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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, implemented in 
Madrid in April-May 2018, 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. As well as Kampala, 
Free to Be has been implemented in Delhi, Lima, Madrid, Melbourne and Sydney. 

The Free to Be tool comprised interactive map of the city and a survey which allowed girls and young 
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. A group of young women in Kampala were able to input into the design of the tool, as well 
as reflect on the findings to support the analysis. 

Free to Be Kampala recorded nearly 1,300 valid pins from girls and young women under 30 years old. 
Girls and young women were primarily recruited by team members going to crowded areas and 
individually promoting the tool, directly encouraging participants to drop a pin and describe safe and 
unsafe areas or a specific incident. 

80% of the pins were identified as ‘bad’ spots, and 20% as ‘good’ spots, with participants identifying 
significant challenges to moving around their city. Good places were often noted as having security 
presence, as well as a strong community environment and places they knew well and trusted.  

Comments about bad pins often referred to a lack of security personnel making girls and young 
women feel unsafe, with participants frequently commenting on incidents of theft or fear of theft 
(46%). Participants commented that the presence of unpredictable people, those using drugs or 
alcohol, those in gangs and those driving motorcycle taxis, all made them feel less safe. Bad 
environments were associated with poor infrastructure and low levels of security, with girls and young 
women experiencing high levels of theft, harassment and abuse. 

Sexual harassment was identified in 24% of the bad pin comments, and nearly one-third (31%) of bad 
pins identified gender discrimination as a factor. Kampala is the only city where the sexual 
harassment with physical contact was higher than non-physical sexual harassment: 15% compared to 
9%. Girls and young women described instances of verbal abuse, grabbing and groping, and in some 
cases, rape. 

40% of the participants recording bad pins reported being resigned to the fact that such incidents are 
so frequent that they are used to them. Nearly a quarter reported avoiding the area if they are on their 
own (23%), but a significant percentage never went back to the location (9%). Almost one-third (32%) 
of incidents were apparently reported to the authorities, but in only 16% of those cases did the 
authorities act. Participants reported reluctance to make official reports because of lack of action and 
because of a fear of backlash.  

Findings suggest that a lack of security is endemic in the city and often embedded in its very fabric. 
For Kampala to be accessible to all who live there, this needs to be addressed. Girls and young 
women recommend the following steps to improve their safety in the city: 

1. Educating men, boys, and others in society to respect women and girls and advocate for 
equality  

2. Educating communities to hold decision makers to account on well planned cities 
3. Creating jobs amongst the population to reduce idleness and poverty, which appear to be 

important drivers of crime 
4. Improve security in the city, through increased presence of police and enforcement of laws, 

security cameras in high risk locations 
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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 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.  

Therefore, 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 public 
spaces that make them feel uneasy and scared or happy and safe. It was designed in collaboration 
with Crowdspot, Monash University’s XYX Lab and young women within each of the cities. In addition 
to Kampala, Free to Be has implemented in the following cities: Delhi, 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 harassment or other negative incidents 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 not only are their concerns 
frequently dismissed but also there are too often 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. This report provides an analysis of the data 
generated in Kampala. 

The research was a collaboration between Plan International Headquarters, Plan International 
Australia and Plan International Uganda, Monash University XYX Lab, and Crowdspot digital 
consultancy. Further details about each can be found on page 19. In addition, the Makerere University 
School of Social Science Research and Ethics Committee (MUKSS) and Uganda National Council of 
Science and Technology (UNCST) provided a technical review of the study instruments and approved 
the research locally and nationally. 

 

 
1 For more information about our Safer Cities programme, visit https://plan-international.org/ending-violence/safer-cities-girls 
2 Beebeejaun, Y (2016) Gender, urban space, and the right to everyday life, 
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/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 
2017 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. 

https://plan-international.org/ending-violence/safer-cities-girls
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/07352166.2016.1255526
https://plan-international.org/publications/free-to-be
https://plan-international.org/unsafeinthecity
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1.2 Kampala city context 
Kampala is the capital and largest city of Uganda. The city is divided into five boroughs that oversee 
local planning: Kampala Central Division, Kawempe Division, Makindye Division, Nakawa Division, 
and Rubaga Division.5 The recruitment drive for Free to Be covered all five divisions. 

Kampala city is a highly populated urban centre with 1.5 million persons spread over 189 square 
kilometres.6 The population density is 8,741 people per square kilometre, although the density is 
much higher on the external bordering boroughs.7   

 

 

 
5 "Kampala." The Columbia Encyclopaedia, 6th ed., Encyclopedia.com. (July 10, 2018). 
http://www.encyclopedia.com/reference/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/kampala. 
6  Kampala Capital City Authority, “Area Specific Profiles,” National Population and Housing Census 2014, (2017): 6, 
http://www.ubos.org/onlinefiles/uploads/ubos/2014CensusProfiles/KAMPALA-KCCA.pdf. 
7 "City Population," Thomas Brinkhoff, Accessed 10 July 2018, http://www.citypopulation.de/references.html. 
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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 and feel safe or unsafe in, and 
answer a small number of questions about their experiences there, as well as leave comments. 

In March 2018, discussions were held with young women from Plan International's programmes in the 
five participating cities to allow for input into the tool and interface. Consultation included adaptions for 
appropriate language and options for the Kampala context. The map, survey tool and text on the 
website were translated in Luganda 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 Kampala, the target was set at 400-500 pins. 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, and this report considers those themes. 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 Kampala recorded 1,285 pins, of which 1,253 were included in the final analysis. The final 
sample for analysis only included women and girls up to and including the age of 30. The following 
were therefore excluded from the analysis: 

• Posts from men (18 pins)  

• Posts which were identified as offence or false8 (14 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.  

A few of the placed pins simply denote good or bad locations without any additional information, but 
the vast majority in Kampala added comments giving details of the reasons for the pinning. 
Responses were submitted in both English and Luganda. Participants were also able to ‘support’ an 
existing pin, however, this wasn’t used much in Kampala: only 11 posts supported existing pins.   

2.3 Recruitment of research participants 
The Free to Be digital map-based survey tool was open from 17 April 2018, with an official launch and 
active recruitment of participants beginning on 16 May. The map closed 31 May 2018.  

In Kampala, the promotion of the Free to Be digital map-based survey tool was through the social 
media platforms of Twitter and Facebook and through media including TV and print newspapers. In 
the first weeks, many people visited the website but the response rate was very low, possibly due to a 
lack of mobile internet access and capacity to navigate. Consequently, the team in Uganda opted to 

 

 
8 Pins identified as ‘false’ or troll pins, including those that were nonsensical, offensive, or where there were sexist remarks, or 
an error in placement.  
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engage some adolescent girls from Plan International programming activities, such as Safer Cities 
and the Youth Advisory Panel, to actively seek participants through word of mouth and interpersonal 
engagement/communication. The subsequent data was gathered over a ten-day period. 

The team mobilised in the five divisions that make up Kampala: Makindye, Nakawa, Lubaga, 
Kawempe and Central. They went into areas where there were large numbers of people, such as 
busy centres including marketplaces, shopping centres and other public spaces, rather than 
residential areas which tend to be empty during the daytime. Each member of the team individually 
promoted the Free to Be digital map-based survey tool and encouraged participants to drop a pin and 
describe safe and unsafe areas or a specific incident. This yielded a lot of responses and gave 
adolescent girls confidence to navigate with the guidance of their peers, especially those less familiar 
with this kind of technology. A small amount of data was entered by the recruiters on request of the 
participants, and this data was recorded verbatim. However, the majority of participants who dropped 
pins did so on their own. Participants’ consent was obtained and they were informed about how the 
findings would be used.  

The method of recruitment registered high response rate, particularly from the target demographic of 
girls and young women. This approach allowed many to upload their experiences who otherwise may 
not have had access to the necessary digital tools.  

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’s 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 a good or bad location 

as provided by the comments 

Where necessary, comments were translated from Luganda 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. 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. Some pins recorded historic events 
or incidents and some described the ongoing ‘feel’ of a place. Comments included in this 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). 

36% of comments were second-hand reports: places or incidents which were not directly known or 
experienced by the person placing the pin. Such reports represent an area's reputation, 
which strongly affects whether young women and girls will venture into an area. Second hand reports 
were therefore was considered relevant information, analysed and included in the final count. To 
enhance analysis and action planning, a reflection workshop was held with young women (aged 18-
24) in Kampala 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 Kampala was less of a typical crowdsourcing 
map than for the other cities in the project. This may have worked against anonymity and may have 
affected the willingness of girls and young women to be candid. The data also suggests that recruiters 
may have prompted research participants to expand their responses on some issues which were not 
in the original tool or their instructions - such as asking participants what should be done about the 
situation - as many comments end with a suggestion on improving for the future. 
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This section contains details of the findings from the Kampala 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 and the participants 
In total, 1,253 pins were dropped on spots of the Kampala map, of which 20% denoted good 
experiences (246) and 80% bad (1,007). Key characteristics include: 

• Time of day: Participants were asked to record the time of day that they felt the spot was 
good or bad. Good spots in Kampala were generally good no matter what time of day. The 
bad spots were generally at night and less so during daylight hours, however, nearly 29% of 
bad spots were bad at ‘anytime’, very close to the evening and late night levels. See Figure 1. 

• Age range of participants: The majority of women pinning in Free to Be Kampala were aged 
twenty-five and under (99%). 56% were under the age of 21, and the average age was 20. 
The high number of participants from the target audience demographic is because of the 
direct recruiting system. See Table 1. 

• Occupation of participants: Participants to Free to Be Kampala were asked about their 
occupation situation. Overall, nearly half were students (44%), and another 39% were in work. 
1% were unemployed. Note, some participants ticked a number of boxes (such as student 
and in work). See Figure 2.  

3.1.1 Pin location 
Free to Be asked participants to identify the location type of incidents or experiences from a 
predefined list. Some participants selected more than one location type (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. 

On the street was identified as the most common place for both the bad pins and the good ones (79% 
and 67% respectively). However, 83% of all the on the street were bad pins (796 out of 960 pins).  

In addition, 82% of the pins marked as public transport were also marked with on the street, 
demonstrating that moving around the city was a major issue for young women and girls in Kampala. 
This affected access to education and work, with nearly three-quarters (72%) of pins labelled going to 
or from school or work also labelled on the street. 

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

bad pins 

Table 1: Pins by age of 
participants, number and 
percentage 

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

 

 

  No. % 

<16 80 6% 

16 to 20 622 50% 

21 to 25 541 43% 

26 to 30 10 1% 
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Good pins were more likely to be tagged as occurring out socially.   

Table 2: Number of pins per location, and as percentage of total good pins and total bad pins.  
Note some selected more than one location. 

 Good pins (246) Bad pins (1007) 

Location of incidents Number % of all good pins Number % of all bad pins 

On the street 164 67% 796 79% 
Going to or from work 47 19% 255 25% 
Out socially 70 28% 217 22% 
Public transport 47 19% 193 19% 
Going to or from school 47 19% 143 14% 
At the shops 45 18% 132 13% 
At a public event 18 7% 41 4% 
In a park 8 3% 12 1% 

 

3.2 Good Locations 
This section includes an analysis of the good pins, 20% of all that were placed. Not all good pins had 
comments added to them. Where a pin had comments, 240 were not explicit about what made the 
place feel safe or why it felt good. In total 232 comments were clear enough for analysis (see Table 
3).  

3.2.1 What makes a place good? 
The most common reason for feeling safe or tagging a place as good was that it had a presence of 
security and/or police (56% of the comments could be described in this way).  

Table 3: Good pins by location, coded from comments 

Incident type or description No. of comments % of comments 

Presence of security/ police 130 56% 

Busy/ other people present 40 17% 

Adequate lighting 55 24% 

Public transportation 19 8% 

Community environment/ intervention 63 27% 

Cleanliness 3 1% 

Presence of security/ police 130 56% 
 

Over one-quarter (27%) of pins noted that feeling safe was due to a strong community environment. 
For many of the girls and young women who responded, their local neighbourhood was positive 
because they were known and trusted that other people would look out for them, and intervene if 
necessary.  

“Was going to school with my mom. A boda 
man started harassing us verbally but he 
was taken to police and they worked on 
him.” 

(Age 17, Cassia Lodge, Morning) 

“I was going home and I found some men 
whom I expected to be dangerous but police 
patrols managed to safeguard me home 
because every time they patrol in the area.”  
(Age 20, Tank Hill Road, Anytime)  

“There was a football match taking place. 
The girls where playing football, the place 
has enough security and it's surrounded by 
police stations.”  
(Age 22, Ntinda View Crescent, Evening)  

 
“Here we are near Luzira police and what I 
know about this place is the security is tight 
there are no thieves because they catch 
idlers and the lights are there on the 
streets.”  
(Age 22, Chorley Crescent, Anytime) “The place is good because we are near the 

police.”  
(Age 25, Naguru Road, Late night) 



 

plan-international.org Free to Be in Kampala 8 

24% of comments on good pins noted that adequate lighting helped make a place feel safe. 17% 
linked safety to the busy atmosphere of areas where a number of people were working, rather than 
‘idling’. 8% of comments on good pins attributed the positive atmosphere to low congestion on roads, 
followed by 3% for cleanliness. 

3.2.2 Where are the most prominent good locations? 
The Free to Be Kampala map indicated a number of places where, despite the emphasis on bad pins 
on the map, the good pins outnumbered the bad. The two most prominent are detailed below. These 
areas epitomise the characteristics of a good place highlighted above: presence of security personnel, 
and high number of busy but helpful people. In the reflection workshop, young women identified 
developed and upmarket residential areas, with streets which are named, as safer. Such 
neighbourhoods can afford   safety measures like perimeter walls, gates, security guards and security 
lights. 

“This place is very safe. People around my 
community are social they care about each 
other.”  

(Age 17, Internet Cafe, Anytime) 

“People are hard working, the community 
people are involved, I was going home, the 
chairperson is committed to the safety of the 
village.”  
(Age 23, School, Anytime) “I was going to school, some boys were 

harassing me and a man intervened and they 
stopped. That way always has people 
moving.”  
(Age 17, Juko Road, Morning) 

“One day one of my friends was passing by 
and she was robbed but when she screamed 
our zone chairperson quickly heard along 
with the community members and my friend 
was helped.”  
(Age 15, Late night) 

“The place is good, people in community 
coordinate, communicate well and treat each 
other with respect. The area is free and 
open.”  
(Age 23, Mbogo Road, Morning) 

“There's working people around there, 
community members are involved, hard-
working people.” (Age 18, Kibuli Shopping 

Centre, Anytime) 

“People were working. Me I was going to 
town. The area is filled with people working 
and are so busy. And there are no idlers.”  
(Age 25, Nsooba Road, Afternoon) 

“The place has enough security, many 
houses have security lights.” (Age 23, Cecilia 

Road, Anytime) 
“The road is in good conditions and I have 
never had any problem on that road.” (Age 20, 

Pioneer Mall Stage, Afternoon) “This is where I work from but there is no 
problem with the place because a lot of 
people work and there are street lights and 
people have security guards which makes 
the place safe.”  
(Age 25, Medical Centre, Anytime) 

“The place is clean, safe for young girl, so it 
is safe.”  
(Age 23, Primary School, Anytime) 

“The place is clean, the neighbourhood are 
involved in a togetherness campaign.”  
(Age 22, Nabulagala Road, Anytime) 
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Kampala Road and City Square area  

● Public space usually full of people relaxing, meeting with 
friends  

● Near central police station, so presence of security 
● Safer than downtown, even at night 
● Comments note the high level of security, presence of 

people who will help you, and that it is a good place to rest 
at the end of a day. 

 

Area between Naguru Road & Jinja Road, Nakawa 

● Busy metropolitan area with small, medium, and large 
industries, just north of an industrial area, close to several 
highly-regarded schools. 

● Contains a hospital, sporting grounds, several shopping 
centres and a few restaurants.  

● Just under one-third of comments were good pins.  
● There was a trend forming around the hospital: reports of 

adequate lighting, security and busy-working people. 
● Police Barracks also in the vicinity. 

 

3.3 Bad Locations 

3.3.1 What makes a place bad? 
More than 1,000 comments were attached to the pins for bad places/incidents, but many were unclear 
or not explicit about what made the place feel unsafe or why it felt bad. In total 968 comments were 
clear enough for analysis: the results are presented in Table 3. 

Table 3: Bad pins by incident type, as coded from comments 
Note some comments contained more than one incident. 

Incident type or description Number % of comments 

Lack of security/ police 524 54% 

Theft 448 46% 

All sexual harassment cases 231 24% 

Sexual harassment - physical contact only 140 15% 

Sexual harassment - no physical contact only 84 9% 

Sexual harassment - both 7 0.7% 

Second-hand accounts 348 36% 

Dark/ lack of lighting 226 23% 

Under the influence - drugs & alcohol 156 16% 

Group of offenders/ attackers 148 15% 

Physical and verbal assault (non-sexual) 135 14% 

Unpredictable people/ loitering 102 11% 

Road congestion 82 8% 

Murder/ death 68 7% 

Infrastructure 58 6% 

Kidnapping 28 3% 

 

In all the other cities that were part of this project, sexual harassment was the main concern 
highlighted by participants. However, in Kampala, this was not the case, with personal safety in terms 
of theft and security the most likely to be recorded in comments on bad pins.  
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Personal safety 
Over half of the comments on bad pins stated that the lack of security and police presence was the 
main factor as to why participants felt unsafe. Theft or fear of theft characterised 46% of the 
comments on bad pins.  

However, it does appear that recruiters may have asked participants what should be done about the 
situation - because many of the comments end with a suggestion such as more police or lighting – 
which contributed to this high figure.  

Sexual harassment 
Sexual harassment featured in nearly one quarter of the comments (23.7%) and gender-based 
discrimination (31%, Table 4) was identified as the most common form of discrimination affecting the 
incidents (apart from none). These figures are much lower than the other cities. It is highly possible 
that gender-based discrimination and sexual harassment are so prevalent and normalised that 
the girls and young women participating in Free to Be Kampala did not think it significant enough to 
record. 

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. 

Less than 1% of all the comments on bad pins indicated both physical contact and non-physical 
contact sexual harassment; 9% were for non-physical only and 15% for physical only. Altogether 
23.7% of the comments on bad pins noted sexual harassment of some kind.  

“My phone was stolen, at 6:00am. Place is so 
busy in the evening so no one cares whether 
you are stolen from. Security must be 
improved.”  
(Age 28, School, Kampala Central Region, Evening) 

“The road is very dark at night and there is no 
security. One day my sister’s bag was grabbed 
and stolen also her hand was broken. Security 
lights should be put in place.”  
(Age 19, Kireka Road, Kampala Central Region, Late 
night) 

“A thief fooled me and took my phone from 
here, there is too much darkness, putting 
security lights in this area.”  
(Age 23, Youth Centre, Central Region, Evening) 

“I was robbed by a street kid because they are 
many in the city. The government should create 
jobs for such people to reduce on the number of 
thieves in the city.”  
(Age 22, Kampala Central Region, Evening) 

“Lots of thieves, they grab people's bags 
phones, so the place is not safe.”  
(Age 18, Ntambi Road, Evening) 

“My community can't be safe at all. A day can't 
end without someone being robbed, at times 
some are killed just of recent a man was 
murdered. All I can say is that we need security 
and enough lights in mbuya.” (Age 25, Ismael 

Road, Kampala Central Region, Late night) 

“My bag was stolen when I was going to work, 
there is no security, more security should be 
provided.”  
(Age 20, Nabulagala Road, Kampala Central Region, 
Morning) 

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 would not categorise 
them as assault (for instance, a pat on the bottom).  

This division between touch and no touch is to some extent arbitrary and not necessarily indicative of the 
level of fear it might induce: being chased is more disturbing than a pat on the rear.  
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While sexual harassment was not the most cited reason for dropping bad pins, Kampala is 
nonetheless the only city where the sexual harassment with physical contact was higher than non-
physical sexual harassment: 15% compared to 9%. This difference to other cities may not necessarily 
indicate that non-physical sexual harassment is not happening, but that there are more immediate 
concerns regarding their safety for young women and girls as noted in the high percentage of 
comments coded for theft. As in other cities, alcohol and drugs increased the chance of sexual 
assault.  

Other factors contributing to bad locations 
Fear of theft or attack and sexual harassment were not the only factors reported by the participants as 
contributing to the incidents and perceptions of unsafe locations. The physical state of a place had an 
effect on the perceptions of safety and designations of ‘bad’. Comments on bad pins noted a lack of 
lighting (23%), congested roads (8%), and poor infrastructure (6%).  

“Men tell us abusive words and pull us in the 
public and I really feel unsafe in this area. 
Police must do something.”  
(Age 16, Kampala Central Region, Anytime) 

“I was harassed verbally and physically 
when I was coming back from shopping in 
the market by a man who was selling 
clothes, the place has no enough security 
and it's congested, sellers should be 
sensitized about girl's safety.”  
(Age 18, Naguru Road, Katali, Anytime) 

“Old men follow me in their cars often 
asking me for sex when am coming from 
work.”  
(Age 22, Kalundate Road, Kampala Central Region, 
Evening) 

“My friend was sexually harassed by 
customers of the club, there are no rules and 
regulations for the place, the owner must put 
rules and regulations.”  
(Age 24, Kampala Central Region, Late night) 

“Harassments (bad touches, nicknaming). 
An adolescent girl and community boys. 
Most boys in Soweto are drunkards. Put 
strict laws and regulate the way people 
drink.”  
(Age 15, Store, Anytime) 

“Sexually harassed even when fellow 
students are seeing. No one seems to care.”  
(Age 20, Library, Kampala Central Region, Evening) 

“A guy touched my private parts when I was 
bending down to pick matooke from a stall. 
He used abusive signs as he had moved 
away. I felt so intimidated. I don't have any 
solution.”  
(Age 17, Portbell Road, Afternoon) 

“I found a gang of boys who started pulling 
my hand and touching my breasts. Because 
most of the men around there are addicted 
to drugs. Need to arrest those who use 
dangerous drugs.”  
(Age 20, Kampala Road, Kampala Central Region, 
Late night) “A man touched my bum. And when I 

shouted at him, the people around shouted 
at me saying I wanted it.”  
(Age 25, Kiira Road, Kampala Central Region, 
Morning) 

“They harassed me sexually whereby they 
touched my breasts. People have ignorance 
about Human Rights. They need 
sensitization about Human Rights.” (Age 25, 

Kikuubo Road, Old Kampala , Anytime) 
“I was sexually harassed by a man. He 
touched my breast and when I shouted he 
abused me. Idleness. Educate them on 
violence and harassment.”  
(Age 24, Kalita Bus Station, Kampala Central Region, 
Evening) 

“My sister was defiled by a soldier from the 
barrakise [barracks] and refused to care for 
her, it’s because we are near the barrack, the 
soldiers should be punished.”  
(Age 17, Naguru Road, Anytime) 

“My friend was raped. There were many 
smokers and there are no security lights.” 
(Age 19, Old Butabika (Mutungo) Road, Kampala 
Central Region, Late night) 

“I was going back home from the camp, I 
saw a girl being raped and also I heard that 
some killed in that same place. The place is 
very dark. There needs more streets and 
security lights.”  
(Age 25, Kinawataka Road, Kampala Central Region, 
Late night) 

“I was raped, no one to help you out even if 
you scream.”  
(Age 18, Kawaala Road, Kampala Central Region, 
Evening) 
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Discrimination 
There was a specific question in the survey tool which 
allowed participants to identify if any discrimination 
involved in the incident/s. Participants could select as 
many responses as applied. 

In responding to this question, the majority of 
participants identified no discrimination (59%). 
Despite the relatively low figures for sexual 
harassment (see Table 3), nearly one-third (31%) of 
the responses to bad pins identified gender 
discrimination as a factor in the incident they were recording (see Table 4). This could suggest that 
young women and girls felt that being female made them an easy target for theft and attack.  In 
addition, factors of gender discrimination were often present in comments even though the incident 
wasn’t specifically identified as discrimination by participants in the relevant question. Disability, 
ethnicity and religion were very rarely noted.  

Another 15% responded that an ‘other’ kind of discrimination was present, but were not able to 
specify what that was, and it was not possible to ascertain this from the analysis of comments.  

3.3.2 Who are the main perpetrators? 
Offenders were generally reported to be male in Kampala, which was the same in other cities. 15% of 
comments on bad pins noted the threat of groups of men or gangs. Groups of men or youths are 
particularly intimidating for young women on their own. In addition to groups of youths, boda boda 
(motorbike taxi) men and taxi drivers were commented upon as the source of harassment. 

“No security, the government does not 
bother putting lights for pedestrians due to 
rich people who are in gates, Lights are 
needed.”  
(Age 25, Upper Vale Close, Evening) 

“People's things are often snatched in that 
area, there are dark corners where thieves 
hide, people should be advised to put 
security lights on their houses.”  
(Age 23, Queen’s Way, Late night) 

“I found thieves there who asked for money. 
The place doesn't have security lights. By 
putting security lights.”  
(Age 16, Warehouse Parking Yard, Morning). 

“My phone and the bag was stolen, the lights 
are just on the fences but they are not on the 
streets, putting enough security lights.”  
(Age 23, Ntinda II Road, Evening)  

“It's very dark at night. They stole my phone 
as I was coming back from work. We need 
security lights.”  
(Age 24, Late night) 

“A woman was robbed because there is no 
security lights and the place is dark. the 
authority should put street lights and put 
security guards on road.”  
(Age 20, Northern Bypass, Evening) 

“I hear that accidents happen a lot, the roads 
are really bad, they should construct those 
roads well.”  
(Age 17, Daycare Centre, Anytime) 

Table 4: Bad pins labelled with 
discriminatory factors  

Discrimination Number % of pins 

None 598 59% 

Gender 310 31% 

Other 147 15% 

Disability 12 1% 

Religion 3 0.3% 

Ethnicity 3 0.3% 

“I was verbally assaulted by bodaboda men. They 
don't respect ladies. They should teach them about 
gender.”  
(Age 17, Kobil, Central Region, Morning) 

“My friend told me that she was 
moving and a man tapped on her 
chicks. Ignorance and undermine 
girls. Sensitize men about the rights 
and dignity that everyone's 
deserves.”  
(Age 21, Ben Kiwanuka Street, Anytime) 

“A man was harassing an adolescent girl because 
she was riding a motorcycle, men take themselves to 
be superior than girls in the society, sensitive people 
about gender inequality.”  
(Age 22, Nabulagala Road, Kampala Central Region, 
Afternoon) 
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The presence of unpredictable people was registered in 11% of the 968 comments on bad pins. 
Unpredictable people are those whose behaviour might suddenly become threatening such as 
loiterers, and especially people under the influence of drugs or alcohol. Drug and alcohol influence 
was also separately coded and recorded in 16% of the comments on bad pins. Moreover, a question 
in the survey provided an option for participants to note whether someone was ‘under the influence’ 
and if this contributed to the incident: 12% of all the bad pins were categorised in this way. 

15% of comments on bad pins noted groups of men: “tricksters” (con men) or “gangs”, and boda boda 
men (plural). These groups added to feelings of lack of safety due to multiple offenders.  

“I was physically harassed by a boda boda 
guy when I was going back home, to many 
boda boda men who are not sensitize about 
girl's rights so transport operators should be 
sensitized about girl's safety and rights.”  
(Age 18, Masiro Road, Evening) 

“There is a taxi that I boarded on my way to 
the city centre. The taxi had thieves they told 
me not to make any noise or scream, I 
hesitated to give them my belongings but i 
was afraid they could harm me, the man 
behind me slapped me I surrendered 
everything I had. I caution people to be 
careful with commuter taxis.” (Age 27, Port 

Central Region, Late night) 

“Taxis touch women and pull them to force 
them to board their taxis. Need to ensure 
that the taxi brokers are reduced.”  
(Age 19, Northern Bypass, Anytime) 

“There are drug users who abuse people 
who pass by that shortcut. The place is filled 
up with idle people who have nothing to do. 
The police should always patrol that place to 
either arrest or scare away those drug 
users.”  
(Age 19, Nateete (Wakaliga) Road, Kampala Central 
Region, Evening) 

“There are very many bars in the places 
where people drink from and when they get 
drunk they begin yelling out abusive and 
vulgar words to girls and young children.” 
(Age 24, Kawempe Ttula Mpererwe Road, Central 
Region, Anytime) 

“They harass girls by rape and verbal 
insults. Youths come to clubs and drink a 
lot. I think they should decrease on the time 
when clubs should close.”  
(Age 18, L.A. Palace, Late night, Central Region) 

“I was beaten and they took my mobile 
phone, many idle many men gather and take 
marijuana, millaj and many other drugs.”  
(Age 17, Mugalasi L.C 1 Office (Kisugu), Kampala 
Central Region, Afternoon) 

“My friend was raped because the place has 
many young boys who are drug addicts. The 
people selling drugs should be arrested and 
also punished harshly.” (Age 25, Muwanga II 

Road, Kampala Central Region, Evening) 

“They are a lot of thieves around here in the 
night hours. A lot of drunkards and drug 
addicts are many because people lack what 
to do. They should provide enough jobs.” 
(Age 18, Gayaza Road, Komamboga Central Region, 
Evening) “A girl was killed on that road, because most 

of the people driving take drugs, they should 
teach them to stop drinking while driving.”  
(Age 16, Uganda Cancer Institute, Late night) 
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A compounding problem is the indifference of bystanders which was noted in a number of the 
comments. In the good spots, the participants trusted that locals in the community would come to their 
aid. In bad spots, those nearby ignore the incident or do not offer assistance. 

 

3.3.3 How do young women respond?  
Free to Be asked participants to tag ‘What happened next…’ in response to bad spot incidents. They 
were able to select more than one answer 
 
In total, 40% of the young 
women participating in Free to 
Be Kampala were resigned to 
the fact that the incidents they 
describe are so frequent that 
they are used to them. 
Consequently, they take their 
own precautions, typically by 
avoiding areas.  

Nearly a quarter avoid the 
area if they are on their own 
(23%), but a significant percentage never went back to the location (9%). One participant stopped 
education or employment, a serious response that is indicative of the potential severe impact of 
harassment and feelings of unsafety on young women in their ability to access their city. 
 
Participants were also invited to add comments for this question, though few chose to do so. 
Comments often suggested that the young women and girls were often unsure what to do about the 
issues, or simply change their own behaviour and activities. 

“My bag was stolen by a gang of boys. The 
place was too crowded and used by many 
people.”  
(Age 18, Kampala Central Region, Late night) 

“Verbal assault from bodaboda men. They 
undermine women and girls. They should be 
sensitized.”  
(Age 18, Dr. Simbeguya Road, Anytime) 

“I met a group of drug addicts who pushed 
me around. I realised later that they had 
taken my 5000. Which I wanted to eat supper 
and morning breakfast. I wasn't able to eat 
supper. Security has to be increased.”  
(Age 18, Butabika Road, Evening) 

“My phone and money were taken away by 
tricksters who told me they had put a small 
stone in my hand. The people around don’t 
care to know who they are at times they call 
themselves students from the nearby 
institute, all students and people around that 
place should be sensitized about those 
people.”  
(Age 19, Elyon Digital Studios, Anytime) 

“Very many people have been beaten and 
stolen. There is a group of boys called 
‘kasoola group’ who don't work and they 
keep stealing from people. Should provide 
security.”  
(Age 23, Dr. Simbeguya Road, Late night) 

“They lied me and they stole a lot of money 
from me through their tricks. There are a lot 
of drunkards in this place and drug addicts 
who like free money. I think they should 
encourage people to work.”  
(Age 25, Kitaka Road, Anytime) 

“I was walking with my friend at juko road. 
we were robbed. No one helped us. they 
should provide more security on that road.”  
(Age 21, Juko Road, Afternoon) 

“The thieves stole my phone, the place is 
surrounded by fenced houses and the 
owners care less about other people, they 
should put security around the corners.”  
(Age 19, Moyo Close, Anytime) 

Table 5: Selected responses to what young women do in response 
to bad incidents, as percentage of total bad pins (1,007) 

Response  No. % of bad pins 

Happens so often that I’m just used to 
it 

400 40% 

Avoid coming here alone 229 23% 

Never went back there 92 9% 

Stopped going to school, university or 
work 

1 0.1% 
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The Free to Be tool also asked participants to detail who they had told of the incident and, if officially 
reported, whether this resulted in any action. 

Over one-third (32%) of 
incidents were reported to the 
authorities. In just 17% of those 
cases did the authorities do 
something. This was the lowest 
response rate of all the cities. 
Some comments indicated that 
the young women and girls 
hesitated to report incidents 
because of the repetitive nature of the harassment: they were just ‘used to it’ and therefore didn't 
report it. This may also be due to the very low action rate on reported incidents. Some were also 
concerned about potential consequences for themselves, and others believed that the authorities 
would not only fail to help them, but actually blame them for the incident. 

Some comments suggested that girls and young women were themselves blamed for the harassment 
or themselves felt responsible. Victim blaming tended to be gender based: 

Nearly one-third told a friend or a member of their family. The survey had no means of establishing 
whether telling a family member or friend led to action or change.  

3.3.4 Where are the most prominent bad locations? 
Few places had only good or only bad pins, they were generally a mix of both. Concentrations of bad 
pins were found in the locations outlined below. Consistent with the comments above, these bad 
environments were associated with poor infrastructure and low levels of security, with girls and young 
women experiencing high levels of theft, harassment and abuse. In the reflection workshop, young 
women flagged the importance of infrastructure and development of areas of the city, as most of the 
bad pins were dropped in “slum areas” whereas good spots were in “highly developed areas”. Young 
women explained that slum areas are characterised by a diversity of people in a very crowded space: 
an environment in which crime can flourish. They highlighted that in crowded places, if something 
happens, “people go about there on business as though it is normal."  

“Guys keep calling me a man because I am 
fat and try to play basketball. This makes me 
feel bad and useless. Although I would love 
to play a lot of basketball I don't do it.”  
(Age 24, Library, Kampala Central Region, Afternoon)   

“I don't usually use this road when it turns to 
8:00pm because of long and thick trees and 
no lights after Kampala quality. Lights are 
fewer. Lights are needed in different places.”  
(Age 22, Bahai Road, Evening) 

“When your passing there your bag and 
phone should be so secure. Thieves I don't 
know what should be done.”  
(Age 24, Lugogo By-Pass, Anytime) 

“Whenever am going to school boys disturb 
me calling me names. It makes me 
uncomfortable. I don't know what should be 
done.”  
(Age 15, Morning) 

Table 6: Selected responses to what young women do in 
response to bad incidents, as percentage of total bad pins (1,007) 

Response No. % of bad pins 

Told my friend or my family 324 34% 

Reported it but authorities did nothing 285 28% 

Reported it and authorities did something 54 6% 

“A girl was harassed, because she was 
dressed badly in the public, girls should 
wear decent [clothes].” (Age 15, Mutungo Ring 

Road, Kampala Central Region, Evening) 

“My bag containing a computer was robbed 
from this street. The gang told me that girls 
should not have laptops.” (Age 17, Mutungo 

Tank Road, Kampala Central Region, Late night) 

“Those thugs work together with the police in that if you report they won't do anything about it.”  
(Age 19, Kafumbe Mukasa Road, Kampala Central Region, Anytime) 
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Kawempe Ttula Mpererwe Road (between Bombo Road & Ttula Road) 

● Crowded and heavily populated metropolitan area with businesses, 
small industries, retail shops and a farmers market. Many of the 
surrounding villages have been turned into low-income housing. 

● This area is in close proximity to several shopping areas, a local 
playground and high school.  

● Reports include non-physical sexual harassment, people under the 
influence of drugs and alcohol, heavy road congestion, a need for 
improved infrastructure and several second-hand accounts of 
murder.  

● The Kawempe Youth Centre (and surrounds) noted a significant 
amount of pins commenting on theft and a lack of security or police 
presence.  

● Approximately one in ten of the comments were good, noting good 
police presence and doctor's clinic.  

 

North west of Bwaise roundabout 
● Neighbourhood is prone to disease and flooding due to poor 

infrastructure and a very low socio-economic status. Bwaise is next 
to the Lubigi wetlands. 

● A commercial, industrial and residential township, housing a high 
school, several markets and a bank.  

● Reports include bad infrastructure, gangs or groups of offenders, 
theft, alcohol and drug abuse, sexual harassment including groping 
and verbal harassment. 

● Physical sexual harassment and assault with several accounts of 
rape. This was accompanied by accounts of murder and physical 
assault.  

● There were minimal good pins, these attributed their safety to the 
accompaniment of male siblings, only travelling in the daytime, or 
particular stores with security camera and lighting.   
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The critical message derived from the Kampala Free to Be is that many of the young women and girls 
who participated had experienced sexual harassment, especially physical harassment (groping, etc). 
This was spread across the city and affected the ability of girls and young women to move freely 
around their city and access education and employment. However, sexual harassment was not the 
main concern for the young women and girls of Kampala. Instead, over half of the participants’ 
comments on bad pins spoke of an overall lack of security and police presence as the main factor 
contributing to feelings of unsafety. This left them feeling vulnerable to being beaten, stolen from, as 
well as sexually harassed or assaulted. In some instances the young women and girls stopped their 
study, quit work or moved house as a result of their experiences. More generally, they avoided certain 
parts of the city if they were on their own, or simply never went back to a locale. 40% of the young 
women and girls noted that they were used to harassment because it happens so frequently.  

The findings suggest a lack of security that is endemic in the city 
and embedded in its very fabric. For Kampala to be accessible to 
all who live there, this needs to be addressed. In the reflection 
workshop, young women commented on how the map confirmed 
that nowhere in their city was really safe.   

Nearly one third of bad pins identified gender-based discrimination 
as a factor in why an incident or place was bad. This suggests that 
being female possibly made the young women and girls of Kampala feel that they were an easy target 
for the thefts and muggings. It is interesting that 59% of girls and young women participating tagged 
that discrimination was not a factor in their negative experience: it is not possible to tell from the data 
why this was so, but may relate to cultural understandings of these issues or normalisation of 
inequality. Though harassment may be challenged in Ugandan society, gender discrimination against 
women and girls more generally may be seen as acceptable, with an expectation that men would 
have authority over women and girls.  

Many noted the lack of government support to residents of the city, in terms of factors such as law 
enforcement and job creation to deal with the ‘idle’: the lack of presence or action of authorities was 
frequently noted. Parental supervision of unruly or delinquent children was also noted, as was the 
need for men to be made aware of the consequences of their harassment actions. 

Young women in the reflection workshop highlighted a desire 
to live in a city with good infrastructure, cleanliness, safety, 
lighting and security and police presence.  

4.1 Recommendations  
The young women and girls of Kampala are fully aware of the risks and threats to their person as they 
move around the city. Many participants included comments on simple solutions of how their city 
could be improved, demonstrating how they are wanting to create change and challenge current 
spaces in order to address the violence or harassment they are 
facing, such as through improved lighting and the visible 
presence of security and police enforcement. Based on the 
findings, young women recommend: 

1. Educating men, boys, and others in society to respect 
women and girls and advocate for equality  

2. Educating communities to hold decision makers to account on well planned cities 
3. Creating jobs amongst the population to reduce idleness and poverty, which appear to be 

important drivers of crime 
4. Improve security in the city, through increased presence of police and enforcement of laws, 

security cameras in high risk locations 

“We expected to see a pin of a 
bad spot dropped in every 
area on the map because we 
don’t feel any place in 
Kampala is 100% safe.” 
(Reflection workshop) 

“Girls should be able to relax in 
public places like parks.” 
(Reflection workshop) 

“[Men and boys have a role 
that] involves respecting girls 
rights and respecting gender 
equality.” 
(Reflection workshop) 
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This research was commissioned by Plan International Headquarters, based on an original study in 
Melbourne led by Plan International Australia. This report consists of findings gathered through 
Crowdspot and Plan International Uganda, is based on analysis by Monash University XYX Lab 
directed by Nicole Kalms. The report was written by Gill Matthewson assisted by Pamela Salen and 
Isabella Webb of XYX Lab, and Sophie Tanner of Plan International. Huge thanks go to the Plan 
International Uganda team, particularly Esther Birungi and Casiano Kansiime for managing the 
implementation of the research.  

We are very grateful to the young women who participated in the design, implementation and 
reflection of the research. And we are of course grateful to all the girls and young women who 
courageously shared their stories on Kampala map. 

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 Uganda 
Plan International Uganda forms part of the federation of Plan International. Plan International Uganda 
was founded in 1992, with its mission of achieving lasting improvements in the lives of marginalized 
children in developing countries through a process that unites people across cultures and adds meaning 
and value to their lives. Plan International Uganda works at grass root levels with children, families, 
communities and other stakeholders to bring about sustainable development. Plan International 
Uganda has presence in 5 regions of the country:  West Nile, North, Eastern, East Central and Central. 

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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