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Abstract  
[bookmark: _Hlk193631768][bookmark: _Hlk195710505]In creative higher education (HE) undergraduate courses in the UK, women students are over-represented by a proportion of two-to-one. However, music HE shows almost the reverse gender balance, with women students under-represented. This article, theorising HE as hierarchically stratified according to institutional prestige, uses descriptive analysis of data on all students in UK music HE between 2016-20 to explore how gender inequalities intersect with institution type across different levels of study. The analysis shows that older, more prestigious institutions have a more equal gender balance. However, these degree programmes may be less likely to equip students with digital skills needed for music industry careers. Furthermore, women of colour and working-class women are doubly marginalised: excluded from prestigious HEIs where white, middle-class women predominate, and from newer HEIs where men are over-represented. At PGT level, gender inequalities vary across institution type. Finally, among postgraduate researchers women remain under-represented.
Keywords: higher education, gender, music, creative industries, inequalities, students






Introduction 
[bookmark: _Hlk189055891]Does music higher education (HE) provide a route for women to have a musical and creative voice? Or does music HE compound and reproduce existing gender inequalities in education, the music industry and wider society? These questions about higher education’s role in reproducing or challenging inequalities have been explored in HE in general (Leathwood & Read, 2008) and in relation to creative higher education (Comunian et al., 2023) but have been less discussed in relation to music HE. This article explores these questions through an examination of gender inequalities in UK music HE, analysing who studies music in HE. Exploring who participates in music HE reveals whose culture is represented and amplified within formal music institutions, and the extent to which women’s creative musical voices are heard and supported. This is particularly urgent at a time when music HE is debating curricula reform and legitimate knowledge, for example by asking ‘what should university study of music consist of? (Heile, Rodriguez, and Stanley 2017) and critically examining music graduates’ employability (Prokop and Reitsamer 2024) even while many music departments are facing closures or downsizing (Geddes 2024). 

[bookmark: _Hlk193631878]Amidst persistent gender inequalities in the music industry and music education, most recently highlighted by the UK Government Women and Equalities Committee’s ‘Misogyny in Music’ report (2024), only a relatively small body of academic literature explores gender inequalities in music HE, by contrast with a large body of literature on gender inequalities in STEM education (Boaler and Sengupta-Irving 2006). Furthermore, in the creative industries more widely, creative arts degrees are dominated by women students but men continue to outnumber women in creative jobs (Comunian et al. 2023) but, as revealed below, music does not follow this trend. It is important, therefore, to examine music HE in its specificity, not only as part of the wider creative sector. Furthermore, UK music HE comprises both university-based degree programmes as well as provision at specialist institutions – conservatoires and popular music institutions – where the latter are seeing an increase in provision funded by private equity (Sovereign Capital 2025), creating a distinctive institutional ecosystem.

One of the reasons that these inequalities matter is because HE has been argued to be a key site for entry into creative careers, including music (Comunian et al. 2023, 16; O’Brien, Brook, and Taylor 2024). While some of those working in the music industry, particularly racially minoritised musicians (Black Lives in Music 2021, 13) have not studied music in HE, it remains an important route into the industry, particularly in genres such as classical music and jazz. Indeed, in the UK music industry there is substantial evidence that women are under-represented and disadvantaged (UK Music 2024; Musicians’ Union 2024, 15). Even in genres such as classical music where girls are over-represented at early stages of education, this does not translate to equal representation in the industry (Bull 2021; Cox and Kilshaw 2021; Scharff 2017). 
[bookmark: _Hlk164852877]Existing analyses (as detailed below) have not explored the role of institutional stratification, nor explained differences across levels of study. In order to push forward existing debates, this article makes three key contributions. First, building on analysis first published in the report Slow Train Coming (Bull et al. 2022), it provides a more comprehensive picture than previous research of gender inequalities across all students in UK music HE between 2016-20, analysing differences across types of higher education institution. Secondly, it draws on existing research to put forward explanations for these inequalities, revealing the ways in which existing hierarchies of institutional prestige are influential at the level of music as a discipline. Third, it outlines how gender inequalities in music HE differ from those in the creative HE. It concludes that on the basis of current patterns in music HE the prognosis for increasing gender equality in the music industry is extremely poor. 
The article first outlines existing research on gender inequalities in music HE, before exploring existing literature on how gender inequalities and higher education institutional hierarchies intersect. It describes the data that the study draws on, which, due to the anonymity requirements for the dataset (discussed below) analyses gender as a binary, which is a significant limitation. The article then presents descriptive findings and draws out four key points of analysis. 

[bookmark: _Hlk193632030]Gender inequalities in UK music HE  
Existing research on gender inequalities in UK music HE has mainly focused on gender segregation at undergraduate (UG)-level rather than institutional stratification, finding strong variation in gendered participation between types of music degrees. Bain examined data from 2013-18 from students in on music degree programmes in the UK, grouping UG degrees into four types. Music performance degrees were nearly equally balanced with 45% women, while on ‘theory/management/education’ music degrees 38% of students on were women. By contrast, women comprised only 14% of those studying composition degrees and 13% of those studying music technology (Bain 2019, 20). Similar findings at UG level from a less comprehensive dataset obtained via freedom of information requests were published by Tatlow, whereby ‘generic music degrees’ and degrees combining music and theatre showed women students as over-represented, while on degrees combining music and technology and on popular music degrees men were over-represented (Tatlow 2022). 
[bookmark: _Hlk193192648]An intersectional analysis is presented by Born and Devine, who – unusually – did also explore institutional stratification (as outlined below). Their study, examining earlier data (2007-12) from students on a selected sample of UK UG music degrees, found a ‘striking bifurcation’ of who studies different types of music degrees with ‘traditional’ (i.e. western classical music-dominated) music degrees drawing a mixed-gender cohort of students with higher social class profiles, while music technology attracted many more men from less privileged backgrounds (Born and Devine 2015). However, a limitation of this study is its use of POLAR, a geographical measure of class that has been heavily critiqued (Boliver, Gorard, and Siddiqui 2022).

[bookmark: _Hlk193192045]Despite these stark patterns of gendered participation across degree types, little is known about gendered patterns of recruitment and admissions to UK music HE. De Boise and Scharff examined applications and acceptance rates across music HE and in conservatoires respectively, both finding that more women apply than men, but men are more likely to be accepted (Scharff 2017, 45; de Boise 2018, 28). At conservatoires, Scharff also found a higher acceptance rate for men at PG level (Scharff 2017, 45). Admissions practices vary widely between UK HEIs; Bull et al. (2022) found two categories among music HEIs, either requiring a high level of knowledge/experience prior to entry including specific A-level grades, or with very flexible entry requirements. However, no analysis of gendered patterns in admissions was carried out.

Nevertheless, research outlines multiple explanations for these gendered patterns. To explain differences between the gendered patterns in music technology degrees, Born and Devine argue that a ‘musicalized male hegemony’ means that ‘the gendering of music composition is compounded by the gendered practices associated with digital technologies’ (Born and Devine 2015, 151). As such, the gendered associations of creativity (Battersby 1994) are compounded by the gendered association with digital technologies (English, Drummond, and Kerrigan 2024). More generally, restrictions not only on women’s creativity but women’s musical self-expression more generally may affect participation. For example, women’s musical voices have been confined to private rather than public space, as ‘bedroom musicians’ (McRobbie 2000) or ‘salon composers’ (Citron 1993). An illustrative example comes from an interviewee in Scharff’s study of women classical musicians, Sasha, who describes how being a musician counters wider gendered silencing mechanisms in society, saying, 'I've got real issues about being heard… as a girl, I think I wasn't ever heard'. Performing as a musician became her opportunity to finally be heard (Scharff 2017, 163). This example reveals the specificity of music in relation to gender: that it is about taking up sonic space, in opposition to gender norms whereby women do not make noise or use their bodies (Bull 2019, chapter 7). 
[bookmark: _Hlk184374375]Further explanation comes from feminist musicology, which outlines how aesthetic norms in the male-dominated tradition of composition – which have also shaped the tertiary music education curriculum – exclude collaborative approaches which could allow more space for women composers (Macarthur 2010). Furthermore, gender-based violence is enabled by gender inequalities in music HE (Bull 2024). This disproportionately affects women and non-binary people in music HE (Equity, Incorporated Society of Musicians, and Musicians’ Union 2018) and can lead to attrition, depression and anxiety, academic disengagement, loss of faith in the institution/industry, as well as loss of confidence (McCarry et al., 2023; Bull and Bradley 2025). 
There is also evidence of gendered differences in experiences of education, for example women students are more likely than men experience masterclasses in music HE as intimidating and unfriendly (Long et al. 2014), and teachers have been found to give more specific criticism to men than women students (Zhukov 2012). Gendered divisions of labour across instruments have been extensively documented (Abeles 2009; Casula 2023; Davies 2019) which contribute to creating gendered cultures that may disadvantage women students and staff (Bogdanovic 2015). Work placements – in important route into creative industries – may compound classed, racialised and gendered inequalities (Allen et al. 2013). 
These gendered cultures can vary across musical genres. In jazz, male-dominated environments push women out of formal education into ‘DIY methods of musical development’ (Raine 2019, 192). In music technology, sound engineering and/or music production programmes, a study across Germany and the UK found women are in the minority in class, taught by predominantly male staff, where misogynistic comments occur that negatively impact their engagement in their education (Hopkins and Berkers 2019). The symbolic associations between masculinity and technology and the gendered cultures that this creates have been documented at various levels of education and the industry (Hopkins and Berkers 2019; Born and Devine 2015; Strong and Cannizzo 2019; Armstrong 2011). In popular music HE, gendered cultures at undergraduate level exclude women students from networks (Davies 2019). In classical music, a gendered canon and performance/cultural norms (Bull 2019; Citron 1993; Scharff 2017; Ramstedt 2023; Bull, Nooshin, and Scharff 2023; Bull and Scharff 2021; de Boise 2019a; Bull 2016) including ‘respectable femininity’ (Bull, 2019) relies on ‘heteronormative European white beauty ideals’ (Ramstedt 2023, p.103), as well as a gendered ‘social imaginary’ of famous musicians and gendered expectations of teachers (Reitsamer and Prokop, 2023; Ramstedt 2023). This limits women’s creative freedom and their ability to imagine themselves as professional musicians. Despite this, in previous research I found gendered patterns of aspiration among young people in classical music, with young women more likely to aspire to a career in this field than young men (Bull 2018).
However, gendered participation in music HE becomes more equal at postgraduate (PG) level (Bain, 2019). The trend of more women than men studying at PG level is by no means specific to music as a discipline; women are more likely than men to undertake Master’s degrees across a range of disciplines and countries across Europe (EURAXESS 2019). This has been argued to be due to ‘the better performance of women rather than men in their studies’ (EURAXESS 2019) echoing Leathwood and Read’s arguments on the ‘feminization’ of higher education (Leathwood and Read 2008). In creative degrees more generally, Comunian et al. hypothesise that ‘once marginalised graduates enter the job market and are not able to access employment, they seek alternative pathways and/or return to further education’ (Comunian et al. 2023, 79). However, existing research on gendered patterns of participation on music PG degrees (Bain, 2019) does not reveal whether these explanations also apply in music HE, nor does it include any intersectional analysis to reveal which women are studying PG music degrees.
Gender inequalities and institutional stratification
In the UK, these gender hierarchies intersect with hierarchies of institutional prestige in HE (Boliver 2015). Boliver describes how status distinctions between groupings of universities today can be mapped, more or less, onto their historical origins, with older universities characterised by higher levels of research activity, greater wealth and more academically successful and socioeconomically advantaged student intakes in a binary divide with new post-1992[footnoteRef:1] universities. Attending a more prestigious institution leads to better employment outcomes and higher earnings for graduates (Britton et al. 2016).  [1:  In the UK, universities are often designated ‘post-1992’ or ‘pre-1992’, referring to the date when many teachers’ colleges and polytechnic institutions gained university status.] 


Nevertheless, this institutional stratification remains underexplored in the literature above, other than by Born and Devine (2015). As they outline, institutional hierarchies intersect with the gender inequalities outlined above; music technology degrees proliferated in the 1990s and 2000s, particularly among post-1992 universities, with the number of music technology degrees increasing by nearly 1400 per cent between 1994 and 2011 (Born and Devine 2015, 141). As such, music technology degrees are primarily offered at newer, less prestigious HEIs while ‘traditional’ music degrees – focusing on classical music – are offered at older, more prestigious universities. 

However, Born and Devine’s analysis includes only a selected sample of universities, omitting specialist institutions. These include conservatoires, specialising in classical music, most of which were established in the late 19th century (Bull, 2019). They also include specialist popular music institutions, set up in the 1980s and 1990s, such as the Institution of Contemporary Music Performance (ICMP) or BIMM (the British and Irish Modern Music Institute). These institutions are attracting investment from private equity firms, with Sovereign Capital promoting its success in increasing student numbers at BIMM from 1,150 to 8,200 between 2010-20 (Sovereign Capital 2025). UK Music HE is therefore an interesting context to explore how changing HE provision is shaping gender inequalities and how these inequalities intersect with institutional hierarchies of prestige.
Methods 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]The analysis below uses data from the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) across four academic years (2016-20) for all students and staff in music HE. The article’s focus is predominantly on students, and a comprehensive discussion of inequalities among music HE staff is beyond its scope. Nevertheless, gendered representation among staff contributes to the gendered cultures and learning environments in music higher education (Hopkins and Berkers 2019) and so staff data is included in descriptive analysis of the pipeline. 
The dataset includes all students who were taking a course where at least 50% of the content was designated as music, audio technology or music recording.[footnoteRef:2] This means that, unlike previous studies (Tatlow 2022; Born and Devine 2015; Bain 2019) this study includes all students studying music, not just those in music departments. Academic staff data – encompassing all staff including those on fixed-term, casual, and permanent contracts – was acquired where staff’s current academic discipline listed music in their top three disciplines. This revealed 133 institutions with staff and/or students teaching or studying music in the UK during 2016-20. [2:  JACS codes (now updated as HECOS codes) classify academic subjects in UK higher education. This study includes all W3 courses (the general code for music degrees), as well as J930 (audio technology) and J931 (music recording).] 


Despite the importance of genre cultures in patterns of gender inequalities, it was not possible to analyse HESA data around genre categories because institutions did not always return data attached to the correct course code; many degree courses were returned under the generic W300 code when they would have been a better fit elsewhere. For example, the code for jazz, which, as Sarah Raine has noted, would particularly benefit from gender inequality analysis (Raine 2019, 189) only shows between four and six institutions running degree programmes in jazz or jazz performance per year, omitting some institutions that advertise programmes in jazz performance as they return data to HESA under a generic ‘Bachelor of music (performance)’ course code.

The 133 institutions were categorised by age and type, into seven groups, informed by research into institutional groupings in UK HE (Boliver 2015) as follows:
[bookmark: _Hlk189055053]1. Conservatoires, for example, Royal Academy of Music (n=7)
2. Specialist performing arts/music institutes (non-conservatoire), for example, Institute of Contemporary Music Performance (n=13)
3. Post-1992 university (former polytechnic), for example, Anglia Ruskin University (n=40)
4. Post-1992 university (not former polytechnics; many are former teacher training colleges), for example, York St John University (n=26)
5. Universities set up during the 1960s, for example, the University of York (n=18)
6. ‘Civic’ universities (established in the first half of the 20th century), for example, Queen Mary, University of London (n=19)
7. ‘Old and ancient’ universities (established in the 19th century or earlier), for example, Durham University (n=10)

[bookmark: _Hlk171842819]In the analysis of gender inequalities below, the data is presented in binary (male/female) terms. HESA was not able to provide data on trans students or staff or non-binary staff as it could not be sufficiently anonymised. Data on non-binary students was provided, but the small numbers meant that according to HESA rules on rounding data for anonymity, it was not possible to report any meaningful analysis. However, the number of students selecting ‘other’ as their gender identity (as HESA designates non-binary students) increased from 15 in 2016/17 to 80 in 2019/20 (rounded to the nearest five). Ethical review was carried out by the University of Portsmouth Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences ethics committee.

The analysis presented below firstly examines how gender inequalities of music students compare to the wider UK student population. Secondly, it explores how the characteristics of music students vary by type of institution, as grouped above. Finally, it analyses the levels of inequalities at different levels of study as well as different contract types and levels for staff to explore where inequalities exist, revealing some of the structural characteristics of gender inequalities in music HE. This analysis was also carried out across the seven groups of institutions to reveal the varying patterns of gender inequalities across different institution types. Subsequently, further descriptive analysis – by domicile (international or UK-domiciled students); by class (as outlined below); and by ‘race’[footnoteRef:3] – was carried out on students at postgraduate taught (PGT) student level to understand why there are more women studying at this level than at UG or doctoral level. As noted below, data on class and ‘race’ is only available for UK-domiciled students, not for international students or for staff. [3:  I use inverted commas to draw attention to the constructedness of the concept and to counter views of racial categories as biologically rather than socially determined.] 


Gender inequalities among students in music HE
The music student population has more men than women students, the inverse of the wider UK student population. Combining data across 2016-20 across all levels of study (UG, PGT and postgraduate research (PGR)), music students are 59% male and 40% female, whereas the wider student population is predominantly female at 57% (see Figure 1).

[Figure 1 here]

The proportion of women students increased slightly between 2016/17 and 2019/20 from 39% (n=14,130) to 42% (n=16,245), with a corresponding decrease in men students, although men are still clearly in the majority (2016/17 male, 61%, n=22,460; 2019/20, 58%, n=22,350) (see Figure 2). Gender inequalities are more pronounced for British Asian and Black British music students; among both groups, the gender breakdown is approximately two-thirds male students and one-third female students.

[Figure 2 here]

These aggregate figures are not necessarily helpful in understanding what is going on within specific institutions, departments and degree courses. When the student population is divided up by institution type, clear differences emerge. Male-dominated music student populations were evident across four types of institutions: post-1992 ex-poly universities (female, 33%; male, 66%), post-1992 non-polytechnics (female, 43%; male, 57%), 1960s universities (female, 42%; male, 58%) and specialist institutions (non-conservatoire) (female, 33%; male, 67%). 

A more equal gender split was evident across two types of institutions: ‘old and ancient’ universities (female, 50%; male, 49%), as well as conservatoires (female, 49%; male, 51%). The only type of university that had more women than men students on music courses were ‘civic’, or early-20th-century, universities (female, 54%; male, 46%) (see Figure 3). 

[Figure 3 here]
[bookmark: _gjdgxs]Gender inequalities across music HE from undergraduate students through to staff
Examining the educational trajectory from undergraduate to postgraduate students and then to academic staff shows different patterns. At undergraduate level there were more men (61%) than women students (39%). The proportion then becomes more equal at Master’s level (men, 49%; women, 50%) before again becoming more unequal in favour of men at doctoral (men, 60%; women, 39%) and staff levels (men, 65%; women, 35%) (see Figure 4). 

[Figure 4 here]

Exploring the data across the seven types of institutions, composition of undergraduate students varies by university type, with ‘civic’ universities having slightly more women undergraduates (54%) compared to men, while post-1960s universities are at the other end, having a majority of men (60%) (see Figures 5-11). At postgraduate level there is substantial variation across institution type, with ‘civic’ universities having more women than men (58%), while at post-1992 (non-poly) universities 64% of students at postgraduate level were men. At doctoral level all institutions’ groupings are predominantly men (between 54% and 65% across the different types of institutions), and at staff level there is roughly a two-to-one men-to-women ratio; in specialist non-conservatoires this pattern is even more pronounced, with 74% men and 26% women staff.

[Figures 5-1 here]

Notably, across all the different groups of institutions, a larger proportion of women are doing taught postgraduate (PGT) music degrees than undergraduate degrees or PhDs. This pattern varies substantially across different types of institutions, with conservatoires and ‘old and ancient’ universities relatively equal in terms of gender at undergraduate and PGT level but all institutions showing increasing numbers of men at doctoral level and among staff. In order to better understand the increase in women among PGT students, further analysis was carried out on the class, ‘race’, and domicile of PGT students. 

For class background, only data on UK-domiciled, not international students, was available. Class is measured here through the UK government’s measure of class, The National Statistics Socio-Economic Classification (NS-SEC), in line with existing studies of class inequalities in the creative industries (O’Brien et al. 2016; O’Brien, Brook, and Taylor 2024). This measure analyses the occupation of the highest-earning parent/caregiver in the student’s family of origin (Office for National Statistics 2024). Occupational groupings NS-SEC 1 and 2 include those with parents in professional and managerial occupations; NS-SEC 3, 4 and 5 are those with parents in ‘intermediate’ or semi-skilled occupations; NS-SEC 6 and 7 have parents in routine and manual occupations; and NS-SEC 8 have parents who are long-term unemployed. As can be seen from Figure 12 and Table 1, the class profile of both women and men students at PGT level is markedly different to the profile at UG and doctoral level. At PGT level, there are fewer students from NS-SEC 1 and 2, and a greater proportion from NS-SEC 3, 4 and 5 as well as from NS-SEC 8. Indeed, the greater proportion of PGT students from NS-SEC 8 (whose parents are long-term unemployed or never worked) at PGT level compared to UG suggests that PGT students are studying music at this level having taken a different subject at UG level, given that this group were almost non-existent at undergraduate music level.  

[Figure 12 here]

[bookmark: _Hlk168226020]The profile in terms of ‘race’ (using Higher Education Statistics Agency (2022) categorisations) was also different among PGT students to UG students (again only data from UK-domiciled students is available for this analysis). While at undergraduate level, white students accounted for 85-87% of all music students, at PGT level this was 90% with similar levels of white men students (91%) to white women students (89%). 

[Table 1 here]

[bookmark: _Hlk189055391]Finally, amidst increasing discussion of cultural and pedagogical approaches for engaging East Asian students studying PGT programmes in the UK (see for example, Ford (2020)) the increase PGT women students is explained in part by higher numbers from this group. Among women PGT students, international students constitute 47% of the total, an increase from only 17% of women students being international students at UG level. For male students at PGT level, a smaller proportion, 30%, are international students (an increase from 12% of men at UG level).

Overall, the demographic patterns at PGT level are different to those at undergraduate level. The UK-domiciled students studying at PGT level – whether men or women – are more likely to be white as well as to come from less privileged class backgrounds than those studying music at undergraduate level. PGT students, particularly women, are also more likely to be international students than UG students.

Discussion  
Differences in gendered patterns between music and creative arts
[bookmark: _Hlk193632496][bookmark: _Hlk193632519]The findings presented here show very different patterns to the gender inequalities documented within HE in general, as well as in creative HE (Comunian et al. 2023; O’Brien, Brook, and Taylor 2024). In UK HE women students are over-represented, while in music, they are under-represented. The discussion in this article, however, focuses on the differences between music and the wider creative arts. In ‘creative arts and design’ UG courses in 2022, women were over-represented by two to one (Comunian et al. 2023, 40) while in music HE, at undergraduate level the student population has almost the opposite gender composition. These differences could be argued to be explained by the same factors as explain the dominance of men in technology and in STEM more generally (Born and Devine, 2015; Boaler & Sengupta-Irving, 2006). However, this explanation does not fully explain these inequalities. First, there is still only a 50-50 split – a lower proportion of women than in HE in general – studying music at ‘old and ancient’ universities that do not have any focus on technology or engineering (see for example University of Cambridge 2025). Furthermore, while identity associations with STEM are described as a major factor in girls’ disengagement (Brickhouse, Lowery, and Schultz 2000), by contrast, girls across all age groups are even more likely to describe music as ‘a big part of who I am’ than boys (Youth Music 2024, 34). 

Therefore, there remain specificities to music education that require explanation. The literature review, above, outlined reasons for these patterns, including associations between masculinity, creativity and technology, as well as actively exclusionary mechanisms such as misogyny and gender-based violence whereby women are pushed out of spaces of musical creativity. However, examining gender inequalities together with institutional stratification can contribute further insights. 

Hierarchies of institutional and genre prestige
[bookmark: _Hlk195706832]There are contradictions within the gender inequalities outlined above. First, the ‘extra’ men studying music are concentrated in less prestigious institutions, whereas the gender balance is more equal in higher status institutions. Secondly, these prestigious institutions – which are close to 50-50 in terms of gender balance – are those that offer what Born and Devine call ‘traditional music’ degrees which have a substantial focus on classical music. Classical music is valued more highly than other genres in various ways: it receives substantially more state funding in the UK than other music genres and its institutions play a powerful role in the music industry landscape (Bull and Scharff 2017). 
[bookmark: _Hlk193632960][bookmark: _Hlk189055235]Therefore, it could be argued that, as women are well represented among students in the most privileged spaces – both in terms of genre and institutional prestige – then gender inequalities are not such a stark problem as the discussion above has suggested. This position assumes, however, that an equal gender balance means that gendered cultures are not a problem in these spaces. As the literature review outlined, an equal gender balance is not necessarily enabling gender-equitable experiences; there remain gender divisions of labour across different instruments which may contribute to exclusionary gendered cultures forming, such as the ‘lad culture’ among male brass players described by Higham-Edwards (Higham-Edwards 2023). Nor is this representation in higher education translating to equal pay or employment levels, whether in academia or in the music industry. Furthermore, it appears to be upper middle-class white women who are represented in the most privileged institutional spaces within HE.

[bookmark: _Hlk193632690]This raises the questions: where are the working-class women and women of colour in music HE? To what musical cultures and spaces do these groups of women have access?
[bookmark: _Hlk195706881]At post-1992 former polytechnics, and at specialist non-conservatoire institutions there is a particularly stark gender imbalance. As such, in contexts where women of colour and working-class women are more likely to have access, women are under-represented. 
These patterns also affect gender inequalities in the music industry. For those working in the popular music industry (in particular), there is an increasing emphasis on digital and music technology skills and the technological mediation of musical creativity (Hughes et al. 2016, 108). By being more likely to graduate with music production-focused degrees and music technology skills, men are better placed to move into paid employment. As such, the equal gender representation in more prestigious music HEIs may in fact be compounding gender inequalities in the industry, because the digital and music technology skills that are required for the industry today are less likely to be taught in the degree programmes where women are better represented, leaving women less well equipped for the industry. 

Changing demographic patterns at PGT level
Another factor that complicates this picture is the higher number of women studying at PG than at undergraduate level, initially identified by Bain (2019, p. 23). My analysis builds on Bain’s by separating out taught postgraduate degrees from postgraduate research degrees and analysing the social composition of students at PGT level. Part of the explanation for higher numbers of women students at PGT level is the presence of more international students who are predominantly women, partly driven by international PGT students at conservatoires. HEIs with over 100 international PGT students during the 2019-20 academic year are all conservatoires except the University of York, where international East Asian students (predominantly women) are strongly represented on the Music Education MA programme, reflecting the gendered hierarchy of value in which music education is feminised and devalued in comparison with other types of musical work (Bull and Scharff 2021). This trend reflects not only the wider growth in Chinese students in UK higher education across all disciplines (HESA, 2023) as well as the growth in popularity in classical music in East Asia, where classical music is deemed to perform normative femininity (Yoshihara 2008) similarly to the UK (Bull 2021; 2019).

However, higher numbers of women PGT students are not seen equally across all types of HEI. Two different types of HEI - ‘old and ancient’ universities (the most prestigious) and post-1992 universities that are not ex-polytechnics – have the same proportion or fewer women doing postgraduate taught degrees as undergraduate degrees. Analysing UK-domiciled students studying at PGT level reveals differences to the UG music population. UK-domiciled PGTs – women and men – were more likely to be white and were from less privileged class positions than those studying at UG level, despite evidence of classed barriers to postgraduate study in the UK (Marvell 2022). In keeping with the findings from the wider study (Bull et al. 2022), racialised inequalities in this sample were stark. The increase in UK-domiciled women students at PGT level is, then, an increase in white women students.

Lessard-Philips et al., examining postgraduate study among ‘ethnic minority’ students from elite universities, described a ‘compensatory strategy’ of ‘entering postgraduate education to avoid short-term unemployment or underemployment in a non-graduate job’ (Lessard-Phillips et al. 2018). However, against Lessard-Philips et al.’s finding that ethnic minority students at elite universities are more likely to undertake PGT study than white students, among UK-domiciled postgraduate music students, racialised minority students were under-represented at PGT compared to undergraduate level. It appears, then, that white women students in music HE are using PGT study as a compensatory strategy, but racially minoritised students (including women) are not.
[bookmark: _Hlk195706977]Furthermore, despite women having higher levels of qualifications than men in the UK music industry, men still earn more than women (Musicians’ Union 2024, 18). Increased numbers of women students at PGT level has not, therefore, resulted in gender equity in the industry. Instead, it may reflect ongoing attempts by women to further demonstrate their value or professionalise their skills within a sector where there are gendered barriers to access and career progression.
Gendered patterns among postgraduate researchers
The greater numbers of women PGT music students suggest that women should also be well-represented in postgraduate research (PGR) level. This is not the case. While there was almost an equal gender balance among PGRs across UK HE in general in 2020 (48.9% women and 51.1% men), among music students, PGRs are 60% men and 39% women. The under-representation of women is even more stark compared to creative arts PGRs (which includes music), of which 57.7% are women (AdvanceHE 2020, 182). With the exception of conservatoires where there is an equal gender balance among PGRs, all other institution types show more men than women at PGR level. This is even the case for ‘civic’ universities, which at UG and PGT level have slightly more women than men students. As such, the atypical pattern of gender inequalities in music HE compared to other areas of creative HE continues at PGR level. 
[bookmark: _Toc110951438]This finding that despite being equally represented among taught postgraduate students, women are not continuing onto doctoral-level study, points to a priority area for gender equality interventions. However, in a survey of EDI work across 32 UK music HEIs, gender equality work at PGR level was not mentioned (Bull et al., 2022). This issue has, however, been explored across other academic disciplines, for example, ‘the extent to which practitioners of a discipline believe that success depends on sheer brilliance is a strong predictor of women’s and African Americans’ representation [at PhD level] in that discipline’ (Leslie et al. 2015, 265). Similar findings have been explored in music. In French jazz, for example, inertia around introducing anti-discrimination strategies in jazz is partly due to ‘the ideology of talent’, that is, the assumption that talented women will be able to succeed regardless of social context (Buscatto 2021). As such, it seems likely that beliefs around ‘talent’ or ‘brilliance’ shape disciplinary gender inequalities, not only at PGR level but also more widely.
Conclusions

[bookmark: _Hlk164852849][bookmark: _Hlk195707093]This article has outlined gender inequalities in music HE and their intersection with institutional prestige through examining quantitative data on women and men studying in UK music HE. There are four key findings. First, music HE shows starkly different patterns of gender inequalities to both creative arts degree programmes as well as the wider HE student and staff population, with women being less well represented at most stages. Second, there are contradictory aspects to this picture. The institutions with more a more equal gender balance are also the most prestigious ones in the hierarchical stratification of UK HE, and the ones which are more likely to focus on classical music, a genre which obtains more state funding. This means that the digital and music technology skills that are required for the industry today are less likely to be taught in the degree programmes where women are better represented, leaving women less well equipped for the industry. This analysis also reveals that in less prestigious institutions – to which women of colour and working-class women are more likely to have access – women are under-represented, raising questions as to these women’s double-marginalisation: excluded from prestigious HEIs where white, middle-class women are represented, and also from newer HEIs where men are over-represented. Third, there are complex patterns at PGT level that vary across institution type. Overall more women are studying than at UG, suggesting women are using PGT study as a ‘compensatory strategy’ for labour market inequality. Finally, pathways through to postgraduate research show a decreasing proportion of women. However, a significant limitation of this analysis should be noted; it was unable to report on trans and non-binary students so their experiences should be a focus for future research.

The article reveals the contradictory ways in which hierarchies of prestige within the higher education sector intersect with the reproduction of gender inequalities. Even in the most gender-equal institutions, music students are under-represented compared to the general student population and especially compared to the wider creative arts and design student population. Furthermore, the increase in private equity-funded specialist popular music HE appears to be contributing to ongoing gender inequalities, despite institutional initiatives from such providers to address this issue (Bull et al., 2022, 122-3). 

There are concerning implications for gender inequalities in the music industry from these findings. Even with a higher proportion of women studying undergraduate creative arts and design programmes, women graduates in this field (along with non-white, lower socio-economic status and disabled graduates) have poorer employment prospects than men (Comunian et al. 2023, 79). Therefore in music, with a much lower proportion of women studying at undergraduate level, the prognosis for reaching gender equality in the industry is extremely poor. While there are very small increases in women students between 2016-20, this shift is insufficient to make a substantive difference to gender imbalances in the music industry or among staff working in music HE. 

It is important to note that these inequalities are not inevitable; in Sweden, for example, women are applying to music technology and production courses in higher numbers than the UK and are more likely to have their applications accepted (de Boise 2018, 33). Curricular differentiation and occupational plans are key drivers of gender segregation in higher education (Herbaut and Barone 2021). However, these issues are not considered in UK policy in this area; strategies for addressing these inequalities in the UK context have been fragmented, reliant on institutional actors pushing for change (Bull et al. 2022) with no mention of gender in the most recent National Plan for Music Education (HM Government, 2022). By contrast, music HE gender equality programmes in Sweden and Norway draw on government support (Björck 2021; de Boise 2019b). These differences across national context, as well as the different patterns of gender inequality across type of institution and across genres, reminds us that these norms are locally specific and malleable, shaped through the cultures of different genres. More hopefully, in a survey of EDI initiatives taking place in music departments and institutions, gender was one of the most common areas in which initiatives were taking place, even if these interventions tended to be at an early stage (Bull, et al., 2022). 
It bears repeating that music is an important expressive space for women, as for all genders. Unfortunately, as this article has shown, current patterns of gender inequality severely limit women’s access to musical representation and self-expression. 
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Figure 1: Students’ (UG and PG) gender by student category, 2016-17 to 2019-20
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Figure 2: Gender of music students by academic year 
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Figure 3: Music students’ (UG and PG) gender by institution type, 2016-17 to 2019-20
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Figure 4. Gender inequalities across the pipeline from undergraduate music students to staff [image: Chart, bar chart
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Figures 5-11. Gender breakdown by institution type[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Specialist non-conservatoire institutions do not include gender at doctoral level due to the small numbers.] 
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Figure 12: Class among UK-domiciled PGT students
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Table 1: ‘Race’ among UK-domiciled PGT students

	 
	% of men PGT (UK-domiciled students only)

	Men Asian
	1.5

	Men Black
	2.2

	Men Chinese
	0.9

	Men Mixed
	4

	Men White
	91

	 
	 

	 
	% of women PGT (UK-domiciled students only)

	Women Asian
	2

	Women Black
	3

	Women Chinese
	1

	Women Mixed Race
	5

	Women White
	89
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