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Changing the under representation and discrimination faced by women in the technical side of theatre.
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[bookmark: _Toc125669887]Initial Idea

The problem I am exploring during this module is the lack of representation and the discrimination faced by women in the technical side of theatre. I have seen this first hand; with every technician I have worked with outside of a university setting being male. Although they are not against women in the profession, there is little encouraging women to pursue it. Since working within the industry, I have also noticed how often it is presumed that women are not interested in the technical side and do not want to learn about it. I think this has a detrimental effect and can stop women pursuing even the idea of a career in tech, as they feel they are not wanted. As a young woman aspiring to work in this industry, I want to see this change. By exploring ideas of how to get a higher representation of women in the technical side, we can directly tackle the discrimination women face. In turn encouraging more women into this side of theatre.
[bookmark: _Toc125669888]Personal Experience

As mentioned in my initial pitch, I wanted to explore how we can change the under representation and discrimination faced by women in the technical side of theatre, because I have experienced first-hand how women can be treated in the theatre industry. I have worked with multiple different companies and so far every theatre technician I have worked with has been male. Although none of them have been against women working alongside them, it is ingrained opinions surrounding women that give off the lack of respect and lowered expectations many women feel. This is why I believe the solutions to these problems need to come before we even get to the theatre, as well as in the workplace. My experiences include women being the basis of sexual jokes, assumptions that they cannot do as much work as men or are not willing to, and being made to feel inadequate when asking for help based purely on your gender. I understand that most of the discrimination is based on societal norms which lead into the industry. On top of that most, if not all the discrimination I have witnessed and experienced has been by the older generation.  This is partly due to an unwillingness to change views or opinions and a mindset of being respectful, where now actions would be considered discriminative. For example, assuming women are physical weaker or asking a women last to do a job either gender is capable of. Although biologically men are stronger, this does not mean women are not capable of the same task. As a young women in the industry when I am asked to sit by and watch while men do the ‘heavy lifting’ I feel pointless and singled out, even though at times I am equally as strong as the men and more than capable of the task. We should be able to ask for help without being looked down upon. Having worked with people from across all generations, this is less the case with the younger generation. There is more openness for change and acceptance, which needs to continue to be encouraged.

From experience, assumptions about women can be more damaging than the behaviour directed at us. An example which backs this up is given very well by Emma Wilson, Deputy Director of Technical and Production at The Royal Opera House, she states, “But then, I suppose if you are the only woman backstage then ‘she’, ‘her’ and ‘that woman’ (alongside some choice expletives) do make the eradication of your name so much easier.” This is from her powerful article titled “Women in Technical Theatre, Lets change Our Future” (Wilson.E, 2021). In this article she covers a lot of topics that probably seem normal to men, by the societal norms I mentioned earlier. Although all the things she mentioned, such as the names you are called by and how your voice is heard, may seem like insignificant things, but they all add up. They all become your day, they all become your experience. For example, the process of being called “she, her, that woman” singles you out in the workplace, all for negative reasons. It makes you less of a person, less part of the team and more ‘just a woman’. These things can change. They need to change. Especially if we want this industry to continue and be diverse.
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To develop my investigation into the representation and discrimination against women in the technical side of theatre; I conducted research in the form of a primary survey. My target audience for this survey was anyone that had worked, is working or aspires to work within the theatre industry, with a special emphasis on those in the technical side of theatre. My primary survey started by determining my audience, which turned out to be 45.45% female and 45.45% male, with 4.55% non-binary and 4.55% unspecified. I then moved on to their roles within the industry, these answers included set designer, director, technical, stage or production manager and theatre technician, with the most common answer being set designer, followed by theatre technician. I then asked the following questions to my audience.
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“From your experience do you feel women are underrepresented in the technical side of theatre?”

100% of my audience believe that women at some points are or have been underrepresented in the technical side of theatre. 50% of this being ‘often’ and 13.64% of this being ‘always’.

This highlights the under representation in this side of the industry, something I and clearly others feel needs to change. I also wanted to find out what my audience thought about discrimination against women, whether the two-go hand in hand. To explore this, I asked the two following questions.

‘Do you feel there is discrimination surrounding women who work in the technical side of theatre?’ and ‘Have you experience or seen discrimination while working in the technical side of theatre?’


I was surprised by the answers to these questions, as I found more of my audience to believe that there is not discrimination against women or were unsure, than believe there is. Only 31.82% of my audience answered yes to believing there is ‘discrimination surrounding women who work in the technical side of theatre’. My next question, 5, backed this up as 31.82% of my audience said they ‘often’ or ‘sometimes’ experience or see discrimination. Meaning although less than 50% of my audience do not feel there is discrimination, a large amount of discrimination is still taking place. 

Although the discrimination is a problem that should be tackled, I think this survey has shown me that the under representation of women is the first problem to be tackled. This is because a larger percentage of my audience answered that under representation was a more prominent issue than the discrimination in the technical side of theatre. The other issue I have already mentioned is the assumptions women face, to further my survey I asked some further questions regarding this. The first of these being;

“Do you feel that women are percieved as less technically competent?”

As you see the perceptions women face in the industry are also a hold back, as 45% of my audience believe that ‘women are perceived as less technically competent”. A surprisingly high amount of my audience, 36.36%,  answered ‘no’ to the above question. From personal experience I found interesting because I have been perceived as less technically competent and less interested in tech more times than has been assumed that I am capable and interested. I know from conversations with my female course mates, working in the same industry, that they have also experience the same.

Moving back to how we can change the under representation, as I said earlier I think this is the first issue to tackle. I wanted to find out how my audience felt when they first started: encouraged, side-lined, ignored. Remembering that my audience is 45.45% female and 45.45% male, with 4.55% non-binary and 4.55% unspecified. I asked the following questions.

“Did you feel encouraged to pursue a career in the technical side of theatre?” and “Have you ever perceived anyone around you to be side-lined in the technical side of theatre?”

72.73% of my audience felt encouraged to pursue as a career in the technical side of theatre, while 27.27% did not. This is higher than I thought it would be, however I do have a 45.45% male audience. Unfortunately, due to the survey software I am unable to further breakdown these figures, by gender. I believe if I did I would find all or most of the male audience would answer ‘yes’. This would leave 27.28% of my female audience answering ‘yes’; and 27.27% answering ‘no.’ Meaning hypothetically that there is still an almost 50/50 split of women feeling encouraged into this industry. This presumption could and should be improved by ways I will look at in my further research. 

45.45% of my audience answered ‘yes’ to themselves or people around then being side-lined in this industry, which matches with my 45.45% female audience. 54.55% of my audience answered ‘no’ themselves or anyone around them being side-lined. However, I think when you have experienced it personally, you are more aware of it happening, especially to others. If a lot of men have not experienced being side-lined then they are often not aware so do not realise it is happening to others, explaining the higher number of people answering ‘no’.

To conclude my primary survey I asked the question “How do you think we can encourage female participation, and decrease gender discrimination in the technical side of theatre?”. I left this as an open-ended question to find out my audience’s ideas for improving the under representation. The answers I received tend to lean towards educating about inclusivity and equality, encouraging young women or employing more women. There were a lot of similar answers and I used all of these to refine my research and thoughts for what can be changed in the industry. Some of the answers I received are ‘employing more females’, ‘promote females into all departments’, ‘breaking down the gender norms from a young age’, ‘making all aspects of theatre more available’, ‘giving the opportunity to start leaning from when they start to learn about the industry, ‘educate more about equality’ and ‘encourage women to take in these roles that are typically dominated by men’. As well as ‘inclusivity and training’ and ‘target under-represented groups’. 

[bookmark: _Toc125669890]Research

Following on from my primary survey I am looking into initiatives that aim to improve the under representation of women in the technical side of theatre. As I mentioned before I believe, and my survey has highlighted that this is the place to start and can directly impact the other issues. As I looked for initiatives, I found that lots of surveys have been done and there is a lot of ‘talk’ about the barriers women face in this industry, however there is not a lot of initiatives taking place especially to a wide enough audience. I looked at organisation and initiatives started to support and encourage women into the technical side of theatre. I wanted organisations and initiatives that were more than just having a female head technician but outreach programs and wide advertising. One of these initiatives is the WITT collaboration between Lir Academy and the Abbey Theatre in Ireland. WITT, standing for women in technical theatre, goes into secondary schools “presenting and facilitating workshops geared towards increasing awareness of technical theatre, stage management and the importance that these departments play in the professional creation of a live performance” (Trinity College Dublin, 2022). All done in industry professionals, this will help massively in Ireland. However, even after a lot of research I could not find any big initiatives happening in England or Wales. This leaves a huge gap in encouraging and educating young women into the industry. We need to break these barriers with secondary school and sixth form females who are decided what they want to do, were they want to be. By going into schools, we can also make young males aware of the assumptions and discrimination there females peers face. When you have experience and see discrimination taking place, you notice it happening a lot more, you are no longer oblivious to it all around you. Wider advertisement and more funding for school programs can start a chain reaction to increase the representation and in turn decrease the discrimination women face in the technical side of theatre. This is something that can change and needs to change of the future of this industry.
(Vercida, 2022)
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Yes	No	Unsure	0.45450000000000002	0.36359999999999998	0.18179999999999999	



Always	Often	Sometimes	Rarely	Never	0.13639999999999999	0.5	0.36359999999999998	4.5499999999999999E-2	0	

Question 5: Have you ever experienced or seen discrimination while working in the technical side of theatre?


Always	Often	Sometimes	Rarely	Never	0	4.5499999999999999E-2	0.2727	0.2727	0.40910000000000002	

Question 4: Do you feel there is discrimination surrounding women who work in the technical side of theatre?


Yes	Unsure	No	Prefer not to answer	0.31819999999999998	0.45450000000000002	0.18179999999999999	4.5499999999999999E-2	Question 5	Yes	Unsure	No	Prefer not to answer	0	4.5499999999999999E-2	0.2727	0.2727	

2

