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Violence in South Africa (SA) is a social and public health concern.[1] The 
World Health Organization (WHO) defines violence as the intentional use 
of physical force or power, a threat or actual perpetration against oneself, 
another person or against a group or community that either results in, or 
has a high likelihood of resulting in, injury, death or psychological harm.[2] 
This includes bullying, physical fights and sexual assault.[2] For many years, 
young people in SA have been involved in political, criminal and gang-
related violence.[3] There have been numerous research interventions as 
well as government and non-governmental efforts to prevent this; however, 
the rates continue to escalate.[4] Of the greatest concern is that young people 
are becoming perpetrators at a younger age.[3-5] 

Young people can be harmed in significant and long-lasting ways 
from exposure to and perpetuation of violence, owing to their vul-
nerability at home, in school, in the community and in peer environ-
ments.[4] Burton and Leoschut[3] report that many young people grow 
up in homes where they are exposed to intimate partner violence 
between caregivers and adult family members and abuse perpetrated 
against children. They further argue that some of these young peo-
ple have been physically punished by their parents and others have 
witnessed people in their family intentionally attacking one another 
physically or using weapons.[3] 

Young people spend much of their time at school and these schools 
exist within the broader context of the community. This population is thus 
affected by the activities, culture and norms of the community.[2,6] Primary 
social groups, such as family and friendship networks, affect a learner’s 
social behaviour.[4] Hence, the social ills prevalent in communities are 
known to infuse the school environment.[3] A national survey on violence 

among learners from SA high schools studied 5 939 learners between 
August 2011 and August 2012. This survey reported that one in five 
learners (22.2%) had experienced some form of violence while at school, 
12.2% of the learners had been threatened with violence, 6.3% had been 
physically assaulted, 4.7% had been sexually assaulted or raped and 4.5% 
had been robbed.[3] Females are at increased risk of violence as they are 
often dating men older than themselves.[5]

The consequences of violence among learners are well documented 
in the literature.[3,7] These include psychosocial problems, and poor 
academic performance and health outcomes.[8] Learners stay away 
from certain places in school or on the school grounds,[5] some stay 
away from school-related activities,[6] while others decide to stay out 
of school and remain at home.[3] Absence from school owing to fear 
of violence directly affects the psychological wellbeing and academic 
performance of learners.[5] Violence among young people is associated 
with depression, unwanted teenage pregnancy and HIV.[9] These 
consequences are not only linked to the victim but to all persons 
exposed to actions of violence.[9]

Young people are further exposed to other types of violence such 
as robbery, fights and sexual violence while commuting to and 
from school.[1-3] Violence in neighbourhoods and communities is 
precipitated by access to weapons such as guns and sharp objects.[3,5,6] 
The district of uMgungundlovu, where the study was conducted, is not 
a stranger to violence.[10] This district municipality comprises seven 
local municipalities: Impendle, Mkhambathini, Mpofana, Msunduzi, 
Richmond, uMngeni and uMshwathi. Since the late 1980s and 1990s, 
violence in KwaZulu-Natal (KZN), SA has been characterised by 
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complex power dynamics between political parties and factions. 
Violence has been prominent in black residential areas including 
townships, shack settlements and rural areas, including some of 
the uMgungundlovu rural areas.[10] This has been reported over the 
past decades and, although the levels of violence have decreased, 
violence continues to simmer.[11] Violence, especially protest violence 
and assassinations, still occurs in the uMgungundlovu District.[10] 
Understanding youth violence is critical for planning prevention 
programmes. Thus we investigated the prevalence of violence among 
uMgungundlovu District high school learners and the factors 
associated with such violence.  

Methods
This was a quantitative cross-sectional study. Data came from 16 high 
schools in the uMgungundlovu District, KZN. The KZN Provincial 
Department of Education and district offices gave permission. 
Schools in each of the six local municipalities were randomly selected 
and a school’s participation in the study was voluntary. There were 
no refusals. Meetings with principals were arranged to introduce 
the study, and to obtain their support and commitment. General 
information sessions with all the Grade 10 learners were conducted. 
Before data collection, information sheets about the study were sent 
home to parents/guardians providing information about the study. 
Thereafter, written consent for learners 18 years and older and assent 
for learners 17 years and younger were obtained.

The Centers for Diseases Control (CDC) Youth Risk Behaviour coded 
survey was self-administered by the learners in the classroom and this 
took about an hour. All Grade 10 learners in each of the 16 schools were 
invited to participate; there were 8 refusals and 20 absentees. Ethical 
approval was obtained from the University of KZN Biomedical Research 
Ethics Committee (ref. no.: BE342/14). Data analysis was carried out using 
STATA 13 statistical software (Statacorp, USA). Descriptive analyses were 
used for the sample characteristics. χ2 was used to determine associations 
between the levels of violence and key categorical demographic variables. 
Where statistical significance for variables in the bivariate analyses was 
p<0.2, multivariate analysis was undertaken and the adjusted OR reported. 
A statistical significance criterion of p<0.05 was adopted for all the 
analyses. A generalised estimating equation model was used to adjust for 
the possible correlation of students within schools. 

Results 	
Demographic profile of participants
There were similar numbers of male and female participants, with 
males being older than females (p<0.001) (Table 1). The mean age of 
participants was 17 (standard deviation (SD) 2, range 13 - 23) years. 
More than a third of the learners (n=613, 35%) were residing with their 
mothers while only 464 (26%) were living with both parents. Overall, 
1 512 (89%) of the participants lived in traditional Zulu homesteads 
which consist of a fenced yard with separate houses/traditional rondavels 
(round houses) built of blocks or wattle and daub. A few participants 
(n=35, 2%) reported living with employers who were sugar cane and/or 
livestock farmers. Over half (n=1 023, 61%) of the heads of the learners’ 
household had been to high school but 40% of household heads were not 
working. Learners from municipality A comprised 21% of the sample, 
the highest number of any of the municipalities.

A graphical representation of prevalence of violence among SA 
high school learners is shown in Fig.1.

This will be discussed with reference to social and demographic 
factors associated with school violence (Table 2) and to the adjusted 
multivariate association between key demographic variables and 
school violence (Table 3).

Carried weapons in school during the past 30 days
Forty-one (2.4%) learners carried weapons to school. The odds of car-
rying weapons was higher in male learners (odds ratio (OR) 5.9, 95% 
confidence interval (CI) 2.0 - 15.0) than female learners (p<0.001). 
The odds of carrying weapons in the past 30 days among learners liv-
ing in rented rooms was four times higher (OR 4.0, 95% CI 1.0 - 13.0), 
as was the odds for learners living in informal settlements (OR 9.4, 
95% CI 3.0 - 32.0), compared with learners living in a Zulu homestead 
(p=0.006). Learners whose head of the household was employed as a 
skilled labourer (OR 0.4, 95% CI 0.1 - 1.2), unskilled labourer (OR 
0.3, 95% CI 0.1 - 0.8) or those who were not employed (OR 0.6, 95% 
CI 0.3 - 1.4) were less likely to have taken a weapon to school in the 
previous month, compared with learners whose head of household 
was a professional (p=0.001). 

Physical fights
Male learners 185 (21.2%) (OR 1.7, 95% CI 1.0 - 2.0) were more likely 
to have been involved in physical fights than female learners (n=111, 
12.6%; p<0.001). Physical fighting tended to increase with age. 
Learners aged 16 - 17 years reported more physical fights (17.6%, OR 
1.4, 95% CI 1.0 - 2.0), while those aged 18 - 23 years (21.2%, OR 1.8, 
95% CI 1.0 - 3.0; p<0.001) also reported more fights, compared with 
learners aged 13 - 15 years. Physical fighting was significantly more 
prevalent in schools located in municipality A (17.7%), B (25.2%) 
or C (18.9%) (p<0.001) compared with municipality D (13.0%), 
E (15.9%) or F (12.4%). The odds of learners reporting physical 
fighting in municipality B (OR 1.4, 95% CI 1.0 - 2.0), municipality C 
(OR 0.1, 95% CI 0.7 - 2.6), municipality D (OR 0.7, 95% CI 0.4 - 1.0), 
municipality E (OR 0.8, 95% CI 0.5 - 1.0) or municipality F (OR 1.0, 
95% CI 0.6 - 2.2.) differed significantly (p<0.001), compared with 
municipality A. There was a significant association between being 
in a physical fight and missing school (OR 2.5, 95% CI 1.9 - 3.3; 
p<0.001).

Safety
In terms of their feelings of security, 379 (21.7%) learners missed 
school at least once because of fears for their safety. The OR for 
feeling unsafe among learners living in rented rooms was 1.5 (95% 
CI 0.8 - 3.0), in informal settlements was 0.8 (95% CI 0.3 - 2.0) and 
in RDP houses was 2.7 (95% CI 1.0 - 5.0), compared with learners 
residing in a Zulu homestead. The OR of learners reporting feeling 
unsafe in municipality B was 1.6 (95% CI 1.1 - 3.0), municipality C 1.3 
(95% CI 1.0 - 2.0), municipality D 0.6 (95% CI 0.3 - 0.9), municipality 
E 1.0 (95% CI 0.7 - 2.0) and municipality F 0.8 (95% CI 0.4 - 1.2), 
compared with municipality A. 
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Fig. 1. Prevalence of violence among SA high school learners.
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Bullying
Nearly a quarter of learners (n=420, 23.9%) indicated that they had 
been bullied in the past 12 months. Learners who were bullied were 
significantly more likely to have missed school (OR 1.7, 95% CI 1.3 
- 2.2; p<0.001). The number of learners who reported being bullied 
through Facebook and WhatsApp instant messaging was 277 (15.8%). 
Although learners from municipality B (17.4%), C (17.1%) and E 
(17.5%) were more likely to be bullied on social media than learners 
from municipality A (14.4%), C (14.0%) and D (15.1%), this difference 
was not statistically significant.

Dating violence
The number of learners who reported being physically hurt by 
someone they were dating was 144 (12.1%, p=0.2). Learners from 
municipality B (17.9%) were more likely to report being hurt physi-

cally by someone they were dating (p=0.0003), while more learners 
from municipality C (11.5%) and D (11.5%) reported being forced to 
do sexual things such as touching and kissing unwillingly (p=0.0001), 
compared with other municipalities. Learners whose head of the 
household held a postgraduate qualification were more likely to 
report being physically hurt (21.7%, p=0.2) and forced to do sexual 
things, compared with learners whose head of household had only 
attended primary or high school.

Discussion
This study explored the relationship between violence and key 
demographic characteristics of learners attending public high schools 
in uMgungundlovu District. In the study, nearly a quarter of learners 
had been bullied in the past year, over 20% had missed school due 
to feeling unsafe, over 15% had been involved in physical fights 

Table 1. Demographic profile of participants
  Male, n (%) Female, n (%) Total, n (%) p-value

Gender 873 (50) 886 (50) 1 759 (100)  
Age (years), mean (SD) 17 (1.5) 16.5 (1.6) 16.7 (1.6) <0.001
Age group (years)  

13 - 15 139 (16) 284 (32) 423 (24) <0.001
16 - 17 417 (48) 392 (44) 809 (46)  
18 - 23 317 (36) 210 (24) 527 (30)  

Living arrangements
Both parents 245 (28) 219 (25) 464 (26) 0.9
Father 59 (7) 29 (3) 88 (5)  
Mother 282 (32) 331 (37) 613 (35)  
Extended/other 287 (33) 305 (34) 277 (34)  

Accommodation
Zulu homestead 749 (89) 763 (89) 1 512 (89) 0.2
Rented room 22 (3) 22 (3) 44 (3)  
Employer 17 (2) 18 (2) 35 (2)  
Informal settlement 16 (2) 27 (3) 43 (3)  
Other 39 (5) 24 (3) 63 (4)  

Highest education level of head of household  
Never/primary 189 (23) 221 (26) 410 (24) 0.6
High school 514 (62) 509 (60) 1 023 (61)  
Diploma 45 (5) 42 (5) 87 (5)  
Degree 66 (8) 61 (7) 127 (8)  
Postgraduate 19 (2) 20 (2) 39 (2)  

Type of work of head of household

Professional 171 (21) 134 (16) 305 (18) 0.011
Skilled 135 (16) 119 (14) 254 (15)  
Unskilled 222 (27) 226 (27) 448 (27)  
Not working 302 (36) 364 (43) 666 (40)  

Municipality  
A 161 (18) 203 (23) 364 (21) 0.07
B 135 (15) 114 (13) 249 (14)  
C 151 (17) 155 (17) 306 (17)  
D 170 (19) 146 (16) 316 (18)  
E 121 (14) 112 (13) 233 (13)  
F 136 (16) 156 (18) 292 (17)  
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and 4.5% had been forced to have sex. Although male and female 
learners were both affected by violence, this study reports that male 
learners were more likely to carry weapons and therefore were more 
at risk of experiencing violence.[3-5] In the SA School Violence survey 
conducted by Burton et al.,[3] it was noted that female learners tend 
to report more acts of harassment, sexual assault and rape than male 

learners, and this can be attributed to the social construction of 
masculinity.[12] Girls and boys are not socialised in a similar manner 
in our societies.[13] For instance, boys are expected to be brave and 
not to show emotions such as crying, whereas girls are expected to 
be sensitive and kind.[14] Another explanation for this phenomenon 
of socialisation is that, generally, older male learners have a bigger 

Table 2. Social and demographic factors associated with school violence

Factors 

Carried a weapon in the  
past 30 days Been in physical fight 

Did not go to school 
because unsafe

Yes, n (%) N p-value Yes, n (%) N p-value Yes, n (%) N
Overall 41 (2.4) 1 741   271 (15.4) 1 751   379 (21.7) 1 748
Age group (years)

13 - 15 8 (1.9) 424   49 (11.6) 422   69 (16.3) 423
16 - 17 18 (2.3) 799   137 (17.0) 806 178 (22.1) 806
18 - 23 15 (2.9) 518 0.6 111 (21.2) 523 <0.001 132 (25.4) 519

Sex
Female 6 (0.7) 874   111 (12.6) 878 <0.001 193 (21.9) 881
Male 35 (4.0) 867 <0.001 185 (21.2) 873   187 (27.5) 680

Living arrangements
Both parents 12 (2.6) 462 0.6 63 (13.6) 463   93 (20.2) 461
Father 2 (2.3) 87   17 (19.3) 88   19 (21.8) 87
Mother 10 (1.7) 603   110 (18.0) 610   144 (23.8) 605
Extended family/other 17 (2.9) 587   106 (18.0) 588 0.2 123 (20.7) 593

Accommodation
Zulu homestead 32 (2.1) 1 500 0.006 259 (17.2) 1 506 0.9 310 (20.6) 1 503
Rented room 4 (9.3) 43   7 (15.9) 44   13 (30.2) 43
Employer 0 (0.0) 34   5 (14.3) 35   6 (17.6) 34
Informal settlement 4 (9.3) 43   8 (18.6) 43   17 (39.5) 43
Other/RDP houses 1 (1.6) 63   9 (14.3) 63 18 (28.6) 63

Municipality
A 8 (2.2) 360 0.9 64 (17.7) 362 <0.001 87 (24.2) 360
B 7 (2.8) 246   63 (25.2) 250   66 (26.6) 248
C 8 (2.7) 299   57 (18.9) 302   92 (30.4) 303
D 9 (3.8) 238   41 (13.0) 316   32 (10.2) 314
E 4 (1.7) 233   37 (15.9) 233   40 (17.2) 233
F 5 (1.7) 288   35 (12.1) 289   63 (21.6) 291

Highest education level of 
head of household

Never/primary 6 (1.5) 403 0.029 59 (14.6) 405 0.2 85 (20.9) 407
High school 22 (2.2) 1 014   176 (17.2) 1 021   217 (21.3) 1 017
Post high school 12 (4.7) 253   49 (19.4) 252   62 (24.6) 252

Employment status
Employed 24 (2.6) 916 0.3 152 (16.5) 920 0.7 189 (20.6) 917
Unemployed 13 (2.0) 659   113 (17.0) 663   151 (22.7) 666
Self-employed 1 (0.7) 140   27 (19.0) 142   31 (22.3) 139

Work of head of household
Professional 17 (5.6) 304 0.001 51 (16.9) 302 0.9 70 (23.0) 304
Skilled 4 (1.6) 250   49 (19.3) 254   46 (18.3) 252
Unskilled 5 (1.1) 446   75 (16.7) 448   88 (19.8) 445
Not working 13 (2.0) 657   112 (16.9) 661   151 (22.7) 664

RDP = reconstruction and development programme.
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physique than younger male and female learners.[3] In addition, male 
learners may grow up in homes and communities where older men 
display violent behaviour towards one another and even towards 
females.[4] Learners may then learn to model the behaviour of their 
parents and neighbours.[2]  

Education is compulsory in SA and children start formal 
education at the minimum age of 6 years; however, many children 
start school at a later age and if they repeat a grade (or several 
grades), they will be older than others in the classroom. Some of 
these learners then start secondary education already older than 
14 years, which is the entry age requirement.[15] The resultant wide 
age range was evident in this study and is a major and ongoing 
problem.[16] Research shows that the older learners are, the more 
they are likely to perpetrate delinquent behaviour such as substance 
abuse and violence, because these learners have spent more time in 
school than other learners, as some learners have repeated a grade.
[5-6] In our survey, which targeted only Grade 10 learners, 30% of 
the learners were between the ages of 18 and 23 years, while only 
46% were between 16 and 17 years, the expected grade age. This 
difference was significant.

Clearly, safety in SA schools is under threat,[5] given the high rates 
of crime in schools and in the communities where these schools are 
situated.[4] In this survey, 21.7% of learners had been absent from 
school for one or more days because of fear for their safety.[3,13] In the 
previous national survey on school violence, the rate of physical fights 
was 6.3%,[3] and in this study, physical fighting tended to increase 

with age, with learners aged between 18 and 23 years reporting more 
fights. These results are similar to the previous national survey.[3] In 
support of this finding, Ncontsa and Shumba[8] also found that older 
learners were responsible for initiating physical fights. Our study 
showed a significant association between being in a physical fight 
and missing school. Of concern is that learners who had been in a 
physical fight were 2.5 times more likely to miss school.[3,8]  

Other forms of violence reported by the learners included dating 
violence and bullying. The results of our study mirror the results 
of previous research on adolescent/youth dating violence.[13] In this 
study, 8.3% of the learners reported being victimised by someone 
they were dating and over a quarter were forced to do sexual things 
(kissing and touching) by someone they were dating. Of concern 
in youth/adolescent dating are the consequences of such coercion, 
including unwanted pregnancy,[13] rape[14] and HIV,[13] especially for 
female learners, who are at particularly high risk as some are dating 
older men.[1] 

There was also an association between missing school and 
bullying among the learners who indicated being bullied in the past 
12 months. The negative actions included threatening, taunting, 
name-calling and teasing. Nearly a quarter of learners (23.9%) 
in this study reported being bullied and two-thirds of these said 
that they experienced such bullying on Facebook and WhatsApp. 
Cyber violence is part of a new and broader spectrum of bullying 
affecting SA.[3,6] The studies on bullying show that historically, 
physical bullying in schools has been in existence for decades.[3,4,8] 

Table 3. Adjusted multivariate association between key demographic variables and school violence

Demographic variables 
Carried weapon,              
ORadj (95% CI)

Physical fight, 
ORadj (95% CI)

Missed school,        
ORadj (95% CI)

Sex    
Female 1 1  

Male 5.9 (2.0 - 15.0) 1.7 (1.0 - 2.0)  
Age (years)    

13 - 15   1  
16 - 17   1.4 (1.0 - 2.0)  
18 - 23   1.8 (1.0 - 3.0)  

Accommodation    
Zulu homestead 1   1
Rented rooms 4.0 (1.0 - 13.0)                         1.5 (0.8 - 3.0)
Employer 9.4 (3.0 - 32.0) 0.8 (0.3 - 2.0)
Informal settlement 0.8 (0.1 - 6.0)   2.7 (1.0 - 5.2)
RDP houses 0.8 (0.1 - 5.9)   1.9 (1.0 - 3.4)

Work of head of household  
Professional 1    
Skilled 0.4 (0.1 - 1.2)    
Unskilled 0.3 (0.1 - 0.8)    
Not working 0.6 (0.3 - 1.4)    

Municipality    
A   1 1
B   1.4 (1.0 - 2.0) 1.6 (1.1 - 3.0)
C   0.1 (0.7 - 2.6) 1.3 (1.0 - 2.0)
D   0.7 (0.4 - 1.0) 0.6 (0.3 - 0.9)
E   0.8 (0.5 - 1.0) 1.0 (0.7 - 2.0)
F   1.0 (0.6 - 2.2) 0.8 (0.4 - 1.2) 
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Although guidelines on bullying exist, most learners do not report it 
to school authorities.[15] Some of the reasons for reluctance to report 
included fear of being laughed at, being called ‘mama’s boy’[15] and 
that reporting such bullying will be followed by intensified actions 
of bullying.[5]   

In this study, learners living in informal settlements and RDP 
houses were more likely to have carried weapons in the past 
30 days. With increasing urbanisation in SA and the surge in 
the urban population, municipalities have been unable to meet 
housing needs and informal settlements have proliferated.[16] These 
settlements often provide inadequate housing and have a high 
unemployment rate that also affects social stability. Because of the 
severely underprivileged socioeconomic conditions of many of these 
learners, children from such families are often more violent than 
those from better-off families.[17] Historically, informal settlements 
have also been associated with high levels of crime.[18] In deep rural 
areas, however, there are few high schools and to avail themselves 
of the opportunity of a high school education, learners have to find 
places at high schools far from their homes and support structures.[16] 
For example, 44 (3%) learners in our study were residing in a rented 
room and another 43 (3%) in informal settlements.

Residing in a Zulu traditional homestead, living with a father or 
living with the extended family emerged as possible protective factors 
in this study. In SA, historical migrant labour practices separated 
fathers from their families.[17] We found that only a quarter of learners 
lived with both parents. Although there may be a number of factors 
contributing to this, the AIDS epidemic in the past two decades has 
resulted in the deaths of many adults of child-bearing age, leaving 
their children lacking adequate care.[19] Of interest is our finding 
that children of professionals were significantly more likely to have 
carried a weapon to school in the past 30 days. We are unsure as to 
what the reason might be. It may be that these learners have financial 
resources to purchase a weapon; however, the context of crime in SA 
has resulted in an increase in learners carrying weapons either for 
self-defence or to commit a crime.[19] 

Study limitations 
A cross-sectional design was used; therefore, it is impossible to deter-
mine the direction of the associations. The questionnaire relied on self 
reports and the prevalence rates are likely to be conservative estimates 
because learners may choose not to reveal instances of violence, despite 
the efforts taken to ensure privacy and confidentiality during data col-
lection. Some questions were not sufficiently comprehensive for the 
topics investigated, e.g. for those on dating violence, forced sex and 
bullying, learners were not asked if they had perpetrated any of these 
forms of violence. 

Conclusion
Although the findings of our study are not generalisable to the overall 
SA population of high school learners, they do indicate that violence 
is a significant problem for young people in KZN. Interventions 
aimed at preventing violence need to be increased and be aligned 

with the demographics of the area. Most of the schools in the 
study had learners who are much older than other learners in the 
classrooms, and the Department of Education and school governing 
bodies need to find ways of dealing with the mixed ages of learners, 
to reduce levels of violence in school. Safety in SA is a constitutional 
right.[18] Given the context of violence in SA high schools, some 
schools do not provide an environment conducive to learning.  

More research is needed to understand why learners whose head 
of household is a professional are more likely to carry weapons than 
others and to investigate the prevalence and effects of cyberbullying 
through social media such as Facebook and WhatsApp.  
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