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Abstract
Sexual harassment and other forms of transit crime are everyday occurrences for
women and girls around the world. The absence of safety hampers the ability of
numerous women to engage freely in school, employment, and public activities without
being alert. This research explores women’s safety experiences, particularly focusing
on young women in diverse rural and urban environments. We utilized chi-square
analysis and regression models to analyze data obtained from a survey distributed to
railway passengers in 2022 across neighboring municipalities in southern central
Sweden. Findings show that being young makes women more likely to be victimized.
Although rural women feel safer than their urban counterparts, they are more often
willing to take precautionary measures before taking a trip (e.g., more often traveling
with someone in the evening or avoiding certain stations). These findings call for
gender-age-sensitive mobility policies, taking into account the intersectionality of
transit safety, and reflecting women’s and girls’ safety needs in particular rural contexts.
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Introduction

The 67th session of the United Nations Commission on the Status of Women reached a
consensus on ways and means of achieving gender equality and the empowerment of
women and girls with a particular focus on rural women. The agreed conclusions
adopted by the Commission indicate that the existence of schools, jobs, and health care
across rural areas is an essential component of the empowerment of women and girls
around the world (Commission on the Status of Women Sixty-Seventh Session, 2023).
However, despite these efforts, the narrative of these documents neglects the basic
conditions for women’s mobility, which is essential for their economic and social
autonomy. Access to safe, reliable, and affordable transportation for rural women to
access schools, jobs, etc., is still poorly understood and not considered a priority in
international policy. Yet, it is essential for an individual’s future life opportunities.

While young women are statistically more at risk of being victimized, older and/or
disabled individuals tend to be more fearful (Lagrange & Ferraro, 1989). There is a
need to better understand the effects of individual factors on victimization and fear of
crime, (such as age, ethnicity, or frequency of use of the transportation system) but also
their intersections to situational circumstances, for instance, living in remote rural areas.
Therefore, we approach women’s safety from an intersectional perspective (Crenshaw,
1989), recognizing that various factors such as age and gender identity intersect to
shape unique experiences of vulnerability. In areas where public transport is available,
poor road infrastructure and unreliable timetables make women and children vulnerable
along roads in rural areas (Njenga & Davis, 2003). By acknowledging these inter-
secting dimensions, our approach addresses the diverse and nuanced challenges women
may face particularly in rural contexts.

Women’s transit safety conditions are a relevant issue worldwide and have been
widely reported in urban environments (Gopal & Shin, 2019; Loukaitou-Sideris &
Fink, 2008; Lubitow et al., 2017; Stanko, 1990; Valentine, 1990), but less so in rural
contexts. Women’s transit safety needs are important because women in most parts of
the world are ‘transit captives’, and are overly reliant on public transport for their
mobility. The risk of being a victim of crime is exacerbated by poor road infrastructure
and unreliable vehicles and timetables. Sparsely populated areas make it difficult for
women to count on bystander intervention if anything happens (Hollis & Hankhouse,
2019). Although a particular concern of women is the fear of being a victim of sexual
assault while in transit, an issue that seems quite universal (Ceccato & Loukaitou-
Sideris, 2020), the evidence on women’s and especially young women’s transit safety in
rural areas, is scant.

Our research contributes to this knowledge base by reporting on women’s and girls’
transit safety in a Scandinavian country, Sweden. By comparing victimization and
safety perceptions of women living in the most remote areas with those living in urban
areas, we aim to investigate women’s and girls’ strategies to reduce the risk of vic-
timization and/or neutralize feelings of fear, by identifying women’s most common
strategies and daily precautions. Sweden serves as an ideal country for this study due to
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its advanced and longstanding public policies promoting gender equality. These
policies have been recognized globally, with the United Nations naming Sweden as the
most gender-equal country in the world during the 1990s (Rothstein, 2012). Yet, 59%
of young women feel safe in transit against 69% among men in the same age group
(Svensk Kollektivtrafik, 2022). Another indicator of concern comes from a recent
survey that shows that almost half of the respondents declare being subjected to vi-
olence (often sexual) in public places by people they do not know well and a quarter of
this violence happens in transit environments (Westerstrand et al., 2022). Yet, none of
these figures take into account potential differences between rural and urban areas in
women’s victimization and/or safety perceptions.

Women’s Transit Safety in Rural Contexts: A Brief Overview

The current study contributes to the international literature on the multifaceted nature of
transit safety perceived by women in both rural and urban contexts. We start by defining
fear and fear of crime then we review research on fear of crime that has considered
complementary components of fear: dispositional fear, which reflects inter-individual
differences in the tendency to experience fear, and situational fear, which refers to a
transitory state of experiencing fear for instance while in transit (Gabriel & Greve,
2003; Kappes et al., 2013), also noting that situational and dispositional safety per-
ceptions influence each other.

Fear is, according to Warr (2000, p. 453), “an emotion, a feeling of alarm or dread
caused by awareness or expectation of danger.” If one concentrates on looking at “fear
of crime” only, Ferraro (1995, p. 8) defines it as “an emotional reaction of dread or
anxiety to crime or symbols that a person associates with crime.” Past studies have
demonstrated that an individual’s apprehensions are influenced by personal attributes,
encompassing factors like physical capabilities, age, gender, socioeconomic status, and
ethnic background. Below we discuss these.

Dispositional Fear

Among the most important individual factors in defining the risk of victimization and
perceived perceptions are gender and age. Traditionally, women are portrayed as being
more fearful than men (in particular in public places) about their personal safety (Box
et al., 1988; Koskela, 1999; Loukaitou-Sideris, 2005). As previous research has
suggested, women’s fear of crime is an expression of women’s fear of men’s violence
and works as a barometer of women’s actual and perceived vulnerability to men’s
physical and sexual violence (Stanko, 1990). Most recent feminist scholarship has
enriched this analysis with intersectional perspectives, taking into account multiple
axes of oppression based not only on ethnic background and class, but also on age and
gender status (for a review, see Barberet, 2014). Studies with older and disabled in-
dividuals found that they tend to be fearful and express particular safety needs (Ceccato
& Bamzar, 2016; Iudici et al., 2017; Killias & Clerici, 2000; Sundling, 2016; Yin, 1980),
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as those who belong to the LGBTQI community and those who are economically
disadvantaged (Box et al., 1988; Garofalo & Laub, 1978; Pain & Smith, 2008; Sundling
& Ceccato, 2022). Additionally, among individual factors, prior victimization is often
considered as a determinant of an individual’s fear, particularly in discussions about the
situational conditions of crime and fear of crime in rural areas (Hale, 1996; Killias &
Clerici, 2000).

Situational Conditions of Crime and Fear in Rural Transit Contexts

Women often report being more fearful than men in transit environments (Ceccato,
2013; Cresswell & Uteng, 2008; Dymen & Ceccato, 2012; Loukaitou-Sideris, 1999),
even though men are more often victims of reported crime in these environments than
women (Morgan & Smith, 2006). However, crime and harassment against women are
also often underreported. For example, in an international study, only between 3 and
17% (depending on the country) of the women who had been subjected to harassment
or assault had reported it (Whitzman et al., 2020). Moreover, women’s fears are
different than men’s as women are more subjected to sexual crime than men but also to
recurrent sexual harassment that can cause fear of more serious crime (Lorenc et al.,
2013). This is important to note as women are sometimes accused of having “irrational”
fears (Mellgren & Ivert, 2019). Yet, “as consumers of transport, women have too often
been assumed to have identical needs to men’s, it is clear that women have travel needs
as significant to those of men and in many respects distinct from them. There are
significant differences between women’s transport demands as opposed to men’s to
justify treating women separately” (Hamilton & Jenkins, 2000). Previous research
shows that victimization is dependent on surveillance conditions, emptiness, crowd-
edness, CCTV, maintenance, and lighting conditions (e.g. Block & Davis; Ceccato
et al., 2013; Ouimet & Tremblay, 2001; Piza & Kennedy, 2003). What remains unclear
is whether women’s safety needs in rural and urban contexts are similar.

In comparison with those who live in urban areas, rural individuals often lack
reliable public transportation, forcing women to rely on personal vehicles or walk long
distances (Ceccato, 2016). Great distances between residences and sparse population
density can exacerbate the sense of isolation and make women feel more vulnerable to
crime. Rural areas, compared to urban areas, have fewer police patrols which they can
turn to, heightening their fear of crime, as they may perceive a lack of protection and do
not see the point in reporting crime victimization (Abraham & Ceccato, 2022). Ad-
ditionally, in close-knit rural communities, where people often know each other,
women may fear that reporting a crime or seeking help could lead to social stigma,
ostracism, retaliation, or the spread of rumors. This fear can discourage women from
coming forward or speaking out about their experiences which for some may occur in
the domestic realm (DeKeseredy, 2015; DeKeseredy & Joseph, 2006).

Women who feel anxiety when waiting for the train to come after dark may avoid
such spots in the future, restricting their mobility (Bromley et al., 2000). An individual
may create ‘avoidance strategies’ that generate modifications in one’s behavioral
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patterns to avoid future exposure to risk (e.g. avoiding a particular route when it is dark)
or appeal for ‘risk management strategies’ to mitigate risks once they appear by
manipulating factors in the environment which are the source of stress (Gordon &
Riger, 1989; Riger et al., 1982), for instance, by sitting close to the driver in an evening
bus after feeling stalked.

Individuals’ fears do not solely manifest themselves in restricted use of public space
but in extreme cases may also lead to self-confinement, making them ‘prisoners in their
own homes’ (Henderson & Bialeschki, 1993, p. 45). This is a clear example of what
Jackson and Gray (2010) refer to as ‘dysfunctional fear’, whereby anxiety impairs an
individual’s agency and reduces the quality of life. In some cases, precautionary actions
can be perceived positively as they are in fact ‘functional’ (Gray et al., 2011). In that
case, fear becomes the main motivation for one to take action, as it supports activities
that make crime and victimization more difficult to occur, such as participating in
patrols or watch schemes.

Research Design

Therefore, for this case study, we followed the recent strand of Western research on
transit safety and set out to investigate the following research questions.

RQ1 – Does victimization in transit environments vary between riders from rural
and urban areas? Are women more victimized? Does it vary by age, location and
modality?

RQ2 – Do safety perceptions of riders vary during the trip (on the way to/from the
station) and between rural and urban areas? Are women more fearful? and where,
and how?

RQ3 – What are the most common precautionary measures taken by women? Do
they differ in rural and urban contexts?

The Study Area

Sweden has 10.4 million inhabitants and one of the largest land areas in Europe. The
winters are long and dark, often with snowcapped grounds, especially in the north,
while summers are bright, even late in the evening. The population density is sub-
stantially higher in the south, where the study area is located. As of 2019, around 88%
of Sweden’s population lived in urban areas, while the remaining 12% lived in rural
areas (World Bank, 2022). Our study area is composed of 47 rail-bound stations
distributed over three railway lines stretching through central and southern Sweden,
serving 28 municipalities, which together have a total population of 1.78 million
inhabitants (SCB, 2020). Altogether, 64,000 passengers travel on these railway lines in
an average year (Swedish Transport Administration, 2009). In this study, ‘urban area’
encompasses all respondents living in the urban core of a municipality while ‘rural area’
includes all respondents outside of the urban core. Most of the stations are located in
small towns with a population of less than 15,000 inhabitants, but looking at the
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municipal group division, many of these small towns seem to be close to at least one
larger city or municipality. For example, it may be that many of the residents of a small
town commute to a nearby larger city for work (15,000 – 37,499 inhabitants). There are
several medium-sized urban areas on the three routes, such as Södertälje, Eskilstuna,
Örebro, Norrköping and Linköping. Gothenburg is the only one that qualifies under the
big city category (above 37,500 inhabitants). The stations included in the study are thus
long-distance railway stations. Some of them also have a bus terminal or a bus stop
nearby. Alcohol-selling outlets, restaurants, and coffee shops are relatively common in
the vicinity of the stations. Schools are often located near the stations, not in direct
connection but at a certain walking distance. There are many parks and woodlands
surrounding the stations, and they usually have a parking lot within 100 m of the
station. A higher-than-average proportion of women is found residing close to small
and medium-sized stations (SCB, 2020). This principle can also be applied to the
proportion of people living in apartment buildings, particularly concentrated in the
vicinity of medium-sized and large stations.

Data

This analysis is based on a unique dataset collected for the funded grant proposal
entitled “The effect of the station environment on crime and passenger’s safety per-
ceptions” funded by the Swedish Transport Administration with a particular focus on
policy recommendations towards user-centered and sustainable public transportation.
In cooperation with the National Association of Transit Riders, we conducted a
systematic and detailed inspection (winter 2021 and summer 2022) of all stations and
their surroundings (including photo documentation). In this inspection, amenities in
each station area were assessed and documented, for example, if there is a restaurant or
café. Other features that may be important for safety or victimization were also as-
sessed, such as tunnels. Following approval by the Swedish Ethical Review Authority,
data was collected between May and November 2022.

We combined answers from two quasi-identical surveys, one in print and one online
survey in the Swedish language. To promote the survey, posters and cards were set up
during fieldwork inspection in the summer of 2022. The survey was also distributed in
Facebook groups by the municipalities and other groups and organizations. The web-
based platform, Crowdsignal (https://crowdsignal.com/), was used to administer the
questionnaire, consisting of 27 questions. The total sample of women was 2076 and the
basis for this study consisted of N = 3402 individuals who responded to the ques-
tionnaire (but the N may vary by question). The sampling fraction was calculated by
dividing the number of individuals in the sample by the total population size (3402/
64,000 = 0.05) which is 5%. In our case, the sample is representative of the whole
system following stratification by station size/population gender/night/day passengers.
Of these 74% are urban and 26% are rural, 61% identified as female, 34% as male, 3%
as LGBTQI (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer or intersex), and 2% selected the
category “other”. According to recent statistics from Sweden, women are also more
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inclined to use public transport regularly, with 56% reporting monthly use, compared to
43% of men (1% other) (Svensk Kollektivtrafik, 2024). A large majority of the re-
spondents were between 30 and 59 years old and born in Sweden, but 29% of the
respondents were younger than 30 years old, and 12% of the respondents were born
outside Sweden. This is comparable with national data indicating that young people
(under 26 years old in this case) account for 22% of public transport users, with the
majority being middle-aged (Svensk Kollektivtrafik, 2024). In this study, young
women are defined as “girls”who are 18 years old or younger (123 are 18 years old and
younger, 7.2%). A large share of the surveyed passengers reported that they travel by
train less than once a month (32%), while almost the same share are frequent users
(27%), using the train at least four days a week. Travel frequency among the general
population of riders is similar, which shows that 36% use public transport less than once
a month, but 20% use it almost every day. Most people are categorized as “switchers”,
meaning they travel with both car and public transport at least once a month (Svensk
Kollektivtrafik, 2024).

Modelling Crime and Fear of Crime

Descriptive statistics were used to characterize the data and to test for differences
between two independent groups. Appendix 1 summarizes the characteristics of the
dataset. We started the confirmatory analysis using binary logistic regression models to
explore the relationships between victimization and fear of crime (No = 0, Yes = 1) as
dependent variables. Independent variables included individual (e.g., age, disability,
frequency of use of railway systems) and environmental factors (e.g., poor mainte-
nance, poor illumination, open drug markets, isolated station). Here is a summary of the
modelling strategy: First, several questions in the questionnaire that had response
options related to the social and physical environments in public transport were
identified. The variables that were significant at the 10% level were then used in the
multivariate model together with individual characteristics. The result from the
multivariate model was then used to sort out the significant variables for the final model
that have been presented in Table 1.

Results

Victimization and Safety Perceptions Among Women

The results of the bivariate analysis of victimization and safety perception are found in
Appendix 2. Of women riders, 15% declared they had been victimized in the last five
years while in transit using rail-bound transportation (N = 2031). Of these, by far the
most common types of victimization experiences were of a sexual nature including
stalking (46%), and sexual harassment (45%). Less common were property crime,
violence, and threat or hate crime. Figure 1 shows the percentage of women who have
been victimized by various types of crimes, along with the corresponding fear levels

378 Feminist Criminology 19(4)



T
ab

le
1.

Lo
gi
st
ic
re
gr
es
si
on

re
su
lts

of
Y
=
V
ic
tim

iz
at
io
n
(a
)
an
d
Y
=
Fe
ar

of
C
ri
m
e
(b
)
at

th
e
st
at
io
n
an
d
on

th
e
w
ay

to
th
e
st
at
io
n.

Y
=
V
ic
tim

iz
at
io
n
/F
ea
r
of
cr
im
e
=
1
O
th
er
w
is
e,
0

(a
)

(b
)

V
ic
tim

iz
at
io
n
at

th
e
st
at
io
n

N
=
95

V
ic
tim

iz
at
io
n
on

th
e
w
ay

to
th
e

st
at
io
n
N
=
11
1

Fe
ar

of
cr
im
e
N
=
44
0
V
ic
tim

of
cr
im
e
at

th
e
st
at
io
n

Fe
ar

of
cr
im
e
N
=
44
0
V
ic
tim

of
cr
im
e
on

th
e
w
ay

O
R

C
.I.

95
%

p
O
R

C
.I.

95
%

p
O
R

C
.I.

95
%

p
O
R

C
.I.

95
%

p

In
di
vid

ua
l

ch
ar
ac
te
ris
tic
s

Y
ou

ng
(u
nd
er

18
)

3.
53

1
1.
26

4
9.
86

6
0.
01

6
2.
85

2
1.
09

3
7.
44

1
0.
03

2
2.
99

7
1.
09

6
8.
19

8
0.
03

3
2.
82

3
1.
05

4
7.
56

1
0.
03

9
Li
ve
s
in

ru
ra
la
re
a

1.
80

7
1.
09

3
2.
98

6
0.
02

1
1.
48
0

0.
92
3

2.
37
4

0.
10
4

1.
10
3

0.
80
1

1.
52
0

0.
54
8

1.
13
1

0.
82
2

1.
55
8

0.
45
0

Y
ou

ng
w
om

en
X

liv
es

ru
ra
l

0.
34
5

0.
07
3

1.
63
6

0.
18
0

0.
33
6

0.
07
5

1.
49
9

0.
15
3

0.
22

0
0.
05

3
0.
92

4
0.
03

9
0.
24

4
0.
06

0
0.
99

4
0.
04

9

V
ic
tim

of
cr
im
e

4.
92

8
2.
81

8
8.
61

9
0.
00

0
4.
10

1
2.
52

8
6.
65

4
0.
00

0
Fo

re
ig
n-
bo

rn
1.
24
7

0.
56
3

2.
76
4

0.
58
7

0.
69
5

0.
29
0

1.
66
8

0.
41
5

0.
83
5

0.
50
5

1.
38
3

0.
48
4

0.
89
6

0.
54
3

1.
47
9

0.
66
7

Fr
eq
ue
nt

tr
av
el
le
r

(4
-7

da
ys
/w
)

1.
95

1
1.
20

5
3.
15

8
0.
00

7
1.
84

3
1.
17

5
2.
89

1
0.
00

8
1.
41

6
1.
03

2
1.
94

2
0.
03

1
1.
42

5
1.
03

9
1.
95

4
0.
02

8

T
ra
ve
ld

ur
in
g
ni
gh
t-
tim

e
1.
68

2
1.
04

8
2.
69

8
0.
03

1
1.
53

0
0.
99

5
2.
35

2
0.
05

3*
1.
46

0
1.
10

9
1.
92

1
0.
00

7
1.
47

6
1.
12

1
1.
94

2
0.
00

5
R
ed
uc
ed

m
ob

ili
ty

2.
79

7
1.
28

3
6.
09

4
0.
01

0
1.
82
8

0.
83
5

4.
00
3

0.
13
2

1.
73

1
0.
93

2
3.
21

4
0.
08

2*
1.
87

1
1.
01

0
3.
46

5
0.
04

6
Lo

w
in
co
m
e
(u
nd
er

25
0k
/y
ea
r)

1.
44
4

0.
80
5

2.
59
2

0.
21
8

1.
94

4
1.
15

8
3.
26

3
0.
01

2
1.
25
4

0.
86
5

1.
81
8

0.
23
3

1.
19
6

0.
82
3

1.
73
8

0.
34
9

T
ra
ns
it-
ca
pt
iv
e

0.
91
0

0.
55
9

1.
48
1

0.
70
5

0.
87
6

0.
55
8

1.
37
4

0.
56
5

0.
79
4

0.
59
0

1.
07
0

0.
12
9

0.
80
4

0.
59
7

1.
08
3

0.
15
0

T
ru
st

in
po

lic
e

0.
48

7
0.
28

2
0.
84

1
0.
01

0
0.
49

0
0.
29

6
0.
81

1
0.
00

6
0.
61

3
0.
41

3
0.
91

0
0.
01

5
0.
62

2
0.
41

9
0.
92

3
0.
01

8
St
at
io
n’
s

ch
ar
ac
te
ris
tic
s

Po
or

ill
um

in
at
io
n

0.
96
4

0.
59
3

1.
56
8

0.
88
4

0.
79
4

0.
50
2

1.
25
3

0.
32
1

0.
77
6

0.
57
2

1.
05
3

0.
10
4

0.
79
6

0.
58
7

1.
08
0

0.
14
2

La
ck

of
st
af
f

1.
85

1
1.
15

0
2.
98

0
0.
01

1
1.
07
6

0.
70
3

1.
64
8

0.
73
6

2.
43

3
1.
83

8
3.
22

1
0.
00

0
2.
59

9
1.
96

2
3.
44

3
0.
00

0
Po

or
m
ai
nt
en
an
ce

0.
99
3

0.
59
3

1.
66
2

0.
97
8

0.
92
2

0.
56
3

1.
50
8

0.
74
6

1.
17
6

0.
84
2

1.
64
1

0.
34
1

1.
19
5

0.
85
6

1.
66
7

0.
29
5

T
un
ne
l

1.
16
0

0.
70
8

1.
90
3

0.
55
6

1.
33
3

0.
83
9

2.
11
6

0.
22
3

1.
97

3
1.
45

4
2.
67

8
0.
00

0
1.
93

7
1.
42

8
2.
62

8
0.
00

0
Is
ol
at
ed

st
at
io
n

1.
15
0

0.
70
7

1.
87
0

0.
57
3

1.
11
6

0.
70
7

1.
76
3

0.
63
8

1.
25
0

0.
92
1

1.
69
6

0.
15
2

1.
25
4

0.
92
4

1.
70
2

0.
14
7

D
ru
g
us
e/
se
lli
ng

at
st
at
io
n

2.
02

7
1.
26

6
3.
24

7
0.
00

3
2.
04

9
1.
32

2
3.
17

5
0.
00

1
1.
74

9
1.
29

9
2.
35

5
0.
00

0
1.
73

4
1.
28

8
2.
33

3
0.
00

0

N
ag
el
ke
rk
e
R
Sq
ua
re

0.
12
3

0.
16
3

0.
22
0

0.
21
9

O
R
=
O
dd
s
ra
tio

,C
I
=
C
on

fi
de
nc
e
in
te
rv
al
,p

=
p-
va
lu
e,

st
at
is
tic
al
ly
si
gn
ifi
ca
nt

at
th
e
5%

le
ve
la
t
m
os
t.

Ceccato et al. 379



reported by those women who feel unsafe. Most women riders said they had been
victimized on the train (56%), platform (54%), or on the way to the station (52%).
Fewer incidents took place in the station environment (waiting room, toilet) or its
immediate surroundings, such as the bus terminal or car park. Girls 18 years old and
under were victimized more than those who are older – a quarter of the girls reported
having been victim to any crime, compared to 15% of women above 18 years old (χ2 (1,
N = 1670) = 8.5, p < .004). However, fewer girls were the victims of aggressive
panhandling (χ2 (1, N = 262) = 9.6, p = .002) compared to women above 18, and they
experienced stalking to a greater extent (χ2 (1, N = 262) = 4.6, p = .032).

Rural women tend to feel safer at home (where they live), only 9% of rural women
feel unsafe where they live, compared to 13% of urban women; (χ2 (1, N = 1830) = 5.1,
p = .24) and at the station (14% of rural women always feel unsafe at the station),
compared to 19% of urban women; (χ2 (1,N = 1716) = 5.7, p = .017) than urban women
do. However, there were no significant differences between rural and urban women
about crime type of victimization and location of the incident. As many as 39% of
women said they had experienced fear of being victimized while in transit using rail-
bound transportation (N = 2029). They were most fearful of property crimes, such as
theft or robbery (69%), while many also said that they were afraid of being victims of
sexual harassment (60%), violence (59%), and stalking (59%) (Figure 1).

Figure 2 shows that of the women who experienced fear, most reported that they
felt unsafe in the tunnel/bridge connecting to the platform (86%) and on the way to the
station (74%). They generally felt safer while on the platform or the train. There were no
significant differences in fear between rural and urban women about these transit
settings.

Figure 1. Women’s transit safety: The relationship between women’s victimization and fear of
crime. Nvictim = 297 and NFear = 795.
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There is no significant difference between girls aged 18 years or younger in fear of
victimization compared to women above 18 years old (χ2 (1,N = 1672) = 1.6, p = .210),
but in comparison with all other riders, the difference is significant (χ2 (1, N = 2982) =
8.5, p = .004). However, young girls are less fearful of property crimes (χ2 (1, N =
717) = 15.8, p = .001) and violence (χ2 (1, N = 717) = 7.1, p = .00) when compared to
women above 18 years old, but more afraid of being victims of sexual harassment (χ2

(1, N = 717) = , p = .001) and stalking (χ2 (1, N = 717) = 6.7, p = .009).
In the next section, we assess how factors such as age and disability interact with

other factors to determine women’s victimization and patterns of fear (Figure 3).

Modeling Fear of Victimization and Safety Perceptions Among Women

Table 1 reports the results of the modeling of women’s transit safety, taking charac-
teristics of the individual and the station into consideration, classified here as ‘vic-
timization’ and ‘fear of crime’.

Victimization. Women who live in rural areas are 1.8 times more likely to be victimized
at the station (often a smaller station) than those living in urban areas. For women being
victimized on the way to the station, the difference was not significant between women
living in rural and urban areas (Table 1). Age is a powerful explanatory factor for
experiencing crime as well as fear of crime. Young girls (aged 18 years or younger) are
3.5 times more likely than older women to have experienced crime at the station. On the
way to the station, the likelihood is slightly smaller but still significant: young women
are 2.8 times more likely to be victimized than older women. Young women living in

Figure 2. Women’s transit safety: The relationship betweenWomen’s victimization and fear of
crime by transit setting. Nvictim = 297 and NFear = 1018.
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rural areas were not more likely to be victimized on the way to the station than older
women. Having reduced mobility significantly increases the likelihood of women being
victimized both at the station as well as on the way to it (2.7 times at the station and
1.8 times on the way to the station). Women who frequently travel (1.9 times) are more
likely to be victimized at the station and on the way to the station (1.8 times more likely)
than those who do not travel as often. Those who travel during the night-time are 1.7 times
more likely to be exposed to crime at the station and on the way to the station (1.5 times).

How one experiences transit environments has a direct and significant impact on the
likelihood of being exposed to crime. This suggests a complex and multifaceted rela-
tionship between women’s trust in law enforcement and their experiences of victimization.
Victim-blaming or insensitive treatment by law enforcement can further discourage
women from coming forward. Women from marginalized communities may have poorer
confidence in the police due to historical or systemic factors. These communities may also
face higher rates of crime, leading to increased victimization. Note that in our sample,
women declaring themselves to be victims of crime in transit tend to be twice as exposed to
stations that have open drugmarkets at the station or on the way to the station. Lack of staff
seems to affect the victimization of women at the station only. They are 1.8 times more
likely to be victimized in stations with a lack of staff, however other factors such as the
location of the station (whether it is isolated) or indicators of maintenance or illumination,
are not significant. The absence of station staff is only significant for one model, spe-
cifically the one addressing the likelihood of victimization during the journey to the station.

Fear of Crime. Young women are nearly three times as likely to feel fear of crime at the
station or on the way to it compared to older women. Interestingly, young women living in
rural areas feel less fear of crime than their urban counterparts (Table 1) both at the station

Figure 3. Women’s transit safety: The relationship between Women’s fear of crime by transit
setting. N<=18yrs = 58 and N >18yrs = 1010.
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and on the way to the station. Being previously victimized increases women’s chances of
experiencing fear of crime, both at the station and on the way to it. Women living in rural
areas do not appear to be a significant factor in any of the models of fear of crime. At the
station, women with disabilities or reduced mobility are more likely to say they feel unsafe
than those without disabilities. Being a frequent traveler and travel during the night in-
creases the likelihood of feeling fear of victimization. Poor trust in the police increases the
chances of increased fear amongwomen both at the station or on their way to it. Being low-
income, being transit-captive, or foreign born –are all irrelevant when it comes to ex-
plaining the geography of fear of crime. Among the variables that characterize the station,
drug use/selling at the station reduces safety (Table 1). The quality of illumination, poor
maintenance, and isolated stations are not significant factors affecting women’s victimi-
zation in transit. However, women spending time in stations with a lack of staff are
2.4 times more likely to feel unsafe. Similarly, those exposed to tunnels at the station and in
between are nearly twice as likely to feel unsafe compared to those who are not.

Findings indicate that the intersectional experience of being young and identifying
as a woman increases risk of victimization. For models of safety perceptions, previous
victimization increases the likelihood of women’s fear nearly five times compared to
those who haven’t previously been victimized. Having reduced mobility increases the
likelihood of victimization at the station but not on the way to the station. The presence
of tunnels at the station or close to it increases the likelihood of women’s fear of crime
but not women’s actual victimization. The following variables were insignificant: born
abroad, being transit-captive, or living in a low-income household. The only exception
for low-income households was the model on women’s victimization on the way to the
station, which shows that women are twice as likely to be victimized on the way to the
station if they belong to a low-income household.

Women’s Precautionary Measures: Rural and Urban Differences

Although rural women say they feel safer in their place of residence (9% of rural
women feel unsafe where they live, compared to 13% of urban women; (χ2 (1, N =
1830) = 5.1, p = .24) and in transit environments (14% of rural women feel unsafe at the
station), compared to 19% of urban women; (χ2 (1, N = 1716) = 5.7, p = .017) than
urban women do, they take several precautionary measures to prevent themselves from
victimization, however some of these measures are similar to their urban counterparts.
For instance, rural women are more likely to avoid certain stations in the evening (χ2 (1,
N = 1760) = 4.5, p = .033) and travel with someone in the evening (χ2 (1, N = 1760) =
4.0, p = .046) than urban women. Urban women on the other hand report that they avoid
wearing certain clothing as a precautionary measure (χ2 (1, N = 1760) = 4,0, p = .044).

Discussions of the Results

Although only one sixth of womenwere victimized in transit, nearly half were in fear while
at stations and or on the way to them. Stalking and sexual harassment (around 45% of those
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victimized) are the most common types of crimes against women, while a large majority of
women are afraid of being robbed, being victims of theft, and sexual harassment. This
dominance of sexual offenses against women has been previously confirmed by research in
Sweden and elsewhere (Ceccato et al., 2019; Gekoski et al., 2017). Younger women, those
experiencing reduced mobility, night-time travelers and those previously victimized are
more at risk of crime than other female riders using railways (for similar findings, see also
Ding et al., 2020). The importance of the intersectionality of gender and age in women’s
safety is corroborated by results from the regression models, showing that regardless of
where one lives, being young (18 years old and under) makes a woman more likely to be
victimized in transit than older women. Note that as soon as we start breaking the data into
subgroups to execute the analysis (for instance, young women in rural areas), it is difficult
to be certain that we have a representation of all these subgroups for each station or track,
therefore caution is needed when interpreting results.

The places of victimization and fear are not always the same (see also evidence in
Ding et al., 2020 and Loukaitou-Sideris, 2006). It makes sense that women are more
victimized on the train and platform, as these places are locations where people converge
to take the train, providing opportunistic scenarios for perpetrators. However, the most
fearful places as perceived by women are tunnels/bridges, or other places on the way to
the station, which tend to bemore isolated, promoting anonymity and limiting any type of
intervention if anything happens (Hollis & Hankhouse, 2019). The isolation amplifies the
perception of vulnerability, as these areas limit the presence of witnesses or assistance,
contributing to heightened fear among women, especially in long dark winters.

Rural women are almost twice as likely to be victimized at railway stations in rural areas
as their urban counterparts after controlling for other individual and situational factors.
However, this pattern of victimization does not impact fear – quite the opposite. Those who
are 18 years old or younger and living in rural areas say they feel safer both at the station
and on the way to it than their urban counterparts and the question is why? A possible
explanation might be associated with women’s “conditions of full acquaintance that offer
security and familiarity” in rural areas as suggested by Milgram (1974, p. 46). In other
words, they feel safe at their homes and in their immediate areas – a feeling that is
transferred to other places, including at the station and on theway to them. Signs of physical
deterioration are also thought to be more important determinants of fear of crime than the
actual crime itself (Skogan, 1990; Wilson & Kelling, 1982). Urban blight like abandoned
buildings, litter, vandalism, and loitering can trigger fear of crime (Lewis & Maxfield,
1980). Fear can also be linked to implicit stereotypes about race and deprivation, at least in
urban areas, which help perpetuate segregation and suspicion among groups and fear
(Sampson&Raudenbush, 2004). However, trying to untangle causal mechanisms between
victimization and fear is a difficult task since these transit environments are embedded in
different contexts and our sample of womenwas not stratified by gender at the station level.

It is also worth noting that rural women, despite feeling safer overall than urban women,
are more likely to: avoid certain stations when it is dark and travel with someone in the
evening compared to urban women. Given that long dark winters are typical in Scan-
dinavian countries, this type of avoidance behavior is bound to generate extra ‘daily safety
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work’ (Vera-Gray & Kelly, 2020) for rural women. Urban women on the other hand
reported a higher degree of risk management strategies (Gordon & Riger, 1989) such as
avoiding wearing certain clothing as a precautionary measure. Future research should
investigate the nature of women’s fear of crime given that their fear may not reflect just the
offense but also its consequences, which may differ for women in urban and rural areas.

Conclusions and Recommendations

This study provides an examination of the factors influencing women’s transit safety in
Sweden, especially young women in rural areas. We show that the risk of victimization is
neither homogeneously distributed among women nor across different transit environ-
ments. Findings also indicate that although rural women feel safer where they live or while
in transit, they may take more precautionary measures against being victimized than their
urban counterparts. Yet, little is known about the costs of taking these precautions for
women (Natarajan, 2016) or the effectiveness of these precautions and safety interventions.

At the turn of the millennium, Hamilton and Jenkins (2000) argued that failure to
produce a public transportation system that meets women’s needs is a matter of ex-
acerbating exclusion and a commercial disaster because women are the prime users of
public transportation worldwide. It is frustrating that even after more than two decades,
the 2023 Agreed Conclusions of the United Nations Commission on the Status of
Women highlight ways to empower rural women and girls but not once mention the
words “mobility”, “transport”, “transit” and “safety”! When security is mentioned in
the document, it is done either in relation to “food security” or “tenure security”
(Commission on the Status of Women Sixty-Seventh Session, 2023) suggesting that
accessibility and remoteness are not relevant components of the rural context.

Current transportation policies at national and local levels can no longer afford to
implement gender-age-neutral mobility policies that neglect the intersectionality of transit
safety. National guidelines that involve the creation of educational campaigns and policy
frameworks are also essential. Public transport authorities should launch awareness
campaigns for the general public against transit crime, sharing strategies and getting in-
stitutions, organizations, and the public at large to work together to reduce these incidents.

Improvements in the environment women are exposed to along their trips are nec-
essary to makewomen feel safer, especially those who have longer trips from their homes
to the stations. An important area of future research is to identify settings and places that
should be improved to decrease victimization and maximize safety perceptions.
Transport nodes with signs of poor social control, poor lighting, signs of social disorder,
and desolate settings are often mentioned as problematic. At the local level, planners and
transport operators can work together, as suggested in the three examples below:

· Prioritize the worst stations and the route to them. A detailed analysis of the
stations can reveal places where and when women are more victimized and/or
feel unsafe. Some transit environments are less safe than others, and crime tends
to be disproportionately concentrated in specific places. Therefore, it is important

Ceccato et al. 385



to identify the context in which the problems occur and intervene by dealing with
specific problems accordingly. Close monitoring of user incident reports is
necessary, along with regular field inspections by transport planners and other
safety experts. Together, they can indicate how safety solutions need to be
tailored to match local conditions. Including the views of local stakeholders and
travelers’ needs is essential for this process.

· Create a basic infrastructure for reporting incidents – If station personnel are
unavailable, there should be alternative measures or procedures in place for reporting
safety incidents. These alternatives can take various forms, such as hotlines, help
buttons, or mobile phone applications (Apps). To empower women to report incidents
at the station or during transit, transport operators must establish a system that ensures
personnel are available to assist passengers in the event of any safety incident. In rural
areas where stations may not have on-site staff, it becomes even more essential to
provide accessible alternatives for reporting safety incidents for women at all times.

· Plan the location of new stations carefully– Particularly in rural areas, it is
necessary to plan the location of stations avoiding desolate areas and placing
them in locations where they can be supervised by residents or passers-by.
Avoiding tunnels and bridges that might be dark during the winter or evening
hours. Previous research suggests the importance of eliminating fences and other
things that block sightlines from the stations and bus stops around (Cozens et al.,
2003). Thinking carefully about the location and design of car parks (for people
who park their car and then take a bus) eliminating hiding places and increasing
visibility through design and adequate lighting can help to reduce fear and crime.

A holistic approach remains a challenge in many parts of the world as it requires better
coordination between different transport operators, police, municipal administrations, and
other entities responsible for public environments. Interventions in transit environments
could also be complemented by the use of security technology, information and media
campaigns (e.g., campaigns in public transportation against crime and fear), and specific
policies aimed at reducing the fear of all involved, both passengers and personnel.

We believe that ‘the whole journey approach’ to safety is fundamental in the context of
the United Nation’s 2030 Agenda and its goals for sustainable development. Only when
we know about women’s safety patterns over time and space both in rural and urban
areas, will we be able to achieve safe travel from door to door. Our findings indicate that
different types of crime take place in different environmental conditions, and this seems
to be true also for fear of crime. This necessitates a research agenda that inquiries about
the variations of safety risk during the whole trip. Rural women in particular are bound to
use multiple types of public transportation to achieve their destination. Focusing on rural
women is essential to understand the differential levels of vulnerabilities; in particular, the
vulnerabilities of women with disabilities, who are often an easy target of sex offenders,
and also those who identify themselves as part of the LGBQTI community. How crime
and fear of crime in transit environments affects gender-nonconforming and transgender
individuals is a topic that needs further exploration.
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This study, like others of its kind, is subject to limitations. Although our overall
sample is large, we are aware that for some questions and particular subgroups by
age and gender, the sample was small. We have reported them in the paper and in
certain cases caution may be needed. Another limitation is that the available es-
timated flow of passengers by station was dated. Data permitting future research
should use not only new data on passenger flow but also explore the use of data
coming from automatic travel cards, if available. We acknowledge the possibility
that we might encounter sampling bias, recall bias, and variations in background
risk levels among the women.

Safety interventions should be based on the needs of groups in society that have
exhibited higher levels of fear and/or vulnerability to crime and harassment, for ex-
ample, women, the elderly, and LGBTQI people. Their voices should be included in the
planning process and decision-making around transport and safety and evaluations in
which the proposed interventions reach these groups, and their effectiveness can be
assessed. Travelers are the real experts on where, when, and how crime takes place in
transit environments; where they feel mostly in fear and vulnerable; and what it will
take to mitigate this. Therefore, more women should be prominently involved in the (re)
designing and planning of transport services and transit facilities, and more women
should find work in the transportation sector, a sector that is currently male-dominated
in most countries (Ceccato & Loukaitou-Sideris, 2020). This study takes a step forward
in this direction by stating relevant questions about women’s victimization, fear of
crime, and precautions in transit environments.
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Appendix

Appendix 1

Table A1. The Characteristics of the Dataset.

Variables Description Source Count
Proportion

(%)

Individual
characteristics

Victimization at the
station

Respondent has been victim to
crime in at the station during
five last years

Survey 181 8.9

Victimization on the
way to the station

Respondent has been victim to
crime in on the way to the
station during five last years

Survey 203 10.0

Fear of crime Respondent is fearful of being
victim to crime when
travelling by train

Survey 795 39.2

Young (under 18) Respondent is a young woman
(under 18 years old)

Survey 123 7.2

Lives in rural area Respondent lives outside an
urban area (based on
postcode)

Survey 486 26.3

Young women X
living in rural area

Respondent is a young woman
(under 18) AND lives in a
rural area

Survey 35 1.8

Victim of crime Respondent has been victim to
crime in transit during five last
years

Survey 297 14.6

Foreign-born Respondent is born outside
Sweden

Survey 212 10.4

Frequent traveller
(4–7 days/w)

Respondent travels frequently
with train (4–7 days per week)

Survey 515 25.3

Travel during
night-time

Respondent travels with train
during evening or night-time
(17–06)

Survey 1058 52.3

Reduced mobility Respondent has reduced
mobility

Survey 107 5.3

Low income (under
250k/year)

Respondent has a total income
below 250K SEK annually

Survey 339 21.1

Transit-captive Respondent uses only train,
bicycle, or walks

Survey 739 35.9

Trust in police Respondent trusts the police
and/or counts on their help

Survey 1687 82.1

(continued)
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Appendix 2

Table A1. (continued)

Variables Description Source Count
Proportion

(%)

Station’s
characteristics

Poor illumination Station has poor illumination
according to respondent

Survey 760 39.1

Lack of staff Station lacks staff according to
respondent

Survey 956 49.1

Poor maintenance Station has poor maintenance
according to respondent

Survey 401 20.5

Tunnel Station has a tunnel or a tunnel
connecting to it

Field
work

1261 68.0

Isolated station Station is isolated/desolated
according to respondent

Survey 658 33.8

Drug use/selling at
station

Station has people using or
selling drugs according to
respondent

Survey 657 33.8

Table A2. Cross-Tabulations With Chi-Square Analysis Showing Differences Between Young
Girls (18 years Old and Younger) and Women Above 18 years of Age.

Variables
Total

Women
Young
Girls

Women Above
18

Chi-
Square

p-
value

Victimization N = 1670 N = 120 N = 1550
Victimized 262 (15.7%) 30 (25.0%) 232 (15.0%) 8.475 0.004

Victim to crime types N = 262 N = 30 N = 232
Victimized to aggressive
panhandling

93 (35.5%) 3 (10.0%) 90 (38.8%) 9.619 0.002

Victimized to stalking 118 (45.0%) 19 (63.3%) 99 (42.7%) 4.581 0.032
Fear of crime types N = 717 N = 58 N = 659
Fear of property crime 499 (69.6%) 27 (46.6%) 472 (71.6%) 15.836 <0.001
Fear of violence 439 (61.2%) 26 (44.8%) 413 (62.7%) 7.149 0.007
Fear of sexual harassment 431 (60.1%) 47 (81.0%) 384 (58.3%) 11.521 <0.001
Fear of stalking 429 (59.8%) 44 (75.9%) 385 (58.4%) 6.747 0.009
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Table A3. Cross-Tabulations With Chi-Square Analysis Showing Differences Between Rural
and Urban Women.

Variables
Total

Women
Rural

Women
Urban
Women

Chi-
Square

p-
value

Safety in neighborhood N = 1830 N = 484 N = 1346
Feel safe where they live 1620 (88.5%) 442 (91.3%) 1178 (87.5%) 5.070 0.024

Safety in transit N = 1716 N = 463 N = 1253
Unsafe at station (night) 299 (17.4%) 64 (13.8%) 235 (18.8%) 5.716 0.017

Precautions taken N = 1760 N = 460 N = 1300
Avoid certain stations
(night)

506 (28.7%) 150 (32.6%) 356 (27.4%) 4.527 0.033

Travel with someone
(night)

871 (49.5%) 246 (53.5%) 625 (48.1%) 3.965 0.046

Avoid certain clothing
(day)

102 (5.8%) 18 (3.9%) 84 (6.5%) 4.042 0.044

Table A4. Cross-Tabulations With Chi-Square Analysis Showing Differences Between Young
Girls (18 years Old and Younger) and Other Riders Above 18 years of Age.

Variables
Total
Riders

Young
Girls

All Riders Above
18 years

Chi-
Square

p-
valueFear of Victimization N = 2982 N = 120 N = 2862

Fear of being victim
to crime

1068 (35.8%) 58 (48.3%) 1010 (35.3%) 8.524 0.004
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