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Abstract 
This article uses Empathetic-Reflective-Dialogical Re-storying (ERDR) as a 

research methodology to explore higher education students’ observations of 

gender-based violence on campus. Gender-based violence (GBV) is defined as 

physical, verbal, psychological, sexual, and socio-economic violence 

predominantly committed by men against women (Commission for Gender 

Equality 2024). GBV remains a widespread issue within Higher Education 

Institutions (HEIs) worldwide, including South Africa (SA). Reports of sexual 

harassment, physical violence, verbal abuse, and stalking on campuses across 

the country underscore the pressing need for research and intervention (Nunlall 

& Steyn 2023; Oni et al. 2019). So, despite efforts to combat GBV, it continues 

to create an environment of fear and insecurity for students. Media coverage 

has documented numerous incidents, particularly involving female students in 

HEIs. Against this background, the article reviews relevant scholarship, and 

provides a theoretical framework and methodological explication. The article 

concludes with a discussion of GBV on a specific campus and the need for 

competent intervention services. The efficacy of ERDR when exploring issues 

such as GBV is also considered. 

 

Keywords: Empathetic-Reflective-Dialogical Re-storying (ERDR),  

Gender-based Violence (GBV), intersectionality, intervention services, 

male dominance, power and consent.  
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1.  Introduction 

This article focuses on using Empathetic-Reflective-Dialogical Re-storying as 

a research methodology to explore higher education students’ observations of 

gender-based violence (GBV) on campus. GBV is defined here as physical, 

verbal, psychological, sexual, and socio-economic violence predominantly 

committed by men against women (Commission for Gender Equality 2024). 

GBV remains a widespread issue within Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) 

worldwide, including South Africa (SA). Reports of sexual harassment, physi-

cal violence, verbal abuse, and stalking on campuses across the country under-

score the pressing need for research and intervention (Nunlall & Steyn 2023; 

Oni et al. 2019). Despite efforts to combat GBV, it continues to create an envi-

ronment of fear and insecurity for students. Media coverage has documented 

numerous incidents, particularly involving female students in HEIs. 

In 2019, a male student sexually assaulted a female student on campus 

at the University of Pretoria. That same year, Uyinene Mrwetyana, a 19-year-

old university student, was raped and murdered at a post office in Cape Town. 

In 2020, a female student at the University of Johannesburg reported being 

sexually assaulted by a fellow student in a university residence. Tragically, the 

body of Tshegofatso Pule, a 28-year-old student who was eight months preg-

nant, was discovered stabbed and hanging from a tree outside Johannesburg. 

A year later, Nelson Mandela University students protested against GBV after 

the rape and murder of Nosivelo Mtebeni, a 23-year-old law student whose 

dismembered body was found stuffed in a suitcase (Nkosi 2020; Mofokeng et 

al. 2024). While some of these incidents occurred off-campus, many of the 

victims were harmed by fellow students, illustrating that within universities, 

GBV perpetrators and victims are often part of the same community. 

These cases, along with numerous others – many of which go unre-

ported – highlight the pervasiveness of GBV in South African HEIs and the 

urgent need for comprehensive action. The following section reviews existing 

literature, situating this study within the broader academic conversation. 

 

 

2.  Literature Review  
The body of literature reviewed for this article is closely aligned with its focus. 

It explores GBV within HEIs, with particular attention to the South African 

context, and engages with themes of power relations, consent, intersectionality, 

and institutional responses to GBV and its consequences. 
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2.1. Gender-based Violence on Higher Education Institution 

Campuses and, in particular, in SA 
GBV in HEIs is a critical global issue that severely impacts students’ safety, 

well-being, and academic achievement. GBV affects a broad spectrum of indi-

viduals, including not only female students but also transgender, non-binary, 

and male students. Research from various countries highlights the widespread 

nature of GBV on university campuses. For example, a survey by the Associ-

ation of American Universities found that nearly one in four female under-

graduate students in the USA experienced sexual assault or misconduct during 

their college years (Cantor et al. 2020). Kabaya (2016) noted that even though 

the USA was one of the first countries to define and address sexual harassment 

legally, it remains one of the most prevalent forms of violence against women, 

with approximately two-thirds of college students reporting experiences of 

sexual harassment. In Canada, university women frequently encounter an ag-

gressive environment, with dating violence being a pervasive issue in HEIs 

(Kabaya 2016). Similar rates of GBV have been reported in the UK, Australia, 

and South Africa, indicating the global nature of the problem (Phipps et al. 

2018).  

GBV in HEIs in South Africa takes various forms, including sexual 

harassment, sexual assault, dating violence, stalking, hazing, verbal abuse, 

intimate partner violence, rape and femicide (Matzopoulos et al. 2019; Nunlall 

& Steyn 2023). Sexual harassment, in particular, can involve unwanted sexual 

advances, inappropriate comments, and non-consensual touching. With the 

increasing use of digital communication platforms among students, Henry and 

Powell (2015) have also identified the rise of cyberbullying, including 

cyberstalking, online harassment and the non-consensual sharing of intimate 

images, as significant concerns that somehow lead to the normalisation of 

sexual violence. Cyberstalking in HEIs may involve persistent and intrusive 

messages, threats, or monitoring of a student’s online activity, creating 

constant fear and stress (Kabaya 2016; Nunlall & Steyn 2023). For instance, a 

student might receive threatening emails or social media messages from an ex-

partner or classmate, leading to significant emotional distress and affecting 

mental health (See et al. 2017; Cantor et al. 2019). These forms of violence not 

only violate the personal boundaries and dignity of victims but also contribute 

to a hostile and unsafe educational environment, negatively affecting academic 

performance, which in some cases may necessitate a leave of absence or even 

dropping out of university (Mestry 2015). 
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These acts further endanger students’ safety and well-being and under-

mine the values of equality and inclusivity that HEIs should uphold. Even 

though GBV affects both men and women, evidence shows that violence 

against women is a more systematic, prevalent, and pervasive problem, and it 

constitutes a human rights violation (Adams et al. 2013; Human Rights Watch 

2010). 

 
 

2.1.1.  Power Dynamics and Consent 
The power dynamics inherent in academic environments further exacerbate 

students’ vulnerabilities. Students often rely on academic and support staff for 

grades, recommendations, and career opportunities, creating an imbalance of 

power that can lead to exploitation. For instance, a lecturer might offer better 

grades or academic opportunities in exchange for sexual favours or subtly 

threaten to hinder a student’s academic progress if their advances are refused 

(Benya et al. 2018). This power dynamic not only puts students at risk but also 

discourages them from reporting incidents due to fear of academic 

repercussions or retaliation (Cantalupo & Kidder 2018). Many students enter 

higher education without sufficient knowledge about consent, healthy 

relationships, and sexual boundaries, leading to misunderstandings and 

miscommunication about acceptable behaviour (Beres 2009; 2021; 

MacDougall et al. 2020). These students are more likely to hold 

misconceptions about consent, such as assuming that nonverbal cues are 

enough or that consent can be implied solely based on physical interactions. 

This can result in situations where one party feels violated, even though the 

other believes their actions were consensual (Cantor et al. 2019). Moreover, 

students who lack an understanding of healthy relationships may not recognise 

the signs of abusive, manipulative, or coercive behaviour, mistaking them for 

expressions of love or care. This can lead to a higher tolerance for abusive 

relationships (Edwards et al. 2016). 

 
 

2.1.2.  Intersectionality 
Cultural and social norms are also key factors contributing to the prevalence of  

GBV in HEIs. Gouws et al. (2007) and Gwiza et al. (2024) argue that gender 

norms that reinforce male dominance and female submissiveness can 

normalise GBV and discourage reporting. In many cultures, women are 

socialised to be passive and accommodating, which can result in them feeling 
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pressured to comply with unwanted advances. Jordan et al. (2014) and See et 

al. (2017) further explain that these norms often frame GBV as a private matter 

or a consequence of personal behaviour, reinforcing the stigma surrounding 

victims. This fear and stigma contribute to underreporting, as victims may fear 

being blamed or dismissed (De Villiers et al. 2021). In South Africa, gender-

inequitable attitudes and beliefs prevalent within society are sometimes 

reflected in the attitudes and behaviours of some students and staff within HEIs 

(Chauke et al. 2015; Gouws & Kritzinger 2007). Societal norms and gender 

stereotypes play a critical role in silencing victims where particular forms of 

violent sexual or criminal behaviour are normalised. For male victims, the stig-

ma of being perceived as weak or unmanly often deters them from coming 

forward (Stemple & Meyer 2014). Female victims, on the other hand, may fear 

being judged or blamed for the violence they have endured, which can lead to 

further victimisation and social isolation (Eaton 2019). These stereotypes 

affect victims’ willingness to report and shape the broader community’s per-

ception and response, including that of peers, academic staff, and 

administration. Thus, sufficient support and follow-up should ensure the 

victim’s or the survivor’s right to respect and protection (Warton & Moore 

2017).  

In addition, intersectional factors such as race, sexual orientation, and 

socio-economic status significantly shape the experiences and reporting of 

GBV. For example, LGBTIQA+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex, 

queer/questioning, asexual plus) students often experience higher rates of 

sexual violence and harassment. Both LGBTIQA+ students and those from 

racial and ethnic minorities face an increased risk of sexual assault and are less 

likely to report it due to fears of discrimination or a lack of institutional support 

(Cantor et al. 2020; DeKeseredy & Schwartz 2011).  

 

 

2.2. Responding to Consequences of GBV in HEIs  
GBV profoundly affects victims’ physical and mental health, academic 

performance, and overall well-being. Victims often experience depression, 

anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder, and other psychological issues 

(Campbell et al. 2009). The consequences of GBV are also severe, with victims 

facing decreased academic performance, higher dropout rates, and disengage-

ment from both academic and social activities (Jordan et al. 2014); which 

subsequently impacts negatively on their employment opportunities.  
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For GBV survivors to feel supported and heard, they need access to 

emotional and psychological support from relevant professionals. A lack of 

support can lead to prolonged psychological distress, negatively affecting 

academic performance and personal well-being (Madi 2024; Tlou et al. 2023). 

Without essential services that include counselling services, legal aid, and 

healthcare, students may feel isolated and unsupported, which can intensify the 

trauma of their experiences and discourage them from reporting incidents 

(Tlou et al. 2023). Legal aid is essential, as survivors often face difficulties 

navigating the complexities of reporting incidents, obtaining restraining orders, 

and understanding their rights (Benya et al. 2018). Pastoral care (Makhanya 

2022) helps survivors make meaning of their post-traumatic experiences.  

HEIs should implement comprehensive support and intervention 

strategies to address GBV effectively (DeKeseredy & Schwartz 2011). 

Mandatory training and educational programs on GBV for students and staff 

are essential for fostering a more informed and supportive campus environment 

(Makhanya 2022; See et al. 2017). These programs can raise awareness, 

promote healthy relationships, and encourage bystander intervention 

approaches. A bystander intervention approach to sexual violence encourages 

communities to speak up when they witness potentially dangerous situations, 

even though intimidating, but this fosters social change (De Villiers et al. 2021; 

Ozaki & Brandon 2020). Additionally, having transparent, accessible, and 

well-publicised reporting procedures is crucial to encouraging victims to come 

forward and seek help (Campbell et al. 2009; Edwards et al. 2016). 

To create a more supportive and accountable environment free from 

GBV, strengthening university policies, establishing confidential and 

accessible reporting channels and adopting multi-sectoral approaches to 

manage GBV within university campuses are key (Gwiza & Hendricks 2024). 

Monitoring and evaluating GBV policies and programs is crucial for ensuring 

their effectiveness. Collecting feedback from students and staff helps identify 

areas for improvement, ensuring that interventions remain relevant and 

practical. This ongoing process of continuous improvement is vital for 

maintaining a responsive and supportive campus environment. This small-

scale study contributes to that process. 

 

3.  Theoretical framework  
Mainstream or liberal feminist theory, informed by a human rights perspective, 

offers a critical perspective on power dynamics, gender inequalities, and social 
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structures that sustain violence against women and marginalised groups 

(Weaver & Olson 2006). It focuses on power imbalances within relationships, 

emphasises the influence of patriarchy, sexism, and misogyny and highlights 

how various social identities, such as gender, race, class, sexuality, and ability, 

intersect to shape individuals’ experiences of GBV. Liberal feminist theory 

offers a valuable framework for understanding the complex issue of GBV, 

which is shaped by individual, interpersonal, and institutional factors. GBV 

can impact all genders, but disproportionately so, women, with the use of 

violence as a means of control and dominance.  

Within liberal feminist theory, feminist pedagogy (Fisher 2001; Hooks 

1994) seeks to create a more equitable classroom environment and empower 

students, thereby challenging traditional power dynamics and promoting social 

justice. Students are encouraged to build confidence and self-efficacy, work 

together to co-construct knowledge and apply their learning to create a more 

equitable society. Dialogue is prioritised, and students are encouraged to share 

their experiences, consider the multiple aspects of identity while incorporating 

the concept of intersectionality, and develop skills for working toward social 

justice. To foster this interaction, collaboration and negotiation in the 

classroom, Slow Pedagogy (Holt 2002) helps create a more inclusive learning 

environment. It provides a practical approach that emphasises the curriculum 

as lived experience (Pinar 2015). It promotes a slower pace of education, 

encouraging increased reflection and dialogue. The primary goal is to foster an 

environment where students deeply think about their studies, moving beyond 

simple memorisation and regurgitation of information. 

By slowing down the educational process, students can gain a more 

profound understanding of their surroundings and a greater sense of agency 

and empowerment. This approach is often described as teaching against the 

grain of neoliberal and colonial influences (Batchelor & Sander 2017; Reyes 

et al. 2021), using strategies that support transformative classroom practices 

(Hargreaves & Fullan 2012; Quinlan 2014). Unlike conventional, outcome-

driven classroom practices, Slow Pedagogy encourages reflection (deliberately 

contemplating topics rather than accepting them at face value) and reflexivity 

(examining practical implications to inform new attitudes and practices). It 

advocates for a pedagogy prioritising participants’ well-being, transformation, 

and healing (Batchelor & Sander 2017; Collett et al. 2018; Leibowitz & 

Bozalek 2018). Within this framework, we conducted a small-scale research 

project using Empathetic-Reflective-Dialogical Re-storying (ERDR) as our 

research methodology (Jarvis 2018).  
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4.  Research Methodology 
Forty-two preservice teachers, 23 females and 19 males, enrolled in the Social 

Sciences in Education Honours programme at a South African HEI, 

specifically in the core module Perspectives in Social Sciences Education, 

consented to participate in this study. GBV is one of the curriculum’s human 

rights and sensitive topics, and it was selected to explore observed incidents of 

GBV on campus using ERDR. The violent nature of research on GBV may 

directly or indirectly evoke or intrude into the personal experiences of partici-

pants. With this understanding, the nature of the process in which they would 

engage at all levels (1–5) of ERDR was clearly explained before participants 

gave their consent. As researchers who understand the nature of risks relating 

to vulnerable communities in research relationships, including physical safety, 

emotional and psychological safety and interpersonal power, we served as 

facilitators guiding the research process while adhering to the ethical protocols 

of the HEI and research ethics (Campbell et al. 2014; Thorburn 2017). While 

participating students did not acknowledge being victims of GBV per se, we 

were aware that there may well have been victims or may have been directly 

or indirectly affected by GBV in the group. Participants gathered in a 

figuratively safe space, ensuring dignity and intellectual respect (Bueno-

Guerra 2023; Callan 2016). According to Campbell et al. (2014), a dignity-

safe space is one where participants are free from the fear of being treated as 

inferior, ensuring that all contributions are valued and respected. This was also 

a brave space (Arao & Clemens 2013), as participants were encouraged, 

through the five levels of engagement in ERDR, to pause (Holt 2002; Pinar 

2015) and explore and share their observations of GBV on campus. 

Level 1 (self-dialogue) draws on Hermans’s dialogical-self theory, 

which links the self to society by emphasising that the dialogical self is multi-

voiced, both private and collective and that individuals exist not only in 

external spaces but also within the internal space of their society-of-mind 

(Hermans 2011; Hermans & Hermans-Konopka 2010). At this level, 

participants were provided with video clips related to GBV, femicide, and the 

normalisation of violence. They then responded to two broad questions to 

guide their self-dialogue, which they recorded in a written self-narrative (level 

2) (McAdams 2011; Riessman 2008). 

These broad questions framed the responses at Levels 1 & 2: 

 

1. What are your observations of GBV in this HEI?  
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2. What support is available on campus (in the residences, lecture rooms 

or anywhere else)? 

 

At level 3, participants were divided into five groups to represent their written 

self-narratives (level 2) through visual formats. This visual participatory 

method allowed them to communicate their insights in ways that words alone 

cannot capture (Glaw et al. 2017; Morris & Parish 2022). Each group focused 

on a specific type of GBV in HEIs: physical abuse, verbal abuse, psychological 

abuse, online abuse, and the cycle of abuse. Level 3 provided the platform for 

level 4, a Community in Dialogue (CiD), where participants discussed their 

observations of GBV on campus. Chilisa (2012: 212) describes this CiD as a 

Talking Circle that facilitates reciprocal exchanges grounded in tolerance and 

empathy, fostering a deeper understanding and response to each other’s 

perspectives and concerns, acknowledging their significance (Barton & Garvis 

2019). One participant was selected by each group (CiC) to report back on their 

findings in the CiD. Participants were not compelled to share their personal 

lived experiences (but some did). 

Level 5 offered a platform for dialogue within a Community for 

Transformation (CfT). In this phase, students reflected on ERDR as a strategy 

for transforming teaching practices. Participants were encouraged to reflect on 

their engagement with each step of ERDR, identify new insights gained from 

listening to their peers in the CiD, and consider how ERDR might be helpful 

and potentially transformative as a teaching and learning approach in a 

classroom setting. 

The informed consent document provided all the required ethical 

considerations and information before students participated in the study 

(Bueno-Guerra 2023; Campbell et al. 2014; Thorburn 2017). Only the 

individuals who tendered their written informed consent were allowed to 

participate in the study. Confidentiality and anonymity were ensured by 

utilising pseudonyms of their choice. For possible emotional, psychological, 

and pastoral support, the university counsellor was informed about the research 

and was invited to stand by should there be a need for debriefing or further 

counselling support during and after the engagement with the strategy. Possible 

survivors/victims of GBV, directly or indirectly affected persons or persons at 

risk of experiencing GBV, were provided with contact numbers for domestic 

violence shelters, legal aid and medical assistance services. The reporting line 

and websites for support groups were provided to students. 
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5.  Findings and Discussion 
The findings drawn from levels 2 (written self-narratives) and 4 and 5 (CiD 

and CfT) are presented according to three main themes: observations of GBV 

on campus, intervention services on campus, and the efficacy of ERDR in 

exploring GBV.  

 

 

5.1. Observations of GBV on Campus Based on Particular 

Contributions 
While GBV remains a widespread issue in HEIs worldwide (Cantor et al. 2020; 

Jordan et al. 2014; Matzopoulos et al. 2019), in South Africa, the incidents of 

GBV lead primarily to female students experiencing fear and insecurity. 

According to their specific contributions, male dominance makes a substantial 

contribution to this.  

 

 

5.1.1.  Male Dominance and Power 
This study shows that most incidents of GBV are underpinned by male 

domination. GBV occurs in contexts on campus that are intended to be safe 

spaces, including residences, lecture halls, and social areas. Female victims 

find themselves pushed to the limits, and they are made to feel inferior and 

vulnerable in the face of male dominance. Incidents of GBV in the residences 

appeared to be prolific. Letitia speaks about situations of emotional and 

physical abuse that she observed in the residence: 

 

One of the girls I know was abused by her boyfriend. He would beat 
her up because she was wearing short skirts or when he saw her 

talking to boys. He would say very shameful words towards her and 

slap her multiple times. 

 

Nozi spoke of a similar incident of male power: 

 

In the residence, she had a boyfriend who would verbally assault her, 

and sometimes it was physical. He would lock her outside the room, 

and she would sit by the stairs until he decided to open it, as they 

shared a room. 
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Bongi said that female students in relationships often experience some 

violence from their intimate partners. She recounted her observation of a 

second-year female student who had a boyfriend staying in the same mixed-

gender residence. She said: 

 

They were dating, and everyone knew that they were dating …. He 

used to hit her until the residence security would break down the door 
to get in and help the young lady. This continued on and on, and it got 

worse when the young lady tried to break up with him.  

 

From what the participants had to say, it became apparent that GBV is 

prevalent in student residences, with males exerting power over females. There 

is no ongoing, consistent support provided by the HEI in residences, thereby 

putting female students at risk, especially in mixed residences.  

GBV is also prevalent in other social spaces on campus. The evidence 

of male verbal abuse leading to low self-esteem and confidence in female 

counterparts who were victims of GBV is observed by many students. Thabile 

speaks of her observation of a female student on her way to class being abused 

by a male student and [he] even tried to sexually harass her. Zuzu corroborates 

this by sharing her own experience of harassment. She says: 

 

There is a guy on campus that came to me and started asking me out. 
I declined them, he did not take that well and started calling me names 

…. I felt harassed. From then, every time he sees me on campus, he 
calls me names.  

 

Thabo, a male student, observed: 

 

… many instances in social spaces and lecture venues in which male 
students would catcall and openly comment on female students’ 

bodies and how they are sexually attractive.  

 

Rosy corroborated this, speaking about how female students are often shamed 

or belittled, insulted using sexualising words… 

 

… for the way they are dressed and told they are cheap, and they 

should wear more appropriate modest clothing.  
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In all these instances, and because of fear, observers do not assist in stopping 

the abuse they observe. This confirms what Muntu spoke about – the hazing 

and bullying episodes and incidents of sexual assault, stalking and other forms 

of hostility that he has witnessed in campus social areas. He acknowledges 

that most of the incidents happen under the influence of alcohol and adds that 

it is not only males who perpetrate GBV. In relationships, couples abuse each 

other, both males and females. He went on to say: It is a known thing that 
students drink alcohol and some use that to violate others. I have heard stories 

of girls being raped by so-called male friends.  

The literature supports these observations, indicating that GBV is 

primarily perpetuated by the perpetrator’s belief system and culture, as well as 

the gender norms and gender inequality prevalent in most societies (Cantor et 
al. 2020; DeKeseredy & Schwartz 2011; Jordan et al. 2014; Stemple & Meyer 

2014). Students who lack an understanding of healthy relationships do not 

recognise the signs of abusive, manipulative, or coercive behaviour, mistaking 

them for expressions of love or care (see Edwards et al. 2016). 

Male dominance manifests itself in various ways on campus, with 

older male students preying on, in many instances, first-year female students. 

Indira observed that, 

 

Older senior male students prey on young first-year students and 

sexually harass them if they do not want to date them. 

 

There are reports of male lecturers, including professors, who sexually harass, 

bully, and prey on female students (Benya et al. 2018; Cantalupo & Kidder 

2018; Coker et al. 2011). Precious referred to all these as a manifestation of 

positions of power when she observed that,  

 

… males are the ones who consistently win school president positions 
on the SRC. I have never heard of or seen evidence of a female 

president. Thus, when females have issues, they have to report to the 

SRC males first, and then their issues will be heard. If they don’t do  
that, their issues will remain unsolved. 

 

Adam, a male student, confirmed how some male behaviours, comments and 

sexual advances towards females are stereotypically used to make females feel 

less than and powerless. Adam said that,  
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… this culture, and behaviour of looking at women as sexual objects 

and tokens perpetuate GBV and sexual abuse. Some male peers felt 

entitled to emotionally and physically abuse womenfolk based on the 

fact that having a penis somehow means that they have the right to 

deem how women should be viewed and treated. 
 

The findings show how power imbalances and violence is used as a means of 

control and dominance and how various social identities intersect to shape 

individuals’ experiences of GBV (Chauke et al. 2015; Weaver & Olson 2006). 

Victims of sexual violence are negatively affected physically, mentally and 

academically, which further impacts their overall well-being (Campbell et al. 

2009). In the CiD, participants engaged in a dialogue about the influence of 

language and culture in isolating victims of GBV and how this impacts 

negatively on their self-confidence. The CiD provided a safe space for female 

students to be listened to empathetically and for their perspectives to be 

acknowledged (Barton & Garvis 2019; Chilisa 2012). 

 
 

5.1.2. Fear and Insecurity 
GBV creates an environment of fear and insecurity for students. Reports and 

literature indicate that while males can also be victims of GBV (Stemple & 

Meyer 2014), sexual harassment remains one of the most prevalent forms of 

violence against women (Cantor et al. 2020; Kabaya 2016; Oni et al. 2019). 

Sanna says the following: 

 

I have personally encountered instances of improper behaviour and 

unwanted approaches from male classmates. I no longer feel secure 
and I am vulnerable in my campus community as a result of these 

interactions. 
 

According to Sanna, male’s disrespectful comments clearly show the evident 

power dynamic and gender biases. She refers to sexual harassment cases at 
residences, which raised multiple concerns and instilled fear within the 

university.  

The participants acknowledged that incidents of GBV silence 

individuals, whether these occur in public spaces and social gatherings 

(including corridors, lecture theatres, residences) or in secluded areas. This 
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silence is perpetuated primarily by fear and insecurity (Nunlall & Steyn 2023). 

Andile reports on his observation of a GBV situation:  

 
… during an enraged fight at a commune, a young woman was 

physically beaten by her partner, after which she fled and into one of 
our apartments. She had no intention of reporting him to the police as 

she was so afraid of him. 

 
Victims of GBV live in fear of repeated GBV reprisals. They feel insecure, 

isolated and unsupported, and this can intensify the trauma of their experiences 

and discourage them from reporting incidents (Tlou et al. 2023). A lack of 

support can lead to prolonged psychological distress, negatively affecting 

academic performance and personal well-being.  

 
 

5.2.  Intervention Services on Campus  
Gender norms that reinforce male hegemony and female submissiveness 

normalise GBV and discourage females from reporting incidents of GBV 

(Jordan et al. 2014; See et al. 2017). Students confirmed that they felt there is 

a stigma they try to avoid by underreporting the incidents, even when they 

experience GBV or observe it happening. They think they will be blamed, 

shamed or dismissed for the violence they have endured, which can lead to 

further victimisation and social isolation (Bueno-Guerra 2023).  

The participants’ narratives confirmed the need for intervention on 

campus. Risk Management Services (RMS) on campus is usually the first port 

of call when reporting GBV (often after hours). It was evident that female 

students lacked confidence in the RMS personnel. Zodwa said that she is not 

aware of any support services on campus besides the RMS offices which are 
sometimes not as responsive or as helpful as much we would like them to be. 

Thabile was adamant that RMS is not very effective, saying that they do not 
take cases serious and are under-sourced. 

Indira added: 

 

The risk management services … are not equipped enough to deal 

with the sensitivity of gender-based-violence issues and often refer 
them [the victims] to the SAPS [South African Police Services]. 
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Victims of GBV usually report to males in both RMS and SAPS, and they feel 

victimised and judged (Jordan et al. 2014) when reporting incidences of GBV 

on campus.  

Other participants commented that positive interventions and support 

for victims of GBV on campus are inadequate which hinders access for critical 
support (Cantor et al. 2020; DeKeseredy & Schwartz 2011).  

Felicity said:  

 

Although there are some systems in place to deal with GBV on 

campus, they are not successful ... there is mistrust between the 
students and the authorities, which prevents victims from coming 

forward. Even after incidents are recorded, victims experience further 
trauma from the protracted and onerous disciplinary procedure. 

 

Most witnesses of GBV question themselves about speaking out and reporting 

the incident or reaching out to the victims. They are often reticent to speak up 

when they witness potentially dangerous situations (Ozaki & Brandon 2020). 

Zodwa refers to a GBV incident in her residence where a girl was being abused 

by her boyfriend. She says: 

 

… we couldn’t help her because there is this stigma that you don’t 

interfere to other people’s love businesses of which it contributes to a 
theme of not helping each other in hard times. 

 
Jabu, referring to male dominance, challenges of underreporting for fear of 

stigma (MacDougall et al. 2020) and insecurity experienced by female students 

on campus, calls for HEIs to intervene and create safer environments for 

females. She notes that female students often lack understanding of healthy 

relationships (Gwiza & Hendricks 2024). She says: 

 

We did advise the abused girl in our res to report the matter but she 

never did because she said he threatened her about her family and she 
said she knows that he will not be sentenced so she might as well not 

report it. 

 

Jabu further spoke about the need for support services for survivors of GBV, 

such as counselling and advocacy. She continued contending that legal aid is 

essential, as survivors often face difficulties navigating the complexities of 
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reporting incidents, obtaining restraining orders, and understanding their 

rights. 

Letitia offered the following recommendation: 

 

I feel like there should be a day dedicated to GBV awareness on 
campus … have activities and talks about gender-based violence and 

not only in lectures. 
 

Thabo insisted on the importance of increasing the frequency of the GBV-

related awareness campaigns and intervention strategies or activities and said: 

 

The only time one sees campaign or anything GBV-related is during 
16 days of activism then thereafter it quiet…until next year for another 

16 days of activism.  

 

He advocated strongly for mixed bystander intervention programmes to be 

compulsory for men to attend, and also compulsory separate sessions for men-
only where toxic masculinity is addressed. How males are socialised needs to 

be explored. He added that men also experience abuse in various forms, and 

they are expected to keep quiet. They must learn to regulate and express their 

emotions, rather than suppress them. He contends that if they suppress their 

feelings, this can lead to repressed anger, resulting in GBV. Some men have 

themselves been abused. They do not even consider reporting this as they feel 

that they will never be listened to or believed, so they bottle this up and perhaps 

take out their pain and frustration in a relationship (Stemple & Meyer 2014). 

Discussion in the CfT emphasised the need for transparent and accessible 

reporting procedures. These are crucial to encouraging victims to come 

forward (see Campbell et al. 2009; Edwards et al. 2016). 

One of the measures taken by the HEI in this study to address GBV is 

the implementation of a zero-tolerance policy for GBV. With the prevalence 

of GBV on campus, comprehensive measures have been taken at the HEI 

where this small-scale research project was conducted to address the issue. In 

2023, these efforts were emphasised in a statement from the Vice-Chancellor 

on International Women’s Day, announcing the publication of a response to 

GBV in support of a zero-tolerance policy. This response includes three key 

components: creating enabling environments for disclosure and reporting 

incidences of GBV on campus, promoting prevention and awareness thereof, 

and providing support and assistance systems. In 2024, a compulsory first-year 
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module, Critical Social Justice and Citizenship, was introduced (this is not to 

be confused with the BEd Honours module, in which the small-scale project 

reported in this article took place). The module comprises eight online lectures 

and eight supporting tutorials, taught by Master’s and PhD students familiar 

with social justice issues. The module addresses various ongoing social 

injustices, including xenophobia and homophobia and in particular, GBV. 

Students are challenged to recognise the humanity in others and to respond to 

those affected with kindness, humility and empathy. It is offered during both 

semesters of the academic year and is accessible in the two main languages of 

the province. Additionally, emergency numbers have been made available, 

panic buttons have been strategically installed, and disciplinary mechanisms 

have been established to ensure swift action against perpetrators and support 

survivors (Campbell et al. 2009; Edwards et al. 2016). 

 
 

5.3. The Efficacy of ERDR when Exploring GBV  
The students agreed that ERDR allowed them to stop, pause, think, and engage 

with one another as they focused on GBV on campus. Reading the articles and 

watching selected video clips in levels 1 and 2 helped them to think more 

broadly about GBV and to reflect on their observed experiences of GBV on 

campus. In the CiD they were able to dialogue these issues more 

empathetically, imagining what it would be like to be in the shoes of the victim 

and also to consider the actions of the abuser. As stories of GBV on campus 

were shared, participants became more empathetic as this was more than 

simply a newspaper report. Engaging in ERDR, participants encouraged each 

other to reflect on what goes on in the minds of the perpetrators. They 

expressed the opinion that males and females must reconsider their 

socialisation. Male hegemony requires deconstruction, and females need to 

consider how to exercise agency in the face of their socialisation to be passive 

and accommodating. Students who lack an understanding of healthy 

relationships may not recognise the signs of abusive, manipulative, or coercive 

behaviour, and this can lead to a higher tolerance for abusive relationships 

(Edwards et al. 2016). The CiD allowed participants to effectively, calmly, and 

respectfully interrogate these points as they discussed GBV in HEIs and what 

constitutes acceptable behaviour (MacDougall et al. 2020). 

Thembi belongs to a religion that avoids talking about issues like 

GBV. She commented that ERDR made her aware of the shortcomings of this 

religious approach. She says: 
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I’ve become more aware now as our religion does not allow us 

to debate or talk about issues around sexuality.  

 

In the CiD, discussion showed that there is a danger that all men are put into 

the same category and seen as abusers. One of the men, Muntu, said: We did 
not want to talk because we know that issues like this about women, men are 

always the perpetrators. He went on to say that the process of ERDR presented 

an opportunity to say that it is not all men. 

ERDR presented the opportunity to open up a discussion that covered 

various topics, including #MeToo and how this emboldened women to take a 

stand against and report GBV. The men spoke about women who make false 

allegations, saying that they have been raped or harassed. The men in the class 

requested that women be resolute in what they say and not to send mixed 

messages. Let their no be no. They also feel that there should be some education 

about what constitutes consent.  

Two men referred to women who abused men. These men did not 

report this because of the social stigma that they were not strong enough to 

manage the women (Stemple & Meyer 2014). 

 

In the CiD, it emerged that abusive verbal and non-verbal communication is 

used to target and exclude members of the LGBTIQA+ community. Thabile 

expressed this by saying: 

 

… the exclusion of the LGBTIQA+ community where they judge, 
abuse, exclude and always gossip about them. In addition to this GBV 

on campus there are other more physical, sexual, emotional, and 

discriminatory abuse, as well as stalking, coercion, and bullying. 
 

In the BEd Honour’s class, the male students did not want to associate with 

any students in the class who were members of the LGBTIQA+ community. 

These LGBTIQA+ students, together with female students, were considered to 

be the other and less than the males who considered themselves to be in a 

dominant position and better than. Precious confirmed that, by contrast, female 

students are accommodative, tolerant and empathetic to others, including 

members of the LGBTIQA+ community (Cantor et al. 2020; DeKeseredy & 

Schwartz 2011). She says:  
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I have seen unfair treatment of gays and lesbians on campus because  

of their gender. When group tasks are assigned, male students 

typically resist about being placed in the same group as them. Instead 

of wanting to be with gays and lesbians, they would rather be with 

girls. Also, they use sexist phrases when calling them, which makes 
gays and lesbians avoid them.  

 

It became clear that male students exercised power by entrenching social 

structures that sustain violence by othering marginalised groups, in this case, 

the LGBTIQA+ community on campus (Weaver & Olson 2006). They would 

condescend to possibly engaging with female students when assigned to mixed 

group work but avoided fellow students perceived to belong to the LGBTIQA+ 

community. (Cantor et al. 2020; DeKeseredy & Schwartz 2011).  

Participants were encouraged to re-story their understanding of what 

constitutes GBV and possible narratives that excuse GBV as underpinned by 

cultural practices and mores. A crucial component of this re-storying is that 

parties should be honest and speak the truth to one another. Men were 

encouraged to consider women as they would their mothers, sisters, and 

daughters. Part of the re-storying process would involve reconstructing and 

drawing on the cultural respect traditionally given to mothers, so that all 

women are respected (De Villiers 2021). This re-storying process began by 

slowing it down and allowing participants to engage in self-dialogue with an 

internal audience, and then to an external audience through a CiD. It works 

towards giving all individuals a voice, where they can be heard without 

ambiguity, and where they can be encouraged to take responsive action (Holt 

2002; Pinar 2015). 

In particular, Thabo expressed his views on the methodology, stating 

that ERDR creates a space for both perpetrators and victims to participate in 

an exploration of GBV. He says:  

 
Conversations in all stages, individually and in groups, have made me 

realise that when it comes to issues of GBV, conversations should 
cover perpetrators and victims, both men and women so that they can 

understand how the other feels. 

 

Andile said that ERDR provided the opportunity to deconstruct culture and 

gender inequality…by engaging in dialogue, raising awareness, and holding 
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institutions accountable for creating safe and inclusive spaces…to promote a 

culture of respect, equality, and dignity on campus. 

ERDR that took space in a safe space (Callan 2016), facilitating brave 

conversations (Arao & Clemens 2013), encouraged reflection and reflexivity. 

Reciprocal exchanges grounded in tolerance and empathy fostered a deeper 

understanding and significance of each other’s perspectives and concerns, 

acknowledging their significance (Barton & Garvis 2019). Doing so advocated 

for participants’ well-being, transformation, and healing (Batchelor & Sander 

2017; Collett et al. 2018; Leibowitz & Bozalek 2018). This process enabled 

some female participants, in particular, to gain a greater sense of agency and 

empowerment. 

 
 

6.  Conclusion  
A recent survey at a South African university revealed that 32% of female 

students reported experiencing sexual harassment on campus within a single 

academic year (Klein & Martin 2021; Oni et al. 2019). This article considered 

participants’ observed experiences of GBV on campus. Teaching against the 

grain (Batchelor & Sander 2017; Reyes et al. 2021), underpinned by slow 

pedagogy (Holt 2002; Pinar 2015), which promotes reflection and reflexivity, 

participants engaged in ERDR (Jarvis 2018). The space was created for both 

the perpetrator and the victim to participate in an exploration of the persistence 

of GBV in residences, lecture halls, and social spaces. The interactions, 

although initially reticent, were powerful. Female participants (and members 

of the LGBTIQA+ community) spoke openly about toxic, hegemonic 

masculinity and the normalisation of GBV. They agreed that ERDR allowed 

them to pause, reflect and engage with one another about their observations 

and experiences of GBV on campus. They also reviewed existing strategies for 

reporting incidences of GBV. Having transparent, accessible, and well-

publicised reporting procedures is crucial to encouraging victims to come 

forward and seek help (Campbell et al. 2009; Edwards et al. 2016). It became 

evident that these are not always effectively implemented, and survivors of 

GBV do not feel adequately supported or heard by the designated personnel to 

whom incidents should be reported.  

Concrete recommendations that emanated from this this small-scale 

study include the following: developing a comprehensive GBV policy that 

aligns with national legislation and the oversight of the implementation and 

monitoring thereof; mandatory training that promote GBV sensitisation; 
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incorporating gender equality, power dynamics, consent education and 

intersectionality (with race, sexuality, disability and socio-economic status) 

into academic discourse; running ongoing campus-wide campaigns to 

challenge victim-blaming, gender stereotypes, and rape; offering multiple, 

accessible, anonymous and confidential reporting mechanisms; providing on-

campus counselling, medical, and legal referral services; and, infrastructural 

provision that includes adequate lighting, CCTV coverage, and safe transport 

options. ERDR employed in various campus contexts could help explore and 

possibly dismantle hegemonic narratives surrounding GBV, thereby making a 

valuable contribution. 
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