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Understanding Public
Sexual Harassment
The public conversation on violence against women tends to focus on
sexual assault and domestic abuse. We talk less about the routine intrusions women experience from men in their everyday lives, even
though this is the most common form of sexual violence. The research
of Dr. Fiona Vera-Gray addresses this absence.

How common is it?
 A 2016 UK poll conducted
by the End Violence Against
Women Coalition showed
that 85% of young women had
experienced sexual harassment
in public, and that almost half of
all women conduct conscious
safety work when in public. It
also highlighted the impact of
racialised sexual harassment on
black and minority ethnic
women.
 The Fundamental Rights
Agency in 2014 found over half
of all women in Europe had
restricted their freedom of
movement based on the fear of
harassment in public.
 Research from ActionAid in
2016 showed rates of over 70%
for women living in cities in
India, Thailand, Brazil and the
UK.
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What is it? Public sexual harassment is the experience of

intrusion from strangers in public and can include practices
such as wolf-whistles, verbal comments including sexualised
comments or insults, and physical assaults including rape.
Though commonly referred to “street harassment”, the need to
rethink terminology is highlighted in Vera-Gray (2016), calling
attention to how the focus on location can act to severe connection to other forms of violence against women and girls.
The absence of shared definitions and terminology is implicated in the limited evidence base, fuelling a lack of attention as a
policy concern despite it being the most common form of violence in women’s lives worldwide.
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“Safety work reveals how women’s freedom is
in tension with their safety: to increase the latter they
must limit the former.”
F. Vera-Gray

Why is it a problem? Public
sexual harassment has a
detrimental impact on women
and girls. While some men and
boys may experience forms of
public sexual harassment,
harassment directed from
unknown men to women and
girls has a particular meaning
given the prevalence of sexual
violence and the routine ways in
which women and girls are made
responsible for preventing it.
As Vera-Gray’s research shows,
crime prevention advice for
women often refers to the
prevention of rape or sexual
assault perpetrated by male
strangers. This is compounded
by the prevalence of sexual
violence as reality and possibility
in women’s lives to mean that
safety for women in public
commonly means safety from
sexual violence. This is different
from men’s fear of crime in public
space which more typically refers
to physical rather than sexual
violence, or property rather than
interpersonal crime.

wearing headphones and/or
looking down), often without
conscious awareness. As the
experience of intrusion for many
begins in childhood or early
adolescence, often this safety
work is hidden as a normal part
of the way things are. This work
has an impact on women’s
freedom not only to be in public
space but to be in the self.
What is needed? Prevention
requires changing gender norms
that permit men to act on
women’s bodies; interventions
that encourage women’s
experience of their body as a
capacity; and work to help
bystanders feel responsible and
able to act.

What is “the right
amount of panic”?
Developing Liz Kelly’s
concept of safety work, “the
right amount of panic” refers
to the range of decisions and
adaptations that women take
to feel safe in public.

“It’s not just the overt
approaches from men
making comments about
what they’re wearing and
asking where they are
going or what they’re
doing. It’s that women are
routinely pulled out of their
own thoughts in order to
evaluate their environment.
They are less free to think
about the things they want
to think about because of
the extra effort they have to
put in to feel safe.”
F. Vera-Gray
The Conversation (2016)

In response to this, many women
perform habitual safety work
(such as taking particular routes
or doing specific things such as
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