better access to public transport (42%)
e Reduced travel cost burden (~30%)

Insight: Women experience tangible mobility confidence and reduced dependency, a significant
social outcome.®

Reported Challenges

High uptake has placed pressure on services. Most common issues:

e Overcrowding (87%)

e Increased wait times (77%)
e Rude behaviour (34%)

o Safety concerns (10%)

Note: SE women, as the most frequent users, report these challenges more acutely.

Insight: These challenges reflect capacity strain from success-driven demand, not dissatisfaction
with the scheme itself.”

BOX 5

Service Quality —Some Emerging Policy Priorities

e Increase bus frequency & fleet capacity

e Strengthen peak-hour crowd management

e Improve last-mile connectivity, especially peripheries

o Sdafety & behaviour protocols for staff & co-passengers
e Expanded network coverage and night-service reliability

Goal: Match affordability gains with quality, safety, and equitable access.

6: Key Takeaways

Shakti strengthens women'’s mobility and economic stability

e Shakti Yojane continues to anchor women'’s urban mobility, particularly for low-income and lower-
middle-income commuters with no viable alternative to public transport.

« Women's bus use is now routine and persistent, reinforcing predictable access to work, markets,
services, and caregiving responsibilities.

6 A detailed distribution of benefits reported is provided in Appendix tables A5.1
7 A detailed distribution of challenges reported is provided in Appendix tables A5.2
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Economic impact lies in work continuity and opportunity widening

e The scheme has strengthened labour-force continuity, improved job access radius, and reduced
employment-related frictions.

e Approximately two-thirds of employed Shakti users report better job opportunities or stability,
indicating productivity-enhancing gains rather than mere subsidy effects.

Meaningful liquidity support and enhanced household resilience

o Fare-free travel translates into ¥1,500-%2,000 monthly savings for beneficiary women, functioning
as a mobility-linked income buffer.

e Savings are redirected toward essentials — food, household needs, health and education —
underscoring welfare effects beyond individual mobility.

Mobility autonomy and social presence are expanding

« Women report greater independence in trip planning, reduced reliance on family, and increased
travel for work, errands, and leisure — signalling broader agency gains.

e Shakti supports not only working women but also homemakers, caregivers, students, and women
re-entering labour markets, by enabling low-friction mobility on demand.

Service capacity strain must now be addressed

e Overcrowding, extended wait times, and comfort/safety constraints — especially on peak-hour
and peri-urban corridors — indicate service demand outpacing supply.

e These issues reflect scheme success, not dissatisfaction; however, service enhancement is
necessary to sustain benefits and ensure equitable access for all commuters.

Broader policy linkages are emerging

e« The scheme complements other state guarantees by lowering mobility costs for welfare-eligible
households.

« Women's mobility gains suggest scope for convergence with other skill development, employment
facilitation, childcare, and women's safety initiatives.

Equity and inclusion remain central to future design

« Demand exists among ineligible groups - particularly migrant and informal-sector women - with
evidence of comparable potential gains in savings and mobility.

e Ensuring equitable service quality and transparent fare policies for non-beneficiaries will be
important to sustain public legitimacy.

In summary, Shakti has established itself as a critical gender-responsive mobility guarantee - improving
access, financial resilience, and autonomy for women. To consolidate these gains, policy must further
focus on service capacity, multimodal connectivity, safety, and inclusion.
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Longitudinal Study of the Effects
of Shakti Yojane in Karnataka

This section draws comparisons between the Phases 1and 2 of the study, based on a panel consisting
of domiciled women - amounting to roughly 14% of the respondents interviewed in the first phase
of the Shakti Study - who consented to being contacted for subsequent waves of the same. While
the survey tools were not identical, Phase 2 builds on earlier insights to enable a broad comparative
analysis. Below, we highlight certain overarching patterns observed across both phases.

Table 8

Comparative Overview of Key Indicators

Indicator Phase 1 e Change / Interpretation
(2023) (2025)
g\;izifhr;ousehold expenditure 13.864 6,571 rté::zzr:::::l)l; partly data attrition (16
:k;:;,e::(l)d:xpenditure (%) 18 52 Shift toward lower expenditure segment
Labour-force participation (%) 90 84 Slight decline, likely cyclical
Regular salaried (%) 55 54 Stable
Self-employed (%) 20 27 1 Greater informal enterprise activity
Casual labour (%) 25 19 J Fewer daily-wage jobs
Average monthly earnings (%) 13,519 17,370 +28 % increase
Average daily wage (%) 304 342 +13 % increase
Bus users among panel (%) 55 89 1 Strong rise in bus reliance
Average monthly fare savings (%) 832 1,240 +49 % gain
Leisure travel through Shakti (%) 14 54 1 Expanded social mobility
Reported overcrowding (%) 68 82 1 Service pressure
Perceived evening safety 61 18 ¥ Reduced safe window

(8-10 p.m., %)

Source: Panel respondents (= 14% of Phase 1 sample) surveyed in 2023 and 2025
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The longitudinal evidence reinforces that fare-free mobility has become an entrenched and enabling
feature of women'’s daily lives. Compared to Phase 1, Phase 2 respondents report greater and more
regular bus usage, higher monthly savings, and increased engagement in work-related, household,
and leisure travel—reflecting the deepening of Shakti's redistributive and empowerment effects.

At the same time, economic adjustments are visible: a mild decline in workforce participation and a
gradual shift toward self-employment suggest women's adaptive strategies within fluctuating labour
markets. Earnings growth among both salaried and casual workers indicates improved income stability.

However, service-quality concerns have intensified—particularly overcrowding, longer waits, and
reduced perceptions of safety during evening hours—underscoring the need for complementary
investments in bus capacity, scheduling, and passenger safety.

Among the longitudinal cohort, the findings indicate that Shakti has sustained reductions in mobility
costs, reinforced women'’s economic stability, and enhanced their visibility in public spaces, while
highlighting the need for policy focus on service reliability, coverage, and safety.
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Experiences of the Shakti Yojane -
Findings from In-Depth Interviews

In this study, to understand how Shakti Yojane influences women's mobility, employment, and
empowerment, in-depth interviews were conducted across tier-2 and tier-3 urban centres across four
districts of Karnataka namely Bagalkote, Raichur, Hassan and Shivamogga each representing one
administrative division of Karnataka. Each is also served by distinct transport corporations: Bagalkote
falling under Belagavi division, serviced by the North Western Karnataka Road Transport Corporation
(NWKRTC); Raichur, serviced by Kalyana Karnataka Road Transport Corporation (KKRTC) and coming
under the Kalaburagi division; whereas Hassan and Shivamogga, serviced by the Karnataka State
Road Transport Corporation (KSRTC), falls under the Mysore and Bengaluru divisions respectively.

1: A District Snapshot: Extending Shakti Analysis Across Urban Karnataka

These study sites represent Karnataka's internal development range, offering insight into non-
metropolitan urban contexts where public transport dependence is high, female labour force
participation is lower, and alternatives to state bus services are limited compared to the capital.

Within each district, 25 Interviews were conducted (15 women and 10 men) in city-level commuter
nodes (major bus stands, markets, industrial/commercial hubs), capturing diverse economic activities
and day-to-day mobility realities of urban women commuters in smaller cities, and illustrating how
Shakti functions where state-run buses remain the backbone of urban mobility.

As the snapshot below suggests, across these urban centres, Raichur sits at the lower end of
Karnataka's development continuum, marked by one of the state's lowest districts HDI rankings,
limited industrial base, and particularly low female labour force participation. In contrast, Shivamogga
represents a more developed mid-tier urban economy, with stronger education and service-sector
anchors and comparatively higher female participation in work and public life. Bagalkot and Hassan
fall in the middle, reflecting transitional urban economies with mixed agricultural-service linkages.
Bengaluru Urban remains the reference point at the top end - a dense, diversified metropolitan
labour market with the most extensive public-transport network and highest mobility options.

This gradient illustrates how Shakti operates across distinct urban realities - from dense metropolitan
commuter systems to smaller city centres where state-run buses are often the primary public
mobility infrastructure and women's mobility options are far more constrained.
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Table 9

The Urban District Context Snapshot - (Districts Across Karnataka's development spectrum)

Female Avg
L RTC Division/ HDIRank - 'R  UrbanuH  Dominant
District Region (of 30) * (Urban, Expenditure Urban Key Context
9 UPSS) P Livelihoods
o ®)

Retail

. ' High bus-
Bagalkot NWKRTC /4, 7% 22,606 informal dependence; limited
(Urban) Belagavi services, . .

private vehicle access

small trade

Casual Lowest-ranked
Raichur KKRTC / . 28 8% 26,925 labour, retail HQI district; stro.ng
(Urban) Kalaburagi . reliance on public

services

transport
Shivamogga KSRTC / . Education Mid-tier urban
10 21% 20,240 sector, economy; large

(Urban) Bengaluru .

services student base
Hassan KSRTC / Retail trade, Sem.|-urban transport

15 14% 27130 agro- corridors; frequent

(Urban) Mysuru )

services town-bus use
Bengaluru Services Dense multimodal
Urban BMTC / 1 35% 34756 salaried &  network; highest

Bengaluru . urban mobility

(Comparator) gig work

diversity

Note: * Karnataka Human Development Report 2022 ** PLFS 2023-24 (Urban)

e Focus is on urban experiences in smaller cities — not statistical representativeness

e Provides contrast to Bengaluru on mobility options, safety, service frequency, labour access

o Surfaces shared gains (affordability, autonomy, employment continuity) and local constraints
(coverage, peak-time crowding, gendered restrictions)

o Situates Shakti within urban development disparities and public-transport ecosystems across
Karnataka

Together, these district narratives show how Shakti functions as an urban mobility guarantee and
a gender-responsive social policy across diverse city contexts in Karnataka — from the state's
economic core to its less-developed urban regions.

2: Sample Characteristics

The in-depth interviews cover 100 respondents across four tier-2 and tier-3 urban districts,
complementing the Bengaluru Urban survey by capturing mobility realities in smaller city contexts.
Respondents exhibit characteristics typical of lower-income urban households in non-metro centres:
modest expenditure levels, mixed livelihood patterns, and strong dependence on public transport,
particularly among women.
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Table 10

Respondent Profile Shapshot

Indicator Overall Women Men Notes
Age Distribution Maijority of working-age
15-24 22 23 22 cohorts; slightly older
25-34 30 30 29 profile than Bengaluru
Urban
35-44 26 33 15
45+ 22 14 34
Caste Composition Reflective of Karnataka's
General 26 30 20 social profile, modest
OBC 35 33 37 district variation
SC/ST 28 28 30
Undisclosed M 9 15
Education Levels Lower female educational
Tertiary 37 33 1 attainment vs men vs
Secondary+ 37 25 20 Bengaluru Urban
Middle and below 21 1 32
Undisclosed 4 2 7
Household Expenditure Maijority are low-
<%10,000 48 37 7 expenditure urban
210,000-20,000 37 21 39 households
= ¥20,000 5 15 44
Undisclosed 10 28 10
Public Bus Reliance Nearly universal bus use;
Ridership 90 93 85 Hassan and Raichur near-
100%
Employment Status Women more likely to
Self-Employed 34 26 44 be unemployed or out of
Regular Salaried 39 39 39 labour force
Casual Labour 10 il 10
Unemployed/Out 16 25 5
of Labour Force
Monthly Earning (Workers only) Strong gender wage
< %10,000 25 39 5 disparity and informal work
210,000-20,000 40 39 40 patterns
=¥20,000 31 18 50
Undisclosed 4 4 5

The respondent profile affirms that women in smaller urban centres face lower household consumption
levels, educational attainments, and employment rates and earnings. Further, they also face reduced
access to private transport and lower financial independence
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Despite these constraints, bus use is universal and heavily female-skewed among eligible
respondents—reinforcing the scheme’s value as a mobility-linked social equaliser beyond Bengaluru
Urban. Thus, Shakti's value here is not just cost relief but labour market participation support—
maintaining regularity, expanding access radius, and reducing friction for fragile earnings.

3: Positive experiences of Shakti/Shakti as an Enabler

Across all four districts, Shakti is viewed as a significant enabler of women's mobility and participation
in public life. Women consistently linked the scheme to increased independence, reduced financial
burden, and social visibility. Men also acknowledged its value, particularly in households with multiple
female members benefiting from the scheme.

Mobility, Autonomy, and Social Visibility

The most immediate and frequently reported effect of the scheme is increased freedom of movement.
Women spoke about being able to travel for daily needs, social activities, and household care
responsibilities without having to ask for money or depend on others.

“Before, if women wanted to travel, they had to wait for their husbands to give them money. Now that
the bus is free, they can just show their Aadhaar card and travel.” — Female, Bagalkote

Many described new confidence in travelling alone or with peers for education, healthcare, errands,
and leisure.

“One useful thing is that we can all go together on trips—friends, family. Earlier, when there was no
free travel, everyone would hesitate to go. Now everyone says, ‘Let's go'.” — Female, Raichur

Women also emphasised a shift in their public presence, describing how the scheme enabled them to
be seen and active outside their homes for the first time.

“It's been helpful. It has made movement possible. Earlier, all the women in the house were confined
to their homes, working in the kitchen. Now, they are out in public. Women have come forward. Before,
they had to stay back for cooking and household chores... We were not seen earlier, but now others
are paying attention to women like us. We were not visible before—now we are.” — Female, Raichur

Beyond personal mobility, women noted spillover benefits for children's education and caregiving:
“Buses are helpful in travelling to farther schools in the household.” - Female, Hassan

Regular medical visits were also reported, particularly among low-income women who earlier
rationed travel for health due to costs. While empowerment has strengthened, women also stressed
that mobility is still shaped by financial limitations, care responsibilities, and social norms within the
household and community.

Work Continuity and Employment Enabling

For most women, employment status itself did not change following the scheme. Those not working
due to care duties or social norms did not enter the labour force as a direct result of free transport.
However, for working women, Shakti plays an important enabling role by making commuting more
affordable and expanding the feasible job radius.

“I feel it has made a difference in my work life. Even though the salary is too low for working 6 to 7
hours a day, | now feel | can travel a bit farther for work opportunities.” — Female, Bagalkote

38 JustJobs Network | Centre for Gender Analysis



Some respondents noted taking more trips for income-related activities, and a few expressed
aspirations to invest savings into self-employment:

“If I'm able to save some more money, then | can open a xerox shop by myself.” — Female, Shivamogga

Overall, consistent with survey findings, Shakti supports employment continuity and low-income
women's ability to access opportunities farther from home but does not on its own overcome
structural labour-market and household constraints.

Financial Relief and Household Stability

Across districts, respondents emphasised the importance of monthly savings generated through
Shakti. These savings helped households manage basic needs and cope with routine financial
pressure. Women reported redirecting savings toward education, groceries, healthcare, rent, and
utility bills.

“Before, it was 600 rupees per month, so yearly around 6 to 7 thousand... For the children’s education
purpose, for their school fees... We do not have zameen (land) so we have to save as much as we
can. It's actually helped my children’s education. Now for his science education, it's helping to pay the
fees.” — Female, Bagalkote

Savings magnitudes varied depending on travel frequency and bus availability, from modest
reductions to ¥2,000-%4,000 per month.

“You can save. If | go anywhere to my native place, the money that | used to use for the bus, around
500-1,000 is being saved... | have been able to save approximately around 3-4,000.” — Female,
Shivamogga

Respondents also emphasised that even smaller savings eased mental and financial stress, offering
flexibility for emergencies or leisure travel.

Among male respondents, those with Shakti beneficiaries in their household recognise this impact
on household savings as whole families benefit indirectly through reduced pressure on household
budgets, and the ability to allocate funds elsewhere such as education, food, and healthcare.

Table 11
Snapshot of Capability Gains Enabled by Shakti

Capability Enabled Evidence from Interviews

Autonomy & mobility Independent travel without seeking money; group trips
Work support Lower commute cost, ability to consider farther jobs
Care responsibilities School trips, health visits, errands

Household finance Budget relief, spending on essentials and education
Public presence Women more visible in public space and activities

Shakti acts as a mobility-linked social protection instrument, strengthening women's autonomy,
household resilience, and everyday access to urban life. Benefits are strongest for women with limited
prior mobility options, making the scheme particularly transformative in smaller urban centres.
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4: Challenges and Negotiations

While Shakti has enabled significant mobility gains, respondents across districts also emphasised
operational and behavioural challenges that shape the daily experience of bus travel. These do not
detract from the scheme’s value but highlight the need for service improvements to match expanded
demand.

Overcrowding and Strain on Capacity

Overcrowding was the most consistently reported concern. Respondents across gender and age
groups noted difficulty boarding buses, finding seats, and ensuring safe travel—especially during
peak hours or while travelling with children, elderly, or carrying goods.

“Then, if we’ve to board or get down, there will be a lot of pushing. That’s why I'm a little scared to
board the bus because of that.” — Female, Shivamogga

Several women described physical discomfort and occasional injury:

“I have gotten hit a lot of times on my leg, they hit my hand and in the rush of people, they don't care.”
— Female, Shivamogga

Men also reported frustration linked to seat availability:

“Because of the Shakti scheme, buses are often full of women, and by the time we get to the bus, there
are no seats available.” — Male, Bagalkote

Women nevertheless stressed that the solution lies in augmenting service, not scaling back benefits:

“We don’t want to stop the scheme, but government should put more buses or at least AC buses to
spread the people. Now because of crowd we cannot even get in.” — Female, Raichur

Elderly and pregnant women particularly expressed difficulty, with respondents recommending

reserved seating enforcement.

Increased Wait Times and Limited Frequency

A secondrecurring issue was longer waiting times and reduced bus frequency. Respondents described
longer queues and missed trips, especially for time-sensitive travel such as work, education, or market
activity.

“Yes, wait times have increased. If we keep waiting for buses, we aren’t able to conduct our business...
Most of our business happens in the morning, so we often have to rely on tempos or rickshaws
instead.” — Female, Bagalkote

“When we need it, we don’t get the buses... | feel like they've reduced the number of buses.” — Male,
Shivamogga

Students highlighted similar constraints:

“I come to the bus stand on time... buses are overcrowded... | have to wait for the next bus, which
eventually makes me late for college.” — Female student, Bagalkote

As a result, some women shift to private transport when waiting times and crowding prevent access -
reducing the effective value of the scheme when services are unavailable.
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Behavioural Frictions and Perceptions

Some respondents reported rude interactions with staff or fellow passengers, reflecting tensions
around perceived entitlement or crowding.

“Some 2-3 times the conductor has scolded that it is a free bus.” — Female, Shivamogga

“Other people who are in and around, start degrading them... like ‘Look how these women are coming
here, get up".” — Male, Shivamogga
Missed Stops and Perceived Bias in Boarding

A set of women reported buses bypassing stops when large groups of women were waiting, which
they interpreted as biased behaviour.

“Sometimes they don't stop the bus... even if they see women, they don’t stop—they just drive off....
Sometimes we wait for one or even two hours.” — Female, Raichur

“If there are more women and girls, they won’t stop. On the other hand, if there are men, they provide
stops.” — Female, Hassan

This behaviour compounds delays and overcrowding and creates a sense of exclusion despite formal
eligibility.
Perceived Fare Impact on Non-Beneficiaries

Male respondents in particular linked fare increases for non-beneficiaries to reduced bus usage.

“Now itself we're not getting seats; they travel for free but can’t let men have the seats. We'll have to
pay money to stand and travel.” — Male respondent, Hassan

Men with fewer alternatives, especially low-income commuters without vehicles, expressed that rising
fares and crowding together influenced their decision to shift modes or reduce trips.

Some suggested alternative targeting (students, elderly, low-income groups), while others proposed
universality to reduce perceptions of exclusion.
Limited Coverage in Certain Pockets

A minority of respondents faced structural service gaps, particularly in peripheral or underserved
areas.

“There are no government buses serving our locality... the only government bus comes at 10:45 a.m.
and again at 4:45 p.m.” — Female, Shivamogga

“If they would have allowed it in places where government buses were not there, then it would have
been a better initiative.” — Female, Bagalkote

Luggage Restrictions Affecting Livelihoods

Some women noted that luggage rules became stricter post-scheme, affecting those transporting
goods for small trade.

"After it became free, they started charging more for luggage... If we're traveling somewhere, we have
to take private vehicles on rent... they won't allow us on the bus with our luggage, or they charge more
for it.” — Female, Bagalkote

For these users, fare savings are offset by increased logistics costs.
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Table 12

Snapshot: Scheme Gains + Service Strain

Challenge

Reported Effects

Underlying Issue

Overcrowding

Difficulty boarding; discomfort

Demand surge vs. capacity

Long wait times

Missed work/classes

Frequency, scheduling

Behavioural frictions

Perceived disrespect

System capacity pressure +
entitlement perceptions

Missed stops

Access barriers

Operational discretion

Fare burden on others

Equity concerns

Perceived cross-subsidy

Service gaps

Limited scheme benefit

Network coverage

Luggage restrictions

Costs for traders

Policy/application inconsistency
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Recommendations

Karnataka's Shakti scheme has delivered clear gains in mobility, household savings, and women'’s
autonomy. To consolidate these gains, based on the complementary analysis across three instruments
undertaken in this report, the following recommendations aim to strengthen service quality, inclusion,
and sustainability of the Shakti scheme while deepening its gender-equity impact.

1. Strengthen Bus Infrastructure and Service Delivery

Men and women across districts reported longer wait times, overcrowding, and reduced availability
of buses since the scheme's launch due to increased demand. Overcrowding and lack of seats
disproportionately affect women—particularly the elderly, pregnant, and those travelling with children.
Expanding the fleet, increasing trips on busy routes, and extending coverage to underserved areas
are immediate priorities.

2. Ensure Affordable and Equitable Fares

Fare hikes for non-beneficiaries were widely reported and viewed as a financial burden, especially by
low-income commuters. To address these concerns, the government should consider fare caps or
targeted subsidies that sustain inclusion without fiscal strain, supported by transparent communication
on fare policy and cross-subsidies.

3. Promote Gender-Sensitive Transport Systems

Several women reported rude conduct, unsafe environments, and instances of buses skipping female
passengers. Mandatory gender-sensitivity and service training for bus staff, along with district-
level grievance mechanisms, is essential. Public awareness campaigns should complement these
measures to encourage respectful commuting behaviour among all passengers.

4. Expand Coverage of the Scheme

The visibility of women in public transport has improved perceptions of safety and participation in
public life. Extending eligibility to all women irrespective of domicile, along with students, persons
with disabilities, and other vulnerable groups, will enhance the scheme’s reach and equity.

5. Foster Cross-Departmental Collaboration

Deeper coordination among the Transport, Labour, and Women & Child Development departments
is needed to align Shakti with employment, skilling, and childcare programmes, amplifying its long-
term developmental and gender-equity outcomes.

The objectives of this indicative roadmap that follows it is to balance service delivery realities, fiscal
constraints, gender-responsiveness, and institutional capacity with the following cross-cutting principles:

« Women-first designh remains central to the scheme's equity objective

« Public transport strengthening, not fare-free travel alone, drives sustainability
¢ Inclusion of migrants, students, and low-income workers to ensure fairness

« Mobility as social infrastructure for employment, care, and dignity

« Evidence-based planning and transparency to maintain public trust
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Table 13

Action Roadmap

Timeframe

Focus

Key Actions

Short-
Term (0-12
months)

Improve reliability,
service quality, and
inclusion

Add peak-hour and short-loop buses on high-load routes
Enforce reserved seating and priority boarding for elderly,
pregnant, and women with children

Introduce a small-goods allowance for women traders and
establish transparent, publicly displayed luggage rules
and charges and exemptions. Regulate imposition of any
arbitrary charges by both public and private bus operators.
Conduct short, regular staff training on respectful conduct
and women's safety

Display clear passenger-rights and grievance signage in
buses

Provide assisted documentation update support and
temporary paper travel permits for migrant and newly
married women facing address-change delays

Medium-
Term (1-2
years)

Build capacity,
coordination, and
fairness

Expand fleet and depot capacity; lease buses where
procurement delays persist

Improve route planning through BMTC-KSRTC-NWKRTC-
KKRTC coordination

Introduce subsidised monthly passes for low-income and
migrant commuters while retaining a women-first focus
Strengthen lighting and surveillance at major stops
Conduct quarterly service quality audits

Operationalise inter-departmental task force on Women's
Mobility Mission

Long-Term
(2-5 years)

Institutionalise a
gender-responsive
mobility system
aligned with long-term
women's empowerment
and inclusive growth
priorities

Develop a Women's Mobility Data System to guide route
and fleet planning

Integrate mobility with employment hubs, skilling centres,
education campuses, and childcare infrastructure through
coordination with relevant departments such as Urban
Development, Labour, and Women & Child departments
Institutionalise a Gender-Responsive Mobility Cell within
the Transport Department to coordinate with state missions
on livelihoods, women's economic empowerment, and
inclusive urban development

Embed cross-departmental planning protocols so mobility
policy works in tandem with women's skilling, employment,
and social protection programmes
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Conclusion

The second phase of this study reaffirms that Shakti Yojane has fundamentally reshaped women’s
mobility in Karnataka- especially among low-income and transport-constrained urban households.
Across districts and instruments, a consistent picture emerges: fare-free public transport has removed
a key mobility barrier, strengthened women's financial autonomy, expanded their access to services
and social spaces, and generated immediate welfare gains through household savings. These effects
are most pronounced among women with limited prior access to independent mobility, underscoring
the scheme'’s redistributive value.

At the same time, the findings are clear that free transport alone does not automatically translate into
new employment for women. Labour force outcomes remain mediated by structural constraints- care
responsibilities, the nature of available work, social norms, and skill mismatches. However, for women
already in the workforce, the scheme strengthens economic participation by reducing commute costs,
easing intra-city travel, and widening feasible job radii.

The scheme's success has created pressure points: overcrowding, wait times, service reliability
concerns, and dissatisfaction among fare-paying users. These challenges are not failures of intent,
but symptoms of a demand-surge operating on an already stretched public transport system. They
highlight the critical policy imperative going forward: strengthening and expanding public transport
capacity alongside the continuation of fare-free access.

The evidence suggests that Shakti Yojane is not merely a transport subsidy-it functions as mobility-
linked social protection. It enhances women's agency, visibility, and civic participation, while delivering
tangible household economic benefits. Its broader promise lies in embedding women more securely
into Karnataka's social and economic fabric.

To fully realise these gains, future policy must anchor Shakti within a wider employment-enabling
ecosystem—improved local service provisioning, safe and reliable bus infrastructure, skilling
and placement linkages, and gender-sensitive urban mobility planning. With thoughtful system
strengthening, the scheme can continue to serve as a pioneering model of gender-responsive public
policy: one that moves beyond access to mobility, toward access to opportunity.

Shakti's lesson is unambiguous: when mobility becomes a public right, women move - economically,
socially, and in public life. The task now is to build the systems that keep them moving further.
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Appendix

Appendix A2.1

Reasons for never having worked for respondents not in the labour force

Reasons for never having worked Overall SE women Sl women Sl men
Lacked the Required Training/ 2.3 2.5 2.7 0
Qualification/ Age for Work

Lack of Work at a Convenient Location 1.4 0.8 4. 0
Health Related Reasons 4 3.8 4. 5.7
Want to Continue Study 29 27 30 46
Social Reasons 1.2 0.8 2.7 0
Childcare/Personal Commitments in 27 30 30 0
Home Making

Didn't Have Permission 56 57 55 46
Note: Multiple responses permitted; column totals do not sum to 100.

Appendix A3.1

Modal Split for General Commute

Mode of Commute Overall SE Women Sl Women Sl Men
Walking 63 65 64 58
Bicycle 1 1 1 2
Personal Two-Wheeler 4 39 32 56
Personal Four-Wheeler 4 3 3 7
Auto-Rickshaw 59 59 64 54
Bus 9 96 89 75
Train 4 4 5 5
Metro M 9 14 15
Private Cab/Taxi M M 12 8
Employer Transport 1 1 2 2

Note: Multiple responses permitted; column totals do not sum to 100.
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Appendix A3.2
Modal Split for Work Commute (Workforce Subsample)

Mode of Commute Overall SE Women S| Women Sl Men
Walking 49 48 51 51
Bicycle 1 <1 1 3
Personal Two-Wheeler 29 21 17 54
Personal Four-Wheeler 2 1 0 8
Auto-Rickshaw 42 37 53 43
Bus 82 92 82 60
Train <1 <1 3 0
Metro 8 6
Private Cab/Taxi 13 5
Employer Transport 3 2 4 3

Note: Multiple responses permitted; column totals do not sum to 100.

Appendix A3.3

Multimodality and Travel Burden Scores by Respondent Group

Indicator Overall SE Women Sl Women Sl Men
General Commute Multimodality Index (GCMI) 0.25 0.24 0.26 0.28
Work Commute Multimodality Index (WCMI) 0.24 0.23 0.26 0.27
Travel Burden Score (0-1) om 013 0.08 0.07
Share Reporting Travel Burden (% respondents) 33 4 25 16

Note: A higher score reflects greater dependence on mobility decisions affecting employment.

Appendix A3.4
Travel Burden by Employment Category

Employment Type Overall SE Women Sl Women Sl Men
Self-Employed 0.05 0.05 0.06 0.04
Regular Salaried Worker 0.16 0.16 0.14 013
Casual Worker 0.12 0.12 (ON 0.09

Note: Regular salaried workers—primarily bus-dependent—experience the highest burden, reflecting greater sensitivity

to time and cost constraints.

Appendix A3.5
Travel Expenditure by Employment Status (¥ per month)

Employment Category Overall SE Women Sl Women Sl Men
Self-Employed 2,654 1,760 2,295 3,487
Regular Salaried 1,776 1,413 2,021 2,536
Casual Labourer 2,333 925 1,667 2,627

Note: SE women’'s monthly travel expenses are 40-65% lower than ineligible groups, confirming Shakti's strong

redistributive impact.
Appendix A3.6
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Bus Ridership Trajectories Before and After Shakti

Bus Usage Category Overall SE Women Sl Women S| Men
Continued using public bus 81 96 57 62
Started using public bus 5 <1 19 4
Stopped using public bus 5 2 12

Do not use bus 3 <1 4 M
Started/Continued using private bus 6 <1 15 M
Note: Percentages reflect public bus use change over time.

Appendix A3.7

Reasons for Discontinuing Public Bus Use

Reason for Discontinuation Overall SE Women S| Women Sl Men
Overcrowding 55 43 70 56
Longer travel time / waits 22 29 10 24
Purchased personal vehicle 39 36 30 44
Preference for private / ride-hailing vehicle 20 36 20 12
Perceived safety /| comfort issues 4 14 0 0
Note: Multiple responses permitted; column totals do not sum to 100

Appendix Table A5.1

Benefits of the Scheme Identified by the Sample

Benefits Overall SE women Sl women Sl men
Independence in travel planning 63 71 46 46
Reduced independence on family or friends 41 46 26 37
for travel

Ability to travel longer distances 78 86 61 65
Improved access to public transport 42 46 32 39
Reduced travel costs 29 30 26 25
Environmental benefits (lower pollution) 2.9 2.8 2.6 3.7
Improved connectivity and bus 2.1 1.7 2 3.7
infrastructure

Reduced traffic congestion 17 1.2 33 2.2
No, there are no benefits 9.8 1 30 25

Note: Multiple responses permitted; column totals do not sum to 100. Figures represent the percentage distribution of
perceived benefits of the Shakti scheme among public bus users' sub-sample
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Appendix Table A5.2
Challenges ldentified by the Sample in Accessing Public Bus

Challenges Overall SEwomen Slwomen Slmen
Rude Behaviour from Bus Operators/Male Co- 34 36 30 30
passengers

Overcrowding 87 92 78 76
Increased Wait Time 77 81 72 71
Disputed Seating Arrangements 26 29 13 25
Lack of infrastructure 18 21 9.2 15
Safety and Harassment Issues 10 12 5.3 6.7
Poor Timeliness and Frequency 8 6 8.6 13
Limited Coverage 13 12 20 9.7
Burden on public exchequer 1 0.9 1.3 3.7
Exclusionary criteria for the scheme eligibility 1 0.7 0 0.7
No, there are no challenges 7 2 18 17

Note: Multiple responses permitted; column totals do not sum to 100. Figures represent the percentage distribution of
perceived challenges of the Shakti scheme among public bus users' sub-sample
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