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Abstract Abstract 
The exploitation of people in the environments in which they live and work continues to be a challenge 
globally despite efforts by stakeholders at national and international levels to bring this to a halt. 
Exploitation has both short-term and long-term impacts on the lives of the survivors. Attention should be 
given to preventing new incidents and addressing ongoing exploitation. However, there is a lack of 
research that focuses on the subjective experiences of different forms of exploitation within the Western 
Cape, South Africa. Therefore, this paper explores individuals’ experiences of being exploited, focusing on 
the types of exploitative situations participants are exposed to. This study sample consists of 417 adults 
residing in Cape Town and surrounding areas, of which 84% were South African, and 16% were from other 
African countries. Data were collected using a structured survey with additional semi-structured interview 
questions. This report used only responses to specific semi-structured questions, which were analysed 
through thematic analysis. The findings reveal that study participants often experience situations that 
leave them vulnerable to multiple forms of exploitation. This includes experiences of abuse and economic 
vulnerability; specifically, participants reported working in abusive environments and their economic 
vulnerabilities being exploited. It was also found that the type of employment could create vulnerability, 
which left participants at an increased risk for exploitation. Considering this, the study calls for the 
collaboration of different stakeholders, including but not limited to the families, community, leaders, 
scholars, and governmental and non-governmental sectors, in developing and prioritising strategies to 
prevent exploitation. This is essential in protecting and safeguarding the rights of individuals and building 
a just South Africa where everyone can thrive free from exploitation by others. 
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ABSTRACT 

The exploitation of people in the environments in which they live and work continues to be a 
challenge globally despite efforts by stakeholders at national and international levels to bring 
this to a halt. Exploitation has both short-term and long-term impacts on the lives of the 
survivors. Attention should be given to preventing new incidents and addressing ongoing 
exploitation. However, there is a lack of research that focuses on the subjective experiences of 
different forms of exploitation within the Western Cape, South Africa. Therefore, this paper 
explores individuals’ experiences of being exploited, focusing on the types of exploitative 
situations participants are exposed to. This study sample consists of 417 adults residing in 
Cape Town and surrounding areas, of which 84% were South African, and 16% were from 
other African countries. Data were collected using a structured survey with additional semi-
structured interview questions. This report used only responses to specific semi-structured 
questions, which were analysed through thematic analysis. The findings reveal that study 
participants often experience situations that leave them vulnerable to multiple forms of 
exploitation. This includes experiences of abuse and economic vulnerability; specifically, 
participants reported working in abusive environments and their economic vulnerabilities 
being exploited. It was also found that the type of employment could create vulnerability, 
which left participants at an increased risk for exploitation. Considering this, the study calls 
for the collaboration of different stakeholders, including but not limited to the families, 
community, leaders, scholars, and governmental and non-governmental sectors, in developing 
and prioritising strategies to prevent exploitation. This is essential in protecting and 
safeguarding the rights of individuals and building a just South Africa where everyone can 
thrive free from exploitation by others.  
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XPLOITATION IS UNDERSTOOD as the act of using people’s vulnerability to take ad-
vantage of or unfairly treat them as a means of directly profiting or benefiting 

from them (Batsyukova, 2007; Republic of South Africa, 2013). It is a complex activity, 
and people are often exploited based on their vulnerabilities, which include but are 
not limited to being a  

migrant or immigrant who has entered the country illegally or without the 
proper documentation; pregnancy; any disability of the person; addiction to 
the use of any dependency-producing substance; being a child; social circum-
stances; or economic circumstances (Republic of South Africa, 2013, p. 10).  

For example, Acharya (2021) highlights that approximately 21 million migrants 
are forced into human trafficking or exploited, often through forced labour, including 
working for less than the state-identified minimum wage. Homelessness has also been 
identified as a vulnerability to exploitation. This is supported by a study conducted in 
the U.S. by Chisolm-Straker et al. (2019), who found that 48.3% of their study sample 
of homeless youth experienced labour exploitation, with 17.2% experiencing both la-
bour and sexual exploitation. This has been associated with the increased risk of 
homeless persons trading sexual favours for necessities such as food, money, or shel-
ter. As Murphy (2016) suggests, homeless youth are particularly vulnerable to exploi-
tation since scam artists, abusers, and traffickers recognize their vulnerability and 
target them. 

South Africa has been identified as a source, transit, and destination country for 
exploiting children, women, and men (United States Department of State, 2020, 2021; 
Van der Watt, 2018). The 2021 Trafficking in Persons report published by the United 
States Department of State reported that foreign nationals are fraudulently recruited 
and charged excessive fees by labour brokers to work in South African mines, often 
resulting in forced labour (United States Department of State, 2021). 

This is also found in the domestic workspace, as domestic workers in South Africa 
are among the most exploited groups, often being paid less than the minimum wage 
(Du Preez et al., 2010). There is a paucity of research on the exploitation of people in 
South Africa and statistics on the different forms of exploitation in the country. How-
ever, a briefing paper on the sexual exploitation of children in South Africa (End Child 
Prostitution and Trafficking International, 2019) indicates that poverty strongly con-
tributes to people being exploited. This is due to their economic vulnerability and des-
peration for employment. Furthermore, a prevalence study conducted on modern-day 
slavery across South Africa estimated the absolute number of victims to be 155,000 
people (Global Slavery Index, 2018). Recent estimates demonstrate that 17% of a vul-
nerable sample in Cape Town experienced probable lifetime trafficking, and 2.9% ex-
perienced likely trafficking in the past year (Price et al., 2022). 

There are various consequences associated with exploitation that survivors or 
victims often experience. These include, but are not limited to, physical symptoms 
such as headaches, gynaecological infections (due to sexual exploitation), and body 
pains (Zimmerman et al., 2008). Other consequences include mental health issues; for 
instance, the victim/survivor may suffer from single or multiple mental disorders, in-
cluding depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress, and substance use disorders, be-
cause of the exploitation they experience. (Gerassi, 2015; Ottisova et al., 2016; Zim-
merman et al., 2008). Additionally, experiences of abuse across the different stages of 
life have also been associated with exploitation. For example, childhood emotional 
abuse, sexual abuse, and physical abuse (De Vries & Goggin, 2020; Gerassi, 2015; Roe-
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Sepowitz, 2012) are significantly connected with commercial sexual exploitation, re-
sulting in a younger age of entry into the prostitution industry. There may be a con-
nection between such experiences and the transmission of negative self-beliefs, low 
self-worth, and even impairment of abilities.  

It is apparent that vulnerability considerably increases the risk of exploitation. 
According to the Prevention and Combating of Trafficking in Persons Act (PACOTIP) 
(Republic of South Africa, 2013), abuse of vulnerability is the act of any abuse that 
leads a person to believe that he or she has no reasonable alternative but to submit to 
exploitation. This results in exploitation primarily occurring because of someone’s 
vulnerability being taken advantage of and the abuse associated with it. Therefore, 
the risks that come with being vulnerable are important to consider as they signifi-
cantly affect an individual’s experiences during exploitation and their help-seeking 
behaviour about any assistance they may need.  

South African law explicitly prohibits the exploitation of any person within the 
country, including migrants and immigrants. For instance, The Bill of Rights (1996) 
explicitly forbids any person is subjected to slavery, servitude, or forced labour and 
states that all persons have the right to fair labour practices. This shows that South 
Africa has laws preventing the exploitation of people; however, it continues to be a 
prominent issue within the country. In South Africa, limited scientific literature exam-
ines individual experiences of vulnerability and the contributing factors to exploita-
tion. Thus, exploring and understanding people’s experiences of exploitative environ-
ments and situations is of substantial importance, as this could improve policies con-
cerning exploitation. This study aimed to explore vulnerable individuals’ experiences 
of exploitation by identifying the types of exploitation they are exposed to based on 
their subjective experiences.  

METHODS 

STUDY DESIGN AND SETTING 

This paper draws on data gathered in a more extensive research study that fo-
cused on the nature and scope of Trafficking in Persons (TIP) within the Western Cape 
(hereafter referred to as the primary study). The primary study included a cross-sec-
tional structured survey design to estimate the prevalence and identify indicators of 
trafficking in persons conducted in 2021. The data for this sub-study were collected 
in the City of Cape Town and surrounding areas in the Western Cape, South Africa. 
Although the primary study focused on trafficking in persons, the current study aimed 
to explore the subjective experiences of at-risk people who have experienced life 
events that are often associated with vulnerability to exploitation (Chisolm-Straker et 
al., 2019; Republic of South Africa, 2013). This includes persons who experienced 
homelessness, substance addiction, living in low socio-economic status (SES) commu-
nities with high unemployment rates, sex workers, and migrants. Qualitative data col-
lected from the semi-structured questions in the structured survey were extracted 
and used for analysis. The following semi-structured questions were asked: (1) Do 
you think you have been used, abused, or exploited? (2) Why do you think this hap-
pened? (3) How would you characterize the experience? (4) Is there anything else you 
would like to say before you/I leave? The main findings from the data analysis per-
tained to participants responding to the above questions. 
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SAMPLING SIZE AND SAMPLING PROCEDURE 

Participants were recruited by gaining access to organisations and rehabilitation 
facilities that identified persons who may have experienced vulnerable situations, in-
cluding but not limited to substance abuse, homelessness, and survivors of domestic 
violence. Additionally, individuals who participated in the study were also asked to 
refer anyone they know who meets the study criteria and may be willing to partici-
pate. The inclusion criteria for this study consisted of adults aged 18 or older who are 
refugees, migrant workers, people in the sex industry and people in recovery from 
drug or alcohol addiction, domestic workers, or those who experienced any form of 
abuse, including physical, emotional, verbal, or psychological abuse, experienced 
other exploitive situations or experienced a partner or someone close to them being 
threatened or hurt. In addition, social media platforms, including Facebook, Insta-
gram, WhatsApp, and TikTok, were used as an additional source of participant recruit-
ment. The inclusion criteria for the current study were explained to potential partici-
pants, and if they met the criteria, they were invited to participate. A total of 417 par-
ticipant participated in the study when the qualitative data were extracted. The pri-
mary study had a final sample of 665 participants. The sample for the findings pre-
sented in the current paper consists of males (39.7%), females (57.7%), transgender 
(2.4%), and non-binary (.2%) with a mean age of 34.05 years old.  

Furthermore, data were collected by six research assistants and six community 
workers (hereafter called field workers). Before participant recruitment and data col-
lection, fieldworkers received intensive training on administering the survey and eth-
ics. A hybrid sampling approach suitable for hard-to-reach populations was used to 
adapt to the COVID-19 pandemic. Sampling strategies included purposive sampling 
and snowball sampling, and by adapting Flynn et al.’s (2013) door-to-door recruit-
ment process, a systematic ‘door-to-door’ sampling method was also adopted. Follow-
ing strict COVID-19 protocols and restrictions, the fieldworkers recruited residents in 
every third dwelling unit in areas with high concentrations of high-risk residents (e.g., 
informal settlements and many backyard dwellers). 

DATA COLLECTION TOOLS AND PROCEDURES 

Throughout the survey, participants discussed potential experiences of exploita-
tion. At the end of the survey, based on their personal experiences and perspectives, 
participants were asked what they believe led to this. The survey was translated into 
Afrikaans and isiXhosa and back-translated into English for further revision and fina-
lisation. Fieldworkers administered the survey in person to participants using Ko-
boToolbox from tablets provided to them, where the fieldworkers entered the re-
sponses manually. However, due to COVID-19 restrictions, surveys were also admin-
istered telephonically with participants using paper-and-pencil administration. All 
survey participants received a R50 grocery voucher as a token of appreciation for 
their time and effort.  

DATA ANALYSIS 

For the current study, the qualitative data extracted from the structured survey 
were analyzed using thematic analysis (Clarke & Braun, 2013). Native-speaking field-
workers translated Afrikaans and/or IsiXhosa qualitative responses into English be-
fore analysis. The analysis process started with two researchers familiarising them-
selves with the extracted qualitative information. This was done by splitting the avail-
able data and reading and re-reading participant responses. Each researcher then 
generated initial codes and reorganised and rearranged them to refine the initial 
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codes. After coding was completed, researchers shared their refined codes to identify 
any sub-themes that may have emerged. By clustering similar codes, the sub-themes 
were created. After that, similar concepts were grouped to form the final themes iden-
tified.  

ETHICS 

The primary study received ethics clearance to conduct the research study 
granted by the Biomedical Science Research Ethics Committee at the University of the 
Western Cape (BM20/8/13). All participants were informed of the study's aim and 
their right to participate and/or withdraw from the research study at any time with-
out penalty. Participants were also informed of their role during the survey admin-
istration and the field worker's role. Participant consent was obtained verbally and 
from all individuals involved in the study. To ensure confidentiality and anonymity, all 
information obtained from participants was stored on KoboToolbox, which was only 
accessible to the primary researchers, and no names or personal identifiers were 
used.  

RESULTS 

More than half of the participants (56.2%) thought they had been used, abused, 
and/or exploited. Based on the thematic analysis, the identified themes are signifi-
cantly interrelated. However, this paper's themes were kept separately for clarity and 
flow. Three themes were identified, namely (1) abuse, (2) economic vulnerability, and 
(3) type of employment that creates vulnerability, each with its sub-themes presented 
below.  

ABUSE 

It was common for participants to describe abuse as a form of vulnerability they 
experienced. Among the types of abuse participants reported were sexual abuse, 
physical abuse, verbal abuse, and psychological abuse. Generally, participants in this 
study reported experiencing and/or witnessing at least one form of abuse during 
childhood, adulthood, or both. This indicates the presence of revictimization in par-
ticipants’ lives. This theme emerged based on participant responses of experiencing 
abuse often perpetrated by someone in their personal lives, such as close family mem-
bers, intimate partners, or someone they knew. This is illustrated below.  

Participant 17 reported revictimization as she experienced and witnessed abuse 
in the home as a child, and later, as an adult, she experienced abuse within her mar-
riage. She said: “Growing up, I witnessed and experienced a lot of violence in [the] 
home. When I got married, I was also abused” (Female, 65 years old). A similar expe-
rience was reported by participant 10 when she indicated that she was abused as a 
child and met abusive partners later in life (Female, 53 years old). In addition to wit-
nessing and/or being physically abused, participants reported being sexually abused, 
explicitly raped, and/or used for sexual acts or favours. One specific participant indi-
cated that she was “raped. Used for sex. I am seen as a sex worker” (Participant 116, 
Female, 37 years old). In addition, participant 296 reported being threatened and 
physically abused by her partner if she did not do what he told her. She said: “My ex-
boyfriend used to hit me if I did not steal for him, he will kill me. He stabbed me twice” 
(Participant 296, Female, 31 years old). 

This study brought to light the occurrence of psychological abuse from the inti-
mate partners of participants. Participants shared similar experiences of being 
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abused by their partners as a means of control over them and their activities. For in-
stance, participant 19 indicated that her husband had power over her and was a drug 
addict. She also revealed that his family abused her; they called her a factory “meit”1 
(Female, 53 years old). Similarly, participant 90 recalled abusive experiences from 
past relationships: 

I’ve been mentally abused by my first husband. He told me that I’m fat and 
ugly and that something is mentally wrong with me because I couldn’t com-
municate on his level. He also cheated. The second marriage was lies about 
money, [he was] embarrassed because I didn’t have a good job, and I had to 
lie about my job. (Participant 90, Female, 39 years old).  

ECONOMIC VULNERABILITY 

This theme attends to participants’ subjective experiences of their working envi-
ronment and interactions with their workplace superiors. The results revealed that 
participants perceived their employers as often being disrespectful towards them and 
taking advantage of them for the employers’ gain. This theme consists of two sub-
themes that were identified, namely, (1) abusive working environment and (2) forced 
labour. These are described below, followed by participant quotations as illustrations.  

Abusive Working Environment  

This sub-theme emerged as participants reported feeling disrespected and 
abused by their employers. Based on the provided extracts, it is evident that employ-
ers would exert abusive behaviour over their employees. However, participants felt 
that staying in an abusive working environment was better than being unemployed, 
highlighting that participants within this study were likely to remain in an unhealthy 
working environment as opposed to being unemployed. Participant 194 stated  

I think it was because the person [employer] was so abusive, they would just 
treat you as a worker and as you are not human… I was not even allowed to 
go out for off [break]; they would tell you that you do not take-offs, nor do 
you go out. (Female, 28 years old)  

Another participant shared a similar experience: 

The people we worked for were just abusive, and because we had no other 
option we just had to play according to [their] tune. It was better than to get 
fired. (Participant 197, Female, 36 years old) 

Exploiting the Economic Vulnerabilities of Workers  

Numerous participants indicated that their employers often required them to 
work extra hours or give them additional responsibilities that were not part of their 
job description. Participants also reported being forced to do certain activities even 
when they did not want to. Although participants were required to work more and do 
hard labour, they were not compensated for their time or activities completed. Fur-
thermore, this theme revealed that although the participants work in exploitative con-
ditions, they are reluctant to leave their jobs as finding alternative employment in 
South Africa is very difficult. This is illustrated in the following quotes:  

 

1 A derogatory term used when referring to someone as “less than” specifically for females. 
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There are some types of work where we are told to work overtime, but we 
are not paid for that overtime. Also, some types of work, we are supposed to 
use machinery, but we are told to do it using our own hands (Participant 148, 
Male, 31 years old).  

Where I work, at the restaurant, they do not pay us at all. You only get money 
from tips. Meaning that our labour doesn’t cost them anything (Participant 
393, Male, 28 years old). 

TYPE OF ACTIVITY THAT CREATES VULNERABILITY 

Another theme that emerged based on the analysis was the type of employment. 
Specifically, participants indicated that the type of work they do often puts them in 
vulnerable situations. As such, two sub-themes were identified: (1) the sex industry 
and (2) working abroad. 

The Sex Industry 

Some participants reported that they were vulnerable in the sex industry, which 
led to the development of this sub-theme. Participants reported that, in the sex indus-
try, they often find themselves in dangerous situations; however, there is very little 
they can do about it. Furthermore, they reported being abused mainly by clients who 
sometimes refused to pay them for their services. This further exacerbated the fact 
that they have limited avenues of protection by the law. For instance, participant 109 
stated:  

People use their powers that they are paying you, so they do what they want 
because they are paying their money. You cannot report anywhere because 
no one gives attention to sex workers… because people judge sex workers so 
they take advantage that you cannot report anywhere so they abuse you” (Fe-
male, 28 years old).  

Another participant reported, "…as a sexual worker, some clients refuse to pay, 
and some can beat you up if you refuse to do what they want” (participant 12, Female, 
27 years old). This indicates that being in the sex industry often feels like they have 
no social support and are faced with abusive situations due to their profession and 
nowhere to report it. 

Working Abroad  

This theme emerged as participants reported having found themselves in a vul-
nerable situation when they left South Africa to work abroad. These include being told 
to do different activities from those agreed upon, and sadly, they cannot escape these 
working conditions, or they end up trapped because they could not afford to pay for 
their travel. This is illustrated in the following quotations: 

In London, I went overseas to work as a driver, and when I got there, I was 
told to wash cars (Participant 13, Male 44 years old). 

I was an au pair overseas, and once I got there, the job I had to do was differ-
ent from what had been described. They always expect more output from you 
than what was expected, and the salary does not reflect it. I couldn’t leave 
overseas as I couldn’t afford a ticket back to Cape Town (Participant 175, Fe-
male, 31 years old). 
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DISCUSSION 

This study explored the subjective experiences of people who are vulnerable to 
exploitation. Understanding the experiences of individuals who have been or are still 
vulnerable to exploitation is essential for developing and implementing strategies to 
safeguard their rights, health, and well-being. This study's findings revealed that indi-
viduals face multiple forms of exploitation in work and home environments. These 
include experiences of abuse by intimate partners, the exploitation of their economic 
vulnerability, and the types of employment that often leave people vulnerable to ex-
ploitation.  

Psychological abuse can be either explicit, such as threats, name-calling, harass-
ment, or intimidation, or subtle, such as isolating the victim, controlling their finances, 
and coercing them. Nevertheless, it impacts one’s psychological and physical health, 
including an increase in depression, humiliation, loss of self-esteem, distress, sleep 
disturbance, headaches, and gastrointestinal problems (Birks et al., 2018; del Carmen 
Pe rez-Fuentes et al., 2020; Jaradat et al., 2016; Mordukhovich et al., 2019). Addition-
ally, studies from diverse contexts revealed that victimisation in childhood is strongly 
associated with revictimization in adulthood (Scoglio et al., 2001; Walker et al., 2019; 
Widom et al., 2008). The current study revealed that participants who experienced 
intimate partner violence also experienced violence during their childhood. This is 
supported by a study by Zamir et al. (2018), who found that physical and sexual abuse 
in childhood was associated with increased intimate partner violence in adulthood 
among their 80 female participants.  

Researchers identified stress, depression, and loneliness resulting from abuse as 
contributing factors to exploitation, as well as attachment anxiety, dissociation, and 
feelings of guilt and shame. All of these factors have been attributed to the reoccur-
rence of abuse and exploitation over victims' lifetimes (Bockers et al., 2014; Classen 
et al., 2005; Storey, 2020; Zamir et al, 2018). South Africa continues to struggle with 
ever-increasing rates of gender-based violence in the country.  

In November 2022, it was reported that between July 2022 and September 2022, 
over 13 000 women were victims of assault with intent to cause grievous bodily harm, 
1277 women were victims of attempted murder, and 989 women were murdered (Pi-
joos, 2022). Furthermore, from April to September 2022, 558 children were killed in 
South Africa, and 1,895 child assault cases were opened with the police during this 
time (South African Government, 2022). This significantly hinders progress towards 
achieving the goals set out in the Sustainable Development Goals for 2030 and the 
National Development Plan 2030, as South Africa is considered to have the highest 
rates of intimate partner or domestic violence in the world (Frade & De Wet-Billings, 
2019). 

In addition, results from this study also revealed participants’ economic despera-
tion and willingness to accept any form of treatment in the workplace to sustain their 
economic income. People in different industries or trades experience exploitation in 
multiple ways that could be similar or different in their degree and form. Supporting 
one’s family is believed to contribute to individuals remaining in abusive workplaces 
(Tariq & Ding, 2018), which is a potential reason this study chose to stay in abusive 
workplaces instead of being unemployed.  

An earlier study conducted by Cunniff and Mostert (2012) on the prevalence of 
workplace bullying of South African employees among 13,911 participants found that 
30.5% of participants reported workplace bullying by their supervisors. It is also 
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evident that participants’ fear of unemployment is justified, given the growing unem-
ployment rate in South Africa, which currently stands at 34.5% (Stats S.A., 2022). 
More specifically, the first quarter of 2022 revealed 63.9% and 42.1% unemployment 
rates among 15-24-year-olds and 25-34-year-olds, respectively (Stats S.A., 2022).  

The poverty gap continues to grow, even though the National Development Plan 
outlines the changes that should be made to tackle injustice and inequality in the 
country. However, the continued inequality within South Africa further contributes to 
economic exploitation and increased stress, crime, and violence (Makgetla, 2020). 
Thus, a significant percentage of South African citizens are at risk for exploitation, 
mental health issues, and exposure to interpersonal violence and/or gender-based 
violence.  

In addition, this study also found that certain types of work and specific working 
environments expose people to exploitation more than others. As in this study, previ-
ous research has shown that women working in the sex industry are vulnerable to 
being abused by their clients and other people who see them as deviants; raping and 
beating them was used as a way of punishing them for doing work that is considered 
immoral (Chinyakata et al., 2019). The criminalised nature of working in the sex in-
dustry and the failure of African states to protect their rights emboldens state and 
non-state actors to commit human rights abuses (Bindman, 2018; Mgbako, 2019; 
Walker & Oliveira, 2015). These include police and client abuse, lack of justice, labour 
exploitation and health care, and discrimination, all increasing sex workers’ vulnera-
bility to HIV/AIDS. 

Due to the globalisation of markets, the mobility of people to work abroad or in 
countries that are not their own continues to increase (Simkhada et al., 2018). Some 
South Africans are attracted to foreign employment due to their opportunity for fi-
nancial independence (Labonte  et al., 2015). While financial independence is possible 
for others, working abroad subjects some individuals to exploitative work situations. 
Based on participant reports, participants in the current study found themselves in 
exploitative conditions as the job they applied for abroad was either different or had 
more responsibilities than initially agreed upon. These left participants feeling vul-
nerable and unable to leave the country due to financial constraints. Similar studies 
demonstrate evidence of the exploitation of migrant workers. For example, workers 
from Sri Lanka working in the Middle East encountered challenges, including limited 
freedom of movement, lack of social protection, poor living conditions, harassment, 
and violence (Arachchi, 2013). In another study, about 30% of Nepal immigrants re-
ported workplace torture or maltreatment, including physical and sexual abuse, not 
being paid, and torture (Simkhada et al., 2018). In addition, people living abroad ex-
periencing exploitative work situations frequently become victims of recurring abuse 
because of loss of financial and interpersonal resources during their previous experi-
ence of exploitation or lack of support in reintegrating into their countries (Healy, 
2019). 

South Africa has a long history of economic exploitation dating back to the apart-
heid era, whereby exploitation was based on race (Mhlauli & Mokotedi, 2015). Even 
after two decades into democracy, economic exploitation in the country persists, in-
cluding the workplace mistreatment and abuse of employees for the employer's ben-
efit. Sustainable Development Goal 8 aims to eliminate forced labour, modern slavery, 
and human trafficking and to protect and promote work rights for all workers, includ-
ing those in precarious positions and migrant workers. In addition, various laws in 
South Africa safeguard the rights of workers, including Bill of Rights Chapter 2 Sec-
tions 13 (1996) which states that no one may be subjected to slavery, servitude, and 
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forced labour, and Section 23 which stipulates that every person has a right to fair 
labour practices (The Government of South Africa, 1996). Although these are preva-
lent in the SDGs and the South African Constitution, the study revealed that exploita-
tion in the workplace continues to persist as the participants reported abuse and ill-
treatment from their employers, including being denied breaks, sick leave, going out 
from work, and being overworked without any compensation. This might be because 
most of the participants were employed in the informal sector, where activities are 
mostly unregulated and undocumented by state institutions, limiting their protection 
(Potts, 2008).  

This is especially true in South Africa because the country has a dual economy - a 
formal sector that is well-developed, structured, and internationally competitive, and 
an informal sector that is largely hidden and unstructured (King & Shackelton, 2022). 
Furthermore, certain groups of people, most notably migrants working illegally in the 
country and who do not have any documentation or those working in illicit activities, 
are most likely to be exploited by being given low wages, being subjected to difficult 
work conditions, limited job security and no paid leave (Awumbila et al., 2017; 
Suleman & Fuguiredo, 2018). Other studies in South Africa showed that most people 
employed in the gardening and domestic sector are paid below the minimum wage 
(King & Shackelton, 2022).  

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Although this study provides a snapshot view of people’s subjective experiences 
of exploitation within South Africa, more research is required to understand the com-
plexities of people being at risk of or experiencing exploitation because of the vulner-
able situations they find themselves in.  

Further research should focus on gaining in-depth knowledge of people’s experi-
ences and perceptions to inform scientific literature, policies, and legislation. Of par-
ticular concern is exploitation that occurs in the employment environment, although 
policies were implemented to eradicate labour exploitation. Therefore, it is of sub-
stantial importance for a more in-depth exploration of victims’/survivors’ experi-
ences with exploitation, including the perceptions and understandings of stakehold-
ers who provide services to exploited people. This could assist in highlighting the 
problems and barriers experienced in “the field,” which should then be used to better 
inform the Government on where to improve services, policies, and legislation practi-
cally.  

There is a need for protection and continuous support for people who have been 
in certain exploitative situations at all levels of society, as well as survivors of adverse 
childhood experiences. This helps to ensure the protection of their rights as well as 
safeguarding them from being victims again. Thus, providing the necessary support 
to children (0-17 years old) and adults who experienced traumatic events during 
childhood can buffer against the future victimisation of people at risk of being ex-
ploited based on their vulnerability. Support programmes, for example victim empow-
erment programmes, economic sustainability initiatives, continuous counselling, and 
support groups could be implemented in different locations to support both victims 
and non-victims to be empowered and resilient.  

Education and awareness are also important in helping people to be able to iden-
tify indicators of exploitation and what to do when they are in exploitative situations.  
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CONCLUSION 

The exploitation of people remains a global health concern affecting millions, in-
cluding South Africans. Using data collected in the Western Cape Province, the paper 
gives an account of the experiences of people who are in exploitative situations or 
have encountered exploitation at some point in their lives, specifically the type of vul-
nerable situations they experienced. The study indicated that at-risk people in the 
Western Cape Province are vulnerable to multiple forms of exploitation, including sex-
ual, psychological, and physical abuse, intimate partner abuse, forced labour, and lack 
of respect from employers. This calls for collaboration from various parties or stake-
holders in developing and implementing strategies to prevent exploitation and em-
power survivors to be resilient. This is essential in ensuring the well-being of all peo-
ple in society. 
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