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Free to Be in Delhi

Based on Plan International’s extensive experience of working with girls and young women in cities,
including through our Safer Cities programme, this research sought to understand more about the
experiences of girls and young women. Free to Be is a crowd-mapping website that enables young
women to identify and share the location of public spaces that make them feel uneasy and scared or
happy and safe, implemented in Madrid in April-May 2018. It was designed in collaboration with
Crowdspot, Monash University XYX Lab and young women within the city. As well as Delhi, Free to Be
has been implemented in Kampala, Lima, Madrid, Melbourne and Sydney.
The Free to Be tool comprised an interactive map of the city and a survey which allowed girls and young
women to drop ‘pins’ on the map – good or bad - and answer questions about their experiences there, as
well as leave comments. A group of young women in Delhi input into the design and promotion of the tool,
as well as having an opportunity to reflect on the findings to support analysis.
In total, 14,876 valid pins were dropped on spots in the Delhi map, of which 37% denoted good
experiences (5,516) and 63% bad (9,360).
Participants reported that places where they felt good had a strong community environment, or were a
local, familiar neighbourhood, with known and trusted people. Presence of security, including police
officers, made the less familiar places feel safe. The physical state of a location had an effect on the
perceptions of safety and designations of ‘good’: infrastructure was noted in 14% of comments,
cleanliness 10%, and good lighting 4%.
While the threat of theft or incidents of snatching was an issue in making the city feel unsafe or bad
(noted in 8% of comments on bad pins), it paled in comparison to the threat of sexual harassment which
dominated the comments on bad pins (65%). Moreover, 78% of all the participants dropping bad pins
identified gender-based discrimination as a factor. Non-physical sexual harassment was the most
commonly reported type, in 40% of all comments on bad pins. Though sexual harassment involving
physical contact only was low at 3% of comments on bad pins, harassment that included both contact and
non-contact was more common (22%). On the street was considered to be the most likely place to
experience a positive or negative experience.
Those perpetrating incidents were likely to be male. Some were also classified as unpredictable (and
often under the influence of drugs or alcohol), and many were acting in groups. Groups of men are
particularly intimidating for young women on their own. Overcrowding as a result of poor infrastructure
(especially on public transport) was noted as contributing to places being bad. Crowding gave cover to
opportunistic groping and pickpocketing.
The girls and young women responded by avoiding areas if alone or never returning at all. In more
egregious cases, 151 participants reported that they had stopped their education or employment or
moved because of their experiences. This is indicative of the severe impact on young women in their
ability to access their city. Girls and young women felt reluctant to report to authorities for fear of inaction,
or worse, serious consequences, which was also highlighted by girls and young women in consultations.
The young women and girls of Delhi are fully aware of the risks and threats to their person as they move
around the city. Based on these findings, girls and young women make the following recommendations:
1. Safe spaces for girls and young women: dedicated spaces where young women and girls can
go for refuge
2. Cities free of harassment: ensuring a zero-tolerance approach to harassment, through
education and enforcement, which allows girls and young women to move around freely
3. Sensitisation of the police: Police and other law enforcement officials need to be aware of issues of
harassment and support girls and women during the process.
4. Improved transportation: Given the high levels of risk on and around public transport, systems
should work more effectively for young women and girls.
5. Improved infrastructure: Good security, lighting and facilities were all associated with girls
having more positive experiences of their cities.
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1.1

Introducing Free to Be

Plan International has extensive experience of working with girls and young women in cities, including
through our Safer Cities programme.1 Prior research has shown that cities around the world are unfit for
girls: cities tend to be designed by older people, often men, who do not understand, take interest in or
experience the realities of girls moving around cities. 2 Physical environments contribute to how safe or
unsafe girls and young women feel, and that this fear and experience of harassment or other negative
experience can contribute to girls’ confidence, ability to carry out daily activities, and ability to participate.
Plan International puts the voices of young women and girls at the centre of its strategy, and through this
research sought to better understand their experiences and enable them to participate in decision-making
and policy development processes.
The aim of this research was to collect comparable data to tell a story about how young women and girls
are experiencing their cities and their feelings of safety or risk in relation to their physical environment,
examining how harassment and violence against girls can act as both a product of unhealthy gender
norms and a cause, creating and maintaining acceptability and normalisation of violence and harassment
in public spaces. The intention was to develop data which listened directly to the experiences of girls and
young women in a number of cities where Plan International works, to inform discussions with key
decision makers, such as city councils and transport providers, so that the city can be made safer for girls
and young women.
Free to Be is a crowd-mapping website that enables young women to identify and share the location of
public spaces that make them feel uneasy and scared or happy and safe. It was designed in collaboration
with Crowdspot, Monash University XYX Lab and young women within the city. In addition to Delhi, Free
to Be has implemented in the following cities: Kampala, Lima, Madrid, Melbourne and Sydney. 3
Anonymity is the great advantage of crowd-mapping for the target participants. Free to Be allows those
young women and girls who have experienced or fear sexual harassment to disclose the location and
context of their experience “in their own words, without the restrictions on a narrative form associated with
the traditional justice system.”4 As the #metoo movement has highlighted, women may be reluctant to
detail harassment because their concerns are frequently dismissed, but also because there can be
negative consequences for them. The anonymity of Free to Be means this reluctance can be overcome
and multiple stories that indicate the type and prevalence of harassment can be collected and studied.
The research was a collaboration between Plan International Headquarters, Plan International Australia
and Plan International India, Monash University XYX Lab, and Crowdspot digital consultancy. Further
details about each partner can be found on page 20. This report provides an analysis of the data
generated in Delhi.

1.2

Delhi city context

Delhi is the largest city in India and situated in the north of the country. 11 million people reside over
1,484 square kilometres, generating a population density of 11,312 people per square kilometre,
according to the last census in 2011,5 with the density much higher in inner-city areas. There is a

1

For more information about our Safer Cities programme, visit https://plan-international.org/ending-violence/safer-cities-girls
Beebeejaun, Y (2017) “Gender, urban space, and the right to everyday life”, Journal of Urban Affairs, 39:3, 323-334, DOI:
10.1080/07352166.2016.1255526.
3
Reports for other cities are available here: https://plan-international.org/publications/free-to-be. A cross-city summary of findings is
including in https://plan-international.org/unsafeinthecity. Note that the Melbourne pilot project was completed in 2016 and was not
part of the latest data collection and analysis process.
4
Bianca Fileborn, “Special report,” Griffith Report Law and Violence 2, no. 1 (2014): 45.
5
Government of India (2017) “Population Density (Per Sq. Km.)," National Institution for Transforming India. Last Updated 21
January 2017, http://niti.gov.in/content/population-density-sq-km.
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significant shortage of housing in urban Delhi (estimated as 1.13 million in 2007).6 Delhi is also subject to
continual influx of migrants from around the country. As a result, about three-quarters of Delhi's
population lives in uncontrolled urban settlements such as slums and squats. 7
The city recorded the highest crime rate in India - 182.1 compared to the national average of 77.2. Police
records show a high incidence of crimes against women with a recent dramatic increase. Delhi reported
33% of total crimes against women, and also has the highest number of kidnapping and abduction - 5,453
cases (48.3%).8
In Plan International India’s Gender Vulnerability Index (GVI), Delhi Ranks 28th (out of 30 states) in India
for Protection, as well as on the overall Gender Vulnerability Index (which has over 170 indicators),
suggesting particular concerns in the area for women and girls.9

Ahmad, Sohail & Joong Choi, Mack & Ko, Jinsoo. (2013). “Quantitative and qualitative demand for slum and non-slum housing in
Delhi: Empirical evidences from household data.” Habitat International. 38. 90-99. 10.1016/j.habitatint.2012.02.003.
7
Government of India "Population Density (Per Sq. Km.),” National Institution for Transforming India,.
8
Government of India (2016) Crime in India 2016: Statistics. New Delhi: National Crime Records Bureau, Ministry of Home Affairs.
9
Plan International India (2018) Gender Vulnerability Index Report – I.
https://www.planindia.org/sites/all/themes/plan_india/images/pdf/gender-vulnerability-index.pdf
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The Free to Be project was conceptualised and piloted in Melbourne in 2016 developed by Plan
International in collaboration with Crowdspot and Monash University XYX Lab. The pilot was highly
successful, with more than ten thousand people visiting the website and over a thousand dropping a pin.
The data was used to discuss and advocate with key decision-makers at the city level. The Free to Be
online map-based social survey tool was further developed before being rolled out in five other global
cities in 2018.

2.1

Design

Free to Be comprises an interactive map of the city and a survey which allowed girls and women to drop
‘pins’ on the map – good or bad – on places they love, avoid, feel safe in and think can be improved, and
answer a small number of questions about their experiences there, as well as leave comments.
In March 2018, workshops were held with young women from Plan International's activist programme in
the five participating cities to allow for their inputs into the tool and interface, as well as ease of use and
targeted information. Consultation included adaptions for appropriate language and options for the Delhi
context. The application was made available to users in both Hindi and English, with the map, survey tool
and text on the website were translated in Hindi prior to start of data collection.

2.2

Sample

Sampling estimates were made for each city based on the population size and levels of mobile phone
usage. In Delhi, the target was set at 2,000-3,000. Crowdmapping is a means for gathering impressions
and stories from a wide range of people, but is not a probability sample. This means that percentages
included in this report are indicative, not representative. However, when many stories are gathered,
common themes can be discerned. In addition, the early analysis identified trends in the data and further
data did not change those trends. For example, the timing of incidents, ‘anytime’ was the most common
response for good pins by a significant margin. This suggests that more data would not significantly shift
the overall patterns.
Free to Be Delhi recorded a total of 15,253 pins, of which 14,876 were deemed valid and included in the
analysis. The final sample for analysis only included women and girls up to the age of 30. The following
were therefore excluded from the analysis:
•
•
•

Men (299 pins)
Women 31 years or older (57 pins)
Posts which were identified as offence or false10 (21 pins)

The number of pins does not indicate the number of people who engaged with Free to Be as participants
were able to place as many pins as they chose. In addition, the anonymity of Free to Be means that there
is no way to tell that the participant is who they say they are, and troll activity is possible.
Some of the placed pins simply denote good or bad locations without any additional information, but
almost one third (31%) added comments giving details of the reasons for the pinning, indicating that the
young women and girls participating readily took up the option of sharing their stories offered by Free to
Be. There was a higher rate of comments for the bad pins (35%) than for good pins (25%). Participants
were also able to ‘support’ an existing pin: over 150 posts supported existing pins.

Pins identified as ‘false’ or troll pins, including those that were nonsensical, homophobic, racist, or where there were sexist
remarks (typically negative and from males)
10
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2.3

Recruitment of research participants

The Free to Be online map-based social survey tool was open from 17 April 2018 and closed 31 May
2018. Recruitment was ongoing throughout this time.
A city the size and complexity of Delhi posed some major issues for recruitment. Social media campaigns
initially promoted the project, followed by news media reports including television and radio exposure.
However, in the first weeks of the project being live, very few pins were placed on the map (barely 400 by
May 14). Consequently, active recruitment of participants was initiated. This included short workshops to
introduce the social survey tool to Plan International frontline staff, as well as girls and young women in
the sponsorship areas, to help them understand Free to Be and address questions or concerns. Each
recruiter then individually promoted the tool among potential participants in local communities, schools
and universities in the following neighbourhoods: Mangolpuri, Uttam Nagar, Rangpuri, Holambi Kalan and
Madanpur Khadar. These neighbourhoods form an integral part of Delhi; including some “Bastis” (hamlets
in slums) or resettlement colonies. Delhi has many affluent neighbourhoods, but these stand in sharp
contrast to them.
In addition, the team engaged an external agency to promote Free to Be Delhi through a team of sixteen
promoters over the course of twelve days. Female recruiters used at least one tablet each to carry out the
survey, and in conjunction distributed information materials. On-ground promoters covered the following
locations, on different days: Janpath, Paschim Vihar, Janakpuri, Nirman Vihar, Karol Bagh, Connaught
Place, India Gate, Delhi University North Campus, Central Secretariat Metro Station Area, Subhash
Nagar, Pacific Mall, Subhash Palace, Film City Noida, Rajouri Garden Metro, Ambience Mall – Vasant
Vihar, and Kamla Nagar Market. These locations are busy and frequented by girls from all over the city.
Recruiters were closely monitored throughout data collection, to ensure processes were being adhered to
for quality data.
The recruitment drive was extremely successful, and by the end of the project, Free to Be Delhi recorded
nearly valid 15,000 pins. However, there were challenges associated with this method – see the
limitations section below.

2.4

Analysis

Following data collection, analysis was conducted on the location of pins, the responses to survey
questions and the free text comments. Analysis of the data by Monash University XYX Lab considered:
● the stated demographic information of those who placed pins
● presence of hotspots (good and bad)
● a detailed breakdown of the kind of incidents and conditions that made for a good or bad location
as provided by the comments
Comments in Hindi were translated to English, and all comments were coded by the research team to
allow emerging trends and patterns to be assessed quantitatively as well as qualitatively. Some coding
categories were common from city to city (such as sexual harassment), other categories arose from the
data for the specific city. For example, the frequency of comments around secluded and deserted places
in Delhi led to that becoming a coding category. Some comments were labelled with more than one code.
For example, a comment might include notes about the physical conditions of the place as well as details
about a particular incident that occurred. Nuances on coding trends have been highlighted throughout the
report. Some pins recorded historic events or incidents and some described the ongoing ‘feel’ of a place.
Comments included in the report identify (as far as possible) the age of the participant, the location of the
pin, and the time of day referred to in their response (morning, afternoon, evening, late night, anytime).
To enhance analysis and action planning, a reflection workshop was held with 25 young women (aged
15-21) in Delhi to discuss the emerging results. Reflections from these young women have been included
in this report where relevant, but clearly labelled as distinct from the research findings.

2.5

Limitations

The direct recruitment methods meant that Free to Be Delhi was less of a typical crowdsourcing map.
Targeted recruitment method assisted in reducing trolling activity, but such recruitment methods work
against anonymity and may have affected the willingness of young women to be candid. In one case, the
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lack of freedom to comment was explicitly stated: “I can’t share with you” (Age 25, Raghuveer Pura Road,
New Delhi).
Where recruiters were used, there was limited control over their actions, however, they were subject to
ongoing quality control checks. Where participants had low digital literacy or understanding of the
software, recruiters are thought to have filled in the survey on the participants’ behalf. This resulted in a
small number of cases of the following:
•
•

Some comments (and thus, translations of comments) were repeated word-for-word suggesting
the recruiter may have been quickly summarising and was not necessarily supporting participants
to use their own words. Examples of repeated entries are listed in Annex 1.
The location of the recruiter –where they were standing when they engaged participants – may
have influenced girls and young women to drop pins in that same location, resulting in a
disproportionate number of pins on particular spots.

The amount of data reflecting duplicate comments or identical spot location is a relatively small proportion
of the total response rate, and is therefore assumed to have not overly affected the overall trends of the
data or findings.
In addition, some parts of the city were not accurately represented on the digital Delhi map, which meant
that the participants had to drop the pins as close to the intended location as they could. This may have
affected some result and trend analysis.
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This section contains details of the findings from the Delhi map. It outlines key characteristics of the pins,
before going into details of good and bad places in the city and what makes them good or bad.

3.1

Characteristics of the pins

In total, 14876 pins were dropped on the Delhi map, of which 5516 (37%) were ‘good’ pins and 9360
(63%) were ‘bad’ pins.
•

•
•

Time of day: Participants were asked to record the time of day that they felt the spot was good or
bad. Both good spots and bad spots in Delhi tended to be good no matter what time of day. In
contrast to other cities, afternoon and evening were more problematic than late at night. This may
reflect either a culture where many young women and girls simply do not leave home at such
times or perhaps a lack of good quality public facilities (such as lighting or safe public transport)
which could discourage girls from leaving their homes in the later hours. See Figure 1.
Age range of participants: The majority of pins were posted by those 25 years old and younger
(88%). Nearly half (43%) were 20 or younger. The direct recruiting system helped to ensure this
high number of participants from the target demographic. See Table 1.
Occupation of participants: Participants to Free to Be Delhi were asked about their occupation.
Overall, more than half were students (58%), and another third (33%) were in work. Note, some
participants ticked a number of boxes (such as student and in work). See Figure 2.

Figure 1: Time of day of good and bad pins
Expressed as percentage of total good pins or bad pins

40%
35%
30%
25%
20%
15%
10%
5%
0%

Table 1: Pins by age of
participants, number
and percentage
Total
%
<16
1,472
10%
16 to 20
4,955
33%
21 to 25
6,608
45%
26 to 30
1,841
12%

Figure 2: Occupation of participants, as
percentage of total pins

7% 2%

33%
58%

Good

Bad

Student

In work

Unemployed

Full-time parent

3.1.1 Pin location
Free to Be asked participants to identify the precise activity location of incidents or experiences from a
predefined list. Some participants selected more than one activity location (for example, walking to and
from a public transport hub a participant might select both on the street and public transport). See Table 2
for a list of these locations.
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Table 2: Number of pins per location, and as percentage of total good pins and total bad pins.
Note some comments contained more than one location.

Good pins (5516)
Location of incidents
On the street
Public transport
In a park
At the shops
Out socially
Going to or from school
Going to or from work
At a public event

Number
2,702
1,748
891
664
535
505
386
231

% of all good pins
35%
23%
12%
9%
7%
7%
5%
3%

Bad pins (9360)
Number
5,530
2,927
2,027
599
607
521
808
168

% of all bad pins
37%
19%
13%
4%
4%
3%
5%
1%

On the street was identified as the most common place for both the bad pins and the good ones (37%
and 35% respectively). Even so, two-thirds (67%) of all the on the street pins were classified as bad
(5,530 out of 8,232). Public transport was the next most common site, with 21% of all pins. Public
transport in the metropolis includes the Delhi Metro, the Delhi Transport Corporation (DTC) bus system,
auto-rickshaws, cycle-rickshaws, e-rickshaws, Grameen Seva’s (shared auto-rickshaws), and privately
owned taxis and buses, among others.11 Buses are the most popular means of transport, meeting 60% of
the demand, as the largest bus transport systems in the world. A large part of the population of Delhi is
reliant on the transport infrastructure for commuting.12
31% of the on the street pins were also labelled with public transport suggesting that moving around the
city may be an issue for the young women of Delhi. 42% of all the going to and from work or school pins
also tagged on the street, demonstrating the difficulties some young women and girls in Delhi face in
accessing education and work.

3.2

Good Locations

This section includes an analysis of the good pins, which were 37% of the total on the Delhi map. Not all
good pins had comments added to them. Where a pin had comments, 1,300 of these were not explicit
about what made the place feel safe or why it felt good. In total 344 comments were clear enough for
analysis.
Table 3: Good pins by location, coded from comments

Incident type or description

No. of comments

% of comments

Community environment/ intervention

223

65%

Good behaviour

88

26%

Familiar

80

23%

Presence of security/ police

77

22%

Infrastructure

48

14%

Cleanliness

33

10%

Busy/ other people present

27

8%

Adequate lighting

13

4%

Not over-crowded

9

3%

The most common reason for feeling safe was that the place had a good ‘community environment’ (65%
of the comments could be described in this way). For many of the girls and young women who

11

Singh, M. (2016) Mobility in a Mega-city: Shaping of a mobility landscape via informal transport practices in Delhi. Politecnico Di
Milano
12
Government of NCT of Delhi (2015) “Chapter 12: Transport.” Economic Survey of Delhi, 2014-15.

plan-international.org

Free to Be in Delhi

8

participated in Delhi, their local neighbourhood was a good place, where they were known and where
they trusted other people would look out for them and intervene if necessary. 23% of comments on ‘good’
pins noted that the area was ‘familiar’. Another aspect of community environment was a place where the
respondents expected and received good behaviour (no ‘eve-teasing’ 13, respectful attitudes, etc). 26% of
responses noted this aspect.
“Green environment and helpful people.”

“Due to friends I find this place good.”

(Age 15, Nanlgloi, Morning)

(Age 14, India Gate Park, Evening)

“Everybody knows me in O block.”
(Age 15, Morning)

“Known individuals here.”

“People are familiar to us.”

“All people over here are known to me.”

(Age 17, Nanlgloi, Anytime)

(Age 16, Mangol Puri, Morning)

(Age 14, Nanlgloi, Afternoon)

Presence of security made the less familiar places feel safe (22% of comments).
“I usually hang out around this place further till
Janpath and I have never had any uncomfortable
experiences. The police too is usually present
and responsible around this place.”
(Age 22, Connaught Place, Evening)

“Police officers make their rounds here, so
it's really no trouble for thoroughfare.”

“Well occupied with police presence as well.”

“There's police, public and cameras.”

(Age 14, Qutub Minar, Afternoon)

(Age 17, Outer Circle, Anytime)

(Age 15, Sultan Puri, Anytime)

“Police is here and everyone lives here.”
(Age 16, Dwarka Sector, Anytime)

“Presence of CCTV and police.”
(Age 15, Delhi Metro Blue Line, Afternoon)

One comment spoke of very direct action by the police:
“We were all going somewhere, and some started following us and we went to the police
station to file a complaint and the police bashed them.”
(Age 22, Bahadurgarh Road, Late night)

A place that was busy with people working (rather than loitering) was noted by 8% of the comments on
good pins. Not too crowded appeared in 3% over comments.
“Good place with police present as well.”

“Adequate facilities and nice people.”

(Age 16, Outer Circle, Afternoon)

(Age 18, Mangol Puri, Anytime)

“When I was going to school in Model town it was
the safe travels. Place is clean, vehicles are
available & People are helper in nature.”

“People were nice and busy with
themselves.”
(Age 15, Rafi Ahmed Kidwai Marg, Afternoon)

(Age 17, Mahatma Gandhi Marg, Morning)

“I am staying here since childhood good place
with facilities including education facilities.”

“Someone harassed me and the people
here saved me and helped me out.”

(Age 15, Mangol Puri, Morning)

(Age 18, Shalimar Bagh, Afternoon)

“The people here are nice and there are
facilities.”

(Age 23, Janpath, Anytime)

“Crowded but safe.”

(Age 15, Mangol Puri, Morning)

“Government facilities are located close by.”
(Age 24, Pocket D Thoroughfare, Anytime)

In addition to incidents, the physical state of a location had an effect on the perceptions of safety and
designations of ‘good’. Infrastructure was noted in 14% of comments, clean 10%, and good lighting 4%.

13

Eve-teasing is a euphemistic and colloquial term for sexual verbal and physical harassment/assault in public spaces in much of
India and South Asia
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3.2.1 Where are the good locations in Delhi?
The Free to Be Delhi map indicated a number of places where, despite the high number of bad pins on
the map, the good pins outnumbered the bad. Two of those which were most dense with good pins are
listed below. Despite being predominately good pins, there was also a significant number of bad pins.
These areas epitomise the characteristics of a good place highlighted above: familiar, busy, and with high
levels of security presence.
Connaught Place
● Good comments note the area was busy, with
good facilities, police presence, good
environment
● Typical example of the good and bad mix
● The hub of New Delhi, shopping complex,
upmarket
● Equally accessible from every part of Delhi;
served by three Metro lines
● Police patrol and security cameras so feels safer
● Wide range of people from different
socioeconomic groups, but particularly frequented
by students

Mangol Puri
•
•
•
•

Mixed location, but the majority list this area as
good
Nice people, friends and family, familiar, live in
the area.
Good facilities.
NGOs located here; location where Plan
International India Safer Cities programme
operates

3.3

Bad Locations

3.3.1 What makes a place bad
This section includes an analysis of the bad pins, which were 63% of the total on the Delhi map. More
than 3,200 comments on the pins for bad places/incidents were not explicit about what made the place
feel unsafe or why it felt bad. Filtering out the non-specific produced 2,675 pins, which were coded and
are discussed in this section.
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Table 3: Bad pins by incident type, as coded from comments (total 2,675)
Note some comments contained more than one incident.
Incident type or description

Number noted

% of comments

All sexual harassment cases

1,734

65%

Sexual harassment - no physical contact only
Sexual harassment - both
Sexual harassment - physical contact only

1,082

40%

574

22%

78

3%

Under the influence - drugs & alcohol

383

14%

Poor infrastructure; unsafe/over-crowded

361

13%

Group of offenders/ attackers

239

9%

Theft/ robbery

204

8%

Loitering & Gambling

160

6%

Secluded/ deserted area

146

5%

Public Transportation

145

5%

Physical and verbal assault (non-sexual)

111

4%

Lack of security/ police

110

4%

Dark/ lack of lighting

54

2%

Kidnapping

16

1%

Flashing

10

0.4%

Murder/ death

8

0.3%

Masturbation

3

0.1%

Sexual harassment
Sexual harassment dominated the comments attached to bad pins (65%). In a survey question, genderbased discrimination (78%, see Table 4) was identified as the most common form of discrimination
affecting the incidents. It is important to note that this discrepancy is in part due to difference in the
question methodology,14 but it is possible that participants felt targeted for other kinds of incidents
because they were female.
For the purposes of this analysis, sexual harassment was coded to identify whether it involved physical
contact or not (see Box 1). Where the type of harassment was unclear, the comment was coded with
both.
Box 1: Coding for sexual harassment

Sexual harassment not involving physical contact ranges from unwanted so-called ‘compliments’,
catcalling, intense staring/leering, inappropriate photography, flashing and propositioning to being
verbally threatened with rape, stalked, chased and blocked.
Sexual harassment involving physical contact ranges from a ‘pat on the bottom’ through to groping.
Incidents of rape were not commonly reported by the participants, and so these have been included
under sexual harassment with physical contact. Any incident involving physical contact is technically
sexual assault, but many women are inured to some forms of physical sexual contact and may not
categorise them as assault (for instance, a pat on the bottom).
This division between touch and no touch is not necessarily indicative of the level of fear it might
induce: for example, being chased might be more disturbing than a pat on the rear. In addition, the
translation for ‘harassment’ in the comments was not always clear and it could refer to physical, sexual,
verbal, non-verbal or any other form of harassment or any combination of these. In general, we have
assumed these refer to sexual harassment.

The figure for ‘sexual harassment’ is calculated from coding the comments on bad pins, of which there were 2,675. The figure for
‘gender-based discrimination’ came from the results of a separate multiple choice question: it is therefore calculated from all 9,360
bad pins.
14
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Non-physical sexual harassment was most commonly reported, in 40% of the comments on bad pins.
While no physical contact may seem less invasive than harassment involving contact, this form of
harassment contributes in a major way to perceptions of safety because they can carry the potential for
escalation.
“People stare at girls in a lecherous way, they
glare at new friends with bad intentions and the
atmosphere is bad.”

“Harassment by boys and lewd
comments.”

(Age 18, New Delhi)

“There are narcotics abusers here and they
swear and abuse girls, they also
tease/touch them.”

“I was walking home at about 7pm. At an
intersection without streetlights, three drunken
men began following me, singing lewd songs and
darting up to me every few minutes to frighten
me. I ignored them and kept walking, but it was
disappointing that nobody stopped to help.”
(Age 31, Delhi Metro Violet Line, New Delhi, Evening)

(Age 19, New Delhi, Anytime)

(Age 17, Rohini DTC Depot, New Delhi, Afternoon)

“Someone commented and touched/
teased me.”
(Age 22, Sansad Marg, New Delhi, Evening)

“Girls are harassed.”
(Age 18, Bazaar Marg, Evening)

8% of all the comments on bad pins reported ‘eve-teasing’. Comments on ‘eve-teasing’ were often linked
to offenders who were youths or boys in ‘groups’.
“The street lights do not work a lot of times and
it's very hard to see the end of the road. There
are also a lot of men who eve tease/ stare you
and try to make unreasonable conversation.”

“Because one time I was teased/groped here
which is why I didn't feel safe at all, I've
started to dislike this place since then.”
(Age 22, Delhi Metro Pink Line, New Delhi, Evening)

(Age 21, Hauz Rani Road, New Delhi, Late night)

“Boys day and night drink play cards and do
eve teasing.”

“Comments, following and eve teasing by
group of boys. I fear falling their prey.”

(Age 14, New Delhi, Evening)

(Age 16, New Delhi, Anytime)

“People have liquor publicly and do eve
teasing.”

“Eve teasing by local goons.”
(Age 19, Delhi Jal Board, Anytime)

(Age 17, ITI New Delhi, Evening)

Sexual harassment involving physical contact only was a low 3% of comments on bad pins. More often,
the harassment included both contact and non-contact (22%). Incidents involving physical sexual
harassment is more likely to be considered contributing to a place being considered unsafe (rather than
uncomfortable).
“Try to rape.”
(Age 18, Chelmsford Road, New Delhi, Late night)

“Once a person touch me inappropriately. When I
asked people for help, he fled.”
(Age 14, Delhi Metro Yellow Line, Anytime)

“There are lots of thieves and very bad
people, violent people who intentionally
push girls and touch them
inappropriately, such bad actions and no
one comes forward to help out, they look
and move on.”
(Age 16, Delhi Blue Metro Line, Anytime)

“Passer-by boys touch inappropriately.”
(Age 15, Shraddhanand Road, Delhi, Afternoon)

“Inappropriately touched in the heavy crowd, and
when I complained against this person no one
stood by me.”
(Age 15, Delhi Metro Yellow Line, Afternoon)

“Feeling physical harassment.”
(Age 25, Delhi Metro Blue Line, Afternoon)

Other factors contributing to bad locations
Sexual harassment is not the only factor reported by the participants as contributing to the incidence and
perceptions of unsafe locations.
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Theft or risk of theft was noted in 8% of the comments on bad pins. A further 4% of comments on bad
pins noted that there was a lack of security and/or police enforcement which affected the feeling of safety
in parts of the city.
“I was visiting this place and someone stole my
bag, there was no police.”

“Not safe for girls. Even the Delhi Police
doesn't take any action.”

(Age 15, Sachdeva Global School, New Delhi, Afternoon)

(Age 23, Chetak Park, Late night)

“Looting and theft on this route.”

“It's crowded and there's the threat of theft.”

(Age 19, Delhi Metro Red Line, Late night)

(Age 14, Sachdeva Global School, Evening)

“This is very close to Mangolpuri. Many people
while walking on the street verbally harass girls.
There's an alcohol vendor nearby because of
which there are many alcoholics, there's also
theft and snatching.”

“There's a school near the metro and I don't
like going there even though there is a police
station there I don't feel that I am safe here,
there are many like me in this school that
share the sentiment.”

(Age 29, Delhi Jal Board, Anytime)

(Age 16, Shivaji Road, Anytime)

“Theft, my purse was stolen.”

“Deserted place, theft, and people glare.”

(Age 17, New Delhi Railway Station, Evening)

(Age 18, Afternoon)

“There's a school near the metro and I don't like going there even though there is a police
station there I don't feel that I am safe here. There are many like me in this school that share the
sentiment.”
(Age 16, Shivaji Road, New Delhi, Anytime)

The physical state of a place had an effect on perceptions of safety. Secluded or deserted places were
noted in 5% of comments on bad pins. Lack of street lighting or non-working street lighting was also
mentioned as being an issue to young women and girls’ experiences of feeling unsafe (4% of comments
on bad pins). These circumstances added to the threat of harassment.
“I don't feel good near the Shiv Vihar
gutter/channel because at night there are no
street lights.”
(Age 17, Shiv Vihar, New Delhi, Anytime)

“In the cut streets of Sultanpuri, the behaviour
towards girls is horrible. This place is a hub
for alcohol and a meeting place. After evening
hours, there's no lighting either.”
(Age 18, New Delhi, Anytime)

“Secluded area and some people drink and do
eve teasing.”
(Age 15, Libaspur, Evening)

“There was an old man who followed and
verbally harassed me, it's a very secluded
place and I'm scared of passing by here.”
(Age 21, E-2 New Delhi, Evening)

“The lanes are narrow. There are boys here
and we can't see any other people. If I go
outside I don't see people, it's very secluded.
People aren't there and boys look at you
differently.”

“There are no lights out here because of
which it's very dark. Once when I was leaving
this place some boys called out to me. I ran
from there fearfully, I want this place to have
lighting and cameras.”

(Age 18, Kalindi Kunj, Anytime)

(Age 14, Nanlgloi, Anytime)

Overcrowding as a result of poor infrastructure (especially
on public transport) featured in many comments on bad
pins (13%). Participants described crowds providing cover
for opportunistic groping and pickpocketing.

Table 4: Bad pins labelled with
discriminatory factors
Discrimination

Number

% of pins

7,295

78%

Discrimination

Gender

There was a specific question in the survey tool which
allowed participants to identify if any discrimination was
involved in the incident/s. In responding to this question, in
78% of all bad pins, gender based discrimination was
identified as a factor. This was the highest of the five cities
and suggests an awareness among the young women of
Delhi of the difficulties they face because of their gender.

Other

639

7%

Ethnicity

322

3%

Religion

322

3%

None

296

3%

Caste

192

2%

Disability

93

1%

LGBTIQA

49

1%
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Relatively very few noted the other forms of discrimination listed in the question. 7% responded that an
‘other’ kind of discrimination was present, but were not able to specify what that was.
Wearing Western clothing or the lack of traditional attire seemed to draw unwanted attention and was
mentioned a number of times as a lightning rod for adverse comments.
“Wearing pants and going outside means listen to
many comments behind you.”
(Age 22, Delhi Metro Pink Line, New Delhi, Anytime)

“This is not the area where u can wear even pants
and move freely.”
(Age 19, National Highway 24, New Delhi, Anytime)

“Wazirabad is very bad for girls, especially when
we are wearing western clothing.”

“Like any JJ colony [Jhuggi Jhopari
Resettlement Colony] of Delhi this is also
unsafe… You have to wear quite covered
in ethnic clothes otherwise even if
anything wrong happens to you when you
are wearing western or you arrived late at
home only you are supposed to be the
responsible person.”
(Age 23, New Delhi, Anytime)

(Age 18, Wazirabad Road, New Delhi, Anytime)

3.3.2 Who are the main perpetrators?
Offenders in general across all cities were male. In Delhi, where women were identified as perpetrators,
they were usually referred to as being ‘beggars’.
People under the influence of drugs and alcohol (typically men) were mentioned in 16% of the comments
on bad pins. In addition, a specific question in the survey asked if someone was ‘under the influence’ and
if this contributed to the incident: this was the case in 20% of all the bad pins.
“Men here openly drink alcohol and pass
comments on girls/women.”
(Age 22, Deen Dayal Upadhyay Road, New Delhi, Late
night)

“Once my father scolded the drunk boys in the
park and in return they started using abusive
language.”
(Age 17, ITI New Delhi, Evening)

“Common place for street fight after getting
drunk and then staring girls.”

“I really feel scared of people doing Smack
[drugs] on the roadside.”

(Age 17, New Delhi, Anytime)

(Age 16, Anytime)

A significant amount of comments referred to multiple perpetrators of an incident, including words such as
‘boys’, ‘group’ and/or ‘gang’. Of the comments on bad pins, approximately 650 of them mention ‘boys’,
130 comments refer to a group of offenders and approximately 950 refer to ‘men’ in the plural.
“Boys stand around and verbally harass the girls passing
by.”

“The rikshaw drivers outside the
metro station pass comments.”

(Age 15, Nanlgloi, New Delhi, Late night)

(Age 20, Ashok Road, Evening)

“The atmosphere here is really bad, men verbally harass
girls with awful comments so I'm really scared here.”

“Lewd comments by boys.”
(Age 16, Shivaji Road, Anytime)

(Age 22, State Entry Road, New Delhi, Afternoon)

“Don't feel good late at night because boys/men drink
alcohol.”

“Men glare tirelessly.”

(Age 15, Road 205, Late night)

(Age 15, Mahatma Gandhi Road,
Afternoon)

“It's very crowded, one time, when I was returning from
school, some boys passed comments at me and followed
me, one of my brothers' friends saw me and complained to
my brother that I was spending time with these boys.”

This street, during day or night, is
very secluded and some men
abuse alcohol and smack, and
then verbally harass us.”

(Age 15, New Delhi, Afternoon)

(Age 24, Rohtak Road, Anytime)

Loitering and gambling were noted in 6% of the comments on the bad pins. Along with those under the
influence of drugs and alcohol and groups of men or boys, those who loiter and gamble add to the
different categories of people whose unpredictable behaviour might suddenly become threatening.
A disturbing feature of many comments was the fact that bystanders were often seen to be indifferent to
the plight of girls and young women. In the areas were good pins were dropped, the participants reported
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trusting that locals would come to their aid. The opposite is true of the areas noted in bad pins, where the
participants noted that those nearby either brushed off the incident or failed to come to their assistance.
“Molested by a few drug addicts and nobody
helped me.”

“My purse was stolen and nobody helped me.”
(Age 16, Rai Kedarnath Marg, Afternoon)

(Age 23, Saur Urja Marg, Afternoon)

“My mobile was stolen from market, when I
raised voice nobody helped me.”

“Someone has teased me daughter in the area
and nobody has helped us.”

(Age 15, Delhi Metro Red Line, Afternoon)

(Age 30, Delhi Metro Yellow Line, Evening)

3.3.3 How do young women respond?
Free to Be asked participants to tag ‘What happened next…’ in response to bad spot incidents.
Responses are presented in Table 5.
41% of responses to this question indicated that participants would avoid the area if they are on their
own, but a significant percentage
Table 5: Selected responses to what young women do in response to bad
never went back to the location
incidents, as percentage of total bad pins (9360)
(11%). Importantly, while not
statistically significant, 151 of the
Response
No.
% of bad pins
participants who answered this
Avoid coming here alone
3,831
41%
question reported that they had
stopped their education or
Happens so often that I’m just used to it
2,090
22%
employment because of their
Never went back there
1,002
11%
experiences. This is indicative of
Stopped going to school, university or work
151
2%
the severe impact of harassment
on young women and girls and their ability to freely access their city. Similarly distressing is the fact that
22% of bad pins indicated that the young women of Delhi are resigned to the fact that such incidents are
so frequent that they are used to it.
In addition, participants could comment on what they did next. Most commonly, respondents reported that
they avoided the perpetrator, or ‘scolded them’ or a combination of the two. Other comments detail
different changes in behaviour (either by themselves or their guardians) in response to incidents,
highlighting how girls and young women modify their behaviour to cope with the everyday challenges and
harassment they face.
“I feel safe because I stay mostly in my place. I
don't go out much.”

“I hardly ever walk on the streets.”
(Age 16, Press Enclave, New Delhi, Anytime)

(Age 21, Pocket D Thoroughfare, Afternoon)

“Although is comparatively better but eve
teasing occur here also...I live in Rohini dda
flats and the watchman keeps staring at me all
the time I don't understand what they get by
starting…”

“I am from North East I used to live there but
I could not live there for longer because they
used to stare me like hell, also I had to face
many comments due to my appearance.”
(Age 24, Loni Road, Anytime)

(Age 21, Metro Car Park, Anytime)

“There's fighting and violence here all the time,
children and girls can't come here on their
own.”

“After my tuition classes, I don't leave my
house”

(Age 14, Nanlgloi, Anytime)

(Age 28, Bal Bharati Public School, New Delhi,
Evening)

“Because this happens to me, my mother took
me and my sister out of school.”

(Age 17, Delhi Metro Violet Line, New Delhi, Anytime)

“I don't go there alone.”

(Age 14, Nanlgloi, New Delhi, Anytime)

Comments reveal that young women and girls were hesitant about reporting incidents which, while
serious enough to radically change their behaviour, are not taken seriously by those who have the power
to prevent reoccurrence. The repetitive nature of the harassment meant that many participants were used
to it and therefore didn't report it; others were worried of consequences or they believed that nothing
would happen to follow up with the perpetrator.
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“I don't file complaints here because I feel the police
doesn't do their job properly, they're also involved with the
locals.”
(Age 22, Shivajji Road, Anytime)

“As a woman x I have repeatedly been harassed around
this place, in and around North campus. The police were
utterly useless in helping me and rather indulged in moral
policing. Surprisingly nothing has changed in years and
people continue to get harassed and mugged as well.”
(Age 22, Chhatra Marg, New Delhi, Evening)

“Because nearby, there are always
boys standing around and
throwing bad comments because
the police here doesn't take any
action.”
(Age 14, New Delhi, Evening)

“We feel that we should do
something, but hesitate from
doing it.”
(Age 15, Shiv Vihar, New Delhi, Morning)

Only 19% of the participants that dropped bad pins told a friend or a member of their family about their
experience, which was a low figure compared to other cities. There appeared to be some cultural barriers
to reporting for some of the young women who feared ore reported serious negative repercussions for
themselves telling anyone of their incident.
“I didn't tell my household
members because they would
prohibit me from going out.”

“My Mother and Father, observing the bad environment, tried
to put an end to my education but my elder sister intervened
and sided by me, and helped me to continue my studies.”

(Age 20, SOS Balagram, New Delhi,
Evening)

(Age 14, Delhi Metro Pink Line, New Delhi, Evening)

One participant did report an incident, but then felt guilt over getting the young men in trouble. This
highlights the way in which males in a society are collectively protected, even by the victims.
“Boys give comments and I ignored them once or twice, but we couldn’t handle it. We had a
fight. We hit each other. They are in 12th [grade in school]. They threatened me that when I leave
school they will hit me. Sometimes they say something very bad and we can’t handle it
anymore. I told me parents and teachers. I felt bad that I hurt them.”
(Age 17, Shanti Bhavan, Afternoon)

3.3.4 Where are the most prominent bad locations?
Few places had only good or only bad pins. In general, places were mixed. Concentrations of bad pins
were found in the locations below. They are all extremely crowded locations and many are transit spots,
where there is a perception that men can ‘get away with’ harassment and abuse. Young women in the
validation workshop also talked about how crowded situations create a chance for boys or men to touch
women and girls; under the shield of the crowd it goes unnoticed or is not possible to identify the person
that did it.
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New Delhi Railway Station - particularly along State
Road
● Comments list crowding, the rush at busy periods
and incidents such as sexual harassment.
● Central rail station
● 18 platforms
● Notable highly crowded, floating population

Paharganj along and around Main Bazaar
● Majority of pins do not include comments.
● Comments note eve-teasing, staring, stalking, ‘bad
experience’, ‘not safe.’
● Near centre of the city, bazaar & Central station with
lots of low budget accommodation
● Transit area
● Lots of restaurants, cafes, backpackers, wholesale
markets, dark alleys and lot of shops
● Notable highly crowded, floating population
● Many local businesses
● Overcrowding and anonymity provides cover for
physical sexual harassment
Sadar Bazar
● Comments note verbal harassment, crowded area,
alcohol and drug consumption, eve-teasing, no
security/lack of public help, touching, staring, theft.
● Market area with wholesale market, selling a range of
products. Hard to access but affordable market so
lots of shoppers go there
● Difficult to navigate for those unfamiliar with it
● Congested, so men take advantage
● Lots of hassling by sellers
● Hard to navigate
Kashmere Gate
● Contains a chief interstate bus terminal as well as a
metro station where you can change between some
of the metro lines
● Comments note theft, drug use, verbal abuse,
touching, staring, ‘cheap place,’ not safe for girls.
● Floating, transitional population
● Crowded

Chandi Chowk
● Crucial part and the main street of Old Delhi
● The majority of comments list ‘heavy rush’ and theft.
● Large wholesale market place
● Prominent monuments
● Lots of alleys
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The critical message derived from the Delhi Free to Be is that the majority of the young women and girls
who participated experienced many forms of sexual harassment on the streets of their city, especially
non-physical. This was spread across the city and exacerbated by the high population density and
number of people in transit. Apart from the clear distress that the harassment causes, there are serious
consequences as to how women and girls can navigate the city, as it affected their ability to move around
and access education and employment. In a small number of instances the young women and girls
stopped their study, quit work or moved house as a result of their experiences. The majority avoid certain
parts of the city if they are on their own, or simply never go back there. Just under one-quarter of the
young women and girls noted that they were used to harassment because it happens so frequently. The
implications of this are that harassment is endemic in the populace and too often embedded in the very
fabric of the city. For Delhi to be accessible to all who live there, this needs to be addressed.

4.1

Recommendations

The young women and girls of Delhi are fully aware of the risks and threats to their person as they move
around the city. They also have suggestions for how the bad places might be mitigated. Some
suggestions are simple and would be effective in easing their ability to engage with the city they live in.
“I have given this a thought, every now and
then, I don't know what to do.”

“People here are addict and indulge in thefts.
We need to increase awareness.”

(Age 17, Bawana-Narela Road, New Delhi, Evening)

(Age 23, New Delhi, Afternoon)

Based on these findings, girls and young women make the following recommendations:
1.
2.
3.

4.

5.
6.

Safe spaces for girls and young women: dedicated spaces where young women and girls can go to
and feel welcome and safe, away from constant concerns about the risks around them
Cities free of harassment: ensuring a zero-tolerance approach to harassment, through education
and enforcement, which allows girls and young women to move around freely
Sensitisation of police: Police and other law enforcement officials need to be aware of issues of
harassment and support girls and women during the process. This requires improved awareness and
education of service providers on these issues, as well as ensuring local law provide adequate
protection. The unintended social consequences of reporting must be addressed, allowing girls and
young women to feel confident to reach out to law enforcement officials, family members and others.
Policies and mechanisms should ensure that girls do not bear the costs of seeking support.
Improved transportation: Given the high levels of risk on and around public transport systems, girls
and young women want to see transport systems work more effectively for them, be cleaner and safer
spaces with fewer risks from crowds.
Improved infrastructure: Good security, lighting and facilities, public toilets and sign posts were all
noted by girls as essential to improving experiences of their cities.
Changing the attitudes of boys and men: Interventions which focus on engaging with boys and

men and their attitudes towards safety for women
7. Particular considerations for the most vulnerable: there is a gap in knowledge about groups of
vulnerable children, such as child domestic workers and street children, and those trafficked from
other states to Delhi. Better data on the situation of these children, particularly young women and
girls, and their experiences in public spaces would allow stronger understanding and
programming to support them and prevent further violation and exclusions.
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Examples of duplicate entries (see section 2.5) shown below:
Number of entries

Original comment

Translation

9 (consecutive)

“yaha pr hamesh log group bana ke khade rahte
hai jo nasha bhi karte hai jis se ladkiyo ko aane
jaane m problem hoti hai.”
“yaha par bina licence ke sharab or ganja mila
hai to 24 gante nashe wale log aate rahte h jis se
mujhe dar lagta hai”
park me hamesha log nasha or jua khelte rahte
hai is liye hum park m nhi jate

“There's always a group of people standing
around here and they also do drugs, it's a
problem for girls to come and go.”
“There's alcohol and marijuana that's sold here
illegally. There are drug and alcohol users here
24 hours and I feel scared.”
“There are always people using narcotics and
gambling in the park, which is why I don't go to
the park.”
“No street light is functional here, so we don’t
feel safe.”

7 (consecutive)

28 (close together)

5 (consecutive)

“yaha pr shaam ke time light nhi rahti jis se aane
m dar lagta hai.”

158 (consecutive)
15 (close together)

“I avoid them” or “I usually avoid them”

लोग शराब पीकर बैठे रहते है उलटे सीधे बाते करते
है सीटी मारते है लगातार दे खते रहते है
“

,

,
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“common place for street fight after getting drunk
and then staring girls.”
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About Monash University XYX Lab
XYX – Gender and Place research lab is a team of experienced design researchers led by Dr Nicole Kalms
exploring gender-sensitive design practices and theory. The work operates at the intersection of gender,
identity, urban space and advocacy. Through the research, they bring together planners, policy makers, local
government and stakeholders to make tangible the experiences of underrepresented communities in urban
space and planning. The XYX Lab analysed the data from the first iteration of Free to Be and this experience
laid the groundwork for this current project.

About Plan International
We strive to advance children’s rights and equality for girls all over the world. We recognise the power and
potential of every single child. But this is often suppressed by poverty, violence, exclusion and discrimination.
And it’s girls who are most affected. As an independent development and humanitarian organisation, we work
alongside children, young people, our supporters and partners to tackle the root causes of the challenges
facing girls and all vulnerable children. We support children’s rights from birth until they reach adulthood, and
enable children to prepare for and respond to crises and adversity. We drive changes in practice and policy at
local, national and global levels using our reach, experience and knowledge. For over 80 years we have been
building powerful partnerships for children, and we are active in over 75 countries.

About Plan International India
Plan International India is a nationally registered not for profit organisation striving to advance children’s rights
and equality for girls, thus creating a lasting impact in the lives of vulnerable and excluded children and their
communities. Since 1979, Plan International India and its partners have improved the lives of millions of
children and young people by enabling them access to protection, quality education and healthcare services, a
healthy environment, livelihood opportunities and participation in decisions which affect their lives.

About the Safer Cities Programme
Girls are increasingly moving to cities for work, education and opportunities. It is estimated that by 2030,
approximately 700 million girls will live in urban areas. This shift can increase their chances of marrying later
and having fewer and healthier children but it also presents risks and challenges. Cities can be some of the
most dangerous places for girls to live. Plan International works in cities around the globe to make cities safer
for everyone, particularly young women and girls. Delhi in India, Lima in Peru and Uganda’s capital Kampala
are all part of Plan International’s Safer Cities program which works with communities to transform
neighbourhoods into safe places where girls are respected and can go to school or work without fear of
violence.

About Crowdspot
Crowdspot is an award-winning, Melbourne-based digital consultancy specialising in map-based community
engagement and data collection. Their mission is to help create quality spaces in a social, inclusive and
engaging process. They do this by connecting decision makers with targeted community groups through the
use of online map-based social survey tool.
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