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The economic, social and cultural contributions of the creative industries are essential elements
of many societies and their governments’ policies. However, there is growing evidence that
precarity, competition and lack of regulation within these industries is exacerbating inequalities
with respect to gender, race and class. With a focus on gender and sexual harassment among
female workers, this study involved 32 in-depth interviews with women working in the
Netherlands’ creative industries. Data were analyzed using content analysis. Findings suggest
that sexual harassment is prevalent, and many women considered it to be part of their
occupational culture and career advancement. Four factors influenced this phenomenon: compe-
tition for work; industry culture; gendered power relations; and the importance of informal
networks. Implications include the need for a climate of non-tolerance, sector-specific research
and guidelines, sensitivity training and further work with unions and professional associations
to provide worker protection strategies traditionally undertaken by organizations. The article
concludes that effective sexual harassment prevention requires action at the individual,
educational, sectoral and governmental levels, beginning with public conversations to convey
the message that sexual harassment is never acceptable.
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Introduction

The economic, social and cultural contributions of the creative industries are essential elements of
many societies and their governments’ economic development policies, and above-average

growth in the number of creative industries workers has attracted increasing attention from govern-
ments and supranational institutions such as the European Union and United Nations (United
Nations, 2013). Florida (2004, p. 321) contended that the creative industries provide ‘full opportunity
and unfettered social mobility for all’. However, there is growing evidence that precarity, competition
and lack of regulation within these industries exacerbates both privilege and inequality (Eikhof and
Warhurst, 2013; Hennekam and Bennett, 2017). As such, not all scholarly and governmental attention
has been positive; indeed, commentators note particular difficulties for groups of creative workers,
including older workers (Hennekam, 2015) and women (Banks and Milestone, 2011).

Scholars have also argued that precarity, competition and lack of regulation could increase both the
prevalence of and tolerance for sexual harassment. Leslie and Catungal’s study of creative city geog-
raphies (2012, p. 118), for example, finds that ‘certain creative occupations reproduce masculinist
workplace cultures and are therefore potentially harmful spaces for women’. Shade and Jacobson’s
(2015) study of young Canadian women in unpaid creative industries internships highlights the need
for sexual harassment and other anti-discrimination laws to be extended to these internships. In the
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fashion industry, Stokes’s (2015, p. 236) finding of gender inequality ‘and essentialist ideas about gen-
der and sexual difference’ highlights what she terms a ‘glass runway’ of gendered valorization.

Sexual harassment is commonly defined as ‘unwelcome sexualized behaviors in the organizational
context’ (Brewis and Linstead, 2000, p. 71). Thus defined, sexual harassment includes unwanted verbal
comments, jokes and sexual gestures, demands for sexual favours as a condition of employment,
requests for dates and actions encompassing touching and coercive attempts to establish a sexual in-
teraction (Chamberlain et al., 2008). Mackinnon’s earlier work (1979) emphasizes both ‘unwantedness’
and unequal power relationships; however, MacKinnon (1979) makes the distinction between ‘quid
pro quo’ harassment where sexual compliance is exchanged for work opportunities, and ‘condition
of work’ harassment in which the work environment is polluted by physical and/or verbal advances.
These are important distinctions and led us to adopt Mackinnon’s definition for our study.

Our research initially sought to understand hiring and promotion practices within the creative in-
dustries in the Netherlands, and in this study we had a specific focus on women. We did not ask par-
ticipants about sexual harassment, and yet we quickly noted that participants reported sexual
harassment as both prevalent and normalized. This unexpected finding moved our research in a dif-
ferent direction and led to the following two research questions:

1. What are the experiences and perceptions of sexual harassment of women in the Netherlands’ cre-
ative industries?

2. Which factors have led to this situation and how is it sustained over time?

The study adds to the existing body of knowledge in three ways. First, it sheds light on a paradox
(Conor et al., 2015) in that the reputedly cool and egalitarian creative industries (Florida, 2002; Gill,
2002) are also characterized by persistent gender inequalities (Conor et al., 2015). Our findings empha-
size that despite the positive image of the creative industries (Gill, 2002; Neff et al., 2005), sexual ha-
rassment is prevalent.

Second, the study finds that women’s concern about the sexual harassment they encounter is con-
founded by the common perception of harassment as a normalized part of occupational culture: a
necessary component of career establishment or enhancement. This is not new per se: Jones and
Pringle’s (2015) study of the film production industry reveals that workers accept many inequalities
as a matter of ‘getting on’. With a focus on domestic and familial responsibilities (Banks and Mile-
stone, 2011), these inequalities include long and irregular working hours (Eikhof and Warhurst,
2013), informal recruitment processes (Thanki and Jeffreys, 2007), and the important role of informal
networking (Wittel, 2001). We extend the notion of gender inequality to include the perception of sex-
ual advances and favours as variously normal, part of the job, and the only way to get ahead.

Our third contribution is that this is the first study to explicitly link the catalysts and perpetuating
factors of systematic inequality (Eikhof and Warhurst, 2013; Hennekam and Bennett, 2017) to the ex-
periences of sexual harassment against women.

Fourth, we contribute to the existing body of knowledge on sexual harassment by the identification
of four interrelated contextual factors that have led to and sustain the current situation, namely com-
petition for work; industry culture; gendered power relations; and the importance of informal
networks.

The paper begins by establishing the context and then presents an overview of extant research and
nascent themes. This is followed by the results, which are grouped into the emergent themes of toler-
ance, competition for work, industry culture, gendered power relations and informal networks. The
discussion leads to concluding comments where the authors present the limitations of the study, its
implications and recommendations for further research.

Background

Women are increasingly represented in the workforce and they can face distinct workplace challenges
including career interruptions, pay inequalities and a ‘glass ceiling’ or ‘runway’ that inhibits hierar-
chical career progression (United Nations, 2010). Another issue, encountered by men but more
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prevalent among women, is sexual harassment. McDonald (2012) asserts the need for qualitative
research that creates a more nuanced understanding of sexual harassment, including occupational
experience and individual and collective coping strategies. This qualitative study responds to
McDonald’s call, reporting on 32 in-depth, semi-structured interviews with women working in the
Netherlands’ creative industries.

Estimates on the prevalence of sexual harassment differ greatly, possibly due to cultural or jurisdic-
tional variations (Timmerman and Bajema, 1999). Indeed, for it to be reported, sexual harassment has
to be recognized as such. The extent to which sexual behaviour at work is identified as harassment is
influenced by numerous factors including organizational policies that refer to sexual harassment and
provide for grievance processes, the level of support by public institutions for anti-discrimination
legislation and cultural mores (McCann, 2005).

Littler-Bishop et al. (1982) emphasize that women who tolerate more intrusive types of harassment
from high-status males do so because of potential career gains or fear of career losses (Littler-Bishop
et al., 1982). In a similar study, Valiente’s (1998) informants thought of unwanted sexual advances as
unpleasant but inevitable. This is consistent with Gutek and Morasch’s (1982) power differentials,
which emphasize that such behaviour has a variety of sources. We suspect that one of these is strong
competition for work, which is a feature of most creative industries. We note also that recruitment
often begins with the recommendation of teachers, who can be influencing agents with the power
to reward, coerce or legitimize behaviour (Raven, 2008).

Sexual harassment is associated with negative outcomes through its role as a workplace stressor
(Berdahl and Aquino, 2009; Gettman and Gelfand, 2007). Harmful psychological and physical health
consequences include irritation and anxiety, anger, powerlessness, humiliation, depression, stress,
post-traumatic stress disorder and physical health symptoms (Brewis, 2001; Collinsworth et al.,
2009; Jensen and Gutek, 1982). These consequences are associated with negative organizational out-
comes such as absenteeism, lower job satisfaction, distraction, reduced commitment and productivity,
and employment withdrawal (Chan et al., 2008; O’Leary-Kelly et al., 2009).

Valiente (1998) and Littler-Bishop et al. (1982) highlight that negative outcomes are influenced by
both individual perceptions of sexual harassment and the environment in which the harassment oc-
curs, including organizational tolerance. And yet as Kath et al. (2009) contend, formal procedures to
protect against harassment are both insufficient and inadequately enforced. Moreover, Caven et al.
(2013) indicate that implicit codes of behaviour imposed by employers and employees can be more
powerful than formal policies.

The creative industries and sexual harassment

The creative industries supply ‘goods and services that we broadly associate with cultural, artistic, or
simply entertainment value’ (Caves, 2000, p. 1). Thus described, the industries consist of architecture
and design, film, television, video, radio and publishing, fine arts, music and the performing arts,
software and computer gaming, advertising and crafts (United Nations, 2013). Combined, these in-
dustries represent a growing share of many national labour markets (United Nations, 2013). In
Europe, between 1.2 and 4 per cent of the workforce is employed in the creative industries (Power
and Nielsén, 2010), and worldwide the figures range from 2 to 8 per cent (United Nations, 2010).
Given that employment statistics tend to underreport or ignore the work of part-time employees or
freelance and self-employed workers (Mietzner and Kamprath, 2013), actual employment is likely
to be even higher; thus, it is a workforce worthy of attention.

Although creative industries cultures and practices differ at the sectoral, sub-sectoral and geo-
graphic levels (Conor et al., 2015), this study focuses on the broader creative industries to understand
common or distinct characteristics that might exacerbate the prevalence and experience of sexual
harassment among women. Four common characteristics are central to the study. The first character-
istic is strong competition for work that is often contingent (Caves, 2000; Eikhof, 2014). Contingent
workers typically experience irregular income and less worker protection (Arnold and Bongiovi,
2013; Gill, 2002). Examining the influence of organizational attributes on the prevalence and form
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of sexual harassment, Chamberlain et al. (2008) assert that women with irregular and precarious em-
ployment are particularly susceptible to sexual harassment. This is especially evident in markets
based on subjective employment evaluations, which are characteristic across the creative industries
(Gill, 2002; Thanki and Jeffreys, 2007). Relatedly, Fawcett Society (2009) notes that the global financial
crisis and associated recession has disproportionately impacted women.

The second common characteristic relates to industry culture. Newcomers to an industry deter-
mine how they should react (Olson-Buchanan and Boswell, 2008) by observing others, taking their
cues from observational learning and socialization (Bandura, 1977), and making sense of their expe-
riences (Louis, 1980). In the creative industries, however, organizational socialization is more accu-
rately described as ‘industry socialization’ through which individual workers gain functional and
structural understanding and learn ‘the established ways’ (Taormina, 1997, p. 29) of multiple firms
and networks with which they are involved. Reportedly, women in the creative industries feel mar-
ginalized through active denial of their expertise by male workers (Banks and Milestone, 2011) or
by association with stereotypical roles (Proctor-Thomson, 2013) that sustain and reinforce sexism
(Jones and Pringle, 2015). Previous studies in acting (Dean, 2008) and modelling (Mears and Connell,
2016) emphasize that ‘shared stereotypes’ directly influence ‘the performer’s access to work’ (2008, p.
173). Moreover, in the new cultural economy with its emphasis on individual talent, equal opportu-
nities legislation and anti-discrimination policies can be perceived as structures that slow down the
process and inhibit creativity (Banks and Milestone, 2011; McRobbie, 2002).

Sectoral differences include the extent to which creative work and employment in each sub-sector
can be considered aesthetic labour (Eikhof and Warhurst, 2013; Mears and Connell, 2016): the process
by which workers’ corporeality is ‘appropriated and regulated [for] organizations’ commercial bene-
fit’ (Nickson and Warhurst, 2007, p. 158). Aesthetic labour belongs to the broader category of display
work (Entwistle andWissinger, 2006), which is the primary exchange of bodily capital for the purpose
of visual consumption or in direct contact for a wage (Mears and Connell, 2016). Aesthetic labour is
vital in the creative sub-sectors that train and recruit workers to project sellable personas (Warhurst
and Nickson, 2009; Williams and Connell, 2010) and to display work in the form of artistic perfor-
mances. Given the sectoral differences, Mears and Connell (2016) describe display work as a contin-
uum on which modelling has a higher degree of aesthetic labour than, for example, a musician.

The third common characteristic relates to gendered power structures. Power in the creative
industries is unequally distributed such that few individuals, mainly men, hold much of the
decision-making power (Hesmondhalgh and Baker, 2008). This may increase the likelihood of
sexual harassment since it is known to be more prevalent in organizations with large power
differentials (Illies et al., 2003; Katila and Meriläinen, 2002; Wilson and Thompson, 2001). In
addition, creative industries careers are often navigated individually and have minimal opportu-
nity for stable employment (Bennett and Bridgstock, 2015). As such, workers can be vulnerable
because they work alone, lack authority, and have little autonomy in the selection of work. These
characteristics of work are associated with a higher rate and greater acceptance of sexualized
comments and behaviours, which are the result of power relations within a dependency frame-
work where potential employers hold the decision-making power (McDonald, 2012).

The fourth common characteristic concerns informal networks, which are central to initiating,
developing and maintaining work. Networks provide exposure to people in positional power,
increase market visibility, and enable workers to leverage a place within the network of decision-
makers. Such networks or ‘cliques’ (Manning and Sydow, 2007) are known for their potential to be
both discriminatory and exclusionary (Christopherson, 2011; Smith and McKinlay, 2009), including
in terms of gender, race and class.

Kanter (1977, p. 48) argues that the exclusion of women from informal networks stems from ‘homo-
social behaviour’ in that men prefer the company of other men. Broadbridge and Hearn (2008) con-
cur, highlighting the role of homosocial behaviour in the perpetuation of hegemonic masculinity,
particular when women are ostracized and undermined. Similarly, Martin and Collinson (1999) align
homosocial behaviour with men’s continued control of organizational resources. Gregory (2009) iden-
tifies homosociality as a key feature of work in the creative industries, including at the sectoral level
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where, for example, Wreyford (2015) and Perrons (2003) identified informal networking as a key
mechanism for reproducing gender inequality in the UK film and new media industries respectively.

Informal recruitment practices can have an economic dimension in that slim financial margins
leave little room for risk taking (Michel and Flasdick, 2009). This prompts employers to recruit people
recommended by colleagues (Skillset, 2010) or people with whom they work regularly (Blair, 2009;
Randle and Culkin, 2009). Workers outside these networks face ‘the continued structural inequalities
in creative industries that favor insider networks and identity privileges’ (Mayer, 2014, p. 60). As Blair
(2001) discovered in her work on labour within the British film industry, workers find that network
boundaries shift constantly within a process that is conscious, instrumental and enduring. This
requires workers to become and remain visible to network members and to anticipate skills and tal-
ents that may be of interest.

The informality associated with the creative industries’ cool and funky image (Lloyd, 2006)
extends, then, to recruitment practices that operate largely outside formal channels (Conor et al.,
2015). This has created what Thanki and Jeffreys (2007) term a ‘contacts culture’, and yet there is
evidence that women fare better in more formal and transparent recruitment settings. Relatedly,
when informal networks are operationalized during casual social gatherings (Grey, 2005) the lines be-
tween professional life and personal life are blurred (McDonald et al., 2008) and sexualized comments
and behaviours are arguably more likely.

The study reported here was conducted in the Netherlands, where national statistics suggest that
women encounter more sexual harassment than men at a ratio of 11:3 (Statistics Netherlands,
2012a). Further, sexual harassment in the Netherlands is reportedly more likely among workers
employed on a project or casual basis (Statistics Netherlands, 2012b); this is in line with working pat-
terns in the creative industries. McCann (2005) suggests that sexual harassment in the workplace is
also underreported. Sexism is flexible and dynamic (Gill, 2011, 2014), and Hesmondhalgh and Baker
(2015) posit that sexual harassment in the creative industries is often malleable, agile and subtle.
Littler-Bishop et al. (1982) emphasize that women might not report harassment because they fear it
will be detrimental to their career advancement. Brunner and Dever (2014) and Fielden et al. (2010)
add that non-report can result from a fear of revenge, reluctance to be viewed as a victim, fear of
being seen as too sensitive, belief that the harasser will not be punished, little awareness of rights,
and lack of access to external support. Similarly, the likelihood of reporting is negatively influenced
by organizational or occupational characteristics such as industry culture (Benavides-Espinoza and
Cunningham, 2010) and power differentials (Welsh, 2000).

The Netherlands has in recent years received international media attention when household names
in entertainment have been accused and in some cases convicted of sexual harassment and sexual
abuse. Several teachers and directors of theatre schools have been called into disrepute after
ex-students made public their experiences of sexual harassment and abuse (Volkskrant, 2015). While
the existence of such practices is often denied, the number of women reporting similar experiences,
sometimes decades later, indicates widespread abuse.

Of significance here is the physicality of embodied or corporeal creative industries work (Bennett,
2009; Hesmondhalgh and Baker, 2011). Workplaces such as theatres, dance academies, photography
studios and modelling institutions commonly advocate no tolerance sexual harassment policies;
however, such workplaces feature close physical contact between students and teachers, workers
and employers. Intensely physical work can obscure the line between work and sexual harassment,
and ambiguities between institutional policy and practice may leave workers unsure of which behav-
iours should be considered sexual harassment. The likelihood of reporting these behaviours is hence
decreased.

Methodology

This study employed in-depth individual interviews to understand the characteristics of sexual
harassment encountered by women working in the Netherlands’ creative industries. Once ethical
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approvals were obtained from the lead university, participants were recruited through a combination
of chain referral and convenience sampling techniques (Miles and Huberman, 1994). A selection bias
needs to be acknowledged, since participants self-selected. However, prospective participants were
informed that the study concerned hiring and promotion practices in the creative industries; sexual
harassment was not mentioned anywhere in the promotional materials.

The 32 interviewees worked in a range of sectors including fashion, dance and theatre to media-
design, photography and production. Interviews ceased once a point of saturation was reached.
Shown at Table 1, the women were aged between 20 and 41 years with an average age of 28.5 years.

The women were recruited through a call for participants included on the websites of organizations
representing diverse sub-sectors of the creative industries. Participants attended a semi-structured in-
terview conducted by telephone or Skype; interviews lasted for between one and one-and-a-half
hours. Interviews were conducted in Dutch and translated into English using parallel translations
by two native English-Dutch speakers (Douglas and Craig, 2007). Participants were assured of their
anonymity and they could leave the interview at any time without providing a justification.

For reliability, one (female) researcher conducted all the interviewees. Following Silverman (2011),
the interviewer employed techniques such as careful listening, summarizing to verify the interpreta-
tion of the researcher, emphasizing there were no right or wrong answers, expressing interest and at-
tention, and giving interviewees enough time to reply. Only if the participant mentioned sexual
harassment did the researcher ask about the nature and experience of harassment. Guiding questions
(below) focused on the participants’ perceptions of hiring and promotion practices.

1. Please briefly describe yourself in terms of your professional life.
2. Would you tell me something about how you got into the creative industries?
3. Would you tell me something about job interviews/auditions you have experienced?
4. How do people attempt to be hired in the creative industries?
5. Have you ever applied for a promotion? If so, can you explain in detail how this demand was

handled?
6. How are people promoted?
7. If sexual harassment is brought up spontaneously:

a. Please explain this experience in detail: what happened?
b. How do feel about this?
c. Why do think this behaviour happens: where does it come from?
d. Have people you know experienced it too?
e. When did it start, and how long did it last?
f. Do you feel this is a characteristic of the creative industries?What makes you say that?

Content analysis (Stemler, 2001) provided a systematic, replicable technique for compressing many
words of text into fewer content categories based on explicit rules of coding (Weber, 1990) and

Table 1: Participants by creative industries role

Role Participants (count) Mean age (years)

Dance artist 4 31.2
Model (fashion, runway, nudity) 5 21.6
Musician (performer) 4 31.3
Actor 6 32.5
Designer (multimedia, web) 5 33.1
Photographer 1 32
Visual artist 2 34.9
Choreographer 1 41
Producer (film and television) 2 29.5
Script writer 1 39
Composer 1 34
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inspection of the data for recurrent themes (Wilkinson, 2011). Working from transcriptions, we
employed Mayring’s (2000) theory guided content analysis process, which involved summarizing,
explicating and structuring the material to form units of analysis. Mayring (2000) describes this as
‘an approach of empirical, methodological controlled analysis of texts within their context of commu-
nication, following content analytical rules and step-by-step models, without rash quantification’.

Some coding categories were anticipated from extant studies, while others were not. These in-
cluded the tolerance of sexual practices during recruitment and promotion. Two coders were used
to reduce error and bias in the coding (Mays and Pope, 2000), and inter-coder reliability (Cohen,
1960) was established. Four rounds of discussion, modification of the codebook and recoding were
necessary to obtain reliabilities of 0.82 to 0.94. An inter-coder reliability of 0.80 was used as the cut-
off point (Miles and Huberman, 1994).

As analysis moved gradually to a higher level of abstraction, the researchers identified two main
themes: the prevalence and tolerance of sexual harassment; and contextual factors including compe-
tition for work, industry culture, gendered power relations and informal networks. In going back and
forth between the transcripts and the coding book, observational and methodological notes in the
research diary were consulted to establish how far the researcher had probed to gain a certain answer
and to establish each individual’s context. Following Mayring’s approach, analysis was conducted by
hand and incorporated frequency counting, assuming that oft-mentioned words might signal partic-
ipants’ greatest concerns. Measures to ensure the reliability of frequency counting included coding
synonyms (Weber, 1990) and awareness that some issues are more difficult to raise and discuss
(Weber, 1990). In the following sections the main themes are presented and then discussed, starting
with the tolerance of sexual harassment.

Results

Tolerance of sexual harassment

While the link between sexual harassment and a range of negative psychological outcomes is well
established, participants in this study reported markedly different attitudes towards sexually tainted
behaviours and remarks. Many participants explained that while they felt uncomfortable in such sit-
uations, sexual harassment was normal practice. Several participants used the words ‘everyone does
it’ to explain this perception.

Interviewees indicated some tolerance towards sexual harassment and they highlighted its preva-
lence: of 32 participants, 21 told of sexual harassment. Seventeen of those women explained that
harassment was undesirable but tolerated. Of the four women who refused to give in to sexual
demands, none had reported their harassment experiences. The following story comes from one of
these women:

In the beginning I thought, ‘Let my work speak for itself’. But you know what? It just doesn’t
work like that at all. I remember meeting an owner of an exposition place. I had taken a few
paintings and drawings with me. He closed the door and said, ‘You look a lot better than your
paintings, sweetie, but I’m happy to expose your work if you can just give me a nice massage’.
… I left my paintings and ran away. (Painter, 37 years)

The prevalence of sexual harassment was an unexpected finding; however, the women’s tolerance
for this behaviour was driven by themes anticipated earlier in the paper. The findings below are
grouped into these themes, beginning with competition for work and then moving to industry cul-
ture, gendered power relations and finishing with findings that relate to informal networks.

Competition for work

Twenty-one of the 32 interviewees reported that sexual verbal expressions and demands for sexual
favours were common during auditions and interviews. These encounters often began with
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suggestion and progressed to more explicit and overt sexual harassment. Examples of sexually ori-
ented questions included asking the woman’s bra size, whether she was a virgin and whether she
enjoyed masturbation. Women reported that if they answered such questions, or if they remained
silent and did not leave the room, men would request more explicit favours such as exposing parts
of their bodies, taking off their clothes, kissing, or giving oral sex. As one interviewee recalled:

I came in for an audition, all excited I was selected. However, after asking me which position
I preferred (for sex), he told me the film would include nudity and asked me to undress. I
did. He took a camera and started filming between my legs while I had to walk around
(Actor, 27 years).

Among the 19 women aged between 21 and 32, 14 reported that submitting to the sexual demands
of older, male power holders was the only way to establish themselves. The following story illustrates
the perception that sexual harassment is a normalized ‘part of the business’:

The competition is huge. If you want to make it, you have to make sacrifices. You have to do
things you don’t really feel like doing. Some photographers are known to treat women badly,
but they are famous. If they ask you for a shoot, you’re not going to say no, you just can’t: it’s
too prestigious (Model, 23 years).

Illustrated below in the account of an established scriptwriter, over half the participants noted the
normalization of harassment in the creative industries.

Between the competition, the lack of transparency of who gets awards, prices and jobs… the
unequal power distribution and the culture of appearance and youth, the film industry has
everything to favor sexual harassment on a daily basis. It’s a paradise for men (Script writer,
39 years).

Industry culture

Another feature reported by participants was that in the male-dominated creative industries culture,
gender and appearance are often more important than skills and experience:

I feel like I’m a woman more than a singer. It’s a strange situation. It seems they care more
about the way I’m dressed and the way I present myself than about my actual performance
(Singer, 32 years).

No one talks about it. It seems accepted throughout, as if it’s normal what is happening. Every-
one knows what is going on, but no one is challenging it. Only a handful of well-established
models who’ve made it are talking about it. The majority, who still have everything to lose,
keeps silent (Fashion model, 23 years).

Of all the participants, actors were the most likely to describe sexual harassment as part of the
socialization process for newcomers. According to their reports, ‘acceptable’ behaviour is learned
before entering the workforce; they anticipated sexual behaviours during auditions because they
had observed or experienced it during training. Mentioned earlier, creative workplaces often feature
intensely physical work that can obscure the line between acceptable practices and sexual harass-
ment. Several participants mentioned these ambiguities. The following account highlights that policy,
practice and personal boundaries are all factors to consider when defining and establishing safe
working environments.

There were no clear boundaries at school: it is unclear what is accepted or appropriate and
what is not. Once, a student reported feeling uncomfortable with a teacher [and] the school
told him that he was no longer allowed to touch students during his classes, a rule he followed.
But that was a mere statement, a kind of window-dressing for their zero-tolerance policy. Lots
of ambiguous things are happening and each student needs to find his or her own personal
limit in what he/she considers acceptable and what is not (Actor, 29 years).
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Finally, participants conjectured that the ‘cool’ image of the creative industries might increase and
sustain sexual harassment.

The sector has this positive image, which gives carte blanche to established personalities who
abuse this coolness. They often say ‘it’s just for fun’ or they say you’re not cool if you don’t give
in [to their sexual demands], implying that you’re not made for the industry, that you don’t be-
long here. So somehow, indirectly, it may lead to blurred boundaries so that people can do
what they want in the name of being in a cool, hip and open sector (Fashion model, 23 years).

Gendered power relations

As mentioned, participants disclosed that abuse often extended back to their training. Following
French and Raven’s (1968) thinking about power within the teaching environment, many participants
had learned that giving in to the sexual demands of teachers would increase their chances of positive
evaluations and, in turn, would positively affect their careers. The following two examples come from
a dancer and an actor.

It’s quite simple. If you say no, he won’t take you. He’ll choose another girl who’s willing to
please him while taking her career forward. Not accepting the advances is possible, but
career-wise it’s suicide. We don’t have a choice, especially as a starting dancer (Dancer,
22 years).

I remember that in school some teachers invited girls to their homes or in hotels. I’m not sure
about what happened there, but I can guess. The problem is, they have power. They can make
you and break you. The positive attention from people who made it is nice and reassuring, but
the downside clearly is that it makes you vulnerable. It’s like being a marionette: he can make
you dance and throw you a minute later into the corner (Actor, 36 years).

For some participants, gendered abuse took the form of discrimination within an organizational
context. Appearance was a feature in many of these accounts, including the following account given
by a web designer.

I work in a male-dominated sector, which makes things difficult. We’re two women, against
fourteen men and they clearly don’t like it. They seem scared we’re taking over their jobs
and they try to create a hostile environment for us, so that we’ll leave the company. There
are a lot of sexist jokes going on, remarks about our looks. I recently applied for a promotion,
and when I entered the [interview] room, all men, [they] started laughing, saying, ‘There’s a
skirt applying here, ha, ha, ha, ha’. Career-wise, there are no opportunities for me here (Web
designer, 33 years).

Informal networks

Participants noted that qualifications and/or talent were insufficient for career progression, and 28 of
the 32 women emphasized the importance of networks in terms of knowing the right people, being at
the right place at the right time and pitching one’s skills and talents. Participants conveyed that most
graduates network to increase their visibility and, thus, their chances of invitations for auditions, tri-
als or positions. Visibility was particularly important, and the narrative below emphasizes the infor-
mal nature of much networking activity.

You need to be seen. There are many events where you have to be if you want to be ‘someone’.
It’s in the evening in bars where important producers go and have a drink. By going there,
there is a chance to talk to them, to get noticed, to sell yourself (Visual artist, 35 years).

Participants divulged that they felt ‘obliged’ to participate in networking events, citing social pres-
sure from peers and the importance of such events for their careers:
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It is as if the whole sector says, ‘Go, go, go! It’s fun, it’s important, it’s your duty if you want to
belong to the sector’. Not going there would probably imply you’re not a real artist, that you’re
not ‘one of them’ (Multimedia designer, 34 years).

Another feature of informal networking was the presence of alcohol. In the music sector, for exam-
ple, participants noted the commonality of post-performance drinks. Participants noted that this
blurred the work-social boundaries and decreased the defence mechanisms of women. In the follow-
ing example, a musician related alcohol consumption to sexual advances by men with power. And in
the second example, a multimedia designer relayed an encounter with her boss after she had drunk
too much alcohol.

We have the habit of drinking a few glasses after our concerts. It’s nice. The people in the band
are cool, but sometimes other guys are joining in, editors, producers and others. It’s an oppor-
tunity to have these informal moments with important decision-makers, but as night pro-
gresses they get drunk and become touchy and start liking me as a woman rather than as a
professional, which is very uncomfortable (Musician, 33 years).

There is a party every night if you want. The parties are, well, wild, boundaryless I would say.
Alcohol and sex are everywhere. Everyone’s drinking, everyone’s kissing and you can be sure
that everything will be filmed and can be used against you. Once I kissed my previous boss on
a party when I was very drunk, he filmed it and a few days later he called me in, showed me
the video and said: We had fun didn’t we, will you come tonight to my place again? I felt so
embarrassed. A few weeks later, I resigned (Multimedia designer, 28 years).

Discussion

This paper reported the narratives of 32 female creative industries workers who participated in a
study on recruitment practices. In line with Valiente’s (1998) study, our participants described sexual
harassment as ‘part of the job’. However, their harassment experiences did align with MacKinnon’s
quid pro quo or hostile (condition of work) conditions; rather, women described a hybrid that might
feature one or both conditions. Defined by its omnipresence, we think of this as ubiquitous harass-
ment. The findings indicate a culture of tolerance and non-disclosure in relation to verbal and phys-
ical sexual harassment, which in some contexts was normalized during training. Four contextual
factors influenced the normalization of sexual harassment: competition for work; industry culture;
gendered power relations; and the importance of informal social networks.

Competition for work

Participants related the tolerance of sexual harassment to strong competition for creative industries
work. The women spoke of tolerance in terms of securing repeat or better work with the same re-
cruiter, which is at odds with Chamberlain et al.’s (2008) finding that perpetrators of sexual harass-
ment tend to sever professional ties with victims in order to reduce the likelihood of being caught.

Industry culture

Industry culture shaped participant’s perceptions of the inevitability of sexual harassment, and a pri-
mary factor was the impression that gender and appearance are more important than skills and expe-
rience. In common with many service industries, appearance and self-presentation are important for
creative industries workers (Brunner and Dever, 2014); however, women in this study aligned
appearance with rewards for sexualized behaviours. These behaviours emphasized gender roles as
opposed to professional roles, and the results suggest that they are endemic within creative industries
culture. As Gutek et al. (1990) argue, such behaviours, when commonplace, are less likely to be per-
ceived as sexual harassment.
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Being ‘sexy’ and sex in general were ubiquitous in reports frommultiple sub-sectors. These referred
to stereotypical female representation in the media to sexually suggestive photographs of models and
acting roles that involved nudity. In these instances, creative work took on elements of the sex role
and resulted in what Gutek and Morasch (1982) term ‘sex-role spillover’. Warhurst and Nickson
(2009) note that sexualized work is a multi-faceted result of formal employer control and the informal
and explicit expectations of employers and society. This duality was clear in our participants’
comments about sex role and appearance, and it is probable that implicit expectations about women’s
behaviour and appearance, including dress, created ambiguous boundaries when it came to sexual
behaviour. This is likely to include overt and intentional, or ‘second-order’ discrimination in the
selection of workers (Dean, 2005).

Creative industries sub-sectors vary in the extent to which they are considered aesthetic labour,
with the most marked distinction between the static and performative (embodied arts). The model-
ling industry, for example, is highly aesthetic (Entwistle and Wissinger, 2006; Holla, 2016), with
appearance-based market segmentation that perpetuates stereotypes (Wissinger, 2012) similar to
those observed by Dean (2005) in her study of performance agents and actors. Our study echoes pre-
vious findings that women are not treated equally when it comes to their skills; rather, they can be
given roles that are stereotypically feminine (Banks and Milestone, 2011; Jones and Pringle, 2015;
Proctor-Thomson, 2013).

Participants aligned their non-disclosure of sexual harassment with protecting their work and
career and also with the creative industries’ ‘cool’ image. The creative industries’ positive image per-
sists despite the difficult conditions for workers (Neff et al., 2005). This image appears to enhance the
prevalence of sexual harassment just as the focus on merit and talent can make anti-discrimination
legislation superfluous (Banks and Milestone, 2011; McRobbie, 2002). Participants reported a direct
correlation between the frequency of sexual harassment incidents and the level of sensitivity to these
behaviours within dominant norms and cultures (Timmerman and Bajema, 1999). These implicit
expectations and industry norms allow sexualized behaviours to continue unchecked (Warhurst
and Nickson, 2009).

Gendered power relations

Participants’ disclosure of gendered power relations in the creative industries concerned male
teachers, editors, choreographers, gallery owners and producers, all of whom had the power to
decide who would receive work. Consistent with Littler-Bishop et al.’s (1982) research in the airline
industry, women tolerated more intrusive types of sexual harassment from higher-status males. Par-
ticipants’ reports of gendered dependency situations were also in line with Gettman and Gelfand’s
(2007) description of ‘power perspectives’: sexual harassment that arises from men’s economic power
over women, and which enables sexual exploitation and coercion. Although these findings accord
with previous studies in the service industries (Kensbock et al., 2015; Seymour, 2009), positional
power did not appear to protect women from sexual harassment as suggested by McLaughlin et al.
(2012). In the creative industries this is possibly due to non-standard and precarious patterns of work
that feature discontinuous skills acquisition, strong competition for work and networked recruitment.
As such, positional power is likely to be experienced in the form of reputation and status rather than
increased security and organizational commitment.

We note that the type and severity of sexual harassment is influenced by the gender composition of
each organization or sub-sector. The web designer, for example, worked in a sector where the sex ra-
tio is skewed towards men; the issue of role competence was notably absent from her account. The
designer’s description positioned women as what Gutek and Morasch (1982) describe as ‘role devi-
ates’: minorities who are treated differently from their male counterparts on the basis of gender.
Gutek and Morasch (1982, p. 72) contend that this differential treatment can be variously considered
‘discriminatory (in general) and harassment (when the content is sexual)’. Heilman et al. ((2004) cited
in Caleo and Heilman, 2014, p. 224) describe this differentiation as a ‘reduced social attractiveness
and likability brought on by violated prescriptive stereotypes’. These initial findings support
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McLaughlin et al.’s (2012) suggestion that women in gendered organizations or occupations are
targets for sexual harassment and discrimination. As situations that diminish the success of both in-
dividual worker and organization, the alignment of positional power and gendered organizations or
sectors warrants research with a focus on specific sub-sectors.

Informal networks

Following Hesmondhalgh and Baker (2010), networking emerged as equally important to career
success as talent or motivation. The importance of informal networks in recruitment processes
(Perrons, 2003; Randle and Culkin, 2009; Wreyford, 2015) appeared alongside the ambiguous
terrain created by social events in which the boundaries between work and play become blurred.
Brunner and Dever (2014) note that sexual harassment is more likely at informal events, particu-
larly when alcohol is consumed. Of interest, Nixon’s (2003) study of male creative industries
workers found that drinking is ‘essentially considered a job requirement’. Individual actions within
these networks were a complex interaction between subjective understandings of the individual’s
position and the constraints and opportunities presented by their objective social position
(Burt and Mills, 2006). Many of our participants were aware of the risks and they reported that
informal events were not always pleasant or desirable; however, the women attended to
advance their careers (Grey, 2005).

Homosocial behaviour (Kanter, 1977) was evident as a strategy employed to maintain control and
exclude women from male-dominated networks (Martin and Collinson, 1999). In line with Gregory’s
(2009) observations of male homosociability in the advertising industry, women spoke of male
co-workers who expressed themselves in an openly sexist manner and resisted the presence of
women in the workplace. Particularly concerning were reports of ‘locker room’ (Gregory, 2009)
behaviour during auditions and interviews, and participants’ accounts went far beyond what could
be construed as second-order discrimination.

Brunner and Dever’s (2014) observation of a similar trend across the service industries is important
here, since few governments have adopted a broad interpretation of workplace sexual harassment.
Sexual harassment during social events such as company parties, for example, has to date been suc-
cessfully taken to trial only in Australia (McDonald et al., 2008). Work in many industries is increas-
ingly characterized by high levels of deregulation and insecurity, opening doors to unethical practices
such as sexual harassment.

Theoretical and practical implications

The findings have both theoretical and practical implications. On the practical side, several recom-
mendations can be formulated for organizations. Sexual behaviour at work has negative conse-
quences regardless of whether the behaviour is identified (Berdahl and Aquino 2009; Welsh, 1999),
and sexual behaviour needs to be discouraged by ensuring a climate in which it is not tolerated.
Stockdale et al. (2004) note that the critical feature of such a climate is alignment between formal pol-
icies and organizational responses to harassment claims. The results of this study support this idea
and highlight that effective change requires policy, response, and a climate in which the report of con-
cerns is encouraged. There is also a need for sexual harassment sensitivity training to inform workers,
educators and students about pluralistic ignorance and to help them understand how ignorance and
social comparison processes influence reporting decisions (Halbesleben, 2009). Our findings reveal a
pluralistic understanding of harassment that acknowledges both the harm resulting from abuse and
the context in which abuse occurs. They also describe harassment as occurring ‘in patterned ways’
(Brooks, 1999, p. 1) that have been established over many years.

Noted earlier, behaviour is learned from observational learning and socialization (Bandura, 1977;
Olson-Buchanan and Boswell, 2008; Taormina, 1997, p. 29), including while training. If women see
that sexual behaviours are tolerated they are likely to do the same, reinforcing an accepting sexual ha-
rassment climate for female creative industries workers and students. Consistent with social
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comparison theory, when women encounter a sexual harassment situation they may not know how
to react and will look to emulate the behaviour of others among whom the behaviour is normalized.
As such, those who condone or ignore sexist comments or behaviour unwittingly convey implicit
support for the behaviours in question (Halbesleben, 2009). In line with what Prentice and Miller
(1996) term pluralistic ignorance, women in this study had mistaken such implicit support for the
explicit acceptance of sexual behaviours.

Rousseau (1995) has commented on the perception of implicit and explicit promises as reciprocal.
As such, individuals who have a psychological contract with their organization anticipate protection
against behaviours such as sexual harassment. In traditional forms of employment, the psychological
contract is often an ‘intra-individual perception’ (Schalk and Roe, 2007, p. 168) in which individual
and organization are conflated. Creative industries workers, however, tend not to work for a single
organization. As such, a detrimental sexual harassment climate might encompass multiple concur-
rent forms and workplaces in which workers perceive sexual behaviours to be tolerated or even
encouraged. Logically, these workers are less likely to expect protection.

In sum, ambiguity emerged as a notable element of industry culture in that individuals were
unsure when ‘normal’ behaviours became sexual harassment. An example of this came from an actor,
cited within the article, who suggested the need for individuals to find their ‘own personal limit’
when it came to sexual behaviours. Where women have been socialized into a culture in which sexual
harassment is normalized and work is precarious (Caves, 2000; Eikhof, 2014), individual discretion
emerges as a key consideration. It is unrealistic, however, to expect newcomers to know and practice
their rights without support. This highlights the need for education and support mechanisms.

Limitations and suggestions for future research

The study reported here provides insights into the sexual harassment experiences of female creative
industries workers; however, we note its limitations. First, our treatment of the diverse participants as
a homogeneous group masks likely sectoral differences as well as differences in workers’ cultural
background, age and sexual orientation. Further, industry-wide gendered norms apply differently
within each industry sector: for example, a dancer will be subjected to different expectations of aes-
thetic labour than a choreographer. Future studies might examine specific creative industries sectors
and roles. Second, this study had an all-female sample and we accept that men can also experience
sexual harassment.

Previous studies have found that individuals who are jeopardized in multiple ways have unique
experiences (Conor et al., 2015). Moreover, while the intersection of gender and disability, or gender
and sexual orientation, is not discussed in this article, it is an important area for future research. It
is imperative to stress that the experiences of women in female-dominated occupations might differ
from those in male-dominated occupations. No conclusions can be drawn from our small sample,
and this is an area worthy of further research. Finally, our sample was drawn from the
Netherlands; comparative studies from other locations would determine the extent to which the
experiences reported here might be common elsewhere.

Another consideration is that many creative industries workers are freelance workers with multi-
ple employers and/or clients (Hennekam and Bennett, 2016). Previous studies have found such
workers to be less aware of their rights and to have their entitlements undermined in line with labour
market vulnerability (Underhill and Quinlan, 2011). Women are also less likely to have access to
organizational support mechanisms such as those recommended above. Here, unions and profes-
sional associations might consider how they might manage some of the worker protection strategies
traditionally undertaken by organizations. These might include access to information and counselling
support, peer mentorship, sensitivity training as mentioned and multi-organizational agreement on
acceptable codes of conduct.

Finally, we note that a culture of sexual harassment is more likely to be sustained in industries with
a gendered power differential, because of this women working in male-dominated sub-sectors of the
creative industries face a double disadvantage. This situation highlights the urgent need for research
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that details sector-specific experiences and identifies solutions at the organizational or sectoral level.
The findings also highlight the need for transparent recruitment practices.

It is possible that a model of effective sexual harassment prevention such as that posited by
McDonald et al. (2015) could be adapted to consider the timing and functions of a prevention strategy
that works beyond the organizational level. Specifically, McDonald and colleagues suggest a two-
dimensional typology that considers both the timing and the key functions of preventative actions.
This step-wise approach is designed to resolve disparate and uncoordinated efforts at the organiza-
tional level, but it also offers a framework for clearer communication, more effective management
and better behaviour monitoring at the sectoral level. This is worthy of further research.

Concluding comments

The findings of this qualitative study suggest a certain tolerance of sexual harassment among female
creative industries workers. This is influenced by multiple factors. By rationalizing sexual harassment
as a normal phenomenon, female creative industries workers might internalize the view that such in-
teractions are part of broader, accepted sociocultural behaviour, thus sustaining the culture. Effective
sexual harassment prevention requires action at the individual, educational, sectoral and governmen-
tal levels, beginning with the message that clear sexual harassment is never acceptable.
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