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Abstract  

Sexual violence in the music industry is known to impact negatively on women’s 

participation. We examine how grassroots venues and promoters can implement changes 

to tackle sexual violence and work towards gender equality. We draw on UK-based, 

impact-focused research which sought to raise awareness of sexual violence, and to 

facilitate anti-violence changes within organisations. We find that working across a city’s 

music scene and engaging with oversight organisations such as local authorities can aid in 

persuading venues and promoters to seek training. However, for individuals leading on 

changes, personal experiences of sexual violence as a victim/survivor or bystander are 

important factors in their decision. We conclude that men in the music industry need to 

become more aware of the need for change, and willing to act on that awareness; and that 

more women need to own, manage, and run venues and events. 

KEYWORDS: Grassroots music industry, live music, music venues, prevention, sexual 

violence 

 

 

Introduction 

Sexual violence in the music industry is an under-researched area, but we know 

that it occurs and can impact negatively on women’s participation. Kesha’s suit 

against producer Dr. Luke for sexual violence and emotional abuse is well-

documented (e.g. Johnston, 2016). Swedish newspaper Dagens Nyheter published 

2912 women’s personal accounts of the sexual assaults they have faced in their 
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music careers (Dagens Nyheter, 2017). We do not know how many women and 

gender non-conforming people have been deterred from pursuing careers in music 

due to men’s sexual violence, as much of the research around musicianship focuses 

on success stories. Furthermore, many of important spaces which are critical to the 

development of music careers – such as grassroots live music scenes – are typically 

male dominated (Webster et al., 2018); and as reported in our previous research 

are sadly, spaces in which sexual assaults occur (Hill et al., 2020). As we have 

previously examined, assaults significantly affect women audience members and 

musicians, and impact negatively on venue reputations (Hill et al., 2020). Indicative 

of the significance of the issue, it has also featured prominently in media reporting 

over the last four years (BBC News, 2018; Madden, 2019; O'Connor, 2017) and 

resulted in the establishment of a range of anti-violence organisations focusing 

specifically on the live music space. For example, grassroots organisations such as 

Girls Against Gig Groping (GAGG) (2020) and Safe Gigs For Women (SGFW) 

(2017), both based in the UK, have emerged with the aim of raising awareness 

about sexual violence at live music events. London based Good Night Out 

Campaign (GNO) (2020) trains venues, pubs, bars, and clubs in how to respond to 

sexual violence. In Australia, Victoria state set up a taskforce on sexual violence in 

the night-time economy in Melbourne (Moskovitch, 2015); and in the USA, feminist 

punks in Baltimore train venues in bystander intervention (Potter, 2019). These 

interventions are important, but not as widespread as we might hope. Moreover, 

those that do exist do not always receive the ongoing support from governments 

that is required for longer-term success. For instance, the impact of the lack of 

government support for the intervention in Melbourne meant that the project stalled 

at the pilot stage (1). Inspired by these programmes of change, we worked with the 

grassroots music industry in one English city (Leeds) and one nearby town 

(Huddersfield) to understand what might work in persuading and enabling music 

venues and promoters to make changes around training, policy, and procedure to 

reduce sexual harassment and violence, and to respond more sensitively to 

incidents. 

This article examines the impact of our project to understand what enables music 

venues and promoters to make changes, and what barriers and challenges need to 

be overcome. Our larger goal is to explore the role of anti-violence work in 

changing music culture and fostering a more welcoming environment for women 

and gender non-conforming people as audiences, musicians, sound engineers, and 

in other live music roles. Violence plays a part in limiting women’s lives (Vera-

Gray, 2017), the lives of those who do not conform to heteronormative ideals of 

gender (Butler, 1993), and ultimately  maintains male dominance (Hester et al., 

1996). Reducing sexual violence should be a key goal in working towards gender 

equality in the music industry. As we argue in this paper, in order to work towards 

gender equality in grassroots music scenes, venues and promoters need to take 

responsibility for preventing and responding appropriately to sexual violence at 

their events. As we explore, a culture in which sexual violence is de-normalised, 

believing victim/survivors, and responding with care to reduce the likelihood of 

retraumatisation is vital to achieving this sense of responsibility. Further, we posit 

that two factors are significant in generating this: (one) community-wide discussion, 

and (two) personal experience of violence. We argue that these are significant 

across three levels of engagement: (one) the city-wide and regional scene, (two) 

relationships with local authorities (local government) and music industry oversight 

bodies, and (three) individuals in venues and promotions organisations.  
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We begin this paper by considering relevant literature, and then outline our 

methodology. We then briefly discuss the kinds of action available to venues and 

promoters, and summarise the changes made by our research participants. We then 

analyse three key enablers in the decision-making process: discussion across the 

local music community; engagement with local authorities and music industry 

oversight bodies; driven individuals. 

 

 

Background and context 

Gender and the music industry 

It is widely accepted that sexism and inequalities exist within the music industry. In 

reviewing research on the music industry, Strong and Raine (2018: 2) argue that 

this gender inequality is “extreme”. This is further evident when examining recent 

work on the UK music industry by Vick Bain (2019) who provides detail to this 

inequality, revealing that men signed to publishers outnumber women by 6:1, and 

men signed to labels outnumber women by 5:1. Yet the ‘industry’ – institutions, 

organisations, spaces (venues, studios, rehearsal rooms), networks, and non-

musician roles –  has received little attention in comparison to that directed towards 

performers (drawing on Leonard, 2016). Despite this, there is an ethos within the 

music industry devoted to values of fairness, equality, and inclusion. This is yet to 

translate into wholesale feminist activity or change (Bennett, 2018); however, as 

Conor, Gill and Taylor (2015) demonstrate, there are numerous ways in which 

women, Black Asian and Minority Ethic (BAME), and even working-class men are 

disadvantaged in the cultural and creative industries, a sad list to which we might 

also add gender and sexuality non-conforming people (Pearce and Lohmann, 2019; 

Sharp and Nilan, 2017), and disabled people (Lubet, 2011). Informal networks and 

hiring practices also privilege middle-class, straight, white men (Conor et al., 2015); 

ideals of the creative individual match masculine norms more closely than feminine 

norms (Battersby, 1989); and everyday sexism impacts on women’s confidence and 

feelings of inclusion (Vera-Gray, 2017). Sexual harassment, exploitation, and abuse 

are regarded as “endemic” (Mackenzie, 2017; cited in Bennett, 2018: 31) for female 

musicians, and have a long, though little documented, history (Timonen, 2018). 

Our previous work (Hill et al., 2020) has also shown that sexual assault in the live 

music audience has been normalised and silenced, with venue managers typically 

unequipped to deal with incidents when they are brought to their attention. These 

conditions produce a music industry which is less than friendly to women 

participants, whether they are working or seeking musical pleasure. A survey of 

members by the UK Musicians’ Union found, for example, that 48% of its female 

members have suffered sexual harassment, the majority of whom did not report it 

for fear of losing work (Musicians' Union, 2019). Meanwhile, a YouGov poll shows 

one third of UK women have experienced sexual assault at festivals (BBC News, 

2018), whilst work examining Australian festivals reveals multiple barriers to 

reporting sexual violence (e.g. misunderstanding that an assault is a criminal 

offence, rape myths that obscure crimes committed by acquaintances, fear of being 

perceived as “asking for it” due to dress or inebriation, shame, fear of being blamed) 

(Fileborn et al., 2020), illuminating part of the difficulty in gaining accurate data. 

Nonetheless, we know that sexual violence is occurring at festivals, and that this is 

an international problem (Platt and Finkel, 2020).  

One attempt to address the issues, has seen the UK Musician’s Union (n.d.) 

develop a sexual harassment reporting tool and associated campaign to ensure that 

musicians are included in new laws to instigate a duty of care on employers to 
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prevent sexual harassment amongst their staff. Campaigning organisations SGFW 

and GAGG also raise the issue of sexual violence amongst audience members, both 

partnering with bands, venues, and, in the case of SGFW, a music awards 

ceremony, with the aim of reducing incidents. GNO train pub, club, and venue 

staff in how to deal sensitively with incidents, advising on policy and law. White 

Ribbon (WR), a global anti-violence charity highlighting men’s violence against 

women, also have an accreditation and action plan for venues to assist in the 

reduction of violence. These organisations are new (most started in 2015) and there 

is no research on their effectiveness as anti-violence interventions nor on how they 

might aid progress towards women’s participation in music. Meanwhile, analysis 

of how successful the Melbourne scheme has not been publicly released. 

 

Anti-violence work 

More broadly, implementations against sexual violence take multiple forms, which 

might be preventative (primary), or secondary interventions such as after-care. 

Interventions are directed at changing individuals, for example bystander 

intervention training, and men against violence programmes. Interventions aiming 

for change at a community level are rarer (DeGue et al., 2014). Bystander 

intervention focuses on making cultural change, with the goal of bystanders 

stepping in (Latané and Darley, 1970), with training provided to develop 

confidence in order to do so (Goldman and Harlow, 1993). As Flood argues “men 

have a vital role to play in ending men’s violence against women” (2019a: 1). 

Implementations focusing on engagement and education of men, such as Katz’s 

(2006) Macho Paradox, correlate sexism, masculinity, male dominance, and 

violence against women. Such programmes encourage men to take responsibility 

for changing damaging perspectives which normalise men’s violence against 

women, and to act as allies rather than perpetuators. Hong’s (2000) Men against 
Violence model looks at peer pressure, more equitable male and female 

relationships, conflict resolution, meaningful friendships with other men, anger and 

fear management, and challenging rape myths. It is recognised that while there is a 

need for men to be ready to reflect on their own privilege and masculinity, this can 

be challenging for some (Burrell, 2018; Flood, 2019a).  

Within the context of the night-time economy, in the UK a number of anti-

violence strategies have focused on protecting women by attempting to educate on 

what forms of behaviour may reduce the likelihood of being assaulted (e.g. keeping 

an eye on drinks to prevent them being spiked). These interventions have not been 

well-received by women, however, as they are seen as impractical and patronising, 

and leaving men’s behaviour unchallenged (Brooks, 2011). Gunby et al. (2017) 

argue that bars and clubs can be useful sites to inform men about sexual violence 

law; however, in practice, informative posters often go unobserved and 

undiscussed. Furthermore, time spent in these spaces is meant to be leisure time, 

rather than an educational experience. Nights out are partly about “transgression 

and boundary pushing” (2017: 325). For male-dominated music venues, there is an 

additional tension where music cultures’ ideologies of freedom (Grossberg, 1984) 

clearly impinge on the freedoms of women and gender non-conforming people, 

where the boundaries being transgressed are those of personal space and consent. 

Fileborn, Wadds and Barnes (2019) argue that the male-dominated context of the 

music industry creates the “cultural scaffolding” (Gavey, 2005) for sexual violence 

to be perpetrated. This is an important tension to recognise, as it indicates that any 

interventions in music venues must take the musical context into account. 
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It should also be recognised that such approaches are focused on an 

individualistic level. They are therefore likely only to have limited success, as the 

systemic and organisational inequalities that enable men to commit violence 

remain in place. Burrell argues that to engage men successfully, interventions need 

a “triadic structure” (2018: 457): discussion of masculinity (culture), patriarchy 

(structure), and the individual (personal). Community interventions combine the 

factors in individualistic interventions to create a more holistic preventative 

approach to sexual violence, implementing change to the environmental and social 

conditions as well as individual skills, attitudes, and behaviours. Davis, Parks & 

Cohen’s (2006) spectrum of prevention details the conditions that create 

environments in which sexual violence occurs, and the social norms that support 

it. The spectrum therefore is a tool for developing a comprehensive prevention 

strategy around fostering norms of safe behaviour, healthy, equitable, and safe 

relationships, and forming a sense of a community. It is an environmental and 

systemic approach to change, based on six levels of activities: 

1. strengthening individual knowledge and skills 

2. promoting community education 

3. educating providers 

4. fostering coalitions and networks 

5. changing organisational practices  

6. influencing policies and legislation  

Davis, Parks & Cohen’s approach highlights individual, organisational, and 

broader community-level strategies, an approach shared by Michau et al. (2015). 

Additionally, Michau et al. argue that success depends on using multiple strategies 

over time in order to build support. DeGue et al. (2014) state that interventions 

need to be multifaceted, multi-level, use multiple modes, involve the active 

participation of those being trained, and be sustained over time and in sufficient 

depth. Similarly, Arango et al.’s (2014) systematic review identifies a small but 

growing body of rigorously tested interventions, which demonstrate that preventing 

sexual violence is possible and can be effective.  As they argue, effective 

interventions use multiple, well-integrated approaches, and engage with multiple 

stakeholders over time. Successful interventions also address underlying risk factors 

for violence, including social norms regarding gender dynamics and the 

acceptability of violence. These suggest a community-wide approach could be the 

most appropriate strategy for dealing with sexual violence in grassroots live music 

environments. However, given the stress upon the comprehensiveness, depth, and 

strength of community needed to be effective, we need to ask, how could such an 

intervention take place at the level of a city-wide or regional scene? 

 

 

Methodology 

In this paper, we are using a broad definition of sexual violence, as drawn from 

Kelly’s (1988) concept of the continuum (anything that removes a woman’s feeling 

of control over her sexual choices) and supplemented with Fileborn’s (2016) 

theorisation that sexual violence is both material and discursive. Whilst 

victim/survivors of sexual violence can be of any gender, it is important to recognise 

that gendered power dynamics are salient: most perpetrators are men and most 

targets are women (Pease, 2014). Our research is underpinned by a theory of 

patriarchy in which gender violence both enables and maintains male dominance 
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(Walby, 1990). We acknowledge that the manifestation of patriarchy is not the same 

everywhere, as it interacts differently with other axes of power (e.g. economic or 

racial dominance). Looking at localised versions of patriarchy, however, help us to 

understand its flexibility and adaptability (Enloe, 2017; Evans, 2017), and also the 

kinds of work that can be done to lessen its negative impact on women and gender 

non-conforming people. 

The research was undertaken in 2019 and early 2020 as a follow-on project to 

our previous research on experiences of sexual violence at gigs, (Hill et al., 2020). 

The first phase of the project, conducted during 2018, examined experiences of 

sexual violence at gigs, and made recommendations for venue managers and 

promoters in order to respond to the problem. The second phase of the project, 

which is our focus here, aimed to understand how and why venues and promoters 

undertake processes of change, what aids the implementation of such changes, and 

the barriers which arise. Our approach has similarities with critical participatory 

action research (Kemmis et al., 2014), as the project sought to understand how 

changes can be brought about to benefit disadvantaged groups. Furthermore, it was 

planned in collaboration with industry partners, and they remained involved as 

consultants throughout the project. The research process required ongoing reflexive 

effort as we worked through the results of our findings, and planned each stage of 

our project. For example, learning from participants that sourcing funding for 

training was difficult, we organised interviews with local authorities to discuss 

potential funding streams and existing training provision. In addition, we organised 

two awareness-raising workshops with venues and promoters in Leeds and 

Huddersfield to discuss the issue, and to enable networking between venues, 

promoters, campaigning organisations, and local authority representatives. We also 

conducted surveys with audience members in venues before and after GNO 

training, observed training sessions, and interviewed three venue managers and two 

promoters who had undertaken training. Additionally, we interviewed one further 

venue manager who had undertaken training from a different provider, 

representatives from four campaigning organisations, and two local authorities, and 

re-interviewed three of the concert goers from our earlier research. In this paper we 

focus specifically on the interviews with venues and promoters.  

This small-scale project has some limitations. The research team are white, 

relatively young and indie/rock centred, as were the local music board, 

Music:Leeds, who played a role in promoting the workshop in the city. Omissions 

in the participant invitation list meant a number of venues outside the city centre 

were not present. These predominantly catered to BAME and older audiences. 

Moreover, in being centred on sexual violence, gender was implied to be the most 

important axis of oppression, whereas a more intersectional approach to sexual 

violence in the first place might have yielded better results in attendance at the 

workshop and participation in subsequent research. This shows that interventions 

must be suited to their audiences. Most studies on sexual violence interventions 

reported on majority white interventions, and there remains a lack of information 

on interventions designed for minority ethnic groups (DeGue et al., 2014). In 

recognising these limitations, we did make attempts to contact some of these 

venues, but, lacking connections with gatekeepers in these venues, were 

unsuccessful. We therefore do not attempt to generalise across music scenes that 

focus on other genres or that exist in other parts of the UK or globally. However, 

our holistic approach, intending to capture multiple perspectives on what can be 

done about sexual violence, means that we can make some suggestions.  
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In this article we focus on three practical measures available to venues and 

promoters in our region, which we discussed during our workshops: training by 

GNO, accreditation by WR, and safer spaces policies.  

1. GNO training analyses current practice and develops policies adapted to the 

venue’s needs. Interactive workshops explore key issues such as defining 

sexual harassment and assault, exploring barriers and enablers for action, and 

techniques for de-escalation and responding to trauma. Visual materials help 

the venue promote their accreditations and policies (Good Night Out 

Campaign, 2020). 

2. White Ribbon work with venues and larger organisations such as police, fire, 

and council services. Accreditation develops a comprehensive action plan to 

improve gender equality and respect across the whole organisation, promoting 

strategic leadership to engage males. Accreditation requires employees to 

support women, hold perpetrators to account,  challenge inappropriate 

behaviour, and strengthen gender equality within the wider community (White 

Ribbon Campaign UK, n.d.). 

3. Safer spaces policies are an agreement between venue and audiences on 

behaviour and attitudes. Safer spaces policies set boundaries and “ground 

rules” for behaviour, and articulate what should be done if these are violated. 

Policies serve as warning to potential harassers, and reassurance to those 

frequenting the venue. They function as a contract of accountability between 

the venue and its patrons regarding physical and emotional safety (Hill and 

Megson, 2020).  

We focus particularly on the GNO training, as, of the three measures, it was the 

most widely taken up by venues and promoters. Those representatives of venues, 

and the promoters to whom we spoke, had attended our awareness-raising 

workshop, and some had attended training by GNO in the previous five months. 

Venue 1 was a small venue run by women as a collective. A safer spaces policy 

and an aim to make the venue free from discrimination had been integral to the 

venue since before opening, so that the ethos of safety and inclusivity was 

fundamental to operations. The safer space policy is available on the website, 

displayed in the venue, and reminders appear on every table. Venue 2, a medium 

sized venue, had GNO training for all staff, including their regular sound engineers. 

They display GNO posters in the toilets inside the venue. Six months later, they 

were considering writing a new policy, similar to a safe spaces policy. In the first 

phase of the project we spoke to a male manager, and in the second phase we 

spoke to a female manager, who was line-managed by the male manager. Venue 

3, a small venue that is part of a national chain, had GNO training alongside 

another music venue in the same chain. Bar staff and managers attended the 

training, but door staff did not. They display GNO posters in the toilets, and we 

were told that a copy of the safer spaces policy sat on all of the bars in the venue, 

although we could not see this when we visited. In the first phase of the project we 

spoke to a male manager, and in the second phase we spoke to a female manager. 

Venue 4, a small venue specialising in club nights, had GNO training which all 

staff, including regular door staff, attended. They also implemented a short safer 

spaces policy which is available on their website. All new staff are briefed, and 

required to sign their safer spaces agreement. GNO posters and certificates are 

displayed in the venue. 

Promoter 2 (2) is a professional team who also run a small record label. The 

organisation received GNO training and, six months later, were thinking about how 
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to integrate the lessons learned into the business structure. Promoter 4, a small 

feminist organisation, undertook GNO training alongside a number of other small-

scale promoters in the city, including Promoter 2. They already told customers they 

aimed to make their gigs safer, and included a brief policy on their mail outs about 

gigs. They announced their GNO accreditation online.  

We now turn to our findings and discuss the key factors that led these venues 

and promoters to implement change in order to prevent and respond well to 

incidents of sexual violence. 

 

 

Community across the music scene 

A significant persuasive factor in convincing venues and promoters to take action 

was the broader societal and community expectations they experienced. 

Expectations emerged from our awareness-raising sessions, conversations between 

venues and promoters, and general political attitudes of organisations and their 

audiences.  

The awareness-raising sessions drew on our previous research (Hill et al., 2020) 

and were aimed specifically at venue managers and promoters. We wanted to 

create a space in which venues and promoters could discuss the issues with others, 

and share similar experiences and good practice. We hoped such peer support 

would reduce the chances of any defensive feelings about their specific 

organisations. During the workshops, we verbally reported our first phase research 

findings, and this was then followed by a group discussion. There were then 

presentations from GNO and WR, and a talk from a venue who had previously 

been trained by GNO. In Leeds, the event was attended by representatives from 

eleven venues and nine promotions groups (29 attendees in total), as well as 

representatives from the Musicians Union. In Huddersfield, which is much smaller, 

two venues and one promotions team attended the workshop.  

These workshops were successful in raising awareness of the problem and 

potential solutions amongst attendees. They facilitated links between venues, 

promoters and the two campaigning organisations. In Leeds, this led to three music 

venues seeking GNO training, and Music:Leeds using Arts Council money to fund 

training for 14 promotions groups. In Huddersfield, connections were enabled 

between venues and the local authority who went on to offer to fund GNO training 

in those two venues. Not all of the venues who attended the workshop in Leeds did 

go on to contact GNO, which could be due to a number of reasons. A number of 

these venues, however, did discuss the possibility of putting together a safer spaces 

policy, and we subsequently saw a new safer spaces policy put in place at one of 

those venues. For those venues and promoters who did access training, the 

conversations they had with us were key to persuading them that while there was 

a problem, something could be done about it. As Venue 2 said, when asked why 

they had decided to have training, “It was talking to you [interviewer] really that 

was the catalyst that just started that ball slowly moving” (Venue 2). 

Fileborn (2016) argues that a strong sense of community within pubs and clubs 

is important in encouraging both feelings of safety and supporting bystander 

intervention. Our findings on increased feelings of safety within a community not 

only mirror Fileborn’s, but also demonstrate that feelings of community work across 
music venues. Venues 2 and 3 similarly described how talking to not only each 

other but other venues as well about sexual violence and what they might do about 

it, resulted in a shared sense of responsibility in how to respond. Both Venue 4 and 

Promoter 4 spoke of the value of having a networking forum in the local music 
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industry to discuss ideas, and were open to possibly making this a regular event 

(Venue 4).  

Meanwhile, Venue 1, whose safer spaces work had been integral to the running 

of the venue from the beginning, described their willingness to engage in discussion 

about sexual violence at the workshop because this was something they saw 

themselves as leaders in: “this is something we can actually contribute to, this is 

something that we’ve actually got a lot of expertise in, and something that we’re 

kind of ahead of the curve with. (Venue 1) This contrasts with their usual approach, 

however, which was to be somewhat distanced from the music scene in Leeds. 

They acknowledged that they had been “some kind of North Korea of music venues 

in Leeds cause we were just, like, not really communicating with anyone” (Venue 

1). But another venue in the city (Venue 2) had been unwilling to engage with 

Venue 1, and expressed the view that safer spaces policies could not guarantee 

safety, nor were they inclusive, as they typically excluded white men. Whilst 

Venues 1 and 2 may not have settled their differences at the workshop, they were 

engaged in the same discussion. This was useful because it presented Venue 2 with 

a working example of a venue thinking actively and successfully about safety, 

opening up space for dialogue. 

Local music boards helped organise and promote both workshops, utilising 

existing good links with music venues and promoters. This method gave us an 

official stamp of approval, and helped establish rapport. It demonstrates the 

importance of both research-informed interventions, and the value of connecting 

organisations to bring together music researchers and the groups they aim to speak 

to. As Davis et al. (2006) argue, one level of activities in the spectrum of prevention 

is fostering coalitions and networks. In bringing together venues and promoters to 

discuss the issue amongst peers, we enabled discussions between organisations that 

had not been in contact before regarding the sexual violence issue. We were also 

able to engage in another level of activity on the spectrum – promoting community 

education – through both the presentation of our phase one research findings and 

talks by GNO and WR. The workshops therefore functioned as a door opening to 

enable further levels of activity on the spectrum to be achieved. One very important 

result of the workshops was, therefore, to bring venues and promoters together so 

that they could speak to each other. 

An additional layer of incentive for venues and promoters to participate in this 

research came from their view of themselves as part of the community for 

“progressive” (Venue 4) values. Promoter 4 and Venue 4 both described a culture 

of expectation that worked between themselves and bands, audience members, and 

venues:  

We tend to work with bands that have the similar ethos to us. So I think there’s 

a bit of a mutual expectation there that they’ll expect stuff from us and we’ll 

expect from them as well. […] We have bands talk about it on stage as well, 

about what’s expected of the crowd. (Promoter 4, speaking of a feminist ethos) 

 

It’s almost expected in our community that you have to uphold these standards 

now. People expect it. (Venue 4, speaking of dance and Peace Love Unity 

Respect culture (3)) 

This culture of expectation was deeply dependent on the philosophies and politics 

of the musical communities within which the two organisations worked. For 

Promoter 4 this is feminist, riot-grrrl informed politics in which ideas about 

promoting women both as musicians and audience members have long held 
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important sway. In this context, sexual harassment and violence have been an 

acknowledged problem within the live music scene, since at least the 1990s, with 

measures taken to ensure men who abused women were ejected from venues 

(Downes, 2012). Promoter 4 believed they held themselves to a higher standard 

than other promoters in the city, in part because of the expectations placed upon 

them. For instance, with regards to whether they would put on gigs in one particular 

venue, the fact that just one of their audience had had a bad experience there was 

enough for Promoter 4 to say it was too high a risk to their reputation: 

Well I think other organisations and promoting bodies wouldn’t be looking at 

it in such a like hypercritical, ‘oh but this thing happened to this one person 

that I know in the last twelve months and I know that they personally would 

be upset if we use that venue’. […] Whereas we look at it like that cause we’re 

like, ‘that’s a person in our community’ and that is important to us. (Promoter 

4) 

Care for the individual was therefore an essential part of maintaining their place in 

the community. Venue 1 shared a “lefty, progressive” (Venue 1) politics with 

Promoter 4 and our interviewee characterised staff as left wing and coming “from 

a point of care and from a point of empathy and […] genuine […] concern for 

people” (Venue 1). This is not to say that the other venues we spoke to do not care 

about their audiences, but to highlight the discourse of care for the individual that 

Venue 1 and Promoter 4 utilised. It is therefore significant that our two interviewees, 

who aimed to establish safe spaces at their events, had political beliefs which are 

underpinned by feminist ideals and practices. In contrast, the male manager of 

Venue 2’s political position might be characterised as the banal politics of the male, 

white, straight majority (Woodward, 2004). And it is notable that it was this 

manager that needed persuading by his female staff member to take action. Being 

beholden to the community through shared feminist and left-wing politics therefore 

acted as a valuable impulse.  

 

 

Engaging with oversight organisations 

GNO venue training costs money. While not a large amount of money in 

comparison to corporate training, venues still need to cover the cost. Furthermore, 

staff will need to be paid for their time to attend the training, and with the majority 

of small venues experiencing significant challenges to maintaining financial 

viability (Webster et al., 2018), and local promoters often operating at a loss, 

covering the costs of training is not necessarily straightforward. Venues 2 and 3 

were able to pay for training from their existing running costs, although neither had 

a specific staff training budget. Venue 2 recognised their unusual position in the 

world of independent music venues because, whilst most struggle financially, this 

was not the case for them. Venue 3 is part of a corporate chain, which meant that 

there was a source of funds available that was not available to other venues. We do 

not know if a lack of funds deterred other small venues from seeking training (we 

were unable to speak to them), and it is likely that there was more than one factor 

in deciding whether or not to contact GNO. That said, lack of funds can be a barrier 

to accessing training for smaller music organisations: evidence from promoters 

indicates that access to external funding can make all the difference, and that is 

why engaging with oversight organisations such as local authorities is important.  
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The training attended by Promoters 2 and 4 was funded by Music:Leeds who 

recognised that promoters could not individually afford to pay for training 

themselves. They accessed Arts Council funding to fund a training session for 

promoters. For the promoters we spoke to this was the only manner in which they 

could envisage accessing GNO training:  

We couldn’t afford to pay to do Good Night Out training just for us in the same 

way that a venue would get trained. So when this opportunity came up where 

we could just send a couple of people and get trained alongside a load of other 

promoters in Leeds, that was an opportunity that we had to take up. […] And 

that’s why Music:Leeds funded it, to make it accessible to DIY promoters cause 

everybody in that room, not a single one of them would have paid Good Night 

Out themselves to get trained. (Promoter 4) 

Similarly, recognising the financial difficulties faced by small venues, one local 

authority in our study also offered to pay for two small venues to access training, 

hoping that they would then act as role models for other venues in the area. The 

funds came from their cultural development fund, and they were able to supply this 

funding as it fits in with their agenda of building a sustainable, accessible local 

music industry. In London, various boroughs worked with GNO, identifying venues 

who would benefit from training, and then funding training either wholly or in part. 

The other local authority in our study did not pay for GNO training, as they offered 

their own in-house training around child sexual exploitation and domestic violence. 

This did not include much about sexual harassment and violence, but it was 

nevertheless well-received by music venues and venue 4 did find it useful in 

helping to develop their relationship with their clientele. The local authority was 

thinking about what more their in-house training may be able to do around sexual 

harassment.  

Our case studies show the importance of both having available funds to pay for 

training, and also the existence of some sort of organisation in a position of having 

a broader interest in culture and/or safety in the area. With independent music 

venues and promoters typically so financially stretched, for some organisations it is 

only through third party funding that they are able to access training. Our work in 

the region enabled attention to be brought to the issue of sexual violence and what 

those oversight bodies could do about it – fund training or amend their in-house 

training. Through this, we were able to promote community education (level two 

of activities on the spectrum of prevention) to these organisations, and also change 

organisational practices (level five on the spectrum) as they made budgetary 

decisions. Conversations with local authorities and charities show that there is 

potential for influencing requirements for training security staff, and amending 

licensing laws to include duties of care around protection from sexual harassment 

and violence. This is level six of Davis et al.’s spectrum of prevention, but we argue 

that to be effective in the music context, such organisations should work in coalition 

(level four of the spectrum) to maximise their resources and existing networks in 

achieving more fundamental change.  

 

 

Driven individuals with power 

Across the venues and promoters we spoke to who had accessed GNO training, 

one important factor was held in common: it was individuals who felt the need to 

do something that drove these changes. At Venues 2 and 3, it was women in 

positions of relative power that made the case to their managers. It is striking that 
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both the managers at Venues 2 and 3 spoke of their personal experiences of 

harassment in a broader gendered context: 

Someone said to me, ‘Have you ever been hassled on a night out?’ and I’m 

like, ‘Yes. I don’t think you’ll find any woman that’s not been hassled at some 

point, in some way, shape or form on a night out’. (Venue 3) 

 

I’m a female who has always loved music so I’m aware of it anyway. (Venue 

2) 

Making the connection with other women utilised a feminist theoretical 

underpinning, and yet it also enabled them to, in some ways, downplay the direct 

personal impact of their experiences. We could perhaps understand the women as 

wanting to present themselves as being able to handle such incidents, but indicating 

that other women might not be, and therefore be requiring of protection. They took 

on the role of advocates for those women. Nevertheless, in at least one of those 

venues it required some work on the part of the female manager to convince her 

own (male) manager: 

It just matters. It’s so much part of this world now that we should be thinking 

about it. And that’s the conversation that [male manager] and I had eighteen 

months ago or whatever. It was like, ‘well this matters, it’s real, we’ve been 

told it’s a real thing. Well let’s start making steps, let’s be on the right side of 

history’, as grand and ridiculous as that sounds. […] Why wouldn’t you? That’s 

all I just kept saying was, ‘why wouldn’t we do this? Why would we not do 

this?’ (Venue 2) 

The female manager used arguments around being on “the right side of history”, 

implying to her manager that the reputation of the venue would be at stake if they 

did not take action. Within this, we can see traces of a post-#metoo (Burke, 2007; 

Flood, 2019b) discourse in which there is a hint of fear of being outed as supporting 

sexual violence. These arguments clearly worked (the venue did access GNO 

training), but apparently it was not an overnight decision: it took some labour by 

the female manager to convince her boss. 

On the other hand, Venue 4 only sought training after a delegation of female and 

trans friends of the venue manager approached him and told him that they were 

thinking of no longer coming to the venue due to the quantity of sexual harassment 

they faced: 

Me having a connection to someone who was a victim helped for us to put the 

measures in place because a group of our mates who had their concerns were 

able to come to me in confidence and comfortably. Whereas I think in the past 

maybe there hadn’t been someone who worked for the club who had been 

personally affected or had been close to someone who’s personally affected. 

But yeah it was a group of people who had a concern, who really loved the 

club and were concerned that it was going in the wrong direction. And teamed 

together to express their concerns. (Venue 4) 

Similarly, Promoter 2 had been galvanised by an upsetting incident of assault at one 

of the gigs he promoted, and the subsequent feeling of powerlessness from not 

knowing how to respond. As the director of the organisation, he was in a position 

to take action on accessing training, and felt that this fitted in with the broader ethos 

of the organisation with respect to inclusivity. Personal experience is therefore a 
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vital factor in catapulting a venue or promoter towards making changes, and this 

includes hearing directly from women who have suffered violence (Flood, 2019a). 

Burrell argues that there is a direct link between men listening to women and 

reflecting on their own behaviour: “If men are not listening, then they are unlikely 

to change. However, the same is also true if they at no point feel challenged or 

uncomfortable by work which seeks to deconstruct their power and privilege” 

(Burrell, 2018: 456). 

Flood (2019a: 126) notes that too often men see violence against women as a 

“women’s issue”, shifting responsibility to women to solve the problem rather than 

being prepared to examine their own behaviour. That the majority of those driving 

changes were women, and that they intimated they had been subjected to sexual 

violence in the past, is significant, but, in this light, unsurprising. It is sad that it 

requires these kinds of experiences to move towards change, but we must also flag 

up men’s feelings of powerlessness in the face of incidents. A previous interview 

with a male manager at Venue 3 revealed a lack of knowledge and skill of what to 

do when sexual violence happened on the premises. Offering the chance for venues 

and promoters to strengthen the knowledge and skills of individuals in the 

organisation – Davis et al.’s (2006) level one – was a positive way in which to put 

upsetting experiences to work. Men’s feelings may interact with ideations of the 

masculine self as someone who knows what to do and is able to protect women. 

GNO’s training includes developing skills around being a positive bystander who 

is able to intervene when they see something untoward. The venues and promoters 

spoke of this aspect of the training in especially favourable language, describing it 

as having engendered greater “compassion” (Venue 4) amongst staff, as Venue 2 

told us: 

There was a leechy horrible fella chatting to a group of young girls. […] And 

they were all just looking a bit uncomfortable. So [X] who’s one of the male 

supervisors walked over […] and said, ‘hey ladies, everything okay here?’ And 

they were like, ‘no he’s weird’. And so [X] just went, ‘cool, you’re freaking 

them out, you’re going to need to move’, and he just got up and moved to the 

other part of the building. And then we kept an eye on him all night, the staff 

spoke about it and he behaved. So that’s just straight up, it’s something that we 

wouldn’t have intervened in previously I think. Cause you don’t see it, but if 

you saw someone getting grabbed or something everyone’s like, ‘oh that’s 

horrible’, whereas there’s the subtle stuff that I think prior to that training 

people didn’t know. (Venue 2) 

There is a risk, however, that bystander intervention may play into more traditional 

passive/active roles. But where the focus is placed on masculinity and men 

supporting other men to develop new masculinities, there is the potential to 

“problematis[e] hegemonic masculinity” (Powell and Henry, 2014: 7). A typical 

GNO training session may not have the scope and time to unpick a lifetime’s 

immersion in masculine ideals, but enabling staff to be able to spot what counts as 

men’s unacceptable behaviour that makes women uncomfortable is a good start, 

we think.  

With that in mind, we felt that WR’s tactic of men talking to other men could be 

a valuable mode of communication. We were disappointed that it was not more 

widely taken up by venues. This could have been because, as Venue 2’s female 

manager explained, WR’s requirements were seen to be tailored towards larger 

venues with clear hierarchical structures, rather than small venues with limited time 

and resources. The action plan placed too much responsibility on a single person 

(a nominated WR Ambassador – a man in a leadership role in the venue) when 
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such a person was already likely to be very stretched. Given that WR’s approach is 

the only one that directly addresses men, and that music venues are often male-

dominated places, it strikes us that WR could play a key role in convincing venues 

to take action. However, a revised approach that works in the specific context of 

small venues would be needed. 

The duality of individual, localised efforts towards effecting gender equality, and 

those facilitated and supported by more systemic structures is demonstrated by de 

Boise (2017: 486) who compares the “arm’s-length”, market-based approaches of 

the UK with the “cultural democratic” interventionist approaches of Sweden. De 

Boise describes Sweden’s direct implementation of gender mainstreaming into 

cultural policy and central government initiatives which, through greater financial 

and policy support for gender equality initiatives, can legitimise localised efforts 

and address more structural concerns of gender disparities. In the UK, individual 

localised efforts may fall short due to a lack of support from local or central 

government. This “systemic disinterest” (de Boise, 2017: 496) can exacerbate issues 

and, in the current austerity conditions, may lead to a reversal of progress. The UK 

might learn from Sweden, therefore, to develop the role of government to champion 

the exceptional examples – whether organisational or individual – of cultural 

change. The grassroots music scenes of the UK have a heavy reliance on volunteer 

labour in precarious financial circumstances, with training adding to costs. If the 

UK music scene is to continue to tackle gender inequalities from a market-based 

approach, then structural, financial, and policy support from state institutions are 

required.  

 

 

Conclusion 

Working towards gender equality in local music scenes, and implementing changes 

such as integrating sexual violence training, requires activity across a range of 

levels: activities at levels from the individuals employed in music venues through 

to those with power in music venues, and those who are in a position of oversight 

with access to funds. These are important pieces of the jigsaw when it comes to 

persuading for change and being able to act on those impulses. Networking and a 

sense of community across and within music scenes are beneficial for providing the 

rationale for accessing training and making change. Webster et al. (2018) found 

that, whilst there is competition between venues for customers, the success of a 

scene requires that venues support one another. Our research provides evidence of 

how venues do work with one another across a scene, but also the limitations of 

‘community’, especially when politics and identity positions differ. We regard 

Venue 1 as doing good anti-violence work in the city. They recognise their 

limitations and reflect on their processes; their safer spaces agreement is always in 

process; the policy is built into the day-to-day running of the venue. For other 

venues and promoters to enjoy greater engagement with Venue 1, without putting 

undue pressure on their resources, would be a good outcome. We believe that 

raising awareness of what kinds of behaviour are inadmissible across a majority of 

venues would lead to a safer and more pleasurable local music industry for those 

typically on the receiving end of sexual violence.  

As we have also argued, women play a vital role in establishing a need for 

change, and in persuading those with power that change is necessary and 

achievable. Drawing on our own experiences, and the experiences of those around 

us, is very important for inspiring the need for change. We would also argue that 

being presented with implementable changes in the form of training, procedures, 
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and policy also matters. As we have explored, however, there is a tension here with 

the male dominance of the music industry. For the manager at Venue 2, for example 

convincing her boss took work, work which was assisted by the relationship she 

had with the research team as we discussed the findings of the research with her in 

formal and informal meetings. There are two things that need to happen: (one) men 

in the music industry need to become more aware of the need for change, and be 

willing to act on that awareness; (two) more women need to own, manage, and 

play key roles in the running of venues and events. Whilst training and engagement 

across the community can help to achieve the first of these, the second is a different 

matter. Ultimately, we have argued that challenging norms that enable sexual 

violence to occur, and learning to deal well with incidents when they do happen, 

is achievable for the grassroots music industry. Engaging in these processes is an 

important and valuable means to address one of the causes of the exclusion of 

women and gender non-conforming people from, and inequality within, the music 

industry, and has the potential to play a part in changing norms of sexually 

predatory behaviour more broadly. 

 

Endnotes 

(1) Many thanks to one of the reviewers for this valuable information. 

(2) Promoters 1 and 3 from the first phase of the research did not participate in phase 2. 

(3) Peace, Love, Unity and Respect (PLUR) is an underpinning philosophy of rave culture 

and encourages caring and respectful relations between participants. It has its roots in hippy 

culture and was written as a Ravers Manifesto in 2001 by Maria Pike (2001/2015). Whilst 

the philosophy is a happy ideal, Fiona Hutton (2006) exposes how the ideal is used to 

perpetrate unwanted sexual touching to which women feel unable to object. 
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