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Abstract:
Existing research has examined how gender inequality enables sexual harassment in the film and television industry but has not analysed sexual harassment as a cause of gender inequality. This article draws on interviews from 17 women who had experienced and/or reported sexual harassment/violence in the UK film and television industry since December 2017 to examine how sexual harassment caused gender inequalities. The career impacts of sexual harassment for women included losing careers/jobs; impeding career and skills development; inhibiting networking; negative effects on job satisfaction and creative freedom; and further consequences such as loss of confidence. These impacts meant women had less time, energy, health, and opportunity to develop their careers. The article also contributes to workplace sexual harassment literature by linking these impacts to policy frameworks, finding that the gender equality impacts of sexual harassment were missing from selected statutory and policy guidance relating to sexual harassment and gender inequality.
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Sexual harassment as a cause of gender inequality in the UK film and television industry
Existing research has examined the ways in which gender inequality enables sexual harassment in the film and television industry (Bull, 2023b; Lee et al., 2023; O’Brien, 2019; Willekens et al., 2023). However, the other side of the equation – sexual harassment as a cause or contributing factor for gender inequality – remains unexamined in existing literature within this sector. Beyond the screen industries, studies of the consequences of workplace sexual harassment have found that it has wide-ranging impacts on working life, including reductions in job satisfaction and performance; organizational withdrawal; increased job stress; and decrease in organisational commitment; as well as health impacts including symptoms of posttraumatic stress; misuse of alcohol; decreased sense of safety on the job; symptoms of depression, anxiety, and disordered eating; and other somatic symptoms (Chan et al., 2008; Cortina and Areguin, 2021; Willness et al., 2007). There are also longterm financial penalties for women – more than men – who are subjected to sexual harassment at work (McLaughlin et al., 2017). Even in this wider literature, sexual harassment’s impact on women’s career development and, as a result, on workplace gender inequality tends not to be connected with policy frameworks for addressing gender inequality. Qualitative studies of different industries are needed – complementing the primarily quantitative focus in this literature – in order to understand how these consequences and impacts of sexual harassment contribute to reproducing gender inequalities. 
The film and television industry was at the forefront of the 2017 #MeToo movement (which built on Tarana Burke’s earlier campaign). As such, it is an important case study for examining how sexual harassment contributes to gender inequalities. In order to do so, this article draws on qualitative interview data examining how experiences of sexual harassment since 2017 have affected the careers of workers in the UK film and television industry. It contributes to international academic and industry debates on gender inequalities in the film and television industry, as well as in the creative industries more broadly, while also highlighting the need for studies of workplace sexual harassment to explicitly document how the consequences of sexual harassment contribute to gender inequalities and link these to regulatory and policy frameworks that address this within different sectors. 
The article first outlines literature on sexual harassment as a cause of gender inequalities within the screen industries as well as in workplaces more widely, then outlines the UK policy and industry context for this study. After introducing the study, the article outlines five ways in which sexual harassment experiences and/or reporting affected the careers of interviewees. The discussion links these career impacts to gender inequalities in the industry and highlights the inadequacy of a selection of existing policy and equality, diversity and inclusion (EDI) levers to mitigate these impacts.
Sexual harassment as a cause of gender inequalities
There are a range of reasons given in existing research for gender inequalities in the film and television industries. These include issues in recruitment, such as homophily in hiring or collaborations (Jones et al., 2024); as well as informal recruitment among freelancer workforces which relies on networking and confidence, where women are discriminated against as potential parents (Conor et al., 2015; Leung et al., 2015; Wreyford, 2015). Gender inequalities are reproduced through horizontal and vertical segregation, which in turn are facilitated by gendered stereotypes and norms such as men as being ‘creative’ and good with technology (Hesmondhalgh and Baker, 2015; O’Brien, 2019). In the creative industries more widely, the risks of precarious, freelance labour lead to particular difficulties for women who have to ‘sell themselves’ as workers in gendered ways (Scharff, 2015). More generally, freelancers experience ‘an absence of parental rights, lack of time autonomy, and lack of training, development, and promotion opportunities’ (Milner and Gregory, 2022: 290). 
Within this context, new forms of sexism are at work, including a ‘postfeminist sensibility’ which suggests that ‘all the battles have been won’ (Gill, 2014: 4). Since the 2017 #MeToo movement, this ‘unspeakability’ may have lessened, thanks to both industry initiatives (Bull, 2023a, 2025a; Sørensen, 2022) as well as collective, informal strategies to combat sexism and sexual harassment (Haire et al., 2019). Nevertheless, amidst a dearth of research on sexual harassment in this sector (Eikhof et al., 2019), the ways in which sexual harassment is contributing to reproducing gender inequalities remains underdiscussed.
An exception to this oversight is research within journalism where studies internationally have highlighted the gendered impacts of sexual harassment on women (Blumell et al., 2023; Jamil, 2020; Melki and Mallat, 2016: 73). These studies have revealed how sexual harassment negatively impacts on job satisfaction leading to women leaving the industry (Blumell et al., 2023); and how sexual harassment, threats and discrimination lead to psychological stress, self-censorship, losing jobs or assignments, and leaving or changing profession (Jamil, 2020; see also Melki & Mallat, 2016, p. 73; Idås et al., 2020: 63). However, other than Jamil (2020), these studies document impacts without explaining the mechanisms by which these contribute to gender inequalities, nor link these explicitly into frameworks for addressing gender inequalities. 
In short, sexual harassment as a cause of gender inequalities, and policy levers to address impacts of sexual harassment, remains implicit in much of this literature. This could be due to the quantitative, psychological framing of much workplace sexual harassment literature, for example summarising job outcomes and psychological outcomes (Cortina and Berdahl, 2008: 478) or examining the types of sexual harassment that lead to ‘poorer psychological outcomes’ (McDonald, 2012: 4). Exceptions include qualitative studies that explore career impacts in more detail; McLaughlin et al. (2017) found that ‘sexual harassment increases financial stress, largely by precipitating job change, and can significantly alter women’s career attainment’, and in a study of US academia women targeted for sexual harassment exhibited ‘greater caution’, avoided social situations including conferences and leadership roles, and experienced impacts on their productivity due to emotional distress or reduced ability to network (National Academies of Sciences, Engineering and Medicine, 2018: 246). 
In this article, I argue that it is important to move beyond documenting individual impacts and to close the loop between sexual harassment and gender inequality; it is well evidenced that gender inequality enables sexual harassment, but it is also crucial to analyse how the consequences of sexual harassment and reporting contribute to career impacts for women, trans and non-binary people that reproduce gender inequalities. 
Policy and industry context 
Recent surveys have documented the ongoing prevalence of bullying and harassment within the UK film and television industries (Bright Purpose, 2022; TV and Film Charity, 2023; Wallis et al., 2021; Wilkes et al., 2020). Looking Glass ’19, a major industry survey carried out in 2019, found that 39% of women working in film and TV had been subjected to sexual harassment at work at some point during their careers, with freelancers, bisexual people and disabled people being more at risk (Wilkes, Florisson, and Carey 2020, 19) and 11% of all workers had experienced sexual harassment in the last year (Film and TV Charity, 2022). These figures occur in the context of gender inequality within the industry, with women under-represented in senior positions, and in particular roles such as directing and screenwriting (Creative Diversity Network, 2023; Ofcom, 2022b). Despite these findings, practices for addressing sexual harassment at work remain underdeveloped (Film and TV Charity 2022, 12). 

Not only in the film and television industries, but in the UK regulatory context generally, provisions for addressing workplace sexual harassment are inadequate. The Equality Act (2010) is the main legal framework for addressing sexual harassment in the workplace, with enforcement powers held by the Equality and Human Rights Commission (alongside the Scottish Human Rights Commission). The Equality Act has been strengthened by the Worker Protection Act which came into force in 2024, and the Employment Rights Act, passed in 2025, which both require employers to take steps to prevent sexual harassment. However, it remains difficult for workers subjected to sexual harassment to get effective action taken; those targeted face long delays in accessing employment tribunals, and are unable to access legal aid, i.e. funding to support their legal costs. While nondisclosure agreements (NDAs) have been used to stop people speaking about their experiences of harassment and bullying, the Employment Rights Act bans employers from using these where they silence workplace harassment and abuse.

Despite these gaps in the regulatory framework, a significant amount of activity is occurring within the UK film and television industry to address sexual harassment, including development of the Creative Industries Independent Standards Authority (Bull, 2023a). However, as outlined below, existing policy and practice to address sexual harassment fails to take into account the impacts of sexual harassment on gender equality. 

Methods
[bookmark: _Hlk166487371][bookmark: _Hlk141792385]This study article draws on data from interviews carried out in 2023 with 17 women who had experienced and/or spoken up about sexual harassment and violence at work since December 2017. Interviewees worked across different genres including high-end television and film, drama, documentary, factual, unscripted, and journalism, in a variety of roles including pre- and post-production, crew, producers, runners, researchers, and an actor. The study called for people of all genders who had experienced sexual harassment, violence, or misconduct from someone at work in the UK film or television industry since 2017, using the UK’s Equality Act (2010) definition of sexual harassment in order to align with industry initiatives addressing this issue: unwanted conduct of a sexual nature that has the purpose or the effect of violating the worker’s dignity, or creating an intimidating, hostile, degrading, humiliating or offensive environment for that worker (Equality and Human Rights Commission 2020). 
[bookmark: _Hlk202170322]While this is a relatively small sample, it draws on a hard-to-reach group: those who are experts-by-experience in workplace sexual harassment. Qualitative studies of their perspectives are important as victim-survivors and reporting parties are more often heard from in surveys or journalistic accounts rather than through research. 17 interviews generated a significant amount of data; a larger sample would have made it difficult to do justice to the detail and complexity of the data. Ethical review of the study was carried out by the University of York Department of Education Ethics Committee. Participants were recruited by reaching out to organisations supporting minoritized groups and/or women in film and television; advertising on social media; an article published in Broadcast Now magazine; and newsletters for industry organisations. Interviews were carried out on Zoom by the author, who is trained in supporting survivors of sexual violence. Campbell et al.'s (2010) advice on interviewing sexual violence survivors was followed, for example by explicitly telling interviewees that it was their choice what to disclose or not disclose; encouraging participants to ask questions; and providing information to help interviewees understand/normalise their experience. Pre- and post-interview debriefs were also carried out and support information provided. Interviewees were given the opportunity to review their interview transcripts and comment on the final draft of the report (Bull, 2023b). All names are pseudonyms, and pseudonymisation was explicitly discussed to ensure that identifying details were not connected in ways that could compromise confidentiality.
[bookmark: _Hlk202170510][bookmark: _Hlk202256293]Two interviewees described their racial identities as non-white; none identified as non-binary or trans; and of the 14 who gave details of their class background, only two were from working class backgrounds; of 12 who disclosed sexuality, four were bisexual, seven heterosexual, and one pansexual. This sample reflects the inequalities in the industry in which white, middle-class people are over-represented; however, it is important to note that LGBTQ people are especially likely to be targeted for sexual harassment. The sample involved freelancers or those on rolling contracts and work experience (n=11) and those on permanent contracts (n=6). Number of years in the industry ranged from 18 months to nearly 50 years. Three were bystanders who became involved in reports of sexual harassment experienced by others. 14 had been directly targeted. In total, interviewees described 21 instances of sexual harassment or violence in detail. They were asked about the personal and professional impacts of these experiences and for those in creative roles, impacts on their creative freedom. The wider study included one man interviewee, who, when asked directly about career impacts of his experience of sexual assault by a peer at a work social event, stated that although his experience had led to him becoming more ‘wary’, he had not experienced any any career impacts. Such impacts were, therefore, limited to the women in the sample so it is their data that is considered here. The data on impacts was analysed for the discussion below (originally presented in Bull (2023b)). Analysis involved creating narrative summaries of each interview then carrying out inductive thematic analysis. 
Career impacts of sexual harassment
How sexual harassment leads to women losing jobs/careers
Existing studies have highlighted sexual harassment as a cause of women leaving their jobs (Blumell et al., 2023; McLaughlin et al., 2017; National Academies of Sciences, Engineering and Medicine, 2018). However, it is important to document how and why sexual harassment leads to women losing or leaving their jobs; how this occurs within the specific context of the film and television industry; and any differences for freelancers versus employed staff. In this study, two employed staff had to leave their jobs and careers as a result of sexual harassment; among the freelancers, sexual harassment was more likely to affect career development and progression (as outlined below). 
Vanessa was on an ongoing contract in journalism when she was left with no choice but to leave her job – and with it, her career – after reporting sexual misconduct from her boss. As she described:
I left [the job] directly as a consequence of [my boss’] misconduct and the general atmosphere resulting from his behaviour. I started having regular panic attacks and as a result left quite quickly. Since at the time there weren't many/any jobs available in [my field] which suited my skill set, I decided to leave and now work [in a different role and sector]. I really love aspects of it, but it has been hard to leave journalism behind after working towards that goal for so many years. I want to go back to it, but my confidence has been knocked quite a bit.
After she reported sexual harassment, Vanessa asked not to be in contact with her boss. These measures were not enforced and she was obliged to work in small spaces such as sound rooms alone with him. He also engaged in acts of victimisation such as refusing to sign off budgets for her. Power-based sexual harassment, where harassment is perpetrated by a supervisor, has been documented as leading to poorer psychological outcomes than peer-peer harassment (McDonald, 2012). These outcomes – in the form of panic attacks – led Vanessa to have to leave her job. She was one of very few women working in her department so her departure negatively affected the gender balance. 
Reporting the sexual harassment of others may also have a severe impact on the reporter, as demonstrated by Sarah’s experience, another journalist. Sarah had been permanently employed for many years by a large broadcaster but was forced out of her job and career after attempting to report the sexual harassment of a colleague. The enormous strain of the reporting process, and the victimisation she suffered, led to her becoming suicidal and taking sick leave. Once her sick pay ran out, she found herself trapped. She asked if her line management could be changed to someone other than the person about whom she’d made a complaint. This was refused. She described her options at this point:
If I was to have brought an [employment] tribunal [case] against them for harassment, it would have taken years to get to a tribunal. So, it would have been years on zero pay with me having to fund a lawyer. I'd have had to lose my house. So, in the end they offered me a settlement. I took the settlement. They gagged me with an NDA.
Isolated from her networks by the culture of silence and victim-blaming that occurred as part of her victimisation, as well as the NDA, she could no longer find work in journalism. For Sarah, then, it was not sexual harassment that forced her out of her job, but rather the consequences of reporting it to a hostile organisation. 
Neither Sarah nor Vanessa had any feasible avenue for remedy for this situation within current UK legal protections. In such situations, where employer responses to sexual harassment reports exacerbated a toxic environment, the physical and psychological impacts meant that staying in their jobs was impossible. Due to the highly competitive nature of work in journalism, neither of them were able to continue working in this area. 
The career consequences were different for freelance workers than for employed staff such as Vanessa and Sarah. Freelance workers were able to move between jobs with more ease, which gave them more options after leaving a role due to sexual harassment. Nevertheless, freelancers experienced different risks with moving jobs. Zoe, a freelancer in a ‘below-the-line’ role who had experienced sexual harassment in a previous job, encountered the harasser several years later:
By the end of the [first] job I was genuinely frightened and scared to be on my own with this person. And, just to explain the impact it had on me after I finished the job, maybe three years later […] they just randomly came in to do a daily on a job that I was doing and the shock of seeing them again just made me … I just started shaking uncontrollably and I was crying and I actually had to leave work.
The precarity of the work environment proved helpful in this instance; Zoe told her manager why she had had this reaction and her manager ensured that the person who had harassed her – who had been hired on a daily contract – was not re-hired. Such informal responses to disclosures – where there was no written record, and action was taken that did not involve documenting the issue – were the most common way in which sexual harassment was addressed in this study (Bull, 2025c). However, there are risks to this approach. Most concerningly, the person responsible may continue the behaviour, targeting others. There is also a lack of fair process for those accused. Furthermore there is no record of the incident so employers can later deny knowledge of it (Bull, 2025a).
Overall, then, while permanent employees had difficulty moving between jobs after reporting/experiencing sexual harassment, freelancers faced different risks; their options for work could be curtailed as a result of trying to avoid the harasser or the type of environment they had experienced harassment in, as outlined in the next section.
How sexual harassment impedes career development and progression 
The ways in which sexual harassment leads to losing opportunities for career development or progression are under-examined in existing literature. In this study, one way career development was impeded was through workers’ career choices being circumscribed as a result of their attempts to avoid further harassment. Georgie had experienced sexual harassment during two different work experience placements while studying journalism. As well as closing off options for obtaining work from either of these employers, these experiences shaped her career trajectory in significant ways in her attempts to avoid unsafe workplaces. After graduating, Georgie decided to move out of journalism and into a different area of television, largely because of the sexual harassment she had experienced. She also avoided working for smaller companies, in an attempt to avoid the type of situation in which she had been targeted (Leung et al., 2015). In addition, many interviewees tried to avoid the person/people who had targeted them. For freelancers, this involved high levels of risk and uncertainty as they would not know who was working on a production until they arrived on the first day. Zoe, following the experience described above, commented that it ‘has made me very paranoid about accepting work […] At the start of the job you get sent the names of everyone working on the job and I always breathe a sigh of relief, it is fine’.
[bookmark: _Hlk146100398]As well as circumscribing career options, a further way in which career development was negatively affected by sexual harassment was through losing skills development opportunities. Interviewees described being unable to learn or develop skills as they had to avoid spaces that were unsafe for them. For example, Freya, who was on a permanent contract, reported a freelancer who had sexually harassed her to her employer. After she reported him, her company told her they wouldn’t work with him again. Despite this, they hired him for one more job, for a story that she herself had found, as they said they needed him to gain access to the site. Freya didn’t want to work with him again but this meant that she lost an opportunity to gain skills and experience. Not only that, but as a ‘safety’ measure, the company purposefully hired a male producer to work with him. 
Career development and progression was also impeded through the added labour of dealing with sexual harassment situations. This labour was multi-faceted and could be highly time-consuming and emotionally demanding. It included strategizing to avoid the person who had targeted them (or his allies); the labour and time required to handle the situation (whether the harassment itself, or the labour of reporting it); and the labour required for supporting others who had been targeted. The labour of handling a situation or a complaint should not be underestimated, both in terms of time as well as emotional and cognitive energy. For example, freelance executive producer Annie was trying to protect herself and her team from a senior man who was sexually harassing and bullying them. She described, ‘every single hour of every day I was trying to figure out how to not just create a fantastic series, but how I was going to navigate dealing with this person. It took up all of my time’. For those who went through a formal reporting process, significant amounts of time were taken up by going through this process, for example, speaking to colleagues about reporting together; finding out where to get advice and then obtaining it; researching the options available; collating evidence and writing up a statement; accessing counselling; and managing the ongoing situation with colleagues or the perpetrator(s). 
This reduced the time and energy that interviewees were able to spend on their career development, and also affected others in the same workplace as interviewees often relied on colleagues to support them. As with Sarah’s situation, the labour required by colleagues supporting those targeted for harassment was also substantial. While some men were described as carrying out this labour, it was more likely to be women, thus increasing the gendered impacts of sexual harassment by taking away time and energy from women’s career development. 
How sexual harassment impedes networking 
The importance of networking for workers in the creative industries, including film and television, has been extensively documented (Eikhof and Warhurst, 2013; Hesmondhalgh and Baker, 2010; Leung et al., 2015; Wreyford, 2015). However, these discussions have not explored the ways in which sexual harassment experiences impede the ability to network (although see Bull and Bradley (2025) for evidence from higher education). 
Networking was impeded both for permanent employees and for freelancers in this study, but the consequences could be particularly severe for freelancers who were more reliant on networking for finding their next job. Sometimes networks were directly lost as a result of sexual harassment/violence, for example when interviewees decided not to contact people who had groped, harassed, or assaulted them. There were also myriad indirect ways in which networking was inhibited as a result of sexual harassment and trying to keep themselves safe. Some interviewees put in place safety measures such as changing privacy settings on social media but this limited their online visibility for networking purposes. In addition, several described feeling wary of men or being unable/less able to network with men as a result of such experiences (for all of the interviewees in this study, it was men who had harassment/assaulted them). Sometimes this was about those men who had targeted them, but more often it was men in general due to having experienced harassing behaviour from multiple men.
To try and avoid further sexual harassment, some interviewees described trying to implement stricter professional boundaries at work. This could include being less friendly and avoiding drinking alcohol with colleagues. However, this response conflicted with the requirements of the job for those in roles such as runners or producers. Verity, a freelance producer, commented that ‘your job in TV is to be friendly’ (see also Swords and Johns 2023) but for her, this created the problem of ‘men misunderstanding you being friendly for something else’. This created a catch-22 situation where women could either implement safety measures or fulfil the requirements of their jobs – but not both (see Bull (2025b). Attempting to uphold clearer professional boundaries also conflicted with the need to make new contacts in the industry, which often happened through socialising and drinking alcohol. Sienna, whose role required her to network at international industry events, commented that ‘I’m not really aware of people that do these events sober.’ But having been subjected to multiple instances of sexual harassment and violence at such events, including rape:
I now feel there’s a bit of a dark cloud around that event. It’s something that I love and I’m supposed to be going back [soon] and I am excited for it, but I think it will change my thoughts around drinking a lot. I’ll probably be more wary of that. I will probably be quite scared to bump into [the man who had raped her]. And I think I will just take with me a feeling of paranoia and fear. It makes me think, how much more can I take before it tips the scales of my fear and wariness and caution over new business prospects and opportunities and enjoying it?
Sexual harassment and violence – both past experiences and attempting to avoid further experiences – therefore significantly inhibited women’s ability to network in the industry. In this way, women’s careers were negatively impacted, contributing to them losing out on work opportunities and further compounding gender inequality. 
How sexual harassment impacts on job satisfaction and creative freedom
Existing literature on workplace sexual harassment has documented its negative impacts on job satisfaction and performance, trust in organisations/employers, and organisational commitment (Blumell et al., 2023; Cortina and Areguin, 2021). This research mainly focuses on employees rather than freelancers and does not take into account the importance of ‘passionate work’ for creative workers (McRobbie, 2015). 
Experiencing sexual harassment could negatively affect interviewees’ enjoyment of their work. For example, aspects of their role that were particularly enjoyable such as working away from home or attending industry events could also be where they experienced sexual harassment/violence. These spaces of fun and enjoyment could become spaces of risk and fear, as noted above in Sienna’s quote. Sexual harassment experiences could also affect creative freedom. Five interviewees were involved in producing content relating to gender-based violence, harassment or sexuality at the same time as negotiating sexual harassment or violence within the workplace in which this material was being produced. Harassing environments could lead to workers avoiding pitching content relating to sexuality in case this led to further harassment (Bull, 2025b). 
Job satisfaction and commitment were also impeded via damage to working relationships, working culture, or trust in their organisation/employer (Cortina and Areguin, 2021). As Vanessa described:
for other people in the [team] who have found out, it's quite disillusioning. I think there's a lot of colleagues who feel disgusted and quite disillusioned and at a loss. And it’s affected their day-to-day working lives. So, I mean, even for people who have just found out about it, they now feel kind of quite awkward and uncomfortable and nervous in certain situations, I think.
Enjoyment of creative work, and collegial, fun, working relationships are a large part of why many work in this sector (Swords and Johns, 2023). Sexual harassment can tarnish these positive aspects of the job, lessening the payoff for poor working conditions. As such, as Sienna describes, at some point these factors may ‘tip the scales’ to lead to women deciding not to do it any more.
The cumulative emotional and psychological impacts of sexual harassment 
The discussions above on networking, career progression, job satisfaction, and leaving jobs/careers have been presented as resulting from the emotional and psychological impacts of sexual harassment as well as poor workplace protections. However, there were also more subtle and pervasive emotional and psychological impacts that did not necessarily have tangible career impacts, but could nevertheless affect people’s working lives. For example, some interviewees described feeling vulnerable at work as a result of their experiences, including ongoing feelings of shame or self-doubt. Roz, a freelance edit producer, explained that:
Even though I've spoken to this therapist and worked through it. I still have these doubts. Like, […] did I do something wrong or have I misinterpreted? Or if someone told him that I was saying this right now, would he just be laughing and think that I'm crazy?
Like Roz, women tended to manage these emotional responses on an individual basis, or with the help of a therapist. 
Roz also described impacts of her experiences on her confidence at work . This was one of the heaviest legacies of sexual harassment for some interviewees. Abby, who was working in a permanent role in script development, summed up the broader impact of being subjected to multiple incidents of sexual harassment and violence as:
heavy, relentless and exhausting. And time consuming. I’d spend so much time thinking and talking about this […] professionally and personally, it’s trashed my confidence a lot of times. It’s made me feel very disrespected […] and it takes a lot of energy and effort to walk back into the world every day, being, “I am capable, I do deserve this job, I don’t just have it because they feel bad for me or they fancy me, or they have some sort of weird complex that they need to save me.” I have to every day be like, “I deserve to be here.” And I know for a fact that the men in the company who perpetrate this do not feel like that, and I’m angry.
Indeed, in a larger study of sexual harassment impacts, loss of confidence was the most common self-reported consequence (Bull and Bradley, 2025). This is particularly significant within the context, as Gill and Orgad (2017) describe, of a ‘confidence culture’ in which women’s lack of confidence is an individual problem to be solved through empowerment programmes and personal development. Instead sexual harassment needs to be recognised as one of its structural causes.
As Abby’s comments demonstrate, the impacts of incidents of sexual harassment and violence cannot be understood in isolation. Instead, they need to be contextualised within the range of sexually violent or harassing behaviours previously experienced, whether at work or in their lives in general. Liz Kelly describes sexual violence as a ‘continuum’ in that different types of sexual harassment and violence have common characteristics. In her research, almost all women had experienced multiple incidents of sexual violence, and that 'the cumulative impact of a number of incidents occurring close together was an important aspect of [a number of women's] experience' (Kelly, 1988: 74).
In this study, many of the incidents that interviewees recounted formed a continuum with previous experiences from their work or personal lives. Incidents occurring in the workplace were not isolated but formed part of the tapestry of gender-based violence that they had experienced, or that they were aware of happening to others. This ‘continuum’ is important in making sense of the impacts of sexual violence and harassment. For example, for some interviewees, sexual harassment at work was triggering of previous experiences, including of rape. These previous experiences could shape how interviewees reacted to incidents, such as whether they wanted to tell anyone at work. As such, these more subtle, pervasive impacts of sexual violence and harassment on women’s working lives affected their ability to survive and thrive at work. 
Discussion
The findings above reveal the ways in which experiencing and/or reporting sexual harassment or violence at work in the UK film and television industries affected women’s careers, and as a result, how sexual harassment contributes to reproducing gender inequalities. The first and most obvious way in which sexual harassment affects women’s careers and in turn gender equality is through women losing their jobs and careers after experiencing and/or reporting it. In this study, two permanently-employed women lost their jobs and careers due to the physical and psychological consequences of sexual harassment and/or employer responses. Freelancers were more easily able to move between jobs but encountered different risks, most notably being unable to avoid, on subsequent jobs, the person/people who had harassed them.
Second, sexual harassment impeded career development and progression. This occurred via workers’ career choices and skills development opportunities being circumscribed by their attempts to avoid further harassment; and through the time-consuming and emotionally demanding labour of dealing with sexual harassment situations. Third, networking – an essential activity for working in this sector – was inhibited both for permanent employees and for freelancers in this sample, whether through directly losing contacts, through safety measures that interviewees put in place to try to avoid further harassment, or through being less able to network with men as a result of such experiences. Fourth, experiencing or being aware of sexual harassment in their workplace could negatively affect interviewees’ enjoyment of their work and impede their creative freedom, as well as damaging working culture and trust in their workplace. Finally, interviewees described feelings of shame, self-doubt, fear, and loss of confidence which could affect their working lives in myriad subtle ways. These impacts all need to be understood against the backdrop of the wider ‘continuum’ of gender-based violence that women – and especially trans and non-binary people (Heywood et al., 2022: 4) – experience throughout their lives; interviewees’ experiences of sexual harassment and violence cannot be understood in isolation but must be seen in the context of the range of sexually violent or harassing behaviours they had previously experienced whether at work or elsewhere. 
Freelance and permanent staff were sometimes impacted in similar ways, but there were differences. The restrictions on networking that interviewees described were particularly challenging for freelancers. A further risk for this group was starting new jobs where they didn’t know in advance who else would be present. For permanent staff, losing their job could mean losing their career, so there were fewer options for getting out of a harassment situation. These career impacts were only described by women interviewees, not the man interviewed for this study; sexual harassment does also impact men, but whether women experience more adverse effects than men is contested in existing research (Cortina and Areguin 2021, 292; Quick and McFadyen 2017, 291; McCarry, Jones, and Kossurok 2021, 46). Limitations to the sample should be noted; it did not include any trans or non-binary people, and it may represent those who are most likely to speak out about their experiences. 
As outlined above, studies of workplace sexual harassment have documented psychological, emotional, physical, and financial impacts of experiencing sexual harassment, as well as consequences for job satisfaction and commitment. However, a further step is needed, beyond documenting these consequences: to explain how they contribute to reproducing or exacerbating gender inequalities in the industry, and to outline the implications for gender equality policy and practice. Such analyses need to be specific to different industries. In the film and television industry, ‘women are haemorrhaging from the industry in their late 30s and 40s’ (Leung et al., 2015). As documented above, experiences of sexual harassment can lead women (and trans/non-binary people) to have less experience, less opportunity to develop skills, smaller networks, less confidence, and to enjoy their work less. As 39% of women working in film and TV in the UK have been subjected to sexual harassment at work at some point during their careers (Wilkes, Florisson, and Carey 2020, 19), sexual harassment is therefore likely to be a significant factor in exacerbating gender inequalities in the industry. 
Policy levers for addressing gender inequalities caused by sexual harassment
[bookmark: _Hlk152759009][bookmark: _Hlk166666696]Since the 2017 #MeToo movement, resources for employers to address harassment and bullying have been produced by industry bodies in the UK. It is beyond the scope of this article to be able to comprehensively examine policy levers for sexual harassment or gender inequality (although see Bull (2023a)). In order to push forward current debates in this area, the rest of this discussion will focus on how these impacts of sexual harassment are addressed in three key pieces of policy guidance in the UK. However, in three key policy and guidance documents in this area, the impacts of sexual harassment as a cause of gender inequalities are insufficiently addressed: formal actions required as a result of harassment are primarily focused on the accused person, and sexual harassment policies do not mention gender inequalities, while statutory EDI guidance fails to mention sexual harassment. One example is The Film and TV Charity’s resources for employers for handling bullying and harassment in the workplace (The Film and TV Charity, 2023). This guidance provides succinct, practical steps for employers to take. However, ‘possible actions’ outlined to address this issue almost all relate to the person accused of harassment, other than under ‘Tier 1’ (moderate incident) where one possible action for employers is ‘provide support’. 
The British Film Institute’s ‘practical workplace guide for the prevention of bullying, harassment and racism in the screen industries’ (BFI, 2018), helpfully recommends ‘that procedures and support are in place to minimise the impact on mental health’. The principles state that employers should ‘provid[e] adequate protection for complainants and victims, and, where bullying, harassment or racism is found to have occurred, taking appropriate action against bullies or harassers.’ While such protection is important, to address the impacts on women’s careers, work to address sexual harassment must not only require actions against harassers, but also include redress for the impacts of sexual harassment. Furthermore, both resources discuss bullying and harassment in general, without mentioning sexual harassment/violence or gender inequality. 
[bookmark: m_4614384003915698600__ftnref1]The consequences of sexual harassment for gender equality could instead be covered within broader EDI work. The industry regulator in the UK, Ofcom, produces guidance for broadcasters on meeting their statutory requirements on EDI, including gender equality (Ofcom, 2022a). While Ofcom recommend that EDI strategies include career progression strategies (Ofcom, 2022a: 8), the guidance does not mention sexual harassment. Furthermore, Ofcom’s statutory powers to promote equality of opportunity only relate to broadcasters and their direct employees, not to production companies commissioned by broadcasters (even though they ‘encourage’ broadcasters to have whistleblowing mechanisms for freelancers working on their commissions (Ofcom, 2022a: 10)). This sets up an unequal playing field, whereby broadcasters are subject to regulation in this area from Ofcom but production companies are not. As such, as well as an inadequate regulatory framework in the UK for addressing sexual harassment and its impacts on gender inequality, within the screen industries, existing industry guidance does not recognise or address the ways sexual harassment causes gender inequalities.
These gaps in sexual harassment policy are not limited to the television and film industry; they are also present in national UK guidance for employers, which omits the implications of sexual harassment for gender inequality or reporting parties’ careers (ACAS, 2021). Similarly, in higher education, despite a formal requirement for ‘remedy’ to ‘put things right’ for students who are subjected to sexual harassment or violence, this remedy is difficult to access (Bull and Page, 2022; Bull and Shannon, 2025) and does not offer what survivors need (Bull, 2022, 2024).
[bookmark: _Hlk202262541]These findings have interlinked implications for the ‘production of gender knowledge’ (Eikhof et al., 2018, p.845) by academic as well as industry researchers and policymakers. In a study of industry and academic research on gender inequalities published between 2012-2016 in the screen sector, data or discussion of sexual harassment was absent (Eikhof et al., 2018 p.850). Furthermore, ‘gender inequality was articulated as something that needed to be evidenced and explained, rather than challenged and changed’ (2018, p.848) while the practices or decisions that caused gender inequality were absent (p.851). In a subsequent review of 78 reports and D&I documents published between 2010-2023 in the UK, ‘there were no signs of established collective conversations about rationales for target setting or about target-setting processes’ (Eikhof, 2024: 41). 
This article shows why the relationship between gender equality targets and sexual harassment impacts must be made visible in policy and practice. These points should be made explicit when setting gender equality targets. As Eikhof et al note, we should ‘query how the realities (re)produced by knowledge on sexual harassment relate to realities in gender knowledge more broadly’ (2018, p.853). The findings above give a clear rationale as to the need to move beyond simply target-setting, and to track career paths more systematically. This needs to go beyond recruitment and retention and gather data on the other areas identified above where career impacts of sexual harassment have been identified: career/skills development; networking; job satisfaction; and wider psychological impacts including confidence. Longitudinal research could track these impacts of sexual harassment including the relationship between sexual harassment and differently gendered environments.
While the causes and consequences of sexual harassment and gender and other inequalities seem to form a vicious circle that continues to reproduce itself, this is not inevitable. The circle can be interrupted by addressing the conditions of gender inequality that enable sexual harassment to occur (alongside other preventative steps) while at the same implementing remedies to minimise the impacts of sexual harassment and reporting it. These remedies – which need to be designed to address the specific issues identified in the findings, above – will in turn have a positive impact on gender equality targets around progression and retention. Given the higher likelihood of disabled and LGBTQ+ people (in particular) to be targeted for sexual harassment, other inequalities will also be addressed by such steps.
Given that remedies for sexual harassment are not being implemented very effectively even in the one sector where they are mandated by a national body – for students in higher education – the challenges of doing this work in an industry characterised by precarity are significant. However, internationally, creative industries organisations tasked with addressing harassment and bullying are being set up, for example in the UK, the Creative Industries Independent Standards Authority; in Austria, the Vertrauensstelle Kunst und Kultur; in Ireland ‘Safe to Create’; and in Australia Creative Workplaces. These organisations – while often limited in resources and regulatory powers – provide a forum for new policy and practice ideas to be implemented and monitored. 
Conclusion
Existing research on gender inequalities in the film and television industry has examined how gender inequalities enable sexual harassment (Bull, 2023b; Lee et al., 2023; O’Brien, 2019; Willekens et al., 2023). This study has built on this literature by examining sexual harassment as a cause of gender inequalities. The career impacts of sexual harassment – losing careers/jobs; impeding career and skills development; inhibiting networking ability; negatively impacting on job satisfaction; as well as the career consequences of emotional and psychological impacts of sexual harassment, occurring against the continuum of women’s wider gender-based violence experiences – contribute to women having less time, energy, health, and opportunity to build and develop their careers. 
This article also contributes to workplace sexual harassment literature by linking these impacts explicitly to gender inequalities and to policy guidance in this sector. The policy documents examined fail to discuss the career and gender equality impacts of sexual harassment. As a result, the loop between sexual harassment and gender inequality continues; the consequences of sexual harassment impede women’s career development, which contributes to reproducing gender inequality, which in turn enables sexual harassment to continue occurring. An urgent next step is therefore to join up policy levers on gender equality and sexual harassment to address these impacts.
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