
Module 1: 
Inequalities and 
exposure to air 
pollution



What will you learn in this module? 

What are environmental inequalities? Who are most exposed to air 
pollution? 

What is intersectionality? How can an intersectional lens shed light 
on the differences in air pollution exposure?

What are the structural drivers of air pollution, and how do they 
intersect with structural inequalities to shape differentiated exposures?



Part I: 
Inequitable 
exposure to air 
pollution



While air pollution impacts all of us, the 
costs of air pollution are not even —  
different people are more exposed or 
vulnerable due to existing social and 
gender inequalities. 



Who are most exposed to air pollution?
• Exposure to air pollution is mediated by a variety of socio-economic and occupational factors. 
• In general, poorer and/or more marginalized populations tend to be disproportionately exposed to 

air pollution based on their locations, occupations, and lack of access to protective equipment. 



Environmental Inequality

• This phenomenon can be 
summarized by the concept of 
environmental inequality: 
when more marginalized 
individuals, communities, and 
population groups are 
disproportionately exposed to 
environmental pollution. 



Case study: Informal grilled food workers and  
occupational air pollution in Vientiane, Lao PDR

• In Lao PDR, the grilled food sector is a 
growing part of the informal food 
economy.

• Grilled food restaurants, markets, and 
street carts in Vientiane use open 
charcoal fire, which generates high levels 
of particulate matter (PM2.5) pollution. 

• Measured concentrations of PM2.5 near 
grilled food shops and stalls was up to 8 
times higher than the national standard.  



Case study (continued)

• Most grill workers are exposed to grill 
for at least eight hours per day, six to 
seven days per week.

• Because most staff are informal 
workers, they have limited access to 
workplace or social protections, 
including national health insurance, 
paid sick leave, and regulations 
around working hours.



Part II: 
Gender, 
intersectionality 
and air pollution



How do gender and socio-economic 
identities shape exposure? 



Gender
• Gender is generally defined as the socially constructed identities, roles, 

and relations associated with being a man or a woman

• Gender differentiates from biological categories of sex (e.g., 
female, male, or intersex)

• Gender identities are not binary (e.g., genderqueer, gender 
nonconforming or gender neutral)



• The differentiated exposures to air 
pollution can be the outcomes of the 
gendered division of labor and 
responsibilities, as well as unequal 
influence over decision-makings 
around air pollution control. 

• Gendered divisions of work and 
responsibilities, both within the 
household and in the workplace, can 
shape individual exposure to air 
pollution.

Gender and air pollution



Gender and socio-economic influence
• Along with gender, socio-economic dimensions mediate exposure to air pollution as it 

influences aspects such as location, occupation, and ability to protect against air 
pollution. 





Case study: Socioeconomic disparities and gendered exposures 
to occupational air pollution in Viet Nam's craft villages

• In  Viet Nam, “craft villages” are residential clusters at the village 
or commune level that produces one or more different types of 
handicraft products.      

• Gendered norms play a key role in the types of jobs that craft 
village workers undertake. This in turn affects exposures to air 
pollution in craft village production facilities. 

• Men tend to participate more in hazardous tasks, while earning 
higher wages in general. Women tend to earn lower wages in 
production facilities because their assigned work is typically 
perceived as less physically demanding. However, women are 
largely confined within production facilities and spend more time 
being exposed to concentrated air pollution. 



Case study (continued)

• Women tend to be more dependent on craft 
village work and have limited alternative 
livelihoods. 

• Migrant workers in craft villages tend to have 
prolonged exposure to air pollution due to 
living and working right next to the 
production facilities. 

• Since many migrants only work in the craft 
villages temporarily, they are more willing to 
accept riskier jobs with higher exposure in 
exchange for a better income.



Part III: 
Structural drivers 
of air pollution 
and unequal 
exposures



The political economy of air pollution
• Understanding the political economy of air pollution includes exploring structural drivers 

of air pollution, and how it interacts with structural inequalities



The political economy of air pollution (2)

Inequitable exposure to transboundary air pollution

Oftentimes, air pollution is not confined within a specific territory. 

Shortcomings of air pollution governance in one country can impact both 
the marginalized populations in its own society and those in neighboring 
countries.  

Transboundary air pollution challenges are likely to worsen in a context 
with unregulated air pollution policies, or with policies that favor the expansion 
of certain industries. 



Aspects to consider for an intersectional analysis 
of air pollution 

• Historical and current development policies can segregate 
residents based on factors such as wealth and race 

• Wealthier and/or more powerful residents tend to settle 
in areas that are far from pollution sources, while socially 
marginalized residents tend to be closer to pollution

• Examples include inadequate healthcare or education systems.  
It can also include the absence of waste collection systems and 
affordable electricity, resulting in the burning of accumulated 
waste and using solid fuels to meet energy needs or rid of trash

• Governance frameworks can reflect vested interests and 
unequal power relations (e.g., policies driven by political or 
business elites)

• A lack of funding or expertise to make effective decisions

Historical and current urban 
planning decisions

Lack of essential services 

Air pollution governance 
frameworks

Intersectional 
analysis



Key messages
While air pollution impacts all of us, it does not affect everyone equally.

Exposure to air pollution mirrors existing inequalities, which differs amongst people based on 
intertwining factors such as gender, ethnicity, socio-economic status, age, geography, and legal status, 
among others.

Gendered divisions of labor and the way men and women may be disproportionately represented in 
certain roles or occupations impact their exposure to air pollution. 

Structural drivers of air pollution (e.g., inadequate regulations, expansion of polluting industries 
and certain urban planning or development policies) intersect with pre-existing social and gender ineq
ualities to create differentiated, unequal exposures.

An intersectional lens can help us understand inequalities in air pollution exposure by highlighting how 
different axes of inequalities create differentiated exposures to air pollution.



Relevant resources

Papers:

Thi Thanh, V., Thi Dan Dung, L., Han, J.Y.-C., & Archer, D. 2022. "Viet Nam’s Craft 
Villages and Occupational Air Pollution: Socioeconomic Disparities and Gendered 
Exposures." SEI Policy Brief. Stockholm Environment Institute (SEI).

Podcasts: 
• SEI Asia podcast: Intersectionality and air pollution in the world of work 

https://www.sei.org/publications/viet-nams-craft-villages/
https://www.sei.org/publications/viet-nams-craft-villages/
https://www.sei.org/publications/viet-nams-craft-villages/
https://www.sei.org/featured/podcast-intersectionality-and-air-pollution-in-the-world-of-work/

