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Abstract: 

This paper investigates the issue of employee well-being from a criminological perspective, with a 

particular emphasis on the experiences of female victims in the workplace. It critically examines the 

intersection of gender, occupational risk, and victimisation, focusing on how systemic issues such as 

harassment and the demands of night shift work contribute to creating unsafe and hostile work 

environments for women. Special attention is given to high-risk professions, including healthcare, law 

enforcement, and security services, where the nature of the work and institutional cultures often expose 

women to heightened levels of vulnerability. This research underscores the urgent need for structural 

and policy-level reform to address these persistent issues. The study employs a qualitative methodology, 

utilising secondary data sources to gather information.  This study was analysed using thematic content 

analysis, it identifies recurring patterns and narratives that highlight institutional shortcomings in 

protecting female employees. The findings reveal that women face significantly heightened safety risks 

during non-peak hours and night shifts due to poor environmental design, inadequate supervision, and 

insufficient institutional safeguards. The study recommendations include the implementation of more 

effective protective policies, the incorporation of environmental design strategies to reduce opportunities 

for harassment and victimisation, and the promotion of organisational cultures that prioritise safety and 

accountability.  
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Introduction 

Workplace well-being is an essential pillar of both organizational success and societal development. 

Globally, International Labour Organization (ILO) Convention No. 190 emphasize the right of every 

worker to a workplace free from violence and harassment, including gender-based violence.  In the 

South African context, the Employment Equity Act 55 of 1998 aims to foster equality in the workplace by 

prohibiting unfair discrimination, including on the basis of gender (Palmer, 2023).    However, women 

are more vulnerable to victimisation in the workplace than men, particularly women employed in high-

risk professions (Ericson, 2020). While no legislation explicitly restricts women from working night shifts, 

this legal neutrality often fails to account for the heightened vulnerabilities women face in such roles. 

Recent incidents highlight the severity of this issue. In early 2025, two nurses on night duty at Ga-

Chuene Clinic in Limpopo Province were brutally assaulted and raped, raising serious concerns about 

the adequacy of workplace safety measures for women in high-risk environments (SABC, 2025). These 

incidents are not isolated but form part of a broader pattern of workplace victimisation rooted in structural 

inequality and under-resourced security protocols. This paper adopts a criminological perspective to 

explore the risk factors that contribute to unsafe working environments. In particular, it focuses on how 

night shifts and harassment exacerbate vulnerabilities for women. Understanding these dynamics is 

essential for crafting effective interventions that promote safety, equality, and well-being 

Literature Review 

The Application of Routine Activity Theory (RAT) in Workplace Safety 

Routine Activity Theory (RAT), first developed by Lawrence E. Cohen and Marcus Felson in 1979, 

provides a valuable criminological framework for understanding the situational dynamics that contribute 

to criminal behaviour (Cohen & Felson, 1979). According to RAT, crime occurs when three essential 

elements converge in time and space: a motivated offender, a suitable target, and the absence of a 

capable guardian (Benson, 2021). While originally used to explain patterns of crime in urban 

environments, RAT has since been widely applied to various contexts, including workplace safety. It is 

especially useful for analysing physical and situational risk factors that may increase women's 

vulnerability to victimisation at work. 

In this study, RAT is applied to critically examine how the physical and organisational characteristics of 

certain work environments, particularly in high-risk professions and during night shifts, create conditions 

conducive to victimisation. The theory also informs practical strategies for crime prevention by identifying 

how adjustments in environmental design and organisational practices can reduce the opportunity for 

criminal acts. 
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Motivated Offenders in the Workplace 

A motivated offender, as defined by RAT, is any individual who has the intent and willingness to commit 

a crime. In workplace settings, such offenders may include supervisors, co-workers, clients, patients, or 

even outsiders who exploit weaknesses in the system. Motivation to offend can stem from various 

underlying issues such as power dynamics, personal grievances, psychological problems, substance 

abuse, or broader socio-cultural attitudes that normalise harassment and violence against women. 

For example, Zeeman (2024) reports an incident in Johannesburg where a school principal was shot 

and injured by a student demonstrating a clearly motivated offender with the intent and means to inflict 

harm. Similarly, the rape and assault of two nurses on night duty at the Ga-Chuene Clinic (SABC, 2025) 

further exemplifies how motivated offenders can exploit poorly secured workplace settings, especially 

during vulnerable hours. These cases reflect broader systemic problems and highlight the need to 

consider not only the immediate security threats but also the root causes of criminal motivation. 

Preventive strategies should therefore include targeted interventions such as addressing substance 

abuse, promoting mental health support, and enhancing employee screening and supervision 

processes. 

Suitable Targets: Women's Vulnerability in the Workplace 

The concept of a suitable target refers to individuals or assets that are perceived by offenders as 

accessible, unprotected, and likely to offer low resistance or risk (Hawdon, Parti, & Dearden, 2020). 

Within the workplace context, women especially those who are new to the job, occupy lower-ranking 

positions, or work alone during off-peak hours are often perceived as easier targets. Factors such as 

gender, age, lack of experience, and physical isolation contribute to this perception. 

In the aforementioned case involving the nurses on night duty, their gender, job role, and isolation made 

them particularly vulnerable and thus "suitable" targets in the eyes of offenders. To mitigate such risks, 

it is crucial to reduce target suitability by implementing structural safeguards. These may include: 

• Enhancing lighting and visibility in and around the workplace 

• Ensuring adequate staffing during night shifts 

• Limiting unsupervised work assignments, especially in isolated areas 

• Providing panic buttons or emergency alert systems 

Capable Guardians: The Role of Oversight and Surveillance 

The third component of RAT, the capable guardian, refers to any person or mechanism that can prevent 

or deter crime through monitoring, intervention, or simply by being present. In workplace environments, 
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capable guardians may include security personnel, CCTV systems, managerial oversight, and robust 

human resource policies (Chan & Gibbs, 2022). 

Effective guardianship requires not just presence but proactive engagement. Passive security measures 

are insufficient if not supported by swift response protocols, accountability structures, and regular review. 

Measures that can enhance guardianship in the workplace include: 

• Deployment of trained security guards 

• Installation of CCTV cameras in high-risk or low-traffic areas 

• Transparent office layouts to increase visibility 

• Comprehensive reporting systems for harassment and safety concerns 

• Regular training of staff and management on recognising and responding to signs of 

victimisation 

By applying RAT in this way, organisations can move from a reactive to a proactive model of crime 

prevention, ultimately contributing to safer, more equitable, and more supportive work environments for 

women. 

Methods and Data 

This study adopted a qualitative research approach to explore and understand the criminological 

dimensions of unsafe working environments for women, with a specific emphasis on how the physical 

environment contributes to victimisation and vulnerability. A qualitative approach was chosen because 

it allows for an in-depth exploration of subjective experiences, systemic patterns, and institutional 

failures that are not easily quantifiable, yet critically important in understanding the broader context of 

workplace safety for women. The research relied exclusively on secondary data, which was 

systematically sourced from a range of credible sources. Data was collected through a structured 

literature search using Google Scholar and supplemented with government publications, policy briefs, 

institutional reports, and reputable media coverage of real-world incidents. 

The selection of sources was guided by clearly defined inclusion criteria to ensure the relevance and 

credibility of the data. Only sources that met the following conditions were included in the study: Written 

in English, published within the last five years (2019 and 2024) and focused specifically on the safety of 

women in workplace settings. The primary keywords used in the search process included: “unsafe 

workplace,” “women,” “workplace victimisation,” “night shift safety,” “gender-based violence at work,” 

and “physical risk factors in workplace.” This keyword strategy enabled the retrieval of both academic 

literature and applied case studies relevant to criminological theory and real-world incidents. 
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The collected data were analysed using thematic content analysis, a method commonly used in 

qualitative research to identify, interpret, and report recurring patterns (themes) within textual data. This 

analytical method was particularly appropriate for synthesising insights across multiple source types and 

highlighting thematic consistencies in how unsafe environments are constructed, maintained, and 

experienced by women in the workplace. 

Results and Discussion 

Risk Factors Contributing to Unsafe Working Environments for Women 

According to Siqaqa and Mzangwa (2024), the findings highlight the widespread nature of gender-based 

discrimination and sexual harassment experienced by Women in construction (WiC). The study revealed 

that women on construction sites are frequently subjected to both gender and age discrimination, with 

sexual harassment emerging as the more pervasive concern. Reports included inappropriate physical 

contact, such as unwanted touching or being slapped on the buttocks by male colleagues, often without 

consent. Giglio, Schneider, Madden, Bond, McKay, Bozzo, Bhandari and Ghert (2022) indicate that 

women are more frequently subjected to gender-based and sexual harassment by individuals in 

positions of authority, such as direct supervisors or by patients in care settings. These workplace 

conditions were shown to contribute to significant emotional and psychological distress among WiC, 

affecting both their well-being and job satisfaction. 

Trinkenreich, Britto, Gerosa, and Steinmacher (2022) and Kibunja, Musembi, Kimani, and Gatimu (2021) 

have revealed the persistent influence of sexism and gendered microaggressions in professional 

environments, particularly in male-dominated sectors. Women are experiencing forms of verbal and 

behavioural marginalisation, such as having their perspectives overlooked during technical discussions 

and being subjected to stereotypes that question their competence and dedication, therefore leading to 

a high rate of women retiring (Homayuni, Hosseini, Aghamolaei & Shahini, 2021). 

Environmental Design that Creates an Unsafe Working Environment for Women 

Studies have noted that during non-peak hours, there are elevated safety concerns, diminished visibility, 

and insufficient monitoring infrastructure, such as train and bus stations (Gupta, Ashtt and Wankar, 

2024). Poor or inadequate street lighting can heighten women’s vulnerability to victimisation by reducing 

visibility and limiting opportunities for natural surveillance (Basu, Oviedo-Trespalacios, King, 

Kamruzzaman & Haque, 2022). Night shifts have also been linked to increased exposure to risks due 

to reduced supervision, limited access to support resources, and isolation (Jones & Reed, 2019). 

Women working night shifts often face increased risk of assault and rape, especially in understaffed or 

poorly secured environments. Additionally, the lack of adequate policies addressing nighttime safety 

contributes to a heightened sense of fear and isolation. 
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General Safety of Women in the Workplace  

The establishment of clearly defined workplace policies that address safety, harassment, and 

discrimination. These frameworks are well-articulated and actively implemented, with consistent review 

to ensure their effectiveness and relevance (Khorate, 2024; Khan, 2023). Mittal and Singhal (2021) 

stated that women focused legislative frameworks, such as the Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal 

of Sexual Harassment at the Workplace Act, 2013, in India, are designed to safeguard women against 

workplace harassment.  Compulsory staff training across all levels of the organisation, including 

leadership, promotes a culture of accountability and inclusivity (Madsen, Townsend and Scribner, 2020; 

Haynes, May, Lambert and Keena, 2020). In the study of Giesbrecht (2022) supported that training of 

staff members to recognise and respond to violence and abuse experienced by women improves 

productivity and flexibility in the workplace. 

Practical Implications 

This study examined the safety of women in the workplace through a criminological lens, with a specific 

focus on high-risk environments and night shift work. By applying Routine Activity Theory (RAT), the 

research revealed how the convergence of motivated offenders, suitable targets, and the absence of 

capable guardians creates conditions that heighten the vulnerability of female employees, especially in 

under-secured and poorly monitored workspaces. The findings highlight that unsafe physical 

environments and systemic gender-based discrimination contribute to the ongoing victimisation of 

women at work.  

Recommendations 

To address these issues, the study recommends the following: 

• Structural Changes: Establish independent oversight bodies to handle complaints and enforce 

accountability. This will encourage employees to report without fear of victimisation and bias.  

• Physical Security: organisations need to beef up their security by having proper access 

control, ensuring that employees who work night shifts are safe.  

• Panic buttons: organisations need to install panic buttons in the offices of employees. 

Whenever they feel unsafe, they can press the button for help 

• Policy Reform: Promote zero-tolerance policies for harassment and conduct regular training 

focused on gender sensitivity and workplace equity. 

• Improve environmental design by ensuring visibility in the offices. Transparent office space can 

help to reduce harassment and other form of violence 
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• Conduct regular safety audits to check whether employees feel safe 

Promoting the safety of women in the workplace is not only a moral imperative but a strategic one that 

enhances productivity, retention, and organisational integrity.  

Funding: No funding 
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