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Abstract: In the context of increasingly digitised urban governance, this paper investigates the use of 
digital technology in the advocacy for women’s safety in the city. Framing safety within the Lefebvrian 
concept of right to the city, this paper offers a review of online tools that seek to address sexual 
harassment and violence against women in the public space. The paper is organised in three sections; 
the first is an analysis of the web- and/or smart-phone based digital safety applications/tools. The second 
is a discussion about their potential for consciousness-raising. The third section examines their use in 
feminist advocacy for affecting change in the decision-making processes shaping the city. Informed by 
the type of functions performed by these digital safety tools, the authors use a binary rubric to categorise 
their approach to women’s safety as “empowering” or “paternalistic”. Our analysis assumes that the 
process of engagement and participation of women in advocacy is empowering and that surveillance and 
securitisation constitute a paternalistic approach. Considering these digital safety tools through the lens of 
feminist consciousness-raising, we explore how digital technologies might transform women’s perceptions 
of their right to the city. We draw upon global examples to ask: what lessons can be learned from their 
successes? Using Australian examples Free to Be and She’s a crowd we illustrate how an empowering 
approach is being employed locally. We propose that if successful, these digital interventions can disrupt 
(1) traditional gender roles/stereotypes through consciousness-raising and engagement, and (2) 
traditional information-flows and processes of knowledge production. 
 
Key words: Urban governance, digital feminist advocacy; consciousness-raising; right to the city; 
crowdsourcing. 
 
Introduction 
The growing integration of technology in our everyday lives means that violation of rights and 
marginalisation now occur in hybrid realities resulting from the blurred division between physical and 
digital spaces (Gurumurthy and Chami, 2017). Recent theories of digital geographies allow us to 
understand how geographical knowledge is produced through digital practice (Elwood and Leszczynski, 
2018). Understanding new media as “sociologically shaped architectures” (Papacharissi, 2014, p. 122) 
enables us to see how digital technologies are governed by traditional social power dynamics. It also 
explains how the (re)production and reinforcement of inequalities along the axes of race, ethnicity, 
gender, sexuality, ability, age and more continues in the digital space (Elwood and Leszczynski, 2018; 
Gurumurthy and Chami, 2017). 
 
Online spaces and new media offer counterpublics in which sexual violence against women can be 
represented and acted upon (Salter, 2013). Feminist counterpublics position themselves in opposition to 
the overarching Habermasian “public sphere” through discursive public discourse (Fraser, 1990). By 
definition, a counterpublic maintains awareness of its subordinate status in relation to a dominant public 
(Warner, 2002). Dominant publics are those that can take their discourse pragmatics and lifeworld for 
granted; counterpublics challenge and disrupt social hierarchies by projecting discursive spaces with the 
hope of transformation, not just replication (Warner, 2002). 
 
Historic feminist use of the term “public sphere” has often defined it in opposition to the “private sphere” 
(domestic and familial) (Fraser, 1990). This binary has been useful to critique the veiling of gendered 
violence as a purely private matter, and the corresponding control over women’s participation in the public 
sphere (Salter, 2013). But the binary has been an unhelpful simplification of the public sphere, which can 
be conceptualised as at least three distinct spaces: the state, the economy and public discourse (Fraser, 
1990). This paper is primarily concerned with the ways in which digital technology disrupts the status quo 
surrounding the issue of sexual harassment and violence against women in the public sphere. 
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Right to the city and gender-based violence 
An important step in this is the recognition of women’s ‘right to the city’ and the impact of sexual 
harassment and violence against women has upon it. Proposed by Lefebvre (1968), ‘right to the city’ is a 
collective right of the inhabitants of a city that entails the freedom to experience the city and to shape it to 
one’s hearts’ desires (Harvey, 2003). Understanding access to cities and spaces as a right allows us to 
frame violence against women in public space as a human rights issue and better explore how women’s 
interaction with public space shapes the way violence occurs and vice versa. An important aspect of 
exercising one's right to the city involves participating in the processes of urban governance to enable 
change, i.e. steering the decision-making process (Griffin, 2012). However, gendered oppression in the 
form of sexual harassment and violence against women (Stanko, 1995) (1) limits our social and political 
capital; (2) restricts our ability to participate in these processes; and (3) reinforces existing power 
structures (Beall, 1996; Nussbaum, 2000; United Nations, 2002). Therefore, the effectiveness of an 
intervention addressing sexual harassment and violence against women should be measured with 
respect to the structural origins of gender-based violence. Through these processes, we can see how the 
right to the city and gender-based violence mutually reinforce each other and prevent women from 
accessing their equal rights to the city.  
 
Valentine (1989) and Stanko (1995, 1988), among others, have built our understanding of the relationship 
between gender, violence and fear of victimisation. A more recent and growing body of literature is 
working to define the root causes of gender-based violence to inform the primary prevention of violence 
against women (Our Watch, Victorian Health Promotion Foundation, & Australia’s National Research 
Organisation for Women’s Safety, 2015). The gendered drivers of violence against women are inherent to 
existing discriminatory socio-economic structures, social and cultural norms and community practices. In 
turn, these create environments which promote gender inequality (Our Watch et al., 2015). Kelly’s 
continuum of sexual violence (Kelly et al., 1996) is useful for understanding how various forms of gender-
based violence are experienced together and in relation to each other, complicating the idea of distance 
between the everyday and extreme forms of violence (Fileborn, 2017). This paper views gender-based 
violence as a symptom of a patriarchal society that is structurally unequal that can be addressed when 
women are fully able to exercise their right to the city.  
 
Investigating digital safety applications, we propose that there are two parts to the process of women 
claiming their right to the city. The first is disrupting the reinforcement of gender roles through feminist 
consciousness-raising to empower women, and the second is the disruption of traditional information 
flows and knowledge production to influence decision-making using new forms of quantitative evidence.  
 
An empowering approach  
Digital safety applications can offer anonymity and the ability to transform traditionally anecdotal evidence 
or qualitative data into quantitative, geo-spatial datasets. The use of digital technology offers new 
avenues for advancing women’s rights and are the focus of scholars such as Elwood and Leszczynski 
(2018). In this section, we show how some of them seek to empower in the feminist tradition, while others 
take a paternalistic turn by attempting to surveil and protect women (Whitzman, 2012). These 
paternalistic tools involve greater securitisation and policing of women’s lives (Beebeejaun, 2009; Phadke 
et al., 2011). They involve monitoring women’s behaviour and emphasise that women should change 
their behaviour to stay safe, fostering a culture of victim-blaming. Kalms (2017) notes that women’s 
perceived fear of public space may become amplified by an apps’ geospatial function, and by using an 
app which turns your friends (or family) into a digital chaperone, these tools can problematically “mimic 
the way women have historically been monitored and mirror the controlling behaviour of perpetrators” 
(Kalms, 2017, 130). These tools can also be misappropriated by perpetrators to monitor the behaviour of 
their victim, and this is something that needs to be carefully considered in the design of a digital safety 
tool.  
 
Feminist advocates seek empowerment-based interventions that build women’s social and political capital 
(Pløger, 2004). Geolocative crowd-mapping, if designed in a user-centric and sensitive way, is a tool that 
provides “women and girls with an opportunity to pool their experiences in cities for action and activism 
(Kalms, 2017, 131). Allowing women to report in their own words can be a key aspect of an empowering 
approach because it does not restrict them to a narrative informed by the justice system (Kalms, 2017). 
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For example, crowd-mapping platforms such as Free to Be, and HARASSmap offer a new methodology 
by revealing not only safe and unsafe spaces but also women’s perceptions of incidents in their own 
words (Kalms, 2017).  
 
Free to Be was a digital safety mapping tool which launched in Melbourne, Australia in late 2016. The tool 
took form in a digital map which allowed people to share their “stories” as a pin dropped on a map in a 
specific geographic location (at the beginning, this was the Melbourne CBD and surrounds). The project 
gained significant coverage, including 191 media stories Australia-wide advertising the pilot alone and 
over 1300 “stories” mapped by predominantly women and girls in Melbourne over two months (Kalms, 
2017). It was later scaled to five global cities (Sydney, Lima, Madrid, Kampala, Delhi) and received even 
more acclaim, collecting thousands of geolocative “stories”. Free to Be was a bespoke website, and the 
pilot was co-designed between stakeholders and young women and non-binary people and hosted by 
crowd-mapping consultancy Crowdspot. As such, the tool was only open for two short bursts of time, 
once in late 2016 and again in early 2018. Each time the tool was opened, it ran as a campaign for the 
safety of girls and young women by Plan International Australia and later Plan International, designed to 
garner as much press and gain as many “stories” shared as possible. The tool created opportunities for 
discussion at a decision-maker level stemming from not only the data collected but from the networked 
storytelling which had sparked conversation and imaginative ideas for improvement. The tool allowed for 
advocacy actions to take place in the city which sparked conversations between young women, non-
binary people and decision-makers which were both story-driven and data-driven. Free to Be was at its 
heart a visual tool, which showcased both the breadth and depth of the issue of violence against women 
in public space. Free to Be provides an example of an empowering Australian-based digital safety tool 
which focussed on amplifying the voices and stories of local women and aimed to increase the agency of 
women moving through the city by providing dissemination of information through interactive mapping 
technology.  
 
A review of the ‘digital landscape’ 
The review in this section considered all applications and tools which aimed to address sexual assault 
and violence against women (and others) in public space. To select these applications, we assumed the 
role of a user who wants to use a digital application to feel safe as they access the city. We came across 
fifty-six such applications, all of which except one were free for use on Android and Apple smartphones. 
They were available for use globally with a few exceptions that were limited to specific countries or 
jurisdictions. There were two Australian applications under consideration among the fifty-six: Free to Be 
(a website) and She’s a crowd (a web application). Notable global applications in the mix were My 
Safetipin, Hollaback! and HARASSmap. We identified five common functions including (1) emergency 
help/panic buttons, (2) GPS surveillance, (3) information dissemination, (4) storytelling and community 
building, and (5) data collection and advocacy. Figure 1 illustrates the different functions as they occur 
among the fifty-six studied. These functions are not mutually exclusive; one digital safety application/tool 
can have more than one function.  
 
Based on the functions discussed above, we use the terms ‘empowering’ and ‘paternalistic’ (Whitzman, 
2012) to frame our binary approach to the initial categorisation of each digital safety tool. Although we 
reviewed all fifty-six applications, we aimed to have a closer look at those which adopted an empowering 
approach. We identified 79 per-cent of them to be paternalistic in their approach, while 21 per-cent 
appear to be empowering, as shown in Figure 2. It should be noted that some applications showed an 
overlap between the approaches. In these cases, we identified whether their main function was 
empowering or paternalistic and coded it accordingly. For example, a tool that enables sharing incidents 
can also have a panic button function. 
 
While the use of an empowering approach is observed among both phone-based and web-based digital 
safety applications/tools, those using a paternalistic approach are only available on phones (as shown in 
Figure 3). This is not surprising since interventions that aim to protect are likely to fail without constant 
surveillance. This also puts the users at risk as most phone-based applications collect real-time location 
data (and more) in an attempt to mitigate incidents of victimisation. Empowering models relied less on 
exact monitoring and GPS strategies in real-time and emphasised user-accounts of what happened and 
where for retrospective data-collection and story-sharing. 
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Figure 1: Different functions among the applications studied 

Source: Authors 
 
We propose that the digital safety tools which feature functions (3), (4), and (5) (in Figure 1) are likely to 
have a greater impact. This is because functions (1) and (2), although useful in facilitating immediate 
assistance in an emergency, do not work to promote community awareness, transform the victim-survivor 
narrative or create useful data for long-term policy change and prevention. Applications with functions (3), 
(4), and (5) create an opportunity for critical reflection, engagement with others and the opportunity to 
participate in advocacy efforts. In particular, (4), and (5) enable active engagement from users, inviting 
them to review and share that experience with others. Discussed earlier, Free to Be demonstrates the 
use of an empowering approach using a combination of functions (3), (4) and (5). Although it is less clear 
from this particular analysis how the data from Free to Be is being actively used to create social change 
at this point, we purport that the power of this project is in the storytelling and dissemination of information 
through the mapping visualisation, which allowed for satisfying community engagement and mutual 
support of one another’s’ stories as well as caught the attention of the media and decision-makers alike. 
This creates a suitable environment for consciousness-raising. 
 

Figure 2: Primary Approach Among Applications Studied 

Source: Authors 
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Figure 3: Applications Platforms by Approach 

Source: Authors 
 
Consciousness-raising in digital public space  
Narratives and stories have a unifying and mobilizing force (Davis, 2002). Storytelling has been integral to 
feminist political action because historically, not only do women’s histories go untold, but accepted genres 
for storytelling are largely defined and controlled by men (Laird, J, 1989). A glimpse of the extent and 
significance of this omission/exclusion is captured in the 1968 poem Speed of Darkness, by Muriel 
Rukeyser, who asks:  
 

“What would happen if one woman told the truth about her life? The world would split open''  
(Kaufman et al., 2005, p. 463) 

 
When women tell their stories, they discover through the process of sharing new and political ways of 
expressing their experiences. This is a critical step in empowering women because as described by Laird 
(1989): “When there is no public discourse, only a residue of shame and guilt, it becomes enormously 
difficult for participants to construct coherent narratives, a general “story” to explain the meanings of these 
events and one’s place in them.”  
 
Consciousness-raising is a process whereby the storyteller is transformed into a politically active and 
empowered feminist who feels poised to act and experiences a change in their perception of their right to 
participate in feminist discourse. Consciousness-raising is predicated on the idea that women have not 
traditionally seen themselves as agents of change or even as audiences to political rhetoric. The goal of 
consciousness-raising is to create an awareness among the participants that their personal experiences 
are in fact shared by many and have structural origins (Campbell, 1983; Hanisch, 1970; Risman, 2004). It 
enables participating women to find their own meaning or truth through the process without being judged 
as right or wrong. Each woman decides if an action is right for her (Campbell, 1999). As women transform 
their view of themselves, they begin to transform the view of their ability to enact social change.  
 
Feminist scholars have long recognised the importance of consciousness-raising in feminist activism 
(Campbell, 1999; hooks, 2000; Sarachild, 1978), with some tracing it back to the first wave feminist 
movement (Ryan, 1992). Many conceptions of consciousness-raising as a process still centre around the 
second-wave women’s liberation movement (Hanisch, 1970; Sarachild, 1978). Kathie Sarachild is 
formally credited with developing feminist consciousness-raising in the early seventies as a small group 
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process (Rosen, 2000; Sowards and Renegar, 2004). Since then, it has come a long way with various 
scholars pointing to essays, public forums, events, and speeches as other forms it can take (Campbell 
1999, p. 128). More recently, feminist scholars have used a consciousness-raising as a lens to analyse 
the impact of digital feminist activism and contemporary feminist practice (Clark, 2016a; Gleeson and 
Turner, 2019; Martin and Valenti, 2013). 
 
Digital public spaces offer an alternative platform for discussing these fears and experiences (Barker-
Plummer and Barker-Plummer, 2017). These spaces offer women an opportunity to express themselves, 
build relationships based on seeing and being seen, and construct politics around embodied experiences, 
shared outrage and collective action. They have an emancipatory power and the potential to act as a 
counter-hegemonic space (Abdel-Aziz et al., 2016; Blanco and Martínez Avidad, 2018). Digital public 
spaces allow for the creation of a new social structure in which “the social movements of the twenty-first 
century are being formed” (Castells, 2015, 130). Digital public spaces “[allow] leadership movements to 
thrive outside of the repressive and restrictive physical spaces” (Castells, 2015, 134). These spaces are 
sites of conversation (hooks, 2000, 8), where women are “transformed into feminists willing to speak and 
act for social change” (Campbell, 1983, 105) through opening up the “inchoate and personal” experience 
(Smith, 1987). 
 
One such digital safety tool which has been designed to deliberately draw upon consciousness-raising 
processes and to follow an empowering approach is She’s a crowd. She’s a crowd is an Australian-based 
digital storytelling platform that allows anyone with internet access to share their story about gendered 
violence (although at this stage it is only available in English). It is available as a web application via a 
web browser and does not require a log-in function or any downloads, making it as accessible and as 
anonymous as possible. When someone shares their story via the storytelling tool, the story can be 
geotagged and time-stamped retrospectively with the location and time frame of the user’s choice. The 
user is also able to share their story in their own words and is not required to answer any questions they 
do not wish to. Next, the tool matches them with de-identified stories similar to their own and they are 
connected to support services. At this stage, the tool does not offer any mapping visualisations due to 
concerns around increasing women’s perceived fear of public space and putting the onus on women to 
change their behaviour. All stories are de-identified and kept in a secure database. The insights created 
with the data are used for advocacy and evidence-based proactive action and city planning to address 
gender-based violence. She’s a crowd makes it clear to users that its purpose is for data-collection to 
inform change and prioritises the anonymity of its users. It uses a trauma-informed approach to story-
sharing to provide an alternative sharing platform for those who do not wish to or cannot, access the 
criminal justice system. She’s a crowd functions as a consciousness-raising platform which is designed 
with user empowerment as a central tenet.  
 
The recent success of hashtag movements demonstrate how digital spaces can transcend geopolitical 
borders, crowdsourcing experiences to create a collective narrative among disparate internet users 
(Horeck, 2014). The #metoo movement of 2017 how the digital public space can foster collective action 
on a large-scale at a lightning-fast pace. Contemporary online hashtag movements such as #metoo are 
built upon the work of many long-time organisers (Jaffe, 2018), but they benefit immensely from the use 
of digital technology. The term “Me Too” was first coined by activist Tarana Burke a decade earlier (Collier 
Hillstrom, 2019), but it became viral when it was used on Twitter by Alyssa Milano. It was used 12 million 
times in the 24 hours (CBS, 2017), and while many assumed #metoo would fade into the background, as 
most hashtag campaigns do (Renkl, 2017), it persevered, demonstrating an unprecedented sticking 
power. Various social commentators hail it as the most high-profile example of digital feminist activism yet 
encountered (Mendes et al., 2018).  
 
Various studies have attempted to examine other similar movements. A study conducted by Keller et al 
(2018b) of Hollaback! found evidence that the application leads to a “wider feminist consciousness”. The 
process involved content and textual analysis of a sample dataset of Hollaback!’s data, and a concurrent 
discursive analysis of interviews with a sample of Twitter users who posted on the platform with the 
hashtag #beenrapedneverreported (Keller et al., 2018b). Another study was a large-scale discourse 
analysis of half a million tweets and over 1.5 million retweets of the #yesallwomen viral hashtag 
conducted by Barker-Plummer (2017). Its findings were that feminists were using Twitter to achieve 
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discursive goals and build collective consciousness: goals that were previously achieved through 
pamphlets and consciousness-raising groups. The study found that #yesallwomen’s discursive activism 
functioned as a site of consciousness-raising as well as of public activism (Barker-Plummer 2017). A 
study by Clark (2016) analysed the #WhyILeft and #WhyIStayed hashtags and how it was used to 
counter the victim-blaming narratives that occurred in situations of domestic violence. Other feminist 
research has investigated the ways digital spaces are fighting rape-culture (Horeck, 2014; Keller et al., 
2018; Phipps et al., 2018; Thrift, 2014). 
 
These successes show how online spaces, such as Twitter and other digital platforms, can be leveraged 
by social movements, benefiting from the low-cost access and the wide and diverse audience (Barker-
Plummer 2017). They demonstrate the potential of digital platforms to become “spaces of collective 
counter-narratives of sexual violence” (O’Neill, 2018). Online feminist activism is making women’s 
everyday experiences of the public space visible at a global scale (Fileborn, 2017), and enriching our 
understanding of everyday victimization and the power relationships that it reinforces. It also highlights 
the challenges of addressing these issues through a formal justice system given the inadequacies of law 
or impracticalities in reporting. In the context of the digital applications at hand, we observe that the (1) 
establishment of a large-scale database of women’s experiences is particularly useful, along with the (2) 
visualisation of said data (sometimes real-time), (3) global access to information, and (4) interaction 
between users to provide for mutual support. Further, it can be expected that a person who participates in 
the consciousness-raising process is less likely to use a digital tool that requires them to monitor and 
modify their behaviour because, over time, they theoretically will no longer accept that it is their 
responsibility to change their behaviour. It is therefore relevant that the next question we ask is how do 
these empowered individuals then advocate for change? This is what we attempt to illustrate in the 
second half of this paper, by looking at other digital safety tools we reviewed. 
 
Demanding Change 
As discussed earlier, to exercise their right to the city, women should be able to participate in the 
processes of governance that shape the city. To do so, they must have the freedom to loiter (Phadke et 
al., 2011) and the right to risk (Phadke, 2007). This means freedom from the “fear of confronting the 
harassers on the street; fear of retaliation with physical harm; fear of being ridiculed and dismissed... fear 
of sharing it with family and friends who might question/criticise the modesty of their dress and behaviour 
on the street; and the fear that complaints will put further restrictions on their freedoms” (Skalli, 2014, 
p.253). This fear leads to a silence that normalises “daily acts of violence” and makes women “anticipate 
them as the inevitable price for entering the public space” (Skalli, 2014). Therefore, although the current 
digital landscape is dominated by paternalistic digital safety tools, as shown in Figure 1, the applications 
that offer a platform for women to voice their experience and demand change are of greater value. These 
empowering tools allow women to participate in processes of governance by sharing their story, 
interacting with the stories of others, politicising their voices and becoming engaged with the issues at 
hand.  
 
My Safetipin is among the leading digital safety applications in the world. It was launched in Delhi, in 2013 
during the aftermath of the Nirbhaya rape (Viswanath, 2015). It is today available in more than 10 cities 
around the world. It collects geospatial data on the infrastructure conditions of public spaces through 
digital audits submitted by users with their mobile phones (Viswanath, 2015). The data is used to produce 
reports at different scales - street, neighbourhood, and city. The data is also presented as an interactive 
map on smartphones and internet browser. The map also shows some essential local resources and a 
safety score on a scale of five compiled from the various safety audits received. The application can be 
used for navigation using the safety score or for GPS tracking. The application enables users to share 
their experiences with others and it enables users to produce data that can guide infrastructure 
improvements in the city. Its success is evident from the continued and growing partnership with different 
local governments around the world. 
 
The potential of these applications to enable change should not overshadow the criticism that surrounds 
the growing use of digital technology in governance (Kearns and Paddison, 2000; Pierre, 1999) and the 
creation of a ‘push-button democracy’ (Datta, 2018, p. 411) where data can be manipulated to represent 
public support for the decisions made by a government. Affinity for quantitative evidence poses some 
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other challenges, particularly in terms of data ownership and privacy. Moreover, women who do not have 
access to these applications can be easily left out and rendered invisible as a digital footprint becomes 
the indicator of citizenship (Allam and Newman, 2018). This is of particular import when gendering 
citizenship and democracy are already foundational challenges for feminist researchers, advocates and 
practitioners (Cornwall and Molyneux, 2006; Skalli, 2014). Additionally, these applications are typically 
designed by privileged individuals and therefore have been designed with their worldview. While one 
might see “safe” and “unsafe” spaces on a map as useful information, others might find themselves under 
greater surveillance by their family due to the same application. Feminist advocates working with these 
digital safety application/tools and their data should work to address these challenges and the privilege 
that these applications represent. 
 
My Safetipin has had some success in terms of engaging with marginalised communities. As part of the 
Aana-Jaana (to come and go) project conducted in partnership with King’s College London, they worked 
with young women and girls in an underprivileged neighbourhood of Delhi to help improve the 
infrastructure in their area. They focused on teaching young women how to use digital technology to 
demand change, employing social media and other communication platforms popular in India such as 
WhatsApp in addition to the My Safetipin application. If/when successful, these applications create agents 
of change and enable them and other feminist advocates to use the quantitative data to demand change. 
The quantitative data is of value in this process because it: 
 
• Presents anecdotal and qualitative evidence in a quantitative format that might be easier to 

communicate. She’s a crowd, My Safetipin, HARASSmap, all allow for this. 
 

• Enables creation of maps, charts and graphs and other visualisations. Free to Be offers an 
interactive map of cities where users can see where women reported good/bad interactions in 
public spaces.  
 

• Offers versatility in terms of the use and scale of the data. Community members from a 
neighbourhood in Delhi used the data collected through My Safetipin to ask for improvements to 
the main road passing through the neighbourhood to make it safer for pedestrians and cyclists.  
 

• Guides the interventions being implemented by offering a means of measuring progress. My 
Safetipin offers specific recommendations on the infrastructure improvements for women’s safety 
that the Delhi government is beginning to see as a reference. 
 

• Appeals to government officials and decision-makers who prefer quantitative data over qualitative. 
The interest among educational institutes in Australia for the data generated by She’s a crowd 
indicates the draw of such quantitative data. 

 
The applications also help women to overcome physical, social, political, and/or economic barriers that 
they face while accessing public spaces. Although we don’t have a study offering data on how these 
applications might do so, we can draw upon the work done by Radsch and Khamis (2013) who studied 
the use of social media during the Arab Springs. They found that women were able to be active 
participants in the revolution through the digital space although they could not overcome the barriers in 
the physical space. 
 
Conclusion 
By viewing digital safety tools through a consciousness-raising lens we can understand some of the 
processes behind why story-sharing online has become so popular. The process encourages women to 
share their stories prolifically, as seen in the 2017 #MeToo movement and other feminist hashtag 
movements. It is important to understand the consciousness-raising process because as we have shown, 
it is central to enabling empowerment through the use of digital women’s safety tools. Furthermore, it 
enriches data-driven advocacy for structural change by engaging with community members beyond the 
scope of the digital space. The data generated through these digital applications is disruptive to traditional 
forms of knowledge production and information flows, such as crime databases and reports that interpret 
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sexual harassment and violence through the lens of the criminal justice system, and by extension, the 
patriarchy. Empowering digital safety tools can help to mitigate some of the barriers to biased data such 
as fear of victim-blaming, additional victimisation or assumptions about gender identities. Based on this, 
we assert that cautious use of these tools can help us move away from paternalistic measures employed 
for women’s safety in favour of the empowerment that gives women freedom and the right to risk.  
We reiterate the need for caution here, as digital spaces are subject to bullying and incidents of privacy 
violation in new and unexpected ways. Additionally, data does not emerge from a vacuum and cannot 
speak for itself (Leurs, 2017). Algorithmic epistemology of these applications can recreate socio-spatial 
divisions (Elwood and Leszczynski, 2018) that are harder to detect and resolve. But, the mere availability 
of fifty-six (and growing) digital safety applications/tools indicates the need for interventions that address 
sexual harassment and violence against women in the digital age. There is powerful symbolism in the 
creation of platforms where women can reach out for help or information or share their experiences. 
Successful engagement with communities and the interest of government agencies in digital safety 
applications makes them an invaluable tool for feminist advocates and an important subject for feminist 
researchers. As discussed earlier, these digital safety applications can counter mainstream narratives 
and operate as counter-public spheres (Abdel-Aziz, Abdel-Salam and El-Sayad, 2016; Blanco and 
Martínez Avidad, 2018), which are essential to democracy (Fraser, 1990). In this role, they can empower 
women to take part in the processes of governance in the public domain, which has traditionally been 
considered as male. They can be the alternative sites of knowledge production as they collect data from 
different women. However, this is currently just an idea emerging from a broad desk review of these 
applications. In-depth analysis of individual applications to establish their disruptive potential will help 
feminist researchers and advocates to leverage the digital public space effectively. 
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