
ADDRESSING GENDER-SPECIFIC EXPERIENCES OF 
PERSONAL SECURITY WHILE TRAVELLING: THE CASE  

OF CAPE TOWN 

N BIKO

Centre for Transport Studies, University of Cape Town, Department of Civil Engineering, 
1 Madiba Circle, Upper Campus, UCT, Rondebosch 7701;  

*Tel: 021 650 2593; Email: 

, FB GROSSE-WEISCHEDE and M VANDERSCHUREN* 

ABSTRACT 

marianne.vanderschuren@uct.ac.za  

The South African Constitution recognizes freedom of movement to be a fundamental 
human right, however, transport systems tasked with providing reliable access for all often 
fail to address gender-specific challenges effectively. This Cape Town based investigation 
makes use of survey platforms to identify common threats encountered while travelling, 
assess the prevalence and nature of harassment, and analyse the impacts on personal 
security due to perceived threats as well as experienced threats. Recognizing the 
sensitivity of this topic - use of the SHE-CAN tool, a web-based tool for helping decision-
makers tackle sexual harassment in sub-Saharan public transport, is employed. This is to 
avoid unnecessarily retraumatising any participants while also providing insights on how to 
ask those affected by personal threats of harassment to advocate for what changes they 
would personally like to see. The survey findings reveal notable gender differences in 
safety perceptions during commute trips. Men generally felt safer than women across all 
stages of the journey with the disparity being most pronounced while waiting at the station, 
where 43% of men felt safe, in contrast to only 28% of women. Among women, 6.7% cited 
verbal harassment and 9.6% cited sexual harassment as major concerns, reflecting a 
heightened awareness of these issues. In comparison, men reported 8.3% of concerns 
related to verbal harassment, but there were no reported considerations for sexual 
harassment. Addressing these gender-specific difficulties is essential for ensuring that 
transport systems are not only adequate but also inclusive and equitable for all users. 
Without understating the importance of Surveillance and Policing as well as Legal 
Framework interventions, the high number advocacy for Education and Behaviour 
interventions as well as Campaigns speaks to the need for preventative measures instead 
of justice-provoking measures. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Article 21.1 of the South African ‘Bill of Rights’ (South African Government, 2023) states 
that “Everyone has the right to freedom of movement”. However, this freedom had 
historically been made unequally available to various South African groups due to 
politically charged spatial planning and distribution of resources, resulting in notable 
differences in travel patterns, available infrastructure, and overall convenience of travel 
between different ethnicities, income brackets, and notably, genders. 

The overarching goal of this study is to assess and address gender-specific experiences 
related to personal security while travelling in Cape Town’s public transport system. By 
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identifying the disparities in perceived and experienced threats the study sets out the 
following objectives: 
 
• To investigate how perceptions of personal security differ between genders across 

various stages of a journey, including walking to, waiting at, and traveling within 
public transport. 

• To quantify the prevalence and types of harassment experienced by commuters, with 
a focus on gender-specific patterns and implications. 

• To evaluate the physical and social infrastructure at selected public transport stops 
through an audit of environmental conditions. 

• To explore the barriers to reporting instances of harassment faced by victims. 
• To identify user-driven recommendations for interventions by examining preferred 

strategies to prevent and address harassment, as gathered through survey 
responses. 

 
2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
The inadequately developed transport systems increase the degree of potential exposure 
to both safety, and security concerns (Sam & Abane, 2017). And although the terms 
“safety” and “security” are often used interchangeably, it is important to note that personal 
security whilst travelling is not only a transportation issue, but a social one as well 
(Gwilliam, 2019). 

 
Figure 1: Definitions of safety and security 

 

Ensuring safety for transport users is a great South African concern. In the paper titled The 
Impact of Traffic Safety and Crime on Travel Behaviour and Attitudes in Cape Town: A 
Review of Empirical Evidence, Behrens and Jobanputra (2012) concluded that service 
attributes associated with safety and security were found to be the greatest cause of 
dissatisfaction amongst train and paratransit passengers. Understanding where road users 
feel that they may not be able to depend on the transport systems may inform transport 
planners of safety measures that could be employed such as the improvement of planning 
standards, the restructuring driver education, and the prioritisation of maintenance of 
systems to give a few examples. 

Due to the personal nature of security threats, however, it is important to note that the use 
of standards and practices for transport models in other countries may not fully meet the 
needs of the South African users. Therefore, to create reduced-risk transport systems, the 
current sources of unease amongst South African travellers needs to be assessed. 
Moreover, whilst acknowledging the differences of transport availability and quality 



amongst different income brackets as well as racial groups is necessary, the differences of 
the perceptions of the services when considering gender is imperative as women are often 
forced to unequally consider their perceptions of their security.  

 
Figure 2: Types of harassment for females (n = 79) and males (n = 24) 

at the Simonstown Train Station (Vanderschuren, 2019) 
 
As Figure 2 shows, the main perceived threats to all users’ personal security were the fear 
of being pick-pocketed or mugged. For instance, Golden Arrow Bus Services in Cape 
Town reported that between six and eight robberies are committed each week either on 
buses or at surrounding bus stops, with over 200 buses attacked monthly, often during 
protests or through opportunistic crime (Mason, 2021). 
 
While these forms of crime make up the majority of personal security fears, women were 
the only group to list harassment as security concerns as well, experiencing 10% verbal 
harassment and 6% sexual harassment (Vanderschuren et al., 2019). Catcalling, 
unwanted attention, inappropriate physical contact, aggressive stranger advances, and a 
variety of other intrusive sexualized behaviours are some of the treats that women are 
more likely to encounter on public transportation, which frequently has an impact on 
women's willingness to travel, to their economic detriment (Matthews, 2017). 
 
Therefore, the literature clearly indicates that several South African income, ethnic and 
gender groups have different experiences with transport systems, emphasizing the need 
for a comprehensive study aimed at understanding what factors are hindering everyone’s 
freedom of movement. 
 
3. METHODOLOGY 
 
The preferred methodology for this study is the use of surveys. Surveys are chosen 
because of their distinctive advantages in gathering a wide variety of viewpoints, ideas, 
and experiences from a big and geographically distributed participant pool.  
 
In order to collect honest and helpful information regarding transport system usage, 
participants are expected to share real life experiences which may contain sensitive 
subject matter. For this reason, it is imperative to set ethical requirements throughout the 
survey development and completion. The several stages of this data collection method can 
be found in Figure 3. 



 
Figure 3: Survey methodology flow chart 

 
3.1 Survey Literature Review 

Conducting a literature review prior to the creation of a survey is necessary to examine 
scholarly source materials that are related to the specific research question. The work 
provides a critical analysis that summarizes past work, and highlights gaps in existing 
research while also explaining how a person's research relates to or fits within the greater 
subject of study (UCT Libraries, 2019). In the case of this research, the previous survey 
conducted by the Centre for Transport Centre found a clear need for better understanding 
how women’s perceived security from potential harassment incidents impacted their travel 
decisions.  
 
Recognizing the sensitivity of this topic, insights from the SHE-CAN tool survey were 
invaluable. The questionnaire commissioned by EMPOWER underwent careful 
development and refinement to ensure that participants could share their experiences of 
harassment in a sensitive yet clear manner. The developers of the questionnaire identified 
a key factor contributing to underreporting of incidents: a widespread misunderstanding of 
what constitutes harassment. Consequently, they outlined three essential considerations 
to guide the creation of a sexual harassment survey:  
 
• Voluntary participation and explicit consent. 
• Clear and concise wording.  
• Visual aids to identify and articulate their experiences more comfortably. 
 

 
3.2 Determine Relevant Study Groups / Areas 

With the goal of approaching participants of various income, ethnic, and age groups, 
survey distribution occurred in three different stages.  
 
3.2.1 Stage 1: Female Domestic Workers and Infrastructure Audit  
This stage was completed in conjunction with the Safetipin organisation through the use of 
their “Tell me as you see it” tool. The work started with a literature review, identifying the 
status quo around sexual harassment globally and the identification of personal and 
infrastructure-related characteristics that influence personal safety (Newlands, Grosse-
Weischede, & Vanderschuren, 2023). Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, face-to-face 
meetings between project participants were not possible, however, various online 
meetings and workshops were held to optimize knowledge exchange. Finally, the 
infrastructure audit was conducted in several regions of Cape Town, assessing several 
public transport stops according to the criteria listed in Table 1. 



Table 1: Infrastructure audit criteria 

Shelter Covered Roofing, Seating Spaces 
Signage Route numbers, road markings 
Safety CCTV camera’s, security personnel 
Facilities Public toilets, kiosks 
Lighting Streetlights, street furniture 

 
3.2.2 Stage 2: University of Cape Town  
The next study group to be surveyed was the students and staff of the University of Cape 
Town. Through the addition of a more comprehensive section on sexual harassment, while 
travelling, this stage worked as a pilot to ensure that questions were comprehensive to 
those of a variety of ages, races, and incomes as the following specific groups were 
targeted: 
 
• Students.  
• UCT PASS Staff. 
• UCT Academic.   
 
3.2.3 Stage 3: General Cape Town Working Population 
Finally, surveys were distributed to willing participants of the Cape Town working 
population using various survey platforms. 

Using insights from the various platforms and tools, the final questionnaire was developed. 
The questionnaire is divided into four sections as depicted in Table 2. 

3.3 Develop Questionnaire 

Table 2: Description of the different sections of the survey 

 Section Description 

1. Personal 
Information 

Participants were questioned about the socio-economic factors that they 
identify with. Although anonymity will be maintained, knowing which user 
groups experience transport systems in different ways is instrumental to the 
study. 

2. Travel 
Patterns 

Participants were asked to describe their daily journey. This is to aid in 
determining which forms of transportation, trip times, and other factors 
correspond with the users’ views on mobility. 

3. Travel 
Perceptions 

Participants were asked about their travel concerns, the variables that impact 
their travel decisions, and their overall satisfaction with transportation 
systems. 

4. Sexual 
Harassment 

Sexual harassment was defined with the use of visual aids, and those that 
were willing to participate in this section were questioned about their 
concerns regarding sexual harassment while travelling, their personal 
experiences with it, and which interventions they would like to see 
implemented. 



 
3.4 Choose Survey Platforms  

To facilitate distribution and streamline data collection, the survey was recreated on the 
online platform, Google Forms. This involved transferring all the questions from the original 
survey into the digital format, ensuring that each question type (e.g., multiple choice, short 
answer) was appropriately matched to the available options in Google Forms. The 
platform's intuitive interface allowed for easy customization, including adding section 
breaks, incorporating mandatory response settings, and embedding multimedia elements 
where necessary. Once completed, the survey was tested to ensure all features functioned 
correctly before generating a shareable link for distribution via email and social media. 
This transition to Google Forms enabled a wider reach and more efficient data 
aggregation. A summary of survey groups and the platforms used for each of them is 
given in Table 3. 

Table 3: Summary of survey groups and the platforms used for each of them 

Study Group Domestic 
Workers Students 

UCT Staff 
Workforce 

Academic PASS 

Male Complete Online Online Face-to-Face Online 

Female Face-to-Face Online Online Face-to-Face Online 

 

 
3.5 Data Collection and Evaluation 

Following the collection phase, the data was carefully evaluated for completeness and 
consistency. Any anomalies or discrepancies were addressed to ensure the integrity of the 
dataset. The percentage distribution of the responses according to income groups as well 
as the total number of responses can be found in Table 4.  

Table 4: Survey response distribution 

 Unemployed Student Low 
Income 

Middle 
Income 

High 
Income 

Male (n = 100) 5% 33% 20% 32% 10% 

Female (n = 256) 3% 11% 61% 18% 27% 

To assess the reliability of the survey results, a margin of error calculation for a 95% 
confidence interval was performed. The margin of error is a statistical measure that 
indicates the range within which the true population parameter is expected to fall, given the 
sample data. For this survey, the margin of error can be calculated using the formula for 
proportion margin of error: 
 

𝑀𝑂𝐸 =  
𝑧 × �𝑝(1 − 𝑝)

√𝑛
 (1) 

 
  



Where  
 𝑀𝑂𝐸 = Margin of Error    
 𝑧 = z-score     

= 1.96 for a 95% confidence interval 
 𝑃 = Sample Proportion  

= 0.5 (for maximum margin of error) 
 𝑛 = Sample size  

= 356 
 
Therefore: 

∴ 𝑀𝑂𝐸 = 5.19 
 

Furthermore, a comprehensive analysis and detailed insights derived from the collected 
data, can be found in the Results section of this report. 
 
4. RESULTS 
 
In order to establish the overall impact of sexual harassment on those travelling, insights 
on the perceived threat of sexual harassment, as well as the actual experiences of sexual 
harassment need to be assessed.   
 

 
4.1 Perceived Security From Sexual Harassment Threats 

Perceived threat can be defined as an individual’s cognitive assessment of the likelihood 
that a danger may affect them. This often contributes to decisions made by transport users 
to minimize exposure to potential harm. 

 
Figure 4: Safety perception at different stages of commuters' travels 

The survey findings shown in Figure 4 reveal notable gender differences in safety 
perceptions during commute trips. Men generally felt safer than women across all stages 
of the journey. Specifically, 61% of men felt safe while traveling in a vehicle, compared to 
just 35% of women. Similarly, 45% of men felt safe while traveling to the station, whereas 
only 31% of women reported the same. The disparity is most pronounced while waiting at 
the station, where 43% of men felt safe, in contrast to only 28% of women.  
 
Specifically, while 28% of men felt unsafe or very unsafe waiting at the station, 39% of 
women felt unsafe or very unsafe, with 15% specifically feeling very unsafe. These 



findings underscore a greater sense of insecurity among women; however, the general 
consensus is that the least safe feeling part of the trip occurs while waiting at the station. 
In response to the heightened unease at transport stops, the findings of an infrastructure 
audit should be reviewed to identify physical barriers to personal security for all users, with 
particular attention to gender-specific challenges that may contribute to the increased 
insecurity experienced by women during travel. 

 

 

Figure 5: Map of infrastructure audit locations, developed using OpenStreetMap 
 

 
Figure 6: Infrastructure audit results for the different locations (Newlands, Grosse-

Weischede & Vanderschuren, 2023) 

Figures 5 and 6 show the infrastructure audit locations and the results obtained for the 
different locations, respectively. More than identifying which specific locations have better 
infrastructure than others, analysis of the land use of these stations and how that affects 
the infrastructure found can be used to understand/generalise for more stations that may 
not have been included. The Mowbray (1) and Claremont (5, 6) are the only formal Bus 
and Minibus Taxi stations amongst the group and were found to perform better than all the 
other stops, meeting all the criteria (except for one criterion for Station 6). Interestingly, 
Constantia (9) and Constantia Village (10) were both found in places that were residential 
only and performed almost exactly the same, having shelter and signage, while missing all 
three of the remaining criteria. Finally, all remaining stops occurred in mixed-land use 
spaces and performed to varying levels.  
 
In terms of overall infrastructure, all stops were found to have adequate signage, while 
Kenilworth (7) and Wynberg (8) were the only stops found not to have shelter. Over half of 



the stops did not have security measures and/or personnel and only 3 of the stops had 
adequate lighting. The combination of these criteria is usually necessary as high visibility 
and presence of witnesses are often great deterrents to threats of harm or being targeted 
by dangerous individuals, thus the state of infrastructure at these public transport stops 
does not adequately protect the system users. This can be particularly proven in the 
following figure where the most common threat to personal security for men and women is 
found to be crime (theft and robbery).  

 

Figure 7: Security considerations while travelling for women and men 
 

Figure 7 shows the security considerations while travelling for women and men, 
respectively. Among women, 6.7% cited verbal harassment and 9.6% cited sexual 
harassment as major concerns, reflecting a heightened awareness of these issues. In 
comparison, men reported 8.3% of concerns related to verbal harassment, but there were 
no considerations for sexual harassment. These findings highlight a gender disparity in 
security concerns, with women particularly focused on harassment-related issues, 
whereas men’s concerns were predominantly centered around other aspects of travel 
safety. 

 
Figure 8: Security perception from potential harassment incidents for men and women 

In Figure 8, when asked about their perception of security regarding potential harassment 
incidents, 45% of men described feeling safe, while 28% felt unsafe or very unsafe. In 
contrast, only 20% of women felt safe, with over 50% of women reporting feelings of 
unsafe or very unsafe. 
 



 
4.2 Perceived Security Discussion 

The data obtained overwhelmingly confirms that women take more consideration of the 
harm that may befall them as a result of sexual harassment. At all stages of the trip 
women felt more unsafe than men, particularly while walking to and waiting at the transport 
stations, indicating that fear is felt more while out “in the open”. Furthermore, this suggests 
the thought processes of those conducting the assaults as they may also perceive 
commuters to be more vulnerable during these portions of a trip and may often plan 
accordingly. 
 

 
4.3 Experience With Sexual Harassment Threats 

 

Figure 9: Men and women who witnessed or experienced  
sexual harassment while travelling 

In questioning participants about their experiences with sexual harassment threats (Figure 
9) an assessment on the frequency, nature and impact of the incidents can be determined. 
By analysing the results, a comprehensive understanding of the prevalence and 
implications of sexual harassment can be determined and insights into strategies that may 
enhance safety and support for travellers can be found. These statistics, displayed in 
Figure 10, underscore the prevalence of sexual harassment in travel settings and highlight 
a significant gender disparity, with women being more likely to both witness and 
experience such incidents compared to men. 

The survey findings (Figure 10) indicate that among the sexual harassment incidents 
experienced by women, 29% involved uncomfortable stares and 23% involved catcalling. 
Overall, 57% of women described experiencing verbal sexual harassment, which includes 
catcalling, inappropriate jokes or remarks, and being forced into uncomfortable 
conversations. Additionally, 15% of the harassment incidents reported by women involved 
inappropriate touching. These statistics highlight the various forms of sexual harassment 
women face while traveling, emphasizing the significant prevalence of both verbal and 
physical harassment. Finally, when asked whether or not women had reported the 
incidents that had occurred, less than 3% of women stated that they had reported them. 



 

 
Figure 1: Percentage breakdown of the types of sexual harassment women  

had experienced while travelling 

 
Figure 11: Women’s reasons for not reporting 

As for the reasons why (Figure 11), the overwhelming percent (42,1%) of the main reason 
given was that women felt that reporting the crime would result in no change, while 
another large group (24,6%) reported that they didn’t have the time.  
 

 
4.4 Experienced Sexual Harassment Discussion 

Unsurprisingly, a higher number of women come face-to-face with sexual harassment 
incidents. However, the results show a large gap in the number of women that experience 
sexual harassment and those that report it. The reasons for not reported are a high 
indicator of the helplessness of the victims felt, even after being assaulted. Therefore, the 
need for change is clear, and when allowed to to advocate for which intervention tools as 
listed in Figure 12. 

Surveillance and Policing as well as Legal Framework were the most voted for 
interventions, and the importance of these cannot be understated. However, the high 
number of votes for Education and Behaviour as well as Campaigns speaks to the need 
for preventative measures instead of justice-provoking measures. This speaks to the need 
for addressing the mindsets of everyone who may cause the harm with the hopes of 
rehabilitating older perpetrators and discouraging the behaviour in the youth. 



 

 
Figure 12: She-CAN tool interventions voted for by all participants 

 
5. CONCLUSION  
 
The study highlights significant gender disparities in perceptions and experiences of safety 
within South African public transport systems. Women consistently reported feeling less 
secure than men across all stages of travel, particularly while waiting at transport stations. 
The findings underscore that, in addition to concerns about theft and robbery, sexual 
harassment significantly impacts women’s perceptions of personal security while travelling. 
Additionally, the survey results indicate a significant gap between the occurrence of sexual 
harassment and reporting rates, with the majority of victims choosing not to report due to 
perceptions of inaction or lack of time. The infrastructure audit further revealed critical 
deficiencies in public transport stops, including inadequate lighting, lack of security 
personnel, and poor visibility. These conditions create environments conducive to crime 
and harassment, contributing to the heightened insecurity experienced by female 
commuters. Despite the acknowledgement of legal and policing interventions, the high 
demand for education, awareness campaigns, and behaviour-change initiatives suggests 
that a wholistic, preventative approach is needed to foster safer public transport 
environments.  
 
6. RECOMMENDATIONS 

The promotion of the use of preventative measures is necessary to systemically address 
the issue of sexual harassment, with the goal of not just decreasing the number of 
harassment incidents, but also to improve the overall sense of security for female 
commuters. Recommended initiatives include:  

6.1 Education and Awareness Campaigns  

 
• Public Awareness Campaigns: The launching of national campaigns to educate 

commuters on what constitutes as harassment, and how to intervene as bystanders.  
• School and Workplace Programs: The integration of gender-sensitivity training and 

harassment prevention education into school curriculums and workplace safety 
programs.  



 

 
6.2 Infrastructure Improvements 

As was found during the conduction of the infrastructure audit, there is consistently a lack 
of adequate protection infrastructure at public transport stops. This can be addressed by 
implementing the following:  
 
• Lighting and Surveillance: The need to make adequate lighting and functional CCTV 

cameras mandatory, to work as both a deterrent and an investigative tool. 
• Safe Waiting Areas: The establishment of designated safe zones, including the 

introduction of emergency call buttons and security hotlines for reporting of any 
incidents that cause harm.  

 

 
6.3 Policy and Legal Measures  

Finally, to complete the wholistic approach, policy and legal measures need to be 
understood and effectively enforced to aid in actual penalties for those who do commit acts 
of harm on public transport. Examples of which include:  
 
• Anonymous Reporting Systems: The development and promotion of accessible 

reporting platforms to allow individuals to report harassment incidents anonymously 
and in real time.  

• Stronger Enforcement Against Harassment: The strengthening of legal frameworks 
addressing harassment in public transport and outlining the consequences for 
perpetrators.  
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