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What is Inclusive Infrastructure? 
Infrastructure has the potential to drive sustainable, transformative and inclusive economic 
growth, through fostering gender equality, empowering marginalised groups, and increasing 
social inclusion for people living with disabilities. However, the full potential of infrastructure 
projects is often not realised: as the economic and social benefits from infrastructure 
reform and development do not automatically trickle down to the most vulnerable. In some 
instances, the design of infrastructure reforms can actually worsen economic inequalities, 
environmental pressures, and spatial insecurity – this is particularly the case when women 
and marginalised communities are not considered or included in the decision-making 
process.

Adam Smith International recognises the transformative potential that ambitious 
infrastructure has in supporting the empowerment of women and marginalised groups. Our 
participatory, multi-stakeholder and multi-sectoral approach to gender equality, diversity and 
inclusion throughout our programme design and implementation helps clients and partners 
to successfully integrate gender and social inclusion concerns and build on women’s unique 
knowledge and perspectives. Beyond basic compliance, we are committed to integrating 
gender equality and social inclusion considerations at every stage of a project. Intelligent 
programming should practice and build understanding on inclusion and strengthen the 
ability of beneficiaries to advocate effectively for gender-responsive reforms. Our certified 
B Corp status emphasises our long-standing commitment to projects which have enhanced 
diversity, equity and inclusion.

Globally, there are huge disparities existing in infrastructure access - 
around 2.2 billion people lack access to safe drinking water, 4.2 billion lack 
access to sanitation, 940 million lack electricity, and 1 billion lack access to 
all-weather roads
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Why is inclusive infrastructure important?
Inclusive infrastructure development ensures that no individual, community, 
or social group is left behind or excluded from the potential benefits provided 
by the expansion of physical structures and facilities. Several groups 
are particularly vulnerable to exclusion from infrastructural development. 
Underdeveloped and gender-blind infrastructure often hinders women and 
girls from accessing basic services to support their upward social mobility and 
reduce gender inequality. Infrastructure can also discriminate based on age - in 
many areas, barriers to physical access prevent the very young and the elderly 
from benefitting from infrastructure. Race, ethnicity, caste, and other social 
categories may exclude certain groups from the benefits of developments, 
especially if their communities are based in informal settings. Moreover, 
disability inclusion is not consistently and effectively embedded within the 
infrastructure sector, and as a concept is still not comprehensively understood 
in many low-income countries.   

3



The Role of Infrastructure in Achieving the Sustainable Development Goals                              
If designed and implemented correctly, physical infrastructure can empower marginalised 
groups to be part of societal change and development. The United Nations’ Sustainable 
Development Goal 9 targets the development of “inclusive and sustainable” infrastructure 
which is “affordable and equitable…for all.”  
 
The benefits achieved by inclusive infrastructure are cross-cutting and can support progress 
towards other SDGs. Inclusive infrastructure reduces inequalities and disparities (Goals 
5, 10), provides the stability to sustain economic growth (Goal 8), and can also act as a 
platform to lift people out of poverty (Goal 1). Infrastructure is also a fundamental part of 
mitigating and adapting to climate change (Goal 13). 

Failing to ensure infrastructure is inclusive can cause marginalised  and 
vulnerable groups - including women, the elderly, the disabled and the 
economically disadvantaged - to miss out on development opportunities.



Gender and Inclusion Responsive Programming: Drawing on 
Experience and Expertise

ASI’s approach to mainstreaming equality,  diversity and social inclusion considerations draws 
on the lessons we have learnt during our extensive experience designing and delivering 
inclusive infrastructure programmes for bilateral and multilateral governments worldwide. 

ASI follows a three-step strategy to design and deliver infrastructure programmes which 
enhance gender equality and reduce social marginalisation. 

1) Contextual understanding: Rigorous technical analysis and political awareness enables 
our team to accurately understand the systemic barriers that prevent women and marginalised 
groups from fully participating in and benefiting from infrastructure provision. 
 
2) Empowering and transformational design: Our commitment to transform lives by 
empowering women and marginalised groups is prioritised through the design process. The 
voices and experiences of women and marginalised groups are drawn upon to guide the design 
and are a part of decision-making processes.

3) Mainstreaming gender and social inclusion considerations throughout delivery:  
Attaining our targets as a company involves managing wide-ranging risks which threaten the 
achievement of gender equal and social inclusive infrastructure programmes. This requires a 
flexible, yet extensive, monitoring, reporting, evaluation and learning framework to track and 
feedback the impact on women and marginalised groups.



Renewable Energy for All in Brazil
ASI is developing mechanisms that will help small farmers participate in biofuel supply 
chains, while creating business models which will allow solar businesses to service low-
income energy consumers. Moreover, we are focused on increasing the affordability of 
electricity and fuel for low-income consumers, and creating jobs for women, the poor and 
marginalised. ASI set criterion for demonstrating gender equality, diversity and inclusion, 
and we have defined practical, locally based safeguards which ensure the programme 
interventions go beyond ‘do no harm’ standards to promote gender equality. Our team 
has provided internships, apprenticeships, mentoring, and job-shadowing for members of 
marginalised groups, and the projecct also pioneers community energy workshops in order 
to enhance local capacity in the sector. 



1) Enhancing Contextual 
Understanding During Design 
Throughout the inception phase of all our 
infrastructure programmes, our specialist 
researchers and data analysts complete a broad 
assessment of how gender and power relations 
contribute to shaping different groups’ access to, and 
experiences of, infrastructure. This situational analysis 
begins with a comprehensive statistical and literature 
review, which enhances our understanding of gender 
and inclusion dynamics and identifies key points of 
vulnerability. Reviewing existing evidence also provides 
vital insight into how previous processes have succeeded 
or failed to ensure that marginalised groups experience the 
benefits of infrastructural developments. 
Following a comprehensive evidence review, our field 
teams gain qualitative insights into the lived experiences of 
marginalised groups through focus groups and key informant 
interviews. These meetings yield important insights that begin 
to inform the project’s approach to improving gender equality 
and social inclusion, as well as broader elements of intervention 
design. Ultimately, ASI programmes integrate women, young 
people and other marginalised groups in discussions and activities 
from the outset, to ensure their considerations on opportunities and 
barriers are built into our project.

Our firm’s meaningful business actions towards 
achieving the Sustainable Development Goals 
is indicated in our results in the B Lab and 
UN Global Compact “SDG Action Manager”. 
Overall, ASI scores 66.4% in relation to Goal 
5, 73.8% in our progress towards achieving 
Goal 10, 74.4% on Goal 1, and 63% on 
Goal 13. 

Advancing Socially Inclusive Infrastructure Governance 
Adam Smith International deliver the Roads for Development Program 
in Vanuatu. The programme supports improved economic growth and 
service delivery in rural areas through increased access to a better 
maintained and integrated transport network. As part of the programme, 
ASI has launched several specific activities to advance gender equality 
and social inclusion. For example, our team is supporting the formal 
establishment of a Social and Environmental Safeguards Unit within the 
Public Works Department, which will focus on identifying opportunities 
for women and people with disabilities to be involved in the Department, 
including within leadership and decision-making roles. The programme is also 
supporting the integration of gender equality and social inclusion practices 
within the Public Works Department planning processes, and organising 
training to support understanding about why gender-based violence is an issue 
in the road works industry.



2) Empowering and Transformational Design:
While infrastructure offers an opportunity to promote gender equality and social inclusion, it 
also has the potential to drive exclusion. ASI’s gender equality and social inclusion targets 
are guided by the Moser Gender & Inclusion Framework, which assesses our ambition, 
and ultimately our results, on three levels. At a minimum, all our infrastructure interventions 
“do no harm” and maintain the status quo in relation to gender and social relations. Yet as 
a company, we strive to go further and ensure that our project design and implementation 
explicitly empowers disadvantaged or excluded groups by expanding their economic and social 
choices. Moreover, our strategic initiatives within infrastructure projects are intent on tackling 
the structural causes of inequality, and ultimately transform the outcomes of women and other 
socially disadvantaged groups.

Improving Urban and Transport Infrastructure for Women in Nigeria 
The Future Cities Nigeria programme focuses on sustainable urban development and inclusive 
prosperity in Lagos and Abeokuta. Underpinning each of the projects interventions is a strong 
commitment to gender and social inclusion to ensure that improved urban and transport 
infrastructure creates significant benefits for women, girls, and other marginalised groups. 

Our team an inclusive approach to infrastructural development is prioritised throughout the 
programme cycle through a two pronged strategy. Firstly, our team prioritised the integration 
of the perspectives of women, youths, disabled and elderly people throughout the 
project timeline through consultations and focus groups. Secondly, we worked to build 
the capacity of actors in government agencies by providing diversity and inclusion 
training. Ultimately, the pioneering infrastructure projects of FCN have inclusivity embedded 
within their design:



3) Mainstreaming Gender Equality In Delivery
ASI’s global network of experts have a thorough understanding of the local contexts in the 
countries where we operate. This experience enables our teams to identify constructive 
strategies to manage and monitor potential threats to gender equality and social inclusion. 
Overall, ASI approaches gender equality and social inclusion through two pillars: capacity 
building with relevant stakeholders, and consultations with at-risk groups in communities.  

Targeted stakeholder engagement, often in the form of training activities and joint 
deliberations, can support the identification and integration of gender and social inclusion 
provisions within the project. ASI has long-standing experience in developing and delivering 
gender equality and social inclusion capacity building programmes, ensuring activities 
have quotas for women employees, and highlighting the benefit of diverse workforces 
for businesses. Our gender and inclusion leaders also deliver training to core team 
members to ensure that the team understand the importance of mainstreaming inclusion 
across all programme activities. Altogether, these activities mitigate against the risk that 
gender equality and social inclusion is side-lined during infrastructure programmes.  

Close internal monitoring of implementation activities, and strong feedback mechanisms set 
up in participating entities and areas, provide our experts with the ability to flexibly and timely 
adjust approaches, activities, or mechanisms to ensure positive gender equality and social 
inclusion outcomes. Throughout the duration of the project cycle, we ensure sustained 
citizen engagement so that women, young people, informal sector workers and people 
with disabilities can equally and fully participate in identifying and mitigating risks 
to successful interventions. These bottom-up engagements also allow us to assess 
whether infrastructure interventions have achieved output level change. To further enhance 
accountability, transparency and community engagement in relation to gender equality and 
social inclusion issues, our programmes establish mechanisms for regularly obtaining ad hoc 
community and civil society feedback. 

Our social inclusion experts develop key performance indicators to enable a robust 
assessment of the programmes performance in relation to improving outcomes for women 
and marginalised communities. Our disaggregation of appropriate data by sex, age and 
socio-economic group or income, enables a robust assessment of performance across all 
points of the programme cycle, while we also ensure that the data collection processes 
we use are inclusive. For example, the Washington Group of questions will be used in 
data collection, where relevant, to ascertain disability related context, requirements, and 
outcomes.
 



Socially Inclusive Solar in Nigeria 
Over the past six years, ASI managed the UK-aid funded Solar Nigeria Programme. 
Our inclusive approach to infrastructural development was emphasised through our 
dedicated support to nurturing Nigerian start-ups through guarantees and other support, 
including technical assistance to build local capacity and skills. Parallel social projects, 
with solar energy being provided to 175 schools and 48 medical facilities, offered visible 
demonstrations of reduced energy costs while improving health and educational outcomes 
for women and other marginalised groups. Small businesses operating within the informal 
economy, including Nigeria’s vast web of urban market stalls, enjoyed cheaper more reliable 
power from off-grid solar.

Overall, Solar Nigeria encapsulates ASI’s values – creativity, resourcefulness, and 
partnerships. We understand that developing inclusive infrastructure depends on new ways 
of doing business, requiring governments to improve regulation, legislation, and policy. By 
highlighting the social value of developing off grid solar energy, and partnering with local 
champions, our team delivered a project that FCDO staff described as producing “immediate 
beneficial results for people, business, and the environment.” As a result of our programme, 
five million Nigerians from across society have access to affordable, reliable off-grid solar 
energy, while industry, schools, universities and health clinics now enjoy stable power.



www.adamsmithinternational.com


