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Before I begin may I take this opportunity to urge all European Unions to encourage all its members to fill in the questionnaire, both men and women.  It is a unique opportunity for a picture to emerge of performers’ working lives across the whole of Europe.

Thank you so much for the opportunity to share with you the experience of women in the UK who work in the entertainment industry, particularly as actresses.  My colleague, Sue McGown, is Chair of Equity’s Women’s Committee, and she and I are both “actresses of a certain age”, and therefore have first-hand experience of how difficult it is for a woman, not only to struggle to bring up a family whilst working, but also to continue a career after the age of 40/45.  And it’s interesting to find that this experience of careers that “fizzle out” is not just confined to the UK.  This is why the forthcoming questionnaire is so important to us on the Steering Group, because we believe this unhappy situation is to do with attitudes within the industry and society as a whole which, in turn,  influence the decisions made both in commissioning new writing and in casting.

Here I would ask you to forgive me for being a little personal and subjective, but in my experience,  I knew when I came into the business that as far as classical plays are concerned they have always been heavily weighted towards male characters portraying the importance men’s lives had in the society they were written in, women being given less power and influence in the 16th, 17th and 18th centuries.  Thus, Shakespeare, Marlowe, Moliere, Sheridan, Goldsmith,  Middleton, Chekhov, have but a handful of parts for women in comparison with men.  However, at nineteen, I was coming into an industry where television was the vogue and where popular television soaps and cutting edge drama supposedly reflected British life, thus giving actors of all ages the opportunity to work as they grew older.  And I did work!  I was never out of work.  Even when I had my family in my late twenties I worked in the Radio drama section of the BBC – clocking up 1500 broadcasts mainly playing little boys and girls.  I was fortunate, too, to step from radio, in my late thirties, into a television soap  remaining there  for over a decade but, when I left, now nearer 50, my career began to waver.   Despite having the same training and work experience as my male counterparts I have not seen their careers deteriorate in the same way.  Believe me, I, as a woman, am not unusual!!!

Back in the 70’s when Women’s Liberation was the rallying cry of the day, Equity set up a sub committee to look at women’s issues – child care, equal pay – and through the eighties they tried to get the Union to look into work opportunities. Research commissioned by Equity’s Women’s Committee in 1996 found that there were significant inequalities between men and women. Across the British entertainment industry (film, television and theatre) men had more lead and support roles than women at a ratio of 9:7, average fees for leading women were 34% less than for leading men and women’s average annual income was 15% less than men’s.

A 2005 survey of Equity members by the industry-training organisation Skillset revealed that little has changed. Men (8 per cent) were more likely than women (4 per cent) to have earned £30,000 or more in that past year. At the other end of the scale, women (45 per cent) were more likely than men (40 per cent) to have earned less than £6,000 from work in the performance industry during that past year.  This small survey though did not take into account any age differences in the statistics something we hope to evaluate in our questionnaire.

Equity has a membership in the region of 37,000, by no means all are actors of course, but around half our membership are women, so in 2004 when I started the first of my two year terms of office as Vice President of Equity, I believed it my duty as a woman  to  get actively involved with the Women’s committees’ struggle for proper research.  Only with concrete evidence in the form of facts and figures could we hope to challenge the entertainment industry and change attitudes. Many of our younger women challenge the perception of women always portrayed as decorative, they dread where that role will lead their careers, and thus a study of portrayal with emphasis on older women is as important for their future as it is for our present.

The following year, 2005, in partnership with WFTV (Women in Film and television) we asked the question “Does the film and television industry exclude women over the age of 40?” To prompt a debate we showed Hollywood actress Rosanna Arquette’s film “Searching for Debra Winger” in which, through a series of face to face conversations with Hollywood  actresses she explored issues of ageing, plastic surgery, raising children and intimacy with men - or the lack thereof - with bracing candour.  All interviewed had their own personal horror stories about insensitive producers and casting directors who tend to think of over-40 (and sometimes over-30) actresses as being suitable only for mother, “other woman,” and “hero’s girlfriend” roles - when they bother to cast these actresses at all.  It was from here that many of the questions we wanted to find out from a questionnaire of our membership began to take shape.

Many of the comments made in the film were familiar to actresses in the UK and elsewhere. One American actress Samantha Mathis said: “The one little part out there that comes along once a year that I’m really excited about doing, there’s 30 other women and we’re all trying to get that one part.” Whoopi Goldberg spoke of the pressure on actresses to have cosmetic surgery — pressure that she had resisted. “This is Hollywood “ she said, “and this is a different world and the women here cut their faces and cut their bodies.” And Tracey Ulman joked about the number of actresses who could hardly talk for the amount of botox pumped into their lips.

And here was another theme echoed by Equity members and the women’s committee.  The investment that goes into training male and female performers, but through the lack of adequate portrayal of women and their roles in British society, their work opportunities begin to peter out after the age of 40, unlike their male counterparts.

I believe many writers like Lynda le Plante do write some good, strong, modern, pivotal female characters — but there are not enough supporting and minor roles in that vein for women to play. Too often women, of all ages, are portrayed as victims, abused physically and mentally.  A few years ago one of our Councillors spoke of how she had never been so busy now she had reached 80!  Her roles tended to be that of poor old souls who were victims of crime.  Not a pleasant prospect,  to wait 30 years before you earn a living again, being beaten over the head with a blunt instrument! The majority of our experienced, middle-range members no longer have a career, however much they worked when they were young.  In the UK we treasure our older stars - Julie Walters, Maggie Smith, Helen Mirren,  Judi Dench - who all seem to work a great deal and play real people and not just grannies, but our concern  is about those of us who are not stars and could so easily play the supporting roles given to men.

Finally, I believe in the UK we have a different hurdle to overcome which other European artists do not.  This is why we were keen to get some facts and figures from employers.  We have what we call “Gatekeepers”- other than the ones we all have such as theatre producers I mean.  These are very important people who help – or hinder! – us from getting jobs.  Both are in a position to put our name forward for roles.  Firstly there is our agent who we employ to hear of job opportunities and to chase them up on our behalf, and the other is the casting director who works for the employer and makes suggestions as to whom he or she should interview or audition.  Casting directors are in a particularly important place to know whether producers tend to cast in an integrated way or not. And by not, that is – doctor, surgeon, barrister, police chief, judge, vicar – male:  nurse, social worker, cleaner, secretary – female.

Four years ago, Deborah Dean, who you have heard from this morning and who has helped put the Steering Groups’ questions into a workable questionnaire, wrote a research paper on Women as Workers in Theatre and Television.  She talked about Gatekeepers and their different perceptions towards casting men and women.

In her conclusion she wrote “Women performers are formal and informal proxies for women in wider society.  There is no reason for gendered disadvantage in access to work, pay and career longevity in th ejob of performing itself, ONLY IN THE WAY WE VIEW WOMEN IN GENERAL.  Women are  employed to “be” women: to represent women.  A leading performer when asked what would improve the lot of the woman performer thought it a hard question -

“because it’s sort of what would improve the lot of woman, not just the woman actor…..Stuff that’s going on in society is bound to reflect what goes on in the business of acting.  The two are probably interchangeable.  Until it changes in society it’s probably not going to change here.”

At the Bafta showing of Rosanne Arquet’s film, a director, David Yates, summed it up when he talked of  'a whole range of experience not reflected on our screens despite powerful women in key positions’ and called for a collective response from the industry for change. In order to be part of that revolution I believe Equity must equip itself with all the facts, and now with this Europe-wide initiative about to be launched we face an exciting opportunity to confront the programme makers with our research and lead the way for change. If we do not, this female ageism disease will hit male performers next — if it hasn’t done so already.

JEAN ROGERS    (Equity Vice President and member of the Equalities Steering Group)
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