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The first ever Survey into women’s representation in
English theatre in 1982 was born of deep frustration, and
the Women’s Liberation Movement which had launched
what is known as the Second Wave of Feminism. Women
practitioners met in large numbers to protest at their
discrimination. Their complaints were easily debunked
without hard evidence, and so the collection of data
became a continuing weapon of the feminist movement
in theatre. Women playwrights were a tiny minority;
that year Agatha Christie was the most performed
female playwright on main stages with 22 productions,
compared with 6 written by other women playwrights.
In 2019, thirty-seven years later, again propelled by a
women’s movement, this time led by female actors,
Times’ Up and Me Too, a new and comprehensive study
reveals that women theatre artists still have not reached
parity in employment and status in English theatre.
Sue Parrish
Artistic Director of Sphinx
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What Share of The Cake?

Introduction
This report is inspired by and
builds on the Conference of
Women Theatre Directors and
Administrators report (1983) and
the Women Playhouse Trust’s
reports What Share of the Cake?
(1987) and What Share of the
Cake Now? (1994).
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The aim of this report is to provide an update to
figures on gender parity and equality in UK theatre
which were produced by Elizabeth Freestone and
Charlotte Higgins in The Guardian in 2011 and Purple
Seven in 2012 – 2015 amongst others.
This latest report reveals that, despite improvement in
some areas, gender parity in UK theatre still has not
been reached.
We reveal new data which shows that in 2017/18 only
31% of Artistic Directors of theatre NPOs were female.
This compares to the recently released Arts Council
figure of 46% of NPO Artistic Directors across
arts forms being female in 2017/2018 (released in
February 2019), suggesting theatre lags behind other
arts forms in terms of gender parity.
We reveal new data that shows only 21% of NPO
funding is controlled by female Artistic Directors
in theatre.
We find that both the Olivier Awards and
WhatsOnStage Awards awarded 0% of awards in new
writing categories to women playwrights in 2018.
We reveal new data showing the repertoires of the
most subsidized theatres continue to be dominated
with work by men.
We reveal new data that only 0.64% of NPO funding
was awarded to women’s theatre companies (defined
as companies whose aim is to work with women, for
example Kali and Clean Break) in the 2015 – 2018
portfolio.
We compare these figures to NPO figures for BAME
and disabled led theatre companies, which reveal less
investment in women, raising the question of whether
the lack of gender parity continues to be underaddressed.
We find that in 2017 63% of theatres surveyed by
Stage Directors UK employed more male directors
than female.
We find that in 2017 only 10% of theatre critics and
27% of theatre Professors were female. We also look
at new writing produced by NPOs in 2015.

Founded as The Women’s Theatre Group in 1973
Sphinx Theatre Company, renamed in 1990, has
been in the vanguard of promoting, advocating and
inspiring women in the arts through productions,
conferences and research for more than 40 years.
Previous work includes the premiere of April de
Angelis’ modern classic Playhouse Creatures,
Pam Gems’ The Snow Palace and Bryony Lavery’s
Goliath, plus the Glass Ceiling and Vamps, Vixens
and Feminists conferences with the National Theatre,
Young Vic, Southbank Centre and West Yorkshire
Playhouse. In 2015 Sphinx produced Women Centre
Stage Heroines Festival at the National Theatre, and
in 2016 Power Play at Hampstead Theatre, each
year showcasing 25 exciting new theatre pieces with
women at their centre.
This report is the first in a new series of reports to
be followed by qualitative reports on the Women
Centre Symposium held at the Hampstead Theatre in
2019 and Women Centre Stage 3, a comprehensive
analysis of women and new writing in UK theatre,
building on Sphinx Theatre Company’s symposiums.
This report is inspired by previous research completed
by the Conference of Women Theatre Directors and
Administrators, Women’s Playhouse Trust and Sphinx
Theatre Company and the annual research reports
on women in visual art published by The Freelands
Foundation which have provided important updates
on visual arts data each year.

‘We reveal new data
showing the repertoires
of the most subsidised
theatres continue to be
dominated with work
by men.’

Our findings reveal that, despite progress in some
areas and increased discussion provoked by the
#MeToo movement, gender parity has still not been
reached in UK theatre.
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Summary
Gender Parity still has not been
reached in UK theatre. This report
reveals new findings that 31% of
Artistic Directors of theatre NPOs
in 2017/18 were female.
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This compares to the recently released figure of 46%
of NPO Artistic Directors across art forms being
female, according to Arts Council diversity figures
for NPOs in 17/18 (February, 2019), suggesting that
theatre lags behind other art forms in terms of gender
parity.
This data also demonstrates a continuing lack of
gender parity at the top of UK theatres.
In terms of funding, this report reveals new data that
only 21% of funding awarded to theatre NPOs went to
companies with a female Artistic Director.
This report reveals that, in terms of new writing, 0%
of WhatsOnStage Awards and 0% of Olivier Awards
in 2018 went to women.
Our research has found the repertoire of the two
most subsidized theatres is still lacking in female
playwrights, with only 25% of National Theatres and
0% of RSC productions being by women in 18/19.
We also find that 63% of theatres surveyed by Stage
Directors UK in 2017 employed more male directors
than female.
We find that 10% of theatre critics in 2017 were
female.

This data begins to update previous data such as
Purple Seven, who looked at 2012 – 2015, and
Elizabeth Freestone, who looked at 2011 – 2012.
This report shows that, despite some progress, gender
parity has still not been reached in UK theatre and
in some areas women remain in very small numbers
(for example forming less than a third of NPO Artistic
Directors who control only 21% of NPO funding).
It also shows that very little funding is being given
to female theatre companies specifically providing
opportunities to women, which are possible routes for
improving gender parity.
It also shows women writers are still not being equally
produced by NPOs, either in terms of new writing
being produced or in terms of revivals.
This report will be followed by qualitative reports on
the Women Centre Stage 2019 symposium at the
Hampstead Theatre and Women Centre Stage 3, a
comprehensive analysis of women and new writing
in UK theatre as part of a new series of reports by
Sphinx Theatre Company in order to increase critical
awareness of gender parity and equality in UK theatre.

We find that 27% of University Professors of
Theatre/Drama in the UK were female.
In terms of addressing this balance, we reveal new
data that only 0.64% of NPO funding in the 2015
– 2018 portfolio was awarded to women’s theatre
companies (defined as those companies whose
aim is to work with women, for example Kali and
Clean Break) – this is surprising given the increased
discussion around gender equality in theatre.
This figure is also lower than NPO funding awarded
to BAME and disabled led theatre companies, raising
the question of whether improving gender parity
continues to be under-addressed.
In terms of new writing, a sample of 50% of NPO
theatres in 2015 found 38% of plays produced were
by women.
This can be broken down into new writing, where 45%
of plays were by women, and revivals, where 16% of
plays were by women.
Although 45% indicates some progress has been
made in terms of new writing, 33% of NPOs in this
sample produced less than 17% of plays by women
in 2015.

‘In terms of funding, this
report reveals new data
that only 21% of funding
awarded to Theatre NPOs
went to companies with a
female Artistic Director.’
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EVIDENCE
ONE
Percentage of female Artistic
Directors of NPO theatres in
2017/2018.
Our audit of Arts Council England
NPO figures for 2017/18 found 31%
of Artistic Directors of NPO theatres
were female.

31

%

69%

MALE OR
CO-ARTISTIC
DIRECTOR
ARTISTIC
DIRECTORS, NPOS,
2017/2018

8

FEMALE
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EVIDENCE
TWO
Percentage of funding female Artistic
Directors control in 2017/2018.

NPO FUNDING
2017/2018

79%
MALE
ARTISTIC
DIRECTOR

Our audit of Arts Council
England NPO figures for 2017/18
found female Artistic Directors
control 21% of funding.
This decreases to 17% when community,
children’s and young people’s and BAME
theatre companies are not included.

21

%

FEMALE
ARTISTIC
DIRECTOR

NPO FUNDING
2017/2018

83%
MALE
ARTISTIC
DIRECTOR

17%
FEMALE
ARTISTIC
DIRECTOR
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EVIDENCE
THREE
Percentage of Olivier Awards
awarded to women in 2018.
Our audit of Olivier Awards figures found
0% of Olivier Awards in 2018 went to
female playwrights in 2018.

100

%

OLIVIER AWARDS, NEW
WRITING CATEGORIES

MALE
PLAYWRIGHTS

0

%

FEMALE
PLAYWRIGHTS

17%

FEMALE

83

%

MALE
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MALE

OLIVIER AWARDS
2018, NON-GENDERED
CATEGORIES
17% of Olivier Awards went
to women in non-gendered
categories.
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EVIDENCE
FOUR
Percentage of WhatsOnStage awards
awarded to women in 2018
Our audit of WhatsOnStage figures
found 0% of WhatsOnStage Awards in
new writing categories were awarded to
female playwrights in 2018.

100

%

WHATSONSTAGE
AWARDS,NEW WRITING
CATEGORIES, 2018

MALE

0

%

FEMALE

100

%

MALE

0

%

FEMALE

According to WhatsOnStage figures, 0% of
WhatsOnStage Awards in new writing categories
were awarded to female playwrights in 2018.
0% of WhatsOnStage Awards in non-gendered
categories were awarded to women in 2018.

WHATSONSTAGE
AWARDS,
NON-GENDERED
CATEGORIES, 2018
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EVIDENCE
FIVE
Repertoire at top two
subsidized theatres 2018
Our audit of theatre websites found
25% of productions in the National
Theatre’s autumn November 2018 –
April 2019 season were by women
(3 productions out of 12).
NATIONAL THEATRE
PRODUCTIONS,
PLAYWRIGHTS,
NOVEMBER 2018 APRIL 2019 SEASON

25%

FEMALE

75%

According to its website, 0% of RSC
productions from December 2018
– September 2019 were written or
adapted by women (0 productions
out of 16).

MALE

100%

RSC PRODUCTIONS,
According
to its website, 25% of productions in
PLAYWRIGHTS,
the
National
DECEMBERTheatre’s
2018 -autumn November 2018
–SEPTEMBER
August 2019 season
2019 were by women
(3 productions out of 12).
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According to its website, 0% of RSC productions
from December 2018 – September 2019 were
written or adapted by women (0 productions
out of 16).

MALE
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EVIDENCE
SIX
Female theatre directors in 2017
63% of theatres looked at by Stage
Directors UK in 2017 employed more
male directors than female.

EMPLOYMENT OF
THEATRE DIRECTORS,
2017

22%

MORE
WOMEN
THAN MEN

63

%

MORE MEN
THAN WOMEN

15%

EQUAL
SPLIT
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EVIDENCE
SEVEN
Theatre critics in 2017
According to Loughborough University
figures, 10% of UK theatre critics in
2017 were female.

10%

FEMALE

UK THEATRE
CRITICS 2017

90

%

MALE
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EVIDENCE
EIGHT
University Professors of
Theatre/Drama in 2017
According to Loughborough University
figures, 27% of university professors of
theatre/drama in 2017 were female.

27%

FEMALE

UNIVERSITY
PROFESSORS
OF THEATRE/
DRAMA 2017

73

%

MALE
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EVIDENCE
NINE
Percentage of NPO funding
going to women’s theatre
companies in 2015 - 2018
Our audit of Arts Council England NPO
figures found 0.64% of NPO funding
went to women’s theatre companies in
2015 - 2018.

And 1.51% of NPO funding
going to disabled led theatre
companies in 2015 – 2018.

25%%
1.51
FEMALE

2

DISABLED

98.49%

OTHER

1

0.64%
WOMEN’S
THEATRE
COMPANIES

99.36%

OTHER

% %
1.97
25

FEMALE
BAME
According to Arts Council
England NPO figures,
0.64% of NPO funding
went to women’s theatre
companies in 2015 - 2018.

16

98.03%

OTHER

3

This compares
to 1.97% of NPO
funding going to
BAME theatre
companies in
2015– 2018.
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EVIDENCE
TEN (50% SAMPLE)

And 5.32% of Grants for the Arts
funding in 2016 – 2017 going to
disabled led theatre companies.

5.32%

Grants for the Arts funding
for 2016 – 2017

DISABLED

94.68%

Our audit of Arts Council Grants for the Arts
figures for 2016 – 2017 found 4.25% of
Grants for the Arts funding went to women’s
theatre companies.

OTHER

4

This compares to 6.67% of
Grants for the Arts funding in
2016 – 2017 going to BAME
theatre companies.

1

4.25%
WOMEN’S
THEATRE
COMPANIES

%%
99.36
95.75

6.67%

3

OTHER
MALE

BAME

93.33%
OTHER

According to Arts
Council Grants for the
Arts figures for 2016 –
2017, 4.25% of Grants
for the Arts funding
went to women’s theatre
companies.

2

3.89%

SOLO
FEMALE
PERFORMERS

96.11%
OTHER

3.89% of Grants for the Arts
funding in 2016 – 2017 went to
solo female performances.
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EVIDENCE
ELEVEN
New writing produced
by NPOs in 2015

16%

3

FEMALE

1

84%

38%

There were also
64 revivals, of
which 16% were
by women.

MALE

FEMALE

62%

MALE

A sample of 50% of NPOs in 2015 found 38%
of plays staged were written by women.

FEMALE

MALE

55%

MALE

Of the sample, there
were 187 new plays,
45% of which were
written by women.
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FEMALE

83%

2

45%

4

17%

Within the 50% sample of
new writing produced by
NPOs in 2015, 17% of NPOs
had less than 33% of work
written by women.
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EVIDENCE
TWELVE
Female arts students’ and
graduates’ experiences
According to a forthcoming study by University
Women in the Arts/University of Cambridge,
61% of current/former female arts students
across the UK experienced lack of discussion of
gender issues on creative arts degree courses.

2

34%

66%

NEGATIVE
EXPERIENCE

OTHER

34% experienced sexism
or gender bias by potential
employers at interviews.

1

39

%

OTHER

61%

56% experienced negative
perceptions of women’s work,
sexist comments or double
standards in the workplace.

NEGATIVE
EXPERIENCE

3

44%

OTHER

56%

NEGATIVE
EXPERIENCE

Lack of discussion of gender
issues on courses.
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EVIDENCE
THIRTEEN
Percentage of female
workers across all NPOs
According to Arts Council figures, there has
been a decrease in the total percentage of
female workers across all arts forms in the
National Portfolio from 55% in 2015/16 to
50% in 2017/18.
Although these totals for all arts forms are
more positive, the decrease is a cause for
concern and is surprising in light of the
#MeToo and Times Up initiatives.

Percentage of female workers across all NPOs
ALL NPOS, 2015/2016

55%
FEMALE
EMPLOYEES

20

45

%

MALE
EMPLOYEES

ALL NPOS, 2017/2018

50%
FEMALE
EMPLOYEES

50%
MALE
EMPLOYEES
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EVIDENCE
FOURTEEN
Percentage of women across
all Grants for the Arts awards
(across all arts forms)
According to Arts Council figures, there has
been no improvement from 2015 - 2018 in the
percentage of total Grants for the Arts awards
made to female applicants across arts forms
which has stayed the same (43%).

GRANTS FOR THE
ARTS, ALL ARTS
FORMS, 2015 - 2018

43%

FEMALE

27%

57%

MALE
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END
NOTES
Notes on the methodology
1

All NPO data is based on the Arts Council 		
England’s official NPO data for 2015 – 2018.
Figures for female Artistic Directors are for 		
female Artistic Directors and Directors/CEOs
where they perform that role and for co-Artistic
Directors where both Artistic Directors are female.
The 46% from the Arts Council for across arts
forms is from their Equality, Diversity and the 		
Creative Case report which looked at NPOs in
2017/2018 (February, 2019.)

7. University Women in the Arts data has
been drawn from a forthcoming report from 		
the organisation’s work at the University of 		
Cambridge and is an exclusive preview.
8. Evidence 13 and 14 are drawn from The Creative
Case (published by the Arts Council England in
February 2019.)

3. Loughborough University figures were drawn 		
from the university’s 2017 study into gender in
the theatre.

Jennifer Tuckett is the author of this report, which
draws on data collected and analysed by Hannah
Parker, Lisa Cagnacci and Jennifer Tuckett. This
report is the first in a series of reports to be
produced by Sphinx Theatre Company to provide
information on gender parity and equality in UK
theatre.

4. Women’s theatre companies have been defined
as companies whose primary aim is to work with
women, for example Kali and Clean Break.

Jennifer is a researcher, writer, producer, consultant
and academic, currently based at the University of
Cambridge.

5. All Grants for the Arts data is based on Arts 		
Council England official data.

Graphic design by Ifan Bates (ifan@iambeak.com).

2. Stage Directors UK data is drawn from their 2017
study into the gender split of directors in NPOs.

6. The 50% sample of new writing produced by
NPOs was drawn from information on
programming available from theatre websites and
official reporting to the Charities Commission.
This has an 8% margin of error with a 95% 		
confidence level. This means we can be confident
results would be similar if we had sampled 100%
of the sample.
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