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Background
South Africa is one of the most violent countries in the
world: in 2005, as many as 39% of all deaths recorded at
national mortuaries were due to violence [1] and an esti-
mated 1.75 million people in the country seek healthcare
annually for non-fatal injuries resulting from violence [2].
Death rates per 100,000 due to homicide and violence are
five times as high as the global average (72.5 in South
Africa, versus 14.0 globally in 2000) [3]. For young people
growing up in poor communities, violence is often a part
of daily life [4]. In a national household survey of over
3500 children aged 10–17 years, more than half (56.3%)



in Hillbrow at the time of the study (n = 39), as did the in-
depth interviews (n = 20). Key informants (n = 17) included
representatives of residential shelters, community-based or-
ganisations (CBOs), and non-governmental organisations
(NGOs) working with youth.2

Study setting
Hillbrow is a densely populated inner-city neighbour-
hood in central Johannesburg (an estimated 100,000 in-
habitants in one square kilometre), with many high-rise
apartment blocks, entertainment venues, small retail
shops and informal traders. It is often the first place in
which newcomers to the city settle. Hillbrow’s large mi-
grant population incorporates economic migrants from
other provinces of the country, as well as refugees and
immigrants from across the continent and beyond.
These newcomers are at the receiving end of pervasive
regional xenophobia, and they are socially and econom-
ically marginalised, living in makeshift, overcrowded and
often unsafe dwellings [27].

In quantitative findings of the WAVE study, many
Johannesburg adolescents interviewed were living in
unstable housing, often in single-parent households or
lodging with relatives [28]. They reported low levels of
support from caring family members and from neighbour-
hood resources, and had a much poorer perception of
their physical environment than their counterparts in
other cities [7]. Hillbrow, as they described it, was charac-
terised by dirty and decayed buildings, overcrowded living
conditions, garbage and sewage spilling onto the streets,
and chronically neglected public infrastructure.

Recruitment and data collection
During provisional mapping of shelters and services for
young people in Hillbrow, the research team met with
representatives of a diverse range of organisations work-
ing with youth in Johannesburg spanning the health,
education, social welfare services and housing sectors.
Through a combination of purposive and snowball









would be worse if there were girls around because you
don’t want to be embarrassed in front of women.”
(Boys CM 2402)

While none of the boys reported membership to a
gang or direct experience of violence inflicted by gang
members, some had witnessed others being attacked and
mugged. They expressed anxiety about the need to avoid
encountering these gangs in their day-to-day interac-
tions. Overall, boys’ detailed descriptions of adult male
gang behaviour revealed an acute awareness of how their
presence in Hillbrow was impacting on the ability of all
residents to feel safe.

By contrast, girls’ narratives focused much more on
their personal experiences of sexual harassment in the
public spaces of Hillbrow – mentioned by almost all
girls in the IDIs. This was commonly referred to as be-
ing “pulled on the street”, and reflected how the simple
act of moving around in public was a deeply gendered
one. Girls in a community mapping group explained,

“When you walk around they [men] call you…Yes and
say things such as ‘my size, hey my size come here’, I
will give you money.” (Girls CM 0304)

Others spoke of their reluctance to visit bars in the
area, because they could expect to encounter men who
were “too touchy-touchy [laughter]” (Girls CM 0404).
Rose (17 year-old girl) described being targeted sexually
by the leader of a local gang:

“Every time I come to Hillbrow, I am scared that I
might meet him. […] When I see him I have to kiss
him, like really…I’m scared he will hit me, like really
bad. […] Yes! ‘I will slap you, if you don’t kiss me now
like really I will point you, I will take out my knife, I
will stab you…’.”

Many adolescents drew connections between sexual
violence, transactional sex, and the drug trade – which
they believed had been boosted in the area by the pres-



am lying, that I want to take her man from her, so she
beat me after the lady left… she told me that I am
lying and called me a ‘whore’.” (Thembi)

Thembi’s was the only direct experience of rape re-
ported by participants, but it nonetheless highlights a
more general absence of positive adult role models for
young people in this area, including recourse for young
people experiencing sexual violence in their homes. It is
perhaps not surprising that key informants remarked on
the under-reporting of abuse in the home as a significant
challenge in their work. The director of a local orphan-
age alluded to even greater violence that awaited victims
who spoke out about their abuse, although did not pro-
vide specific examples of such extreme retribution:

“You see the problem here is that so many girls have
these problems [sexual abuse] and they don’t talk.
They keep it a secret…these children are small, but
they are scared of people. They know that if they speak
something, uncle will kill me…The children are living
in fear.” (KI09, male orphanage director)

A second form of violence in the home involved the
witnessing of domestic violence. Rose described watch-
ing her sister being beaten up by her partner, to the
point where she was unable to walk. Although the police
were called, “they didn’t come”, forcing Rose to go to the
police station the following morning to open a case of
assault. Similarly, Busi described her failed attempts to
intervene when her father was abusive:

“My dad abuses my mom when he is drunk… He
swears at my mom and it happens every time he is
drunk...It makes me feel terrible, bad and sad. I try to
stop him and he always tells me not to defend my
mother because he will hit me.” (Busi, 16 year-old girl)

Nineteen year old Sello recalled witnessing his father’s
violent attacks on his mother over the course of several
years, eventually culminating in his parents’ separation.
Sello was the only boy who reported domestic violence
in his home.

Thirdly, and perhaps less easy to categorise, was a
form of emotional abuse and neglect experienced at
home by girls such as Lerato, Cécile and Zama, who



exposure to violence in public and at home, there were
clear gendered differences in how this precarious geography
was lived and imagined.

Overall, boys’ and girls’ maps differed mainly in relation
to the number and dispersal of ‘safe’ spaces identified across
Hillbrow. Figures 1 and 2 illustrate this pattern well: the
girls’ map (Fig. 1) identifies only a few places concentrated
in a small area of the neighbourhood as ‘safe’, suggesting
that girls’ movement beyond this cluster is probably quite
limited. Areas identified as ‘unsafe’ by the girls are specific
sections of streets that are main thoroughfares or access/
exit points to Hillbrow, which in turn corresponds to their
complaints of being “pulled on the street” by men, and of
needing to find alternative routes when “being sent” to run
errands, or when walking to and from school (see below).
The boys’ map in Fig. 2, by contrast, identifies more loca-
tions as ‘safe’, and these are scattered across a wider area.
Retail and entertainment venues, which pose the risk of
muggings and alcohol-fuelled violence, were cited most as
‘unsafe’





You know people still need to be convinced as to why
do we need this service.” (KI10; male community
organisation leader)

Other key informants spoke of numerous challenges
facing services that attempt to target local youth with
recreational activities. These included chronic under-
funding and inadequate coordination with the police
and other social service agencies. Key informants work-
ing in psychosocial services noted the continuing stigma
around sexual abuse, particularly for male victims, which
accounted for the profound under-reporting to police
services, and the low uptake of sexual abuse counselling.
A female manager at a national counselling organisation
commented on her observation of serious mental health
problems among youth. Among the greatest problems
was a pattern of suicidal ideation and self-harming be-
haviour, which she attributed to being “





strength in an environment that would appear to offer
little more than hopelessness and despair. These indications
of “everyday resilience” [45] perhaps offer some challenge
to conventional understandings of post-traumatic stress
syndrome as an inevitable response to violence, a response
that “underestimates the human capacity not only to
survive, but to thrive, during and following states of
emergency, extreme adversity, and everyday as well as
extraordinary violence” [45].

Study limitations
A number of limitations must be borne in mind when
considering our findings. Firstly, the sample of adolescents
interviewed for the study was small and not randomly
selected, thus limiting the extent to which broader gener-
alisations can be made. Secondly, we did not ask these
participants directly how they coped with living in a vio-
lent environment, and had to rely largely on implicit refer-
ences to coping in order to understand the forms of
resilience emerging in this setting. Finally, our assessment
of local services for adolescent victims of violence draws
entirely on the perspectives of adolescent participants and
a small sample of key informants working in Hillbrow;
analysis of these data would undeniably have benefited
from a more comprehensive audit and formal evaluation
of such services.

Conclusions
Our study reaffirms the agency of adolescents in Hillbrow,
even in the contexts of vulnerability currently at play in
these inner-city areas, where exposure to violence is part
of daily life. Young people are reaching out to find positive
recreational spaces, and searching for sanctuaries from
violence in their neighbourhoods to provide them with a
sense of belonging and collective affirmation. Nascent
signs of underlying resilience among adolescents could be
leveraged and expanded through appropriate and ad-
equately resourced community-level interventions, located
within safe spaces close to where they live. For these inter-
ventions to succeed, strong commitment from local and
national stakeholders are needed, along with positive adult
role models and regenerated public institutions, fully ac-
countable to the communities they serve.

Endnotes
1In this article, we use the WHO definition of inter-

personal violence: “the intentional use of physical force
or power, threatened or actual, against another person
or against a group or community that results in or has a
high likelihood of resulting in injury, death, psychological
harm, maldevelopment, or deprivation” (Dahlberg LL, Krug
EG. Violence: a global public health problem. In: Krug EG,
Dahlberg LL, Mercy JA, Zwi AB, Lozano R, editors. World

report on violence and health. Geneva (Switzerland): World
Health Organization; 2002. p. 1–21).

2A Photovoice exercise with 10 adolescents was also
carried out as part of this phase of the study. We do not
present any results from this exercise here.

3All participant names in this article are pseudonyms.
“Boys CM” and “Girls CM” refers to Boys’ and Girls’
Community Mapping groups respectively. “KI” refers to
Key Informant.
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