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ARTICLE
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Humanities, Edith Cowan University, Perth, Australia; cSchool of Economics, Finance and Marketing, RMIT 
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ABSTRACT
The field of cultural policy has seen a shift towards considerations of 
diversity, with government bodies increasingly leveraging funding to 
combat inequality within organisations. A barrier to this aim is a lack of 
quantitative data, which would provide a means to evaluate the impact of 
specific policies in practice. This article investigates the relationship 
between gender inequality at an organisational level and cultural policy 
at a sectoral level through a case study of Australia’s state-funded opera 
companies. Drawing on production data from 2005 to 2020, we consider 
women’s representation as conductors, directors, and designers at the 
state companies through the lens of Australia’s policy legacy. We find that 
women experience gender-based disadvantage across the key creative 
roles of opera production and are further negatively impacted by 
Australia’s existing policy landscape, which, reflecting the drivers of cul-
tural and economic value, indirectly enables gender inequality in the 
field.
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Introduction

With the rise of movements like #MeToo and #BlackLivesMatter, the creative industries have come 
under increased scrutiny around issues of inequality and exclusion (Brook, O’Brien, and Taylor 2019; 
Conor, Gill, and Taylor 2015; Edmond 2023; Eikhof 2017; Eikhof and Warhurst 2013). The field of 
cultural policy has seen a simultaneous shift, with both governments and funding bodies advocating 
for more inclusive cultural sectors (Boise, Edmond, and Strong 2022). In 2019, Australian federal arts 
funding body the Australia Council for the Arts1 incorporated an explicit diversity clause into its 
expectations for arts organisations, noting that funding will prioritise outcomes ‘addressing barriers 
and improving performance across key diversity areas’ (Australia Council for the Arts 2019, 9). This 
echoes recent efforts by Arts Council England and the Swedish Arts Council, among others, to 
leverage access to funding as a way to combat inequality within cultural organisations (Björck 2021; 
Boise, Edmond, and Strong 2022; Brown 2020; Calderón-Sandoval 2022).

As Ali and Byrne (2022) observe, cultural policies that promote diversity, including those intended 
to address gender inequality, are an important expression of intent by governing bodies. However, 
policies are often more aspirational than practical and can be overshadowed by arguments about 
cultural and economic value. Jansson (2019) suggests that diversity policies can be particularly 
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undermined by existing policy ‘legacies.’ Citing gender inequality in the Swedish film sector as an 
example, Jansson notes that when ‘reforms designed to change gender relations are incorporated 
into an already existing governance regime, their impact may be hampered or they may devolve or 
transform in ways that make them less powerful’ (2019, 219). Existing policies that aim to encourage 
artistic excellence, or to improve the economic outcomes of artistic production, may thus have 
unintended consequences for efforts to achieve greater equality within the creative workforce.

A reason for this is that such cultural policies are informed by one of the tenets of liberalism, ‘the 
sameness of humanity[,] and disavow embodiment’ (Puwar 2001, 656). As a result, unless explicitly 
designed to address inequality, policies often obscure the existence of a particular ‘somatic norm’ or 
‘the corporeal imagination of power as naturalised in the body of white, male, upper/middle class 
bodies’ (Puwar 2001, 652). Government policy is only one amongst a range of factors that, in 
perpetuating this somatic norm, contribute to intransigent inequality in the creative industries; 
other factors include cultural workers’ ‘social closure’, or reliance on networks of curtailed diversity 
to produce creative work, as well as employer misrecognition of the talents of diverse applicants in 
job selection processes, and a lack of understanding of the education-to-work transitions that 
privilege social advantage (Brook, O’Brien, and Taylor 2019, 37; Vincent et al. 2023). However, as 
long as organisations conflate the predeterminants of successful policy outcomes with the somatic 
norm, there is little incentive for organisations to address these other contributing factors.

A consistent barrier to addressing gender inequality in the creative industries is also a lack of 
quantitative data (Conor, Gill, and Taylor 2015). This makes it difficult to assess the existing dynamics 
of work within cultural labour markets or to evaluate the efficacy of initiatives designed to advance 
equality (Boise, Edmond, and Strong 2022). The field of opera is particularly problematic in this 
regard because of the absence of data on women’s representation in production roles like con-
ductor, stage director, and designer. The result is a troubling blind spot in a sector of the creative 
industries that has historically benefited from significant state support (Agid and Tarondeau 2007; 
Boise 2019).

This article uses opera as an entry point to examine gender inequality and the challenges posed 
by policy legacies that inadvertently impede diversity efforts (Jansson 2019). As a case study, we 
examine the five state-funded opera companies of Australia, each of which receives financial support 
from the Australia Council for the Arts and is actively shaped by the funding body’s policies: Opera 
Australia, the State Opera of South Australia, Opera Queensland, West Australian Opera, and 
Victorian Opera. Despite the state’s ongoing investment in these companies, there has been little 
consideration of women’s actual representation within their artistic structures or the role played by 
policy in either addressing – or enabling – women’s exclusion from the field. We therefore highlight 
an urgent need to better understand the nature of gender inequality at work in the operatic sector 
by considering women’s representation through the lens of the Australia Council’s policy ‘legacy.’

Drawing on historical production credits from the state companies between 2005 and 2020, we 
begin by tracking the gender profile of practitioners credited in the five key creative roles of opera 
production: 1) conductor, 2) stage director, 3) set designer, 4) lighting designer, and 5) costume 
designer. We identify trends within individual companies as well as across the national cohort, 
considering gender inequality within occupational categories (who is credited in which roles?) and 
repertoire (who is credited on which kinds of operas?). We then consider this data in the context of 
Australia’s policy legacy and assess whether the Australia Council’s recent attempts to address 
inequality are, as Jansson (2019) notes, ‘hampered’ by its existing policy regime. In the course of 
our analysis, we find that women practitioners experience significant disadvantage across the key 
creative roles of opera production in Australia, but particularly as conductors and directors. Second, 
we find that Australia’s policy legacy, focused on cultural and economic priorities, is undermining the 
body’s own efforts to address ‘barriers and improve performance across key diversity areas’ through 
its emphasis on risk mitigation.

The article proceeds in five sections. The first section outlines common risk management strate-
gies in opera, as well as their gendered implications. The second introduces the case study of the 
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Australian opera sector and the Australia Council’s related policy legacy, which prioritises cultural 
and economic value over social value perspectives. The third section outlines the methodology used 
to establish a benchmark of women’s representation at the five state companies, while the fourth 
section presents the findings of our analysis across occupational categories and repertoire. In the 
fifth section, we analyse these findings through the lens of the Australia Council’s policy legacy, 
identifying the degree to which the body’s funding policies may be indirectly enabling the field’s 
pervasive gender inequality.

Operatic risk management strategies and their gendered implications

Opera operates within a unique organisational context compared to other performing arts 
sectors. Companies must simultaneously manage large physical facilities, high production costs, 
and a mix of permanent and short-term personnel, as well as longstanding tensions between 
artistic, economic, and public value concerns (Auvinen 2001). Questions of risk are fundamental 
to operatic organisational structures, including economic risk, or the potential for adverse 
impacts to a company’s financial viability, as well as artistic risk, or the possibility that 
productions will either be low-quality, leading to poor reviews and reputational damage, or 
not appeal to audiences. Programming – or which operatic works are staged and by whom – 
plays a key role in how companies manage both kinds of risk, with programming decisions 
having direct correlations to audience attendance and box office revenue (Pierce 2000; Sgourev  
2013). Programming decisions must therefore be carefully ‘calibrated in terms of the incurred 
risks of hurting the box office, the goodwill of donors, or the company’s prestige’ (Sgourev  
2013, 552).

Canonical operas – a group of popular works written by white European men in the 18th, 19th, 
and early 20th centuries – are perceived as low risk from both artistic and economic perspectives. 
These works are recognised as masterpieces of the artform, are consistently popular with 
audiences, and also have predictable production costs (Auvinen 2001; Sgourev 2013). 
Accordingly, canonical operas are programmed frequently by companies and typically for 
a large number of performances in the largest available venues. Productions of canonical operas 
are also often ‘revived,’ or restaged in following seasons, a practice which allows companies to 
recoup their initial investment over subsequent years, while also leading to increased prestige for 
the directors and designers credited on the original production (Vincent, Coles, and Vincent  
2021).

As programming shifts to less popular ‘rarities’ – non-canonical operas from the 19th century or 
earlier – artistic and economic risks increase. ‘Rarities’ appeal to certain audiences, particularly ‘critics, 
opera buffs, and star singers,’ but are not as reliably popular or universally acclaimed as canonical 
works and are thus programmed and revived less frequently (Sgourev 2013, 552). Modern operas 
from the 20th and 21st centuries are seen to pose the highest risk for opera companies, as they are 
not thought to appeal to traditionalist operagoers and their artistic quality is more subjective 
(Sgourev 2013). Consequently, modern operas are rarely programmed and, when they are, typically 
see few scheduled performances in small venues. Musical theatre productions, a recent arrival to 
operatic programming, have varying levels of risk depending on their name recognition with 
audiences. However, musical theatre works also have what Pierce (2000, 52) calls ‘low values’: they 
are perceived to be less prestigious and of lower artistic quality than standard repertoire and 
therefore function as artistic outliers for companies.

Questions of artistic and economic risk also play a role in company hiring practices, or who is hired 
to conduct, stage, and design productions. Opera employment structures are project-based, with 
practitioners typically hired on short-term contracts for individual productions (Agid and Tarondeau  
2010; Eikhof and Warhurst 2013). Recruitment is driven by personal networks and social capital, as 
individuals in positions of authority have a vested interest in engaging the most ‘reliable’ conductors, 
directors, and designers to ensure a production’s success (Grugulis and Stoyanova 2009, 2012). 
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Companies also prioritise practitioners with established reputations, as they are more likely to attract 
audiences than lesser-known practitioners and also comprise a lesser organisational risk due to their 
status in the field (Agid and Tarondeau 2010).

Conductors and directors are particular targets for risk mitigation because both roles exert artistic 
leadership over individual opera productions. While the conductor oversees the musical interpreta-
tion of the work as well as its orchestra, the director is responsible for its stage interpretation and 
chooses which designers will be hired (Vincent 2022). As a result, the director alone often determines 
how ‘risky’ a production will be, depending on their artistic choices and designer selections. This, in 
turn, can impact whether a production is commercially successful and will be revived in subsequent 
seasons.

Studies from the wider creative industries have established the gendered implications of these 
kinds of risk management strategies (Coles and Eikhof 2021). The somatic norm aligns men to the 
default cultural worker, who serves as the primary financial provider and can be wholly dedicated to 
employment-based responsibilities (Acker 2006). Meanwhile, societal expectations around mother-
hood and caregiving mean that women deviate from this ideal model and are perceived as being 
inherently ‘riskier’ and lower value than their male peers (Dent 2020; Eikhof 2017). This translates into 
pervasive occupational segregation within the creative workforce, aligning to broader social con-
ceptions of ‘men’s’ and ‘women’s’ work. While women dominate traditionally feminised occupations, 
they are largely excluded from key artistic, strategic, and governance roles (Vincent, Coles, and 
Vincent 2021).

These trends are exacerbated in project-based employment structures, for which career oppor-
tunities are often linked to an individual’s social capital and reputation (Grugulis and Stoyanova  
2012). Women practitioners have been shown to possess less social capital compared to men due to 
a lack of comparable professional opportunities, decreased visibility in the field, and less prestigious 
networks (Handy and Rowlands 2017; Hooper 2019). This leads to compounding levels of gender- 
based disadvantage in project-based work, particularly around positions of artistic leadership 
(Hooper 2019; Sang, Dainty, and Ison 2014). Accordingly, in their study of gender inequality at the 
UK’s Royal Opera House, Vincent, Coles, and Vincent (2021) found that women stage directors were 
not only significantly under-represented in the creative workforce but were much less likely to be 
hired to direct the most popular canonical works.

The Australian opera sector has seen a recent shift toward acknowledging gender inequality in 
the field (Australia Council for the Arts 2020; Blackwood et al. 2019). However, there has been no 
quantitative effort to map the scale of exclusion at work within the sector. In addition, there has been 
limited consideration of the potential relationship between organisational practice and sectoral 
policy, or the extent to which existing cultural policies may be indirectly enabling gender inequality 
at company levels. This article therefore establishes a critical benchmark of data on gender inequality 
and labour dynamics in Australia’s state-funded opera companies that can be used to drive equity- 
based policy development and assess the impact of broader cultural policies intended to advance 
equity.

The Australian state opera companies and the Australia Council’s policy legacy

The section above identifies the pressures within opera’s organisational structures that can perpe-
tuate gender inequality. This section examines how the policies of the chief public agency that 
supports opera in Australia, the Australia Council for the Arts, have indirectly enabled these structural 
pressures by applying a particular, risk-averse value perspective through their National Performing 
Arts Partnership Framework.

Federal arts funding has historically been distributed according to two preeminent sets of values: 
cultural and economic (Throsby 2015). Cultural arguments for arts funding include the need to 
preserve works, innovate artforms in ways that generate critical attention, and provide access for 
audiences across the population. These arguments are framed around the belief that public funding 
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should support so-called ‘artistic excellence.’ Economic arguments for arts funding focus on the 
financial benefits of creative production, particularly by generating opportunities for cultural tour-
ism, and are applied to assess the financial efficiency of given productions. Funding agencies often 
require organisations to share resources with others or elect to prioritise productions that promise 
strong ticket sales, where tickets are valued as both revenue generation and a demonstration of 
audience appeal.

Cultural and economic values drive the Australia Council’s 2019 National Performing Arts 
Partnership Framework (hereafter ‘the Framework’), which encompasses and rationalises the funding 
provided to Australia’s five state opera companies, amongst other organisations. The Framework 
references ‘developing and rewarding artistic excellence’ and ‘increasing the creation of new 
Australian work,’ both of which align to cultural arguments aimed at developing a body of artistic 
excellence. Economic arguments are similarly apparent in the Framework’s stated aims to provide 
funding to organisations in exchange for delivery of core responsibilities, as well as transparency and 
financial accountability (Australia Council for the Arts 2019, 4–5).

The Framework also identifies social arguments that address inequality in its funding rationale, 
including its priority outcome for organisations to address ‘barriers and improve performance across 
key diversity areas’ (Australia Council for the Arts 2019, 4). However, cultural and economic argu-
ments take precedence within the policy landscape. While artistic ‘merit, quality and vision’ and 
‘organisational capacity to deliver on its strategic plan’ are non-negotiable in assessments of funding 
eligibility, efforts to improve on key diversity areas are not compulsory and must merely be evident 
across the collective cohort of organisations funded through the Framework.

The five state opera companies supported by the Framework are Opera Australia, the 
State Opera of South Australia, Opera Queensland, West Australian Opera, and Victorian 
Opera (Australia Council for the Arts 2019).2 As Australia’s national flagship company, 
Opera Australia receives the highest amount of government support of any performing arts 
organisation in the country and 75% of all funding allocated to opera (Commonwealth of 
Australia 2016a). The company stages an average of 16 productions per year, in both Sydney 
and Melbourne. The other state companies operate on a smaller scale, on average presenting 
between three and five productions each season. They also receive significantly less govern-
ment support, although their subsidies comprise a larger percentage share of their annual 
income, ranging between 45% and 67% compared to Opera Australia’s 20% (Commonwealth 
of Australia 2016a).

Risk mitigation, from both economic and artistic perspectives, is embedded within the policy 
legacy that shapes the five state companies, with the smaller companies most impacted by these 
policies in practice. The smaller companies, for example, are expected to produce at least three 
mainstage productions each season in venues that promote a ‘professional image’ 
(Commonwealth of Australia 2016b, 67). This expectation aligns to the cultural value of ‘artistic 
excellence,’ with the Australia Council establishing a benchmark to ensure the artistic quality of 
state-funded productions.

The smaller state companies are also expected to maintain specific financial targets and to 
consider the financial risk of their programming choices, engaging in ‘ongoing discussions’ with 
the Australia Council about the ‘value, balance and scale of their repertoire’ prior to finalising any 
decisions (Commonwealth of Australia 2017, 6). This reinforces the relationship between repertoire 
and risk perception at an organisational level, with companies encouraged to consider their pro-
gramming in financial, rather than artistic, terms. In an email, Andrew Donovan, Director of Multi- 
Year Investment at the Australia Council, notes: ‘We obviously don’t interfere in the programming 
decisions of companies outside of the guidance that [the Framework] provide[s]. However, we do 
monitor their financial performance and box office carefully to make sure that the programming [. . .] 
is sustainable’ (pers. comm., August 31, 2022). Here the Australia Council’s focus on financial 
‘sustainability’ functions as a government-led advocacy for certain repertoire, particularly low-risk 
canonical operas that are popular with audiences.
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A government policy outlined in 1999 places further limits on the smaller state companies by 
discouraging them from independently commissioning productions. Instead, companies are encour-
aged to rent existing productions from Opera Australia or international companies, or to co- 
commission new productions with other Australian companies (Commonwealth of Australia 1999). 
Companies that choose to commission ‘smaller bespoke productions independently,’ Donovan 
notes, must seek ‘other funding or funding partners’ (pers. comm., August 31, 2022). Like the policy 
focus on programming, this strategy is designed to ensure that companies balance ‘artistic excel-
lence’ with financial stability. By prioritising productions that have already been commissioned or 
productions for which the initial investment is shared across multiple organisations, the Australia 
Council aims to control the level of financial risk assumed by each company.

The Council also mandates sectoral cooperation, most notably through the Opera Conference, 
a joint commissioning initiative established in 1994 (Mariani 2009). Drawing on shared funding from 
compulsory company buy in, the Opera Conference supports the state companies to co-commission 
a new production each season, as well as a national touring production every two years. Like the 
Australia Council’s other policies, the Opera Conference was conceived to protect the government’s 
financial investment, creating a mechanism ‘to bind opera companies [. . .] into a cooperative venture 
and to encourage them to do co-production’ (Mariani 2009). This mechanism further limits compa-
nies’ artistic independence as programming decisions are not only decided by majority vote but 
prioritise Opera Australia’s preference due to the size of the company’s facilities (Mariani 2009).

Across these varying policies, we can trace the complex expectations that shape Australia’s opera 
sector. Risk considerations directly inform the Australia Council’s policy legacy, which leverages 
access to funding as a means for mitigating both artistic and financial risk, particularly amongst the 
smaller state companies. Yet, these policies also impact the body’s diversity efforts by creating 
organisational conditions that indirectly enable the gender inequality already operating within the 
sector.

In the following sections, we use historical production data to map women’s representation at the 
five state companies and establish a benchmark of gender-based disadvantage that works in concert 
with the Australia Council’s policy legacy.

Methodology

In order to track women’s representation in production roles at the state companies, we drew on 
archival data from Operabase.com, an online database of production listings dating back to the early 
1990s (Operabase.com 2021). With permission to access these online archives, we compiled a record 
of all productions staged by Opera Australia,3 the State Opera of South Australia, Opera Queensland, 
West Australian Opera, and Victorian Opera4 between 2005 and 2020.5 The credits for each produc-
tion were cross-referenced against official company documentation, including press releases, web-
site archives, and annual reports. Excluding tours, recitals and non-staged concert productions, this 
provided a data sample of 533 opera productions. Across these 533 productions, 241 were produc-
tions of canonical operas, 130 were less popular ‘rarities,’ 132 were modern operas from the 20th or 
21st centuries, and 30 were musical theatre works.6 Sixty of the 533 productions were Opera 
Conference productions, either premieres or revivals, that were commissioned through the 
Australia Council’s policy initiative.

For each production, we tracked the practitioners credited in the key creative roles of opera 
production: 1) conductor, 2) stage director, 3) set designer, 4) lighting designer, and 5) costume 
designer.7 In productions where a single practitioner held multiple roles (e.g. set and costume 
designer), we counted each as a separate credit. In productions where more than one practitioner 
was credited for the same creative role (e.g. Opera Australia’s 2011 production of Carmen credited 
two conductors), each credit was counted individually. Overall, we collected a data sample of 2,852 
credited roles over the 16 seasons.
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Each practitioner’s gender was drawn from self-identified pronouns used in professional biogra-
phies (e.g. he, she, they), which were sourced from company playbills, media releases, and annual 
reports, as well as the websites of practitioners or their representing managers. Across the 2,852 
credited roles, 2,243 credited a practitioner who identified as male, and 583 credited a practitioner 
who identified as female. Seven roles credited an organisation (e.g. Opera Australia’s 2020 produc-
tion of Aida credited design agency Giò Forma as set designer). A further 19 roles credited an 
individual for whom we could not locate pronoun information in order to establish a gender profile.

A key limitation in our methodology is that our method to establish gender relied on secondary 
information, including marketing materials. We recognise that this approach may understate the 
true gender identities of some practitioners, particularly those who might choose to conceal their 
gender identity within the workplace. A further limitation is our exclusive focus on the five state 
companies rather than the wider Australian opera sector, which includes smaller companies that do 
not receive ongoing government support. Accordingly, the findings of our study cannot be said to 
be representative of all operatic organisational models, particularly those that operate without 
government funding and associated cultural policies.

Our analysis of the data sample first considered women’s representation within occupational 
categories: who was credited for which roles? We then considered repertoire: who was credited on 
which kinds of works? For both dimensions of analysis, we examined trends around women’s 
representation at individual companies and across the national cohort, as well as within the smaller 
sub-set of Opera Conference productions. With this benchmark established, we then considered 
women’s representation through the lens of the Australia Council’s policy legacy as a way of 
highlighting the factors that may impede policy-driven efforts to address gender inequality in the 
field.

Findings

Occupational categories

Conductors and directors
Our data shows that women have seen extremely low rates of representation as both conductors and 
stage directors at the Australian state opera companies. However, the divide between men and 
women practitioners is starkest in the role of conductor. Across the 533 productions in our study, 
women held just 34 of 622 conducting credits, or 5%. Of the 145 individual conductors credited, 134 
were men and 11 were women.

Women were not only excluded from entering the conductor labour pool – making up less than 
8% of individual practitioners – but saw far fewer professional opportunities once there. A large share 
of conductors, irrespective of gender, only saw a single production credit over the 16 seasons: 45% of 
men conductors and 55% of women conductors were ‘one-offs.’ Yet, when we examined the 
conductors who were credited multiple times, the share of opportunities allocated to women 
significantly decreased. Within the group of conductors credited two or more times, men saw an 
average number of 7 productions compared to 5.6 for women. Within the group of conductors 
credited ten or more times, women’s representation dropped even further, with only one woman 
represented out of 20 total conductors.

As seen in Figure 1, within individual companies, women conductors saw their highest repre-
sentation at Victorian Opera, comprising 17% of credited conductors (14 of 81). Opera Queensland 
had similar rates of representation for women conductors at 15% (8 of 54). In comparison, the State 
Opera of South Australia did not credit a single woman conductor over the 16 seasons (0 of 80). 
Opera Australia and West Australian Opera also saw very low rates of representation, with women 
comprising less than 3% of conductors at Opera Australia (10 of 346) and just over 3% at West 
Australian Opera (2 of 61).
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Women saw higher representation as stage directors but still fell far short of achieving gender 
balance. Across the 533 productions, 24% of stage director credits were held by women (164 of 689). 
Of the 167 individual practitioners credited, 120 were men, 46 were women, and one was unknown 
(gender could not be determined).

As with conductors, we found that a large proportion (45%) of the director labour pool, irrespec-
tive of gender, was credited only once. Yet, stark gender differences similarly emerged when we 
considered the practitioners that were credited multiple times. Of the 21 directors who were credited 
ten or more times over the 16 seasons, 71% were men and 29% were women. The 15 men 
practitioners within this smaller cohort each saw an average of 17 production credits, while the six 
women directors saw 13.

As seen in Figure 2, within individual companies, Victorian Opera again saw the strongest 
representation for women directors, comprising 40% of credited directors at the company (33 of 
82). Both Opera Queensland and West Australian Opera performed similarly, with women comprising 
approximately 30% of credited directors at both companies (22 of 74 and 26 of 86, respectively). As 

Figure 1. Gender profile of conductor credits at Australia’s five state opera companies, 2005–2020.

Figure 2. Gender profile of director credits at Australia’s five state opera companies, 2005–2020.
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with conductors, the State Opera of South Australia and Opera Australia saw the lowest representa-
tion for women stage directors: women comprised 19% of credited directors at Opera Australia (66 of 
347) and 17% at the State Opera of South Australia (17 of 100).

Here we see an important discrepancy at the organisational level, in which two of the smallest state 
companies – Victorian Opera and Opera Queensland – saw the highest rates of representation for 
women as both conductors and directors. Meanwhile, the national flagship company, Opera Australia, 
saw some of the lowest rates for women in both artistic leadership roles. This is particularly problematic 
because Opera Australia presents more than four times the number of productions of any other state 
company and is primarily responsible for commissioning the new productions that will be rented by 
the smaller companies across the sector.

Our data also shows that women’s representation as conductors and directors is equally poor, if 
not worse, within the subset of productions commissioned through the Opera Conference scheme. 
Of the 65 conductor roles credited on Opera Conference productions over the 16 seasons, just four 
were held by women, or 6%. Of the 60 director roles credited on Opera Conference productions, 8 
were held by women, or 13%. This represents an 11% drop compared to women’s representation as 
directors overall. Women also saw lower representation within the practitioner labour pool. While 
women comprised 7% of individual conductors (11 of 145) and 28% of individual directors (47 of 167) 
across the broader labour pool, they were only 6.6% of conductors and 20% of directors specifically 
for Opera Conference productions.

The data importantly shows evidence of improvement in both roles over time. When tracked across the 
16 seasons, all but one of the state companies demonstrated a clear upward trend for women’s 
representation in each role. However, the extent of improvement varied widely and, in many cases, can 
be attributed to women’s extremely low rates of representation at certain companies at the start of the 
study timeframe. Opera Australia, for example, showed an increasing trend for women conductors over 
the 16 seasons. Yet, the scope of actual improvement was slight: women held 3.67% of conductor roles in 
the 2005–2010 seasons and 4% in the 2016–2020 seasons. Opera Queensland, Victorian Opera, and West 
Australian Opera also showed improvement over time, but again primarily because the companies did not 
credit high numbers of women conductors in their earliest seasons.

The role of stage director also saw inconsistent improvement. While Opera Australia again 
showed an increasing trend for women directors over the 16 seasons, women’s representation 
actually dropped by two percent between the 2011–2015 and 2016–2020 seasons. Opera 
Queensland and the State Opera of South Australia similarly saw drops in women’s representation 
in their most recent seasons (decreases of 25% and 10%, respectively, between the 2011–2015 and 
2016–2020 seasons) but still overall improvement across the 16 seasons. Here Victorian Opera was an 
important outlier, with a downward trend for women’s representation as directors over the 16 
seasons. However, in comparison to the other companies, this can be attributed to the extremely 
high rates of representation for women at the company, in which women held as much as 80% of 
director credits in individual seasons.

Designers
Women’s representation in the roles of set designer, lighting designer, and costume designer at the state 
opera companies mirrors the gender-based occupational segregation seen in other sectors of the 
performing arts, in which women are more likely to assume traditionally feminised roles while men are 
more likely to hold technical ones (Conor, Gill, and Taylor 2015). Of the 387 practitioners credited as 
designers, 238 were men and 137 were women. Ten were individuals whose gender profile could not be 
determined, and two were organisations rather than individuals. Clear differences emerged in terms of 
women’s representation across the three design fields, with the starkest distinctions emerging in lighting 
and costume design, fields which align with gendered stereotypes of work.

Men dominated in the fields of both set design and lighting design, holding 79% (415 of 527) and 
91% (477 of 522) of respective production credits. Men also made up the majority in both labour 
pools, comprising 65% of individual set designers (94 of 144) and 88% of individual lighting 
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designers (86 of 98). Women saw significantly higher representation as costume designers, compris-
ing 57% of individuals in the labour pool (83 of 145) and holding approximately 50% (244 of 492) of 
all costuming credits across the state companies.

As with conductors and directors, Victorian Opera had the highest representation for women set 
designers, with women credited on 44% of set design roles (35 of 80). Women held just under a third of set 
designer credits (16 of 52) at Opera Queensland and 27% at the State Opera of South Australia (20 of 76). 
At the low extreme, Opera Australia and West Australian Opera saw the lowest representation for women 
set designers, with women holding 10% of set design credits at the national flagship (28 of 267) and 8% at 
West Australian Opera (4 of 52).

All five state companies saw the lowest rates of representation for women in the technical role of 
lighting designer. The best performing company was the State Opera of South Australia, for which 
women held 12% of lighting design credits (9 of 74) over the 16 seasons. The remaining four 
companies credited women lighting designers between 2% and 8% of the time. In comparison, 
women saw their highest representation at individual companies when credited as costume designers. 
Women made up 70% of costume designers credited by Victorian Opera (52 of 74), while both the 
State Opera of South Australia and Opera Australia credited women costume designers approximately 
50% of the time. Women saw their lowest representation as at Opera Queensland, carrying 29% of 
costume design credits (17 of 44).

The smaller subset of Opera Conference productions shows a more extreme range of representa-
tion for women across these design roles while continuing to reflect gender-based occupational 
segregation. Of the 61 set designer credits on Opera Conference productions, none credited 
a woman practitioner. Of the 60 lighting designer credits on Opera Conference productions, only 
six credited women, or 10%. Meanwhile, women again saw their strongest representation in the field 
of costume design, comprising 46% of credits (27 of 58).

The state companies also showed widely inconsistent trends of improvement across the three 
design roles. Women’s representation in the role of set designer steadily increased at all five companies 
over the 16 seasons. Victorian Opera and Opera Queensland began with the highest rates of initial 
representation compared to the other companies (40% and 19% in the 2005–2010 seasons, respec-
tively) and continued to improve over time. Both companies subsequently saw women’s representa-
tion in the role reach rates of nearly 50% or higher in the five most recent seasons. In comparison, 
Opera Australia and West Australian Opera started with much lower rates of representation, with West 
Australian Opera not crediting a single woman set designer from 2005 to 2011. Accordingly, while both 
companies show evidence of improvement over time, women’s representation as set designers did not 
exceed 13% at either company in the five most recent seasons.

Women saw worse performance in the role of lighting designer over time, with four of the five 
companies showing a downward trend for women’s representation in the role. West Australian Opera 
was the only exception, showing a steep upward trend after not crediting a single woman lighting 
designer between 2005 and 2014. In contrast, four of the five companies showed a strong upward 
trend for women costume designers over the 16 seasons, despite all of the companies already seeing 
high rates of representation for women in the feminised role. Here Victorian Opera was the exception 
with a downward trend, again reflecting high rates of initial representation in the role: women 
comprised more than 70% of costume designers in nine of the 15 seasons under review.

Repertoire

Our findings around women’s representation in occupational categories assume further complexity 
when considered in terms of repertoire. As discussed earlier, programming is a key risk management 
strategy for both individual companies and the Australia Council, with low-risk canonical operas and, 
to a lesser extent, opera ‘rarities,’ used to bolster box office revenue and ensure artistic quality. 
Accordingly, canonical operas and ‘rarities’ comprised the majority of programming at nearly all of 
the state companies: 84% at West Australian Opera, 79% at Opera Australia, 73% at Opera 
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Queensland, and 64% at the State Opera of South Australia.8 In comparison, high-risk modern operas 
were programmed far less frequently, making up just 13% of programming at West Australian Opera, 
14% at Opera Australia, 18% at Opera Queensland, and 33% at the State Opera of South Australia. 
Importantly, it is within the production teams for canonical works and ‘rarities’ – the most- 
programmed categories of low-risk repertoire – that we find evidence of further disadvantage for 
women practitioners.

Recall that 5% of credited conductors across our data set were women. When we 
restricted our analysis to canonical operas, women’s representation as conductors dropped 
to less than 1%. Only two women were credited out of 316 conductors for canonical 
repertoire at any of the five state companies over 16 seasons: one at Opera Queensland 
and one at Opera Australia. Not a single woman conductor was credited on any canonical 
operas presented by Victorian Opera, West Australian Opera, or the State Opera of South 
Australia over the 16 seasons. Women conductors also saw lower representation on opera 
‘rarities,’ comprising 4% of the 148 credited roles. West Australian Opera and the State Opera 
of South Australia again did not credit a single woman conductor in this category of 
repertoire. Just 3% (3 of 88) of conductor credits for ‘rarities’ at Opera Australia were held 
by women.

Instead, as shown in Figure 3, women conductors were much more likely to be credited on 
modern operas and musical theatre works, categories of repertoire that are respectively high risk and 
‘low value’ and are thus programmed and revived less frequently (Pierce 2000). Women conductors 
were credited on almost 11% of modern operas across the company cohort and reached rates as 
high as 20% at Opera Queensland. Women conductors saw even stronger representation in musical 
theatre works, conducting roughly a third (11 of 30) of all musical theatre productions over the 16 
seasons. However, women’s representation as conductors still varied widely within individual 
companies. While the State Opera of South Australia did not credit a woman conductor on any of 
their musical theatre productions, for example, Opera Australia credited women conductors on 28% 
of theirs.

We see similar trends in how women directors are represented across different repertoire 
categories. As shown in Figure 4, women directors saw lower representation on canonical operas 
compared to their overall average, comprising 23% of canonical director credits (84 of 358). They also 
saw lower representation on ‘rarities,’ making up 19% (31 of 159) of credited directors within this 
category of repertoire. In comparison, women comprised 30% of directors for modern operas (43 out 
of 143 credits) – their highest representation in any category of repertoire.

Figure 3. Gender profile of credited conductors by repertoire category at Australia’s five state opera companies, 2005–2020.
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With designers, we see another marked divide between canonical operas and other categories of 
repertoire. Women saw a universal drop in representation across all three design roles when only 
canonical works were examined. Women made up 18% of set designers overall but fell to 11% (27 
out of 242 credits) on canonical operas. Women lighting designers were credited on 7% of total 
productions but just 5% (13 out of 251 credits) of canonical works. Women even saw decreased 
representation in the feminised role of costume designer, comprising 45% overall but only 33% on 
canonical works.

Instead, women designers saw their strongest representation in either modern operas or musical 
theatre works. Women set designers were credited on 36% (47 of 132) of modern operas, double 
their representation overall. Interestingly, women set designers saw lower representation on musical 
theatre, credited on only 1 out of 30 productions in this repertoire category. Meanwhile, women 
lighting designers saw their highest representation across both modern and musical theatre cate-
gories, comprising 7% of lighting designer credits on modern works (9 of 126) and 17% on musical 
theatre works (5 of 30). Women costume designers also saw their highest representation on modern 
works and musical theatre works, holding 62% (72 of 117) and 47% (14 of 29) of respective credits.

Discussion

Our analysis shows that women experience pervasive gender-based disadvantage across the key 
creative roles of opera production at Australia’s state-funded companies. Aligning to trends of 
occupational segregation, women see particularly low representation in the artistic leadership 
roles of conductor and director, while also being largely excluded from the more technical roles of 
set designer and lighting designer in favour of the feminised costume designer role. We also find 
evidence of segregation across different categories of repertoire. Women conductors, directors, and 
designers see increasing disadvantage in the most popular canonical works, operas that are staged – 
and revived – most frequently by state companies and which provide extended prestige and 
visibility to their attached directors and designers. This mirrors the findings from Vincent, Coles, 
and Vincent’s (2021) analysis of women’s representation in repertoire at the UK’s Royal Opera House, 
suggesting these dynamics are not exclusive to Australia but reflect international operatic trends.

Women’s disadvantage in the Australian opera sector assumes greater intensity when considered 
in the context of the Australia Council’s policy legacy. Programming low-risk repertoire is a key focus 
of the Australia Council’s policies as a way of both ensuring the financial viability and artistic 

Figure 4. Gender profile of credited directors by repertoire category at Australia’s five state opera companies, 2005–2020.
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excellence of the state companies and protecting the funding body’s investment. However, this 
policy focus also enables and indirectly exacerbates the existing inequality in the field because of the 
gendered nature of risk perceptions and hiring practices operating at organisational levels.

The data show that women practitioners are consistently excluded from the most popular 
repertoire categories. Instead, women practitioners are funnelled toward high-risk modern operas – 
works which see fewer performances, have limited audience appeal, and are less likely to be revived 
in subsequent seasons – or to musical theatre works, which have limited artistic prestige in the 
sector. Because women are seen as being inherently ‘riskier’ than men (Eikhof 2017), they are 
relegated away from ‘tried and proven’ repertoire in favour of works that are similarly perceived as 
high-risk (Cuyler 2021, 6). Without the same levels of reputational prestige as male practitioners, 
women further struggle to break into these more prestigious categories of repertoire through 
opera’s networked hiring practices. As a result, women practitioners experience negatively com-
pounding effects on their career trajectories and professional visibility in the sector. In this way, we 
can see the compounding impacts of artistic and economic risk perception in not only driving 
company programming choices but perpetuating women’s exclusion from the sector. With its focus 
on low-risk programming as a means for ensuring financial stability and artistic excellence, the 
Australia Council’s policy legacy both upholds and reinforces the organisational structures that 
enable gender inequality.

Our findings show that the Australia Council’s efforts to promote sectoral cooperation, both through 
co-commissioning and through the Opera Conference scheme, enable similarly problematic conditions 
for women’s representation. This enforced cooperation restricts each company’s individual opportunity 
to diversify their artistic production staff, under conditions in which a male norm continues to 
dominate. Women practitioners also notably see comparably poor or worse rates of representation 
within Opera Conference productions compared to the wider sample, while also making up a smaller 
percentage of conductors and directors in the Opera Conference labour pool. While the Opera 
Conference was conceived as a strategy to promote collaboration and shared risk across the state 
companies, it inadvertently functions as yet another level of exclusion for women practitioners.

We can also use these findings to interrogate the policy framework that has established and 
reinforced Opera Australia’s status as the artistic leader of the sector. Not only are the smaller state 
companies actively encouraged to rent or co-commission productions directly from Opera Australia, 
but the company receives the bulk of state funding while enjoying far fewer policy limitations. Given 
these factors, the scale of historical gender inequality evident at Opera Australia is particularly jarring, 
with the flagship seeing some of the lowest representation for women conductors and directors out 
of all the state companies. Because Opera Australia is the only company with the freedom to 
commission its own productions – and ultimately sees its productions rented by the smaller state 
companies – the company’s decisions about which practitioners to hire (and when) can be seen as 
actively contributing to gender inequality in the sector.

In comparison, the two smallest state companies – Victorian Opera and Opera Queensland – saw 
the highest representation for women practitioners of the entire cohort. Notably, both companies 
had women in key executive leadership positions during the timeframe of our study: stage director 
Lindy Hume was Artistic Director of Opera Queensland from 2012 to 2017, while director Elizabeth 
Hill-Cooper was appointed Victorian Opera’s Chief Executive Officer in 2019. Both companies have 
also had women practitioners as Head of Music, a position responsible for conducting productions 
under company auspices. This speaks to the degree to which gender parity appears to be a strategic 
priority for Victorian Opera and Opera Queensland compared to the national flagship, despite both 
companies receiving significantly less government support.

From a policy level, these outcomes highlight the role of the Australia Council’s policy legacy 
in establishing risk-averse organisational conditions that, while not directly causing, support and 
enable ongoing gender inequality in the field. This points to the need for a rigorous analysis of 
the Australia Council’s policy legacy across the Australian creative industries as a potential factor 
in gender inequality. More detailed attention is clearly required to examine the dynamics of 
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gender inequality operating within specific companies, sectors, and levels of the workforce, as 
well as the indirect effect of cultural policies that are designed to mitigate risk. This speaks to the 
importance of collecting quantitative data, such as this paper’s benchmark of women’s repre-
sentation in Australian opera production, in order to enable a critical evaluation of the relation-
ship between policy and inequality in the field.

Conclusion

Cultural policies that focus on increasing audiences and achieving economic efficiencies would, at face 
value, seem to be conducive to greater equity and diversity. However, policies often have unintended 
consequences. Using the example of the Australian state opera companies, the findings in this article 
highlight the problematic nature of policy legacies in potentially undermining social value outcomes. The 
Australia Council’s efforts to achieve sustainable programming and company cooperation as a means for 
mitigating financial precarity and ensuring artistic excellence have indirectly enabled women’s continued 
exclusion from the field, contradicting its own attempts to increase diversity through its 2019 Framework. 
Here we see Jansson’s (2019, 219) argument manifesting, in which the Australia Council’s proposed 
‘reforms’ to address inequality are being undermined by its ‘already existing government regime.’

These findings have important implications for international funding bodies that aim to leverage 
policy initiatives to address persistent inequalities in the creative industries. Individual policies that 
emphasise diversity are unlikely to be effective unless they are conceived with a clear understanding 
of the existing policy legacy and its impacts on the sector. This requires an extensive policy audit that 
is customised for the unique organisational characteristics of each sector and also considers the 
unintended consequences of policies driven by cultural or economic arguments.

Notes

1. At the time of writing, the Australia Council for the Arts was in the process of transitioning to Creative Australia.
2. Victorian Opera was invited to join the Framework by the Australia Council in 2019 (Watts 2021).
3. Opera Australia’s programming was compiled across both Melbourne and Sydney seasons.
4. Because Victorian Opera was founded in 2006, the company’s data sample spans from 2006 to 2020.
5. There is inconsistent online material related to productions staged prior to 2005, which posed an obstacle for 

cross-referencing the data from Operabase.com against official company material (e.g., press releases and 
annual reports). To ensure the accuracy of our data sample, we therefore restricted our analysis to productions 
staged between 2005 and 2020.

6. In order to categorise the 533 productions by repertoire, we drew on a combination of methods. Canonical 
works were benchmarked against Agid and Tarondeau (2010)’s canonical classification, while musical theatre 
works were benchmarked against Knapp’s (2020) list of the musical theatre core canon. Operatic ‘rarities’ 
included any non-canonical works premiered in the 19th century or earlier, while modern operas included any 
works premiered in the 20th or 21st centuries that were not already categorised.

7. We restricted our data collection to practitioners credited as ‘primary’ directors and designers (rather than 
‘revival’ directors and designers) in order to map women’s representation in the highest-status creative roles.

8. The only exception was Victorian Opera, a company whose artistic mission is explicitly linked to performing 
modern works. Canonical operas and ‘rarities’ therefore comprised 32% of the company’s programming while 
modern operas comprised 66%.
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