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Abstract  

With the internaAonal development of the #MeToo movement, a similar moment 

occurred in the Aotearoa-New Zealand (A-NZ) comedy industry. Women shared their 

experiences of harassment in the industry, and a Working Group emerged with the aim of 

making the A-NZ comedy industry safer and more inclusive. Drawing upon the exisAng 

literature about #MeToo and the challenges women face in male-dominated and 

unregulated industries, this study aimed to understand women’s experiences in an industry 

where these factors intersect. The study was based on interviews with 15 women working in 

the A-NZ comedy industry. A feminist phenomenological themaAc analysis of these 

interviews provided insight into these women's experiences and meaning-making. Three 

superordinate themes were produced from this analysis. The first, ‘comedy requires 

negoAaAng a male-as-norm world’, discussed women's challenges in this male-dominated 

industry. These included being made to feel that women do not belong in the industry, being 

judged as a woman rather than on merit, and oYen feeling isolated as a woman. The second 

theme, ‘feeling unsafe in an unregulated space,’ discussed how the informal nature of the 

comedy industry creates addiAonal challenges when combined with comedy being male-

dominated. These challenges included women reporAng feeling unsafe and unable to speak 

up. Finally, in the theme, ‘experiencing Aotearoa-New Zealand comedy’s #MeToo moment’, 

parAcipants reflected on the posiAve changes they have observed since the iniAal #MeToo 

discussions and the challenges of implemenAng formal soluAons in an informal space. These 

findings align with exisAng research and demonstrate the importance of the #MeToo 

moment for women working in the comedy industry and the factors reducing its chance of 

leading to significant change. SupporAng this conclusion, the thesis finishes with a reflecAon 

on the specific context in which the study was undertaken, including the implicaAons of a 

recent decision for the Working Group to stop accepAng complaints and what this means for 

women comedians currently working in Aotearoa-New Zealand.  
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Background 

 

I would like to begin by briefly introducing why the Aotearoa-New Zealand (A-NZ) 

comedy industry was the area I chose to research for my DClinPsych thesis. When I was 18, I 

began my university educaAon, and I also did my first stand-up comedy gig. I have now been 

doing both for nine years. I have been a professional stand-up comedian for eight years and 

am now also nearly at the end of my journey to becoming a registered clinical psychologist. 

At the same Ame as I was deciding what to focus my thesis on, the comedy industry was 

having discussions about the treatment of women, which are detailed further below. I 

decided to use this research opportunity to engage further with this discussion.  

 

The purpose of this iniAal chapter is to provide the background of the comedy 

industry in general and provide context for the current study. I begin by outlining the history 

of comedy, starAng with the emergence of stand-up comedy in the 1960s. It shows how 

comedy became male-dominated and why this industry is unregulated, which provides the 

context for the literature review chapter. The background I present in this chapter begins 

with the United Kingdom (UK) and United States of America (US) comedy scenes, aYer which 

I discuss A-NZ comedy from the 1970s to 2020. This date is significant because 2020 was 

when a pa,ern of sexual harassment was revealed in the A-NZ comedy industry to the 

extent that a #MeToo moment occurred. I then consider the term “comedy industry”, 

defining it and explaining why it is relevant to the thesis’ research context. The #MeToo 

moment in this industry is then discussed before the conclusion of this chapter. 

 

History of Comedy 

 

This secAon presents a brief history of comedy leading to the current stand-up 

industry in A-NZ, as this was where the #MeToo moment occurred. Literature from the UK 

and US comedy industries will also be used as they developed first and influenced the scene 

in A-NZ. This history highlights how comedy acts as a voice that both challenges and 

reproduces power and discusses how social issues have been represented in comedy. The 

way gender is discussed within comedy is given as a specific example of this. Finally, the 
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history of how comedy has developed in A-NZ brings us to a discussion of the current stand-

up comedy industry this research focused on.  

 

Society and Comedy  

 

Throughout history, comedy has held a place in society where it both challenged and 

reproduced power. Social issues have also been discussed or challenged through comedy in 

the hope that they will be rendered more palatable in a light-hearted environment. As early 

as 425 BCE, saArical comedy plays existed in Ancient Greek theatre (Reckford, 1987). 

However, the noAon of comedians was first recorded in the 1300s with the emergence of 

court jesters or minstrels (March, 2018). Although whimsical, their job was more than to 

amuse. They were also able to speak the truth and mock the court's power, poking fun at 

the audience they were there to entertain. They were granted “comic dispensaAon” but 

could not cross certain boundaries (March, 2018). The presence of boundaries for court 

jesters suggests that while, from the start, comedy was a space for speaking truth to power, 

comedy may also align with power and dominant discourses in society. This duality is seen 

repeatedly throughout the history of comedy.  

 

Prior to the 1960s, comedy was a part of variety or cabaret shows. In the US, the 

1960s brought a new wave of comedy and saAre that ventured into poliAcs, race relaAons 

and sexual humour. African American comedians used stand-up to combat racism and mock 

the societal power structures that subjugated them (Mariscal, 2013). Using stand-up to 

combat racism shows comedy as a space of “truth-telling” but sAll in a socially acceptable 

way. This places comedy in an interesAng space of challenging societal issues while 

reproducing the dominant societal discussions of the Ame, in this case, the US’s 1960s civil 

rights acAvism. At the same Ame, although comedians were gaining in popularity in the UK, 

they had to submit their acts to Lord Chamberlain’s office for censorship unAl 1968 (Fisher, 

2006). The use of censorship in the UK at this Ame again shows comedy being confined to 

what is socially acceptable. In this case, society was represented and defined by a small 

group of censors who were likely dominant in society – men, middle class and conservaAve. 

This limited the opportunity for UK comedy of the Ame to criAcise societal power. 
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Subsequently, however, the UK developed a highly criAcal alternaAve comedy, parAcularly 

evident in the 1980s. 

 

Gender in Comedy. How gender has been discussed in comedy industries exemplifies 

comedy’s engagement with societal issues. Before the emergence of alternaAve comedy in 

the late 1970s and 1980s, anA-women and mother-in-law jokes were common (Brand, 

2010). BriAsh comedian Jo Brand stated that most women in comedy at this Ame were 

comedy actresses. She described women in comedy films at this Ame falling into two 

categories: highly a,racAve and therefore the object of a man’s affecAon, or a ‘grotesque’- 

an exaggerated and unpleasant woman stereotype, be that fat, ugly, nasty, bullying or a nag 

(Brand, 2010). In the alternaAve comedy scene, younger, edgier, anA-establishment 

comedians mixing confessional with sociopoliAcal content became more common, and the 

US show Saturday Night Live premiered as an example of this new wave of comedic content 

(Bromley, 2019). A new set of comedy targets was also taken on, with Jo Brand describing 

extracAng humour at the expense of men, Tories, racists and bullies to show audiences that 

they could laugh at people other than mothers-in-law or minoriAes (Brand, 2010). She 

described the development of alternaAve comedy as separate from the tradiAonal circuit 

and a place where everybody knew the unspoken rules discouraging racist or misogynisAc 

material (Brand, 2011).  

  

Despite a less misogynisAc environment in the alternaAve comedy scene, there 

conAnued to be noAceably fewer women than men in the comedy industry in the 1980s. 

BriAsh comedian Lee Mack researched why this was the case for his university thesis. The 

understanding in the literature at this Ame was that conversaAon between men is 

compeAAve, with each man trying to top the anecdote of the one beside him. On the other 

hand, they understood women to be far more interested in being interacAve, including 

others in the conversaAon and being interested in hearing what they had to say. The 

compeAAve conversaAon was considered be,er training for a career in stand-up comedy 

(Mack, 2012). InteresAngly, although this research aimed to understand why fewer women 

were doing comedy, it ended up producing an explanaAon for why women should not be 

good at stand-up comedy. This appears to jusAfy the difference in the numbers of men and 

women, taking a,enAon away from harmful aspects of the comedy industry, such as sexism, 
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and instead blaming women’s socialisaAon and communicaAon styles for why they are not 

funny.  

 

Comedy in Aotearoa-New Zealand  

 
A-NZ comedy also followed a similar pa,ern as the UK and USA of commenAng on 

society. We see our first evidence in A-NZ of women being unwelcome in the late 1800s 

when capping shows began in A-NZ universiAes. PotenAally Pākehā New Zealand’s only 

unique performing arts genre, these shows were burlesques performed at graduaAon 

ceremonies to provide entertainment. Including women in these shows was controversial 

and eventually only grudgingly allowed at Otago University in 1946 (Horan & Ma,hews, 

2019). Character and sketch comedy emerged in A-NZ in the 1970s and 1980s and saArised 

society and poliAcians at the Ame (Horan & Ma,hews, 2019). PoliAcised humour conAnued 

into the 1980s with the emergence of the Topp Twins’ musical comedy with strong social 

messages around apartheid, Māori land issues and the nuclear-free movement. Billy T James 

also challenged racism with his comedy, and while some criAcised him for ridiculing Māori, 

he inspired many as a Māori comedian dominaAng television raAngs in the 1980s (Horan, 

2019). More recently, the Naked Samoans stated their comedy development was a response 

to cultural shame, and the cast of Brown Eye said they enjoyed being able to Trojan horse a 

discussion of racism into comedy (Horan, 2019). That is, to get people thinking about racism 

in a seung where they were not expecAng it but may be more open to it through laughter. 

 

 As comedy emerged further in A-NZ during the 1980s, women's experiences in 

comedy seemed to vary according to its form. Television and variety shows were more 

inclusive compared to the original days of capping shows. Television shows with all-women 

writers and performers, such as Gloss, depicted women’s experiences and an all-women 

variety show called Hen’s Teeth began in 1988 (Horan & Ma,hews, 2019). While women’s 

comedy sAll faced the issues of erasure and marginalisaAon, women in comedy television 

shows also saw success in the 2000s. For example, the Jacquie Brown Diaries' Atle character 

exhibited traits previously deemed unlikeable for women characters, such as being openly 

rude or angry, while Funny Girls, an all-women cast sketch comedy show, was determined to 

put funny women on screen (Horan, 2019).  
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In contrast to the above, when live stand-up comedy emerged in A-NZ, the crowds 

were less welcoming towards women. At the first comedy store quest in A-NZ in 1988, the 

only woman on that night, Vicki Walker, could not speak over the iniAal heckling, although 

she went on to win the contest (Horan, 2019). Again, the immediate negaAve response to a 

woman comedian suggests an assumpAon that women are not as funny as men and do not 

belong on a comedy stage, while her winning suggests otherwise.  

 

It is also appropriate here to consider the role of the audience in the producAon of 

comedy. Whether or not they laugh in response to jokes communicates if they find them 

funny, but their response to Vicki, before she had begun telling jokes, shows they can also 

respond to the comedian. This is sAll the case with women in comedy sharing stories of men 

in the audience immediately expressing disappointment that a woman is onstage, such as 

comedian Jen Brister describing an experience of being introduced onstage by an MC who 

told the crowd that the next act is “sadly” a woman. At that point, the crowd began booing, 

and most leY aYer ten minutes (Pape, 2022, para. 2). This experience is not dissimilar to that 

of Vicki Walker, showing the pervasiveness of this autude in comedy audiences. Women in 

the audience can also express views of women comedians not being funny at Ames; for 

example, comedian Louise Beauvink received a message from a woman audience member 

saying, “I oYen find myself saying she’s funny for a female comedian” (The Spinoff, 2017). At 

other Ames, women in comedy have described walking onstage and seeing women in the 

audience become more interested as they see someone relatable and who represents them 

onstage. It is important to consider how the possibility of walking onstage to an audience 

who may hold the view of women not being funny may impact the experience of women in 

comedy when at work. 

 
Stand-up comedy emerged fully in A-NZ in the 1990s, and by the early 2000s, 

experienced professional stand-up comedians were performing regularly. Musical comedy 

was also enjoyed, with Flight of the Conchords and their television show gaining 

internaAonal popularity. InternaAonally acclaimed A-NZ comedy television shows and 

movies were also produced, and 7Days captured widespread interest in panel shows aYer 

several other failed panel show pilots (Horan & Ma,hews, 2019). Despite this increase in 



 13 

professionalism, the industry remains unregulated. An example of how stand-up comedy 

funcAons unregulated is that rather than a formal, transparent promoAonal structure or 

guaranteed work, work is given, and people are booked, based on word of mouth and 

relaAonship building (Bridges, 2014).  

 

As previously established, stand-up audiences were iniAally reluctant to embrace 

woman comedians. Women in stand-up at the Ame reported feeling they had to be be,er 

than everyone else in a show since the audience would otherwise leave feeling confirmed in 

their belief that women are not funny (Horan, 2019). Again, this speaks to a societal 

assumpAon that women are not funny or suited to stand-up comedy and must work harder 

to succeed as stand-up comedians.  

 

In terms of how their male counterparts treated them, women had to endure 

misogynisAc introducAons from both men and women MCs, who held the view that what 

you said onstage did not ma,er because it existed within a context bubble and, anyway, was 

just a joke (Horan, 2019). This raises the quesAon of whether humour is culturally specific, 

using the definiAon of culture as the ideas and social behaviour of a parAcular group. In this 

sense, culture is not only defined by ethnicity but also can be defined by gender and Ame in 

history. For instance, if the industry were less male-dominated at this Ame, introducAons 

making fun of the next act may have been less likely. However, it may also have been a mark 

of the culture in the 90s and considered more acceptable compared to the professional 

introducAons in the 2020s. Having said this, the stand-up comedy community was described 

by women performing in the 1990s as a safe place for women at this Ame, with men in 

comedy interested in collegial relaAonships and encouraging each other’s work (Horan & 

Ma,hews, 2019). It is interesAng to consider this contradicAon, which suggests diversity in 

women’s experiences at the Ame, and no real account for it has been given.  

 

Overall, however, woman comedians have experienced marginalisaAon within this 

space. This marginalisaAon also included sexualisaAon and vulnerability to sexual violence. 

For example, in the documentary ‘Funny as: The story of New Zealand comedy’ (Horan, 

2019), women comedians discussed the worldwide 2018 #MeToo movement adjusAng 

behavioural expectaAons, changing line-ups, and the response rape jokes got from the 
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audience. The A-NZ comedy industry experienced its own #MeToo moment the following 

year, which inspired this research. Consistent with the above discussions of comedy, this 

could be seen as comedy reproducing a prominent moment in society. In response, the 

current study seeks to develop a further understanding through an in-depth examinaAon of 

the experiences of women working in the comedy industry in A-NZ. Accordingly, the 2020 

#MeToo moment in the comedy industry will be discussed later in this chapter.  

 

Understanding the Current A-NZ Comedy Industry  

 

AYer outlining the history of comedy in A-NZ and before discussing the #MeToo 

moment that occurred, it is important first to describe what is referred to as the A-NZ 

comedy industry throughout this thesis. In brief, it is an eclecAc space, with many different 

parts and differences across each of these areas of comedy and regional areas of A-NZ, with 

acAve scenes in Wellington, Christchurch and Hawkes Bay.  

 

It is also important to note that because comedy is an industry, not an organisaAon, it 

cannot have an HR department. However, references to the benefits of HR departments 

were made consistently within the industry throughout the #MeToo moment and during 

interviews for the current study. With an organisaAon being a single business or company, 

the word industry reflects its descripAon of groups of similar businesses working towards 

producing a similar output. An example from the current study would be television networks 

and comedy clubs being completely separate businesses; however, both produce comedy, 

hire many of the same people, and someAmes operate within similar spaces. 

 

One of the various components that comprise this industry includes the different 

types of gigs; for example, there are regular pro gigs around the country, but there are also 

open mic gigs. While the obvious difference between these may be that acts are being paid, 

pro gig lineups are also deliberately put together, meaning that the booked acts will likely be 

known by the booker or vouched for by another comedian. In short, a comedian will likely 

know the other acts around them when performing on a pro lineup. At open mic nights, acts 

could be pro comedians trying new material, acts who have yet to perform at pro shows, or 

people performing comedy for the first Ame, and therefore, one could be surrounded by 
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people they do not know. This is an example of how introducing regulaAon to the comedy 

industry could be difficult. While it could apply to pro shows, anyone can produce open mic 

gigs and perform, making imposing regulaAons such as codes of conduct difficult.  

 

Comedy is also performed in different presentaAon spaces, such as community 

theatres, pubs, and bars around A-NZ, as well as three dedicated comedy clubs in Auckland, 

Wellington, and Christchurch. Behaviour in these spaces can also vary, with people likely to 

act differently in what can feel like an informal bar space compared with a more formal 

theatre seung. These spaces are also in different physical locaAons, such as the CBD, 

suburbs, and rural areas. Some are close to public transport and easily accessible, while 

others are more difficult to access. Some have parking near the venue, which may increase 

personal safety, while others require walking at night if transport is not available. There is 

also the television industry made up of two different television networks (i.e. TVNZ and 

Three) which are separate physical locaAons and workspaces. Comedy work in this space has 

its own, oYen unclear, point of entry and required social connecAons. Television networks 

are also formal organisaAons with employment or contract work. There are also comedy 

theatre spaces where stand-up is less likely to be seen, and comedy plays, sketch or improv 

comedy are more prevalent.  

 

Because this study was the first empirical and published study to examine comedy 

within A-NZ, the study was open to woman comedians from all these areas. This meant that 

parAcipants could be amateur comedians performing solely on the open mic circuit or 

comedians who had been performing professionally since stand-up comedy emerged in A-

NZ in the 1990s. They could be producers who promote and book shows, solely performing 

comedians, or people acAve within the New Zealand Comedy Guild, the associaAon 

represenAng the interests of comedy professionals in A-NZ. They could be newer comedians 

who perform sets within a show or people who have developed skills in regularly MCing or 

headlining. MCs are the act that introduce the show and other comedians, warm up the 

audience and facilitate the show. Headliners do a comedy set, usually of longer length than 

the other acts, and go onstage last. This role is associated with status and experience. While 

this variety of experience added a certain depth to the analysis, it is important to note that 

due to my career and connecAons being largely Auckland-based, this was reflected in the 
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parAcipant pool and their experiences, meaning the idiosyncrasies and different norms or 

ways of doing things in other parts of the country were not represented.  

 
Aotearoa-New Zealand Comedy’s #MeToo Moment  

 

Inspired by revelaAons of sexual assault and harassment in the UK industry and the 

global #MeToo discussions, the A-NZ comedy industry also experienced a #MeToo moment 

in 2020. The term MeToo was first popularised in 2006 by an African American civil rights 

acAvist, Tarana Burke, to help survivors of sexual assault (Li et al., 2021). Actress Alyssa 

Milano first used MeToo as a hashtag, catalysing the #MeToo moment. This began with 

public accusaAons against producer Harvey Weinstein and conAnued to other powerful men, 

industries, and insAtuAons. The movement has since been whitewashed, meaning that it has 

become dominated by and altered to feature and cater to white people. This is why, in this 

study, the term #MeToo moment, rather than movement, will be used to describe what 

happened in the A-NZ comedy industry and other individual forms of acAvism while 

posiAoning each moment within the overall movement of feminist acAvism. This is in 

agreement with Boyle’s (2019) argument that #MeToo’s appropriaAon as a hashtag has 

meant a dissoluAon of the movement’s original aims, consAtuAng a moment, not a 

movement.  

 

A-NZ comedy’s #MeToo moment began when, in June and July 2020, women 

performing in the A-NZ comedy industry were invited to complete a naAonwide anonymous 

survey about experiences of harassment and other mistreatment they had faced aYer years 

of rumours and whisper networks and following a similar discussion in the UK and Australian 

industries. Responses from 42 women (excluding those who withdrew their answers) 

showed a pa,ern of mistreatment. This is demonstrated in Table 1, which shows the number 

of respondents who reported experiencing certain behaviours. The survey organiser shared 

these staAsAcs with me, but they are not otherwise public or able to be published beyond 

this thesis, and qualitaAve responses were not made available.  

 

Table 1 

Summary Table of Survey Responses 
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Behaviour Reported 
Number of 
women who 
reported  

Percentage 
of 

respondents 
(%) 

      

Sexual harassment 31 74 

Sexual assault 11 26 

Rape 5 12 

Considering leaving the industry as a result of treatment 26 62 

Sexism and/or misogyny 36 86 

Coercion 13 31 

Stupefying (administering alcohol or another substance to 
another person without their knowledge of the 
substance/quantity with the intent of causing them to become 
stupefied/overpowered) 

12 29 

Being lied to in order to get them alone  13 31 

Inappropriate touching 19 45 

Inappropriate comments/questions related to gender, sex, 
identity, sexuality, body, disability, sexual experience or similar 32 76 

Put-downs or being made to feel unwelcome  20 48 

Being introduced onstage with clear, unwanted, reference to 
gender, sex, identity, sexuality, body or similar  21 50 

Being the only woman/non-binary comedian on a lineup while 
relatively new 34 81 

Hearing rumours about their alleged sex life from third parties 22 52 

Men offering to drive/uber them home but propositioning them 
or being unprofessional en route  10 24 

 

Following this survey, women who were or had been part of the A-NZ comedy 

industry were invited to a hui where these responses were anonymously presented. This hui 
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was also open to women around A-NZ and those who had leY the comedy industry. The 

term “hui” was used to describe this event by the organisers and is how it is sAll referred to 

within the industry. This term reflects the everyday Aotearoa-New Zealand use to mean 

“meeAng” and admi,edly overlooked the intricacies of the hui processes in te ao Māori (the 

Māori world, including its customs and protocols). During this meeAng, a discussion was 

held about what can be done to improve women's experiences in the comedy industry and 

achieve equality. I wanted to help these efforts and felt that as a woman in comedy and a 

student in the Doctorate of Clinical Psychology program with the opportunity to conduct my 

research, I was best placed to contribute a formal study through a feminist 

phenomenological analysis of these experiences.  

 

AYer the survey, hui, and subsequent discussions, many worked to make the A-NZ 

comedy industry safer and more inclusive (Barry-Hill, 2021). A working group leading the 

changes was created and comprised key industry members, including representaAves of the 

New Zealand Comedy Guild, the New Zealand InternaAonal Comedy FesAval office, 

producers, managers, and comedians. They aimed to address the severe abuse, 

discriminaAon, and bullying brought to light (Mau, 2020a). Members of the working group 

spoke to Alison Mau, A-NZ's foremost #MeToo journalist (2020a), idenAfying specific areas 

of concern discovered by the survey. These included women new to the industry being 

parAcularly vulnerable as they have yet to establish support networks. A lack of training, 

policy and process for complaints of inappropriate behaviour was also highlighted, and it 

was hoped that a strict, industry-wide code of conduct would address this (Mau, 2020b). 

Following the hui, pracAcal steps were taken to help keep young women safe in comedy 

venues, such as having fewer lineups with one woman on a line-up with ten men. Since 

then, women reported more posiAve greenroom environments and not being introduced 

onstage with misogynisAc comments (Mau, 2020b).  

 

The New Zealand Comedy Working Group created industry-wide policies to address 

the idenAfied issues (Mau, 2020a). The comedy culture policy (New Zealand Comedy 

Working Group, 2020b) applies to all individuals working in connecAon with A-NZ comedy in 

any capacity and in any space that comedy brings people into, from professional shows to 

any aYer-funcAons or parAes. It used the Human Rights Act definiAons of sexual harassment, 
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discriminaAon and bullying. It prohibited such behaviours as well as sexual harm generally, 

which it defined as encompassing verbal, visual, physical or digital domains. 

 

The comedy culture policy also explicitly referred to areas of concern idenAfied 

through the survey, including power dynamics between established and new comedians, 

experiencing negaAve consequences aYer speaking out, staAng that someone who is 

intoxicated cannot provide consent, and encouraging bystander acAon. It promised that 

complaints would be acted on or at least responded to promptly and discussed 

consequences, including mediaAon and disciplinary acAon up to and including 

terminaAon/cessaAon of employment or criminal proceedings. It also forbade fabricaAng 

complaints.  

 

The New Zealand Comedy Working Group (2020a) also released a complaint 

procedure document. OpAons for placing a complaint included going through the working 

group or using an online complaints form. Other opAons included support in going to the 

Human Rights Commission, the Ministry of Business, InnovaAon or Employment or the 

police if individuals wanted to take the ma,er out of the industry. Previously, these opAons 

and support were either not offered or made explicit. The other party would be afforded the 

right to have their side heard and to respond, witnesses would be interviewed, and evidence 

gathered. No further vicAmisaAon, the right to a support person, and confidenAality were 

promised. If a breach of confidenAality were required, discussions would first be held to 

support the individual. Both informal and formal proceedings were created. Informal 

proceedings emphasised resoluAon, while formal proceedings focused on substanAaAng 

complaints. Incident reports were also to be kept, including Ame, date, locaAon, nature, 

people involved, the acAon taken, and why no further acAon was taken and the ma,er 

invesAgated. Outcomes of substanAated complaints included any combinaAon of 

counselling, coaching, mentoring, formal wri,en warning, terminaAon/cessaAon of 

employment/engagement, mediaAon, ‘moving forward’ process development, monitoring of 

behaviour, further training and educaAon, commitment to change, change in working 

arrangements and offering an apology. Outcomes, as well as whether informal or formal 

proceedings were uAlised, would depend on the severity/frequency of the conduct, weight 
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of evidence, wishes of the complainant, prior behaviour of the accused and warnings and 

training (New Zealand Comedy Working Group, 2020a).  

 

However, during the Ame this thesis was wri,en, the Working Group stopped 

accepAng complaints disclosures (R. Carrington, personal communicaAon, March, 24, 2023). 

Following the invesAgaAon into several disclosures and the development of 

recommendaAons, the Working Group was warned by a lawyer that they had no legal 

standing to implement any outcomes and were making themselves personally liable by 

gathering this informaAon. It thus became unethical for the Group to accept disclosures with 

no power to implement any outcomes while also puung themselves at risk of legal acAon. 

They decided that the Group had served its iniAal important purpose of raising awareness 

and developing resources, the list of which is sAll available on their website. However, if a 

comedian now wishes to make a complaint, they would have to reach out to the New 

Zealand Comedy Guild, the Human Rights Commission, or the police.  

 

I felt that it was posiAve that this moment occurred and that the industry began 

working to reduce instances of sexual harassment, but that more understanding was 

needed. I felt that a more in-depth look at women's experiences working in comedy may 

reveal other challenges women were facing besides unwanted advances in male-dominated 

industries. Shedding light on an overall culture that disadvantages women may contribute to 

reducing severe instances of abuse. ImplemenAng change in an unregulated space demands 

even more informaAon to be successful. With this need for more informaAon in mind, this 

research aimed to gain insight into the experiences of women parAcipaAng in the A-NZ 

comedy industry. 

 
 
IntroducGon to this Thesis 

 
This thesis begins by reviewing the exisAng literature relevant to this research. This 

includes research about women’s experiences in male-dominated industries, research on 

creaAve and unregulated industries, and #MeToo and sexual harassment literature. To get a 

good sense of this area, this research draws on a wide range of literature from sociology, 

organisaAonal studies, management communicaAons, human relaAons, gender studies, and 
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psychology, making this an interdisciplinary contribuAon. While, as this chapter has 

acknowledged, there are many aspects of comedy, such as humour or the importance and 

role of the audience, I chose to focus the literature review on #MeToo and the 

characterisAcs of the industry as these played significant roles in how my parAcipants 

described their gendered experiences. Following this literature review, the raAonale for this 

study and research quesAons is outlined. The study methodology and procedure are then 

described in detail. The analysis chapter discusses the data shared by parAcipants in their 

interviews and how these illustrate the challenges women face in the comedy industry. 

Finally, the discussion chapter analyses how this research contributed to the literature and 

its implicaAons, including those for the comedy industry, clinical implicaAons, and direcAons 

for future research.  
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Literature Review  

 

Given the male dominance and variaAon in levels of formality in the A-NZ comedy 

industry, and posiAng that these might be some of the context underpinning the survey 

responses that showed high levels of harassment and other forms of sexism, here I consider 

the research on the challenges in industries with these characterisAcs. The challenges 

associated with male-dominated and unregulated industries, that is, ones that have no 

formal structure or rules, have been captured in qualitaAve literature internaAonally. This 

chapter reviews and criAques the exisAng literature, organised into two main parts. Part one 

discusses male dominance in the comedy industry and how it is helpful to consider this 

space in light of research on gender and harassment in unregulated industries. The exisAng 

literature on the challenges in these environments is considered generally and specifically in 

the creaAve and comedy industries. UlAmately, how the specific threats of harassment and 

safety are intensified in this environment is discussed. Introducing this literature as part one 

allows for further contextualising the challenges a #MeToo moment may face in this 

environment. Part two discusses #MeToo and its relevant literature. It explains how it has 

been understood and its posiAve outcomes and criAcisms. Furthermore, drawing on 

organisaAonal change literature, the possibiliAes and limitaAons of the #MeToo moment in 

A-NZ comedy are considered. Finally, the impacts on women comedians are considered, 

gaps in the literature are idenAfied, and this study's aims and raAonale are outlined.  

 

The Challenges Women Working in Male-Dominated and Unregulated Industries Face   

 

This secAon will unpack what is known about male-dominated industries and the 

challenges women face when working in them and unregulated industries. First, male-

dominated and unregulated industries will be defined. Following this, the difficulAes 

associated with each will be explored generally and specifically within creaAve and comedy 

industries to give context to parAcipants’ experiences.  Finally, these difficulAes will be 

woven together to create an understanding of why the risk of sexual harassment is 

intensified in this environment.  It is important to acknowledge up front that while there is 

academic literature looking at these areas, there is very li,le formal research regarding 

comedy industries, much less stand-up and A-NZ’s comedy industry in parAcular. This made 
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it necessary for this literature review to draw on non-academic wriAngs to add context to 

the current study, such as media arAcles about the discovery of sexual harassment in A-NZ’s 

comedy industry. While I recognise that these are not academic sources, it is important to 

acknowledge the insights they provide. The lack of formal research also signals the need for 

the current study and any future research into this or related areas. 

 

There are a variety of definiAons of male-dominated industries in the research 

literature. A lot of studies provide quite general definiAons, such as indicaAng forms of 

labour tradiAonally expected to be provided by men (Presco, & Bogg, 2013), having 

predominately male workforces (Bergman et al., 1996) or an industry in which the majority 

of power and influence lies with men (Gaines, 2017). Others simply do not provide a 

definiAon. Sheridan’s (1997) study on the effects of women moving into male-dominated 

occupaAons on occupaAonal sex segregaAon defined a male-dominated industry as one 

where women make up less than 33.3% of the occupaAon. Despite this variaAon, this thesis 

posits that the comedy industry, internaAonally and in A-NZ, can be defined as male-

dominated because it makes each of these definiAons. This allows the current study to draw 

on exisAng research about male-dominated industries.  

 

Previous research involving comedians also suggests a male-dominated environment. 

Addley’s (2016) analysis of 4700 UK comedy panel shows showed that 1488 had been made 

with all-men casts compared to one episode with an all-women cast. Women only 

accounted for 31 per cent of appearances, although this was a significant improvement from 

just 3 per cent in 1989 (Addley, 2016). Butler and Stoyanova (2018) conducted semi-

structured interviews with full-Ame comedians. Out of 55 respondents, there were only nine 

women. While there are no official staAsAcs regarding comedians and gender in New 

Zealand, a similar trend is seen in profiles of professional comedians in the industry, with 75 

per cent idenAfying as men (excluding group and internaAonal acts) (The Classic Comedy 

Network, n.d.).  Women also conAnue to be underrepresented on lineups and television 

shows despite comedians saying that when meeAng women in the audience, they have 

communicated that they want to watch people they can relate to.  

 



 24 

In addiAon to being male-dominated, the comedy industry can also be defined as 

unregulated. Unregulated industries, such as entertainment industries, are part of a new 

economy characterised by flexibility and networking. TradiAonal boundaries between work 

and life are removed, and arAsAc labour oYen occurs within communiAes of similarly 

independent arAsts working within new, self-determined informal networks and mutual 

support systems (Shorthose & Strange, 2004). Shorthose and Strange (2004) suggest these 

communiAes are be,er understood as ecologies of interdependence. They are characterised 

by mutuality, informality, fluidity, and conAnual cultural feedback rather than formal 

economic structures. Butler and Stoyanova (2018) described employment in these industries 

as project-based and short-term, with li,le to no job protecAon and unpredictable career 

trajectories. They state that in these industries, unionisaAon is rare and social insurance is 

limited. These characterisAcs also describe the A-NZ comedy industry and allow this 

research to draw on literature regarding the challenges of unregulated industries. This is not 

to say that regulated spaces are enArely safe or ideal or that increasing regulaAon in the A-

NZ comedy industry is possible. Instead, it allowed for the examinaAon of characterisAcs of 

the industry that increase risk to women and contribute to their experiences. 

 

Male-Dominated Industries and the Challenges They Set for Women  

 

In this secAon, I will discuss examples of male-dominated industries and the 

challenges women face when working in them. I begin with those not in the creaAve 

industries, followed by those in the creaAve industries generally, and then comedy 

specifically.  

 

Examples From Other Industries. Research on women working in male-dominated 

industries, including airlines, construcAon, and landscaping, shows a pa,ern of gender 

negaAvely influencing their professional and social experiences at work. For example, 

parAcipants in Anderson-Gough et al.’s (2005) study of gender in accountancy stated that 

women should not menAon their children around the firm’s partners in the hope that the 

partner would forget they are a woman.  The idea of needing people to forget about gender 

in male-dominated industries creates a challenge for women in such industries who are 

trying to achieve gender equity and, therefore, must make gender a prominent discussion 
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point. It suggests possible consequences if gender is made salient, but the male-dominated 

nature of the industry remains, which is a relevant concern for the current study.  

 

 Germain et al. (2012) considered gender barriers for female pilots-in-training, a 

tradiAonally male career. Barriers idenAfied included a lack of acceptance, scepAcism 

regarding their competence, perceived lack of self-efficacy, lack of social support from 

organisaAons, flight instructors and family and harmful stereotyping. These challenges oYen 

led them to quit their training. This is relevant to the current study where women describe 

an assumpAon from audience members of being unfunny unAl they can prove otherwise. 

The impact of the perceived lack of self-efficacy is important to consider as possibly 

contribuAng to a pa,ern that women in comedy have oYen idenAfied of women entering 

the industry but not staying. Germain et al. (2012) also indicated that even if the female 

pilots-in-training do not experience acAve discriminaAon, they may be overlooked. This is 

important to consider as being overlooked is more insidious and, therefore, difficult to 

address, parAcularly in an industry such as the one in the current study where no reason has 

to be given for booking one act over another. They also found that if women succeed, both 

men and women may, unfairly, see them as unsociable and challenging to work with. Being 

penalised for success in this way also limits women’s progress in these industries.  

 

Lekchiri and Kamm (2020) reviewed the barriers women face in leadership posiAons 

in the male-dominated construcAon industry. They found that women saw minimal 

opportuniAes for senior posiAons and slower career progression. This is relevant to the 

comedy industry, where men oYen fill posiAons with the highest status (MC and headliner). 

For example, 17 of the last 20 comedians to MC the New Zealand InternaAonal Comedy 

FesAval Gala were men. This is consistent with Lekchiri and Kamm’s (2020) finding that 

women see fewer opportuniAes for senior posiAons, and not being seen as able to fill these 

roles could result in slower career progression for women in comedy. Women can also 

experience social segregaAon from peers who are men (Lekchiri & Kamm, 2020) and be 

excluded from informal networks in male-dominated industries due to homosocial 

behaviour, that is, men preferring the company of other men (Kanter, 1977). Being excluded 

from social networks can be isolaAng and reduce career opportuniAes. Homosocial 

behaviour also plays a role in perpetuaAng hegemonic masculinity, where women are 
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ostracised and undermined (Broadbridge & Hearn, 2008). This again contributes to the 

professional difficulAes women face in male-dominated industries, as also idenAfied in 

Germain et al.’s (2012) study. The exclusion also links to the challenges women face due to 

the unregulated nature of the industry, where marginalisaAon means an unsustainable 

career. This will be discussed further in the following secAon, ‘The Challenges for Women 

Working in Unregulated Industries’.  

 

Webb (2021) interviewed women working in the male-dominated landscaping 

industry. One parAcipant recommended that women entering male-dominated industries 

must have confidence in their knowledge and skills to combat the assumpAon that men are 

be,er suited to this job. Of course, this may not be so straighyorward. Tiefenthaler’s (2018) 

study into imposter syndrome found that it affects women more than men, with women 

believing that success comes from outside sources, while men make internal a,ribuAons. 

Tiefenthaler (2018) also found that women increasingly doubt their abiliAes the more they 

learn and achieve. The argument that women need to be more confident also raises 

quesAons about what is being done to help them develop confidence and not experience 

sexism in their workplaces rather than placing the responsibility on them not to be 

discouraged by it. It is also relevant to industries such as the current study where self-

promoAon is so important; however, it requires a level of confidence that may be easier for 

men to develop.  

 

The general environment in male-dominated industries can also present challenges 

to women. Unsurprisingly, the culture in male-dominated workplaces can be stereotypically 

masculine. This is known as gender role spillover, where a majority group’s characterisAcs 

dominate the profession. In these spaces, individuals’ work idenAAes may be grounded in 

gendered behaviour and masculine cultural symbols, such as sexual bravado (Gutek & 

Cohen, 1987). Lad culture is commonly described as a mix of boorish socialising, drinking, 

sport, and pack behaviour, and it is frequently linked to misogyny, objecAficaAon, and 

violence (Jeffries, 2020). A masculine work environment with these characterisAcs may likely 

cause discomfort in women wanAng to work there. Male-dominated industries also have a 

higher prevalence of risky health behaviours, including smoking, obesity and high 

cholesterol, blood pressure and alcohol consumpAon (Hulls et al., 2020).  
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There may also be tolerance of sexually discriminatory or offensive behaviours or 

materials, which has been shown to prime some men to behave similarly (Gruber, 1998). 

Individuals also learn acceptable behaviour within the industry culture by observing and 

parAcipaAng in conversaAons and the reacAons of peers. This means that what is acceptable 

is decided by more experienced members of the community who influence these 

conversaAons. Therefore, newcomers are not just taught skills; they are socialised into an 

industry culture with its parAcular values and forms of behaviours with no requirement for 

union terms and condiAons or threat of sancAons or reprisals if unacceptable behaviours 

occur (Grugulis & Stoyanova, 2009). The importance of culture in the potenAal for 

organisaAonal change will be discussed later in this chapter. These findings suggest that a 

shiY towards gender equality may be challenging in male-dominated industries because of 

an entrenched set of culturally sancAoned behaviours.   

 

CreaGve Industries. Entertainment industries have also been described as gendered 

(Butler & Stoyanova, 2018), which is understood as dominated by men and favouring them. 

Hesmondhalgh and Baker (2008) reported that power in creaAve industries is unequally 

distributed, and they found that only a few individuals hold significant power, usually men. 

CreaAve industries are also male-dominated despite women making up a high proporAon of 

students in arAsAc and creaAve subjects (Scharff, 2017). The high proporAon of men aligns 

with cultural expectaAons as “in contemporary Western mythology, the arAst is understood 

to be male” (Bain, 2004, p.172). Scharff (2017) researched gender in classical music as an 

example of a creaAve industry and found a gender pay gap that has been larger in cultural 

industries than in others. She also found other impacts gender has in these industries, such 

as women being judged on their a,racAveness rather than purely on their talent. 

ParAcipants described woman musicians as aware that their personal a,racAveness factors 

into the listener’s experience. This is relevant to the current study, where the audience is 

listening to and processing the comedian’s jokes while also watching and observing the 

comedian visually. Orchestra conductors also exemplify this consideraAon of appearance. As 

conductors’ dress was made for men, there is no standard dress code for women. As such, 

women must dress cauAously to avoid sexual objecAficaAon while sAll conveying femininity 
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(Scharff, 2017). This is again interesAng to consider in the current study, where there is 

certainly no dress code, but those onstage are expected to be male. 

 

Handy and Rowlands’ (2014) study examined the Wellington film industry. They 

found that workers are expected to demonstrate complete flexibility and commitment, 

disproporAonately affecAng women with families compared to men. Women are then 

perceived as riskier and less desirable employees, thus hindering their career progress. Even 

childfree women must prove their reliability and loyalty to a greater extent than men 

because they are sAll expected to have nurturing obligaAons elsewhere. This is relevant to 

the current study, where much work happens in the evenings, which is inconvenient for 

people with children. Bookings for gigs can also occur with very li,le noAce, which again 

causes difficulAes for those needing childcare. This is one example of how an industry norm 

may not be objecAvely discriminatory but can privilege and disadvantage different groups of 

people in pracAce. Gender inequality in the creaAve industries is the focus of this study but 

may also indicate future gender discriminaAon within various other industries, which are 

increasingly precarious (Handy & Rowlands, 2014). 

 

Comedy. Comedy industries specifically also exemplify the challenges women face in 

male-dominated industries. Firstly, the environment is masculine. For example, one 

comedian interviewed by Barry-Hill (2021) for her arAcle about whether women in comedy 

are finally being taken seriously commented on the violent language used to describe gigs, 

such as “I killed” or “I died”.  Also, in line with Gutek and Cohen’s (1987) discussion of 

gendered behaviour in male-dominated industries, woman comedians are also expected not 

to talk about subjects deemed only appropriate for men. They are also criAcal of the idea of 

separaAng male and female comedians or using the term “comedienne”, as this tends to 

result in a disAncAon between comedians and woman comedians, with women again being 

represented as the anomaly while simultaneously grouping all women in comedy despite a 

wide range of talents, acts and styles (Barry-Hill, 2021).  

 

Gruber's (1998) discussion of the tolerance of sexually discriminatory or offensive 

behaviours is also relevant to the current study. This can oYen be expressed through jokes 

and greenroom talk (similar to the commonly referenced “locker room talk”), where sexist 
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jokes have only recently become less tolerated. With parAcular language no longer 

tolerated, a discussion of free speech is almost inevitable, parAcularly for comedy, which is 

oYen expected to be edgy (Sturges, 2010). Sturges (2010) discusses how comedians self-

assess their material and performance for appropriateness, focusing not on banning certain 

types of jokes but on whether they are funny. While an offensive joke judged unfunny may 

not be made onstage, it may sAll be made in a greenroom if the environment permits.  

 

Women in male-dominated industries also face heightened visibility (Gruber, 1998). 

This is relevant to the current study both because of how women can be treated in male-

dominated industries but also because with fewer women in stand-up comedy compared 

with men and the common percepAon that women are not as funny as men, each woman 

comedian has addiAonal pressure to disprove this (Bradbury, 2017). This idea that women 

have to work harder to prove they can be funny also suggests that women comedians are 

not just disrespected by men in the industry but also in the audience, a challenge discussed 

in the Background chapter.  

 

The Challenges for Women Working in Unregulated Industries  

 
Unregulated industries create mulAple challenges to enabling equitable working 

experiences. These will be unpacked below, beginning with a general consideraAon of how 

the features of these industries may create difficulAes. Following this, these challenges will 

be considered in the context of creaAve and comedy industries.  

 

General Challenges. Personal, industry-based social connecAons are vital in 

unregulated industries where work is obtained through informal networks (Christopherson, 

2008). Wi,el (2001) defines network sociality as the subordinaAon of workplace community 

to business-oriented interpersonal encounters and the reliance on industry insiders to 

secure work, which requires building relaAonships on a one-to-one basis. Because work and 

income in unregulated industries are provided by informal networks rather than being 

official employees with work contracts, work security can be described as precarious. 

Freelancers talk about the requirement to be conAnually in work because of this precarity 

and constantly being unsure where the next job will come from. Being out of work for some 
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Ame is also perceived to be damaging to an individual’s reputaAon and, therefore, 

compounds difficulAes in geung work (Blair, 2003). With freelance entertainment providing 

precarious work, it is possible that entertainers and others in precarious employment would 

be willing to put up with unpleasant experiences or mistreatment to maintain work. This is 

important to remember when considering women facing harassment.  

 

Self-promoAon and discussing your own achievements are also central to 

entrepreneurial work, and yet this has gendered dynamics (Scharff, 2017). In Scharff’s (2017) 

research, women reported an intense hatred for it and a desire to let their work speak for 

itself. Women are also expected to be modest, which self-promoAon goes against, so it may 

be responded to differently than when men engage in it. As previously discussed, it also 

requires confidence, which is a challenge women face in male-dominated work.  

 

CreaGve Industry Challenges. CreaAve or entertainment industries tend to be 

unregulated. For example, Coulson (2012) describes the music industry as a mix of 

accidental entrepreneurship or self-employment, networking, and community. ParAcipants 

in Coulson’s (2012) study of English musicians navigaAng precarious work stated that to 

maintain a career, it is important to stay friends with people running things and to be easy to 

get along with. They also discussed how, since every personal relaAonship has a potenAal 

economic value, it can be hard to disAnguish true friends from those who try to advance 

their careers. The need to have posiAve relaAonships with those who can provide work 

creates a power imbalance and opens them up to exploitaAon, a dynamic relevant to the 

current study.  

 

Umney and Kretsos (2014) conducted similar research on jazz musicians. One of their 

parAcipants described a music gig organised by an individual band leader who had a 

relaAonship with a booking agent and who selected band members individually through 

personal contacts. The importance of networking also increases the risk of exclusion for 

women, as networks are known for their potenAal to discriminate based on gender, race, 

and class (Christopherson, 2011). Recruitment pracAces are oYen informal and based on 

friendships and recommendaAons. This is concerning because there is evidence that women 

are more successful in industries with more formal and transparent recruitment pracAces, 
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which speaks to an advantage of regulaAon (Thanki & Jeffries, 2007). Therefore, informal 

industries, such as in the current study, will likely be inequitable for women. Further 

inequiAes can occur because, in this unregulated network-orientated workplace, sexual 

harassment flourishes (Thanki & Jeffries, 2007). Research has conAnually shown pa,erns of 

inequality for women in creaAve industries. This is manifested in the underrepresentaAon of 

women and ongoing concerns about wage gaps, ‘boys clubs’, caring-related responsibiliAes, 

sexual harassment, and precarious employment. These concerns are amplified by the 

intersecAons of race, class, ability, and sexuality (Edmond, 2023).  

 

Verhoeven et al. (2020) conducted a study of women in the film industry. They 

suggested that women in this male-dominated, unregulated industry must create Aes to key 

players or risk remaining on the network's periphery. However, there are no current pracAcal 

suggesAons on how to do so. They also acknowledge that establishing employment 

connecAons between key male players and women may not always be desirable for those 

women and could place them in difficult or damaging workplace situaAons. Social 

connecAon is needed not only to obtain opportuniAes but also to develop people's skill sets. 

In creaAve industries, including music and comedy, skill development occurs through the 

medium of a community of workers. This development encourages social skills, impression 

management and self-presentaAon instead of loyalty, independent judgement, and rigorous 

professional standards (Grugulis & Stoyanova, 2009). It also means that learning to work 

well is linked closely with becoming a full, legiAmate member of the community. Again, this 

creates challenges for women by causing pressure to form relaAonships with people they 

may feel uncomfortable around and reducing opportuniAes to develop their skills if they 

choose not to engage in these relaAonships.  

 

Working as a creaAve person also means that what is being sold or profited from is 

not just a product but the creaAve person themselves. Therefore, viewing the self as a brand 

to be packaged, marketed, and sold has become essenAal for creaAve workers (Vallas & 

Cummins, 2015). Self as brand is a concept that has arisen from a neoliberal set of 

economic, social, and cultural influences and increased precarity in work. In unregulated 

industries, such as comedy, valuing individualism, self-promoAon, self-governance, and 

entrepreneurialism have created the need to blur boundaries between the market and the 
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self (Whitmer, 2019). To build a brand or reputaAon, self-promoAon, social networking, and 

visibility are essenAal (Duffy & Pooley, 2017). This also describes the comedy industry, where 

individuals need to network and be visible to those booking shows and where having a 

reputaAon as somebody people want to work with is valuable.  

 

Comedy. As with other creaAve industries discussed above, comedy industries are 

also unregulated. Work is precarious, so comedians experience pressure to obtain and 

maintain an income. Comedians interviewed by Butler and Stoyanova (2018) also described 

projecAng posiAvity while suppressing anxiety. Conor et al. (2015) discussed the emoAonal 

labour required in creaAve industries, including anxiety but also managing feelings of 

inadequacy, not feeling able to turn down a job, nurturing reputaAons and networks either 

through face-to-face interacAons or social media profiles, and burnout effects of potenAally 

having to work extra jobs to earn enough money. The pressure to maintain posiAve 

relaAonships exists in comedy, too. ReputaAon and posiAve relaAonships are essenAal. 

BriAsh comedian David Walliams (2012) described signing a contract out of fear that not 

signing it would give him such a bad reputaAon that no one would want to work with him 

again. This demonstrates the importance of networking and having a posiAve reputaAon. 

Another comedian in Butler and Stoyanova’s (2018) interviews expressed that one should be 

friends with people even if they do not like them because they could provide gigs. Another 

comedian stated that if someone who books shows does not like a comedian personally, 

they have the power not to book them. As Jo Brand (2010, p. 337) said of the UK comedy 

industry, “If someone doesn’t like you, you’re out.” 

 

The workplace of comedians blurs the line between work and socialising. This is 

consistent with themes raised in discussions in previous secAons and the A-NZ comedy 

industry being viewed as essenAally a community unAl only recently. Mau (2020b) heard 

from A-NZ comedians she interviewed that 20 years ago, A-NZ comedians considered 

themselves a family, growing into a community and then into an industry with the realisaAon 

of having responsibiliAes to its members. This shiY in conceptualisaAon from a family to an 

industry providing work that individuals can compete for and profit from reflects a neoliberal 

capitalist view, which is also reflected by the growth of work opportuniAes from unpaid 

comedy performances in bars to many paid opportuniAes. Another feature of neoliberalism 
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is compeAAon (Zeira, 2021), reflected in the number of comedians compeAng for each work 

opportunity. While growth requires learning, the blog post that Mau (2020a) discusses urges 

the industry not to sweep past vicAms and instances of abuse under the rug as though they 

were “casualAes of a trial run of a comedy industry”.  This suggests that the previous lack of 

professionalism or awareness does not excuse prior instances of abuse and that the industry 

is sAll responsible. While improvements are being made, the impacts on previous survivors 

sAll exist.  

 

Sexual Harassment in Comedy Industries  

 

Defining Sexual Harassment. While definiAons of sexual harassment and abuse vary, 

it can be understood broadly as behaviour that demeans or humiliates people based on sex 

or gender (Berdahl, 2007). It can include unwanted comments, jokes, sexual gestures, 

demands for sexual favours in return for employment, repeated requests for dates, acAons 

encompassing touching and coercive a,empts to establish a sexual interacAon (Chamberlain 

et al., 2008). Whether a behaviour consAtutes sexual harassment also lies in the percepAon 

of the behaviour. PercepAons by the subject and witnesses may depend on contextual 

factors such as the relaAonship between or genders of the two people involved, individual 

factors such as previous experiences or environmental factors, such as group cultural ideas 

about what is acceptable (Kessler et al., 2020). That sexual harassment is defined by the 

percepAon of others is helpful to consider for the current study as the culture of many 

entertainment industries tends to normalise behaviours (e.g., heavy drinking) that would be 

unacceptable in other workplaces. Sexual harassment also falls under the category of gender 

harassment, which can also include other unpleasant work experiences women can have 

that, while not overtly sexual, are based on gender. Being excluded, the subject of rumours 

or being otherwise vicAmised are also common and are considered bullying and workplace 

misconduct (Employment New Zealand, 2020) and will be relevant to the current study.  

 

Causes of Sexual Harassment. Over Ame, there have been numerous theories as to 

how and why sexual harassment occurs. Sexual harassment was tradiAonally viewed as 

driven by sexual desire (Berdahl, 2007). Under this assumpAon, the women who would 

experience the most harassment should be those who fit gender ideals. This is supported by 
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Brown and Flatow’s (1997) study of women working in journalism who experienced sexual 

harassment. ParAcipants in this study suggested that age and marital status may influence 

the level of sexual harassment they face, with sexual harassment appearing to decrease as 

women get older or marry. On the other hand, most researchers in the area now argue that 

sexual harassment is more about power than sex, essenAally about puung women ‘in their 

place’ at work (Berdahl & Raver, 2011; Brown & Flatow, 1997). Berdahl (2007) supported this 

by suggesAng that sexual harassment is commonly seen as hosAlity towards those who 

violate gender norms to reassert tradiAonal roles. As women enter a tradiAonally male-

dominated domain, they could be seen as violaAng gender norms and men’s privileges in 

these environments also become threatened. The desire to protect the idenAty, status and 

rewards associated with being a male in a male-dominated industry may be one potenAal 

explanaAon for harassment (Berdahl & Raver, 2011). This is interesAng to consider in the 

context of the present study, where sexual harassment may occur in male-dominated 

industries as women seek to enter an industry that men have tradiAonally dominated.  

 

Soni and Soni (2019) argue that passive workplace leaders can enable sexual 

harassment. They define passive leaders as those who avoid taking responsibility and 

hesitate to act unAl events escalate. They overlook unacceptable behaviour, avoid seung 

standards and do not take Amely acAon, which leads to ongoing sexual harassment 

behaviours. This is important for the current study, where very few people are in formal 

leadership posiAons, leading to li,le proacAve intervenAon. AddiAonally, in an unregulated 

environment with no formal power structure, a person may not consider themselves a 

leader despite holding a posiAon of influence. Standards of behaviour are more difficult to 

implement if it is nobody’s responsibility to set them.  

 

Outcomes of Sexual Harassment. Targets of harassment may experience many 

adverse personal and professional outcomes that have been widely researched. Vargas et 

al.’s (2020) study of sexual harassment at an academic medical centre indicated that men 

and women might respond similarly to sexual harassment. However, women are more likely 

to have these experiences. This difference in the number of experiences is why the original 

survey and hui, and the current study, chose to focus on the experiences of women while 

recognising that harassment is experienced by men as well.  
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Duba et al. (2020) found that sexual harassment was associated with depression or 

anxiety disorders. Xin et al. (2018) cited findings that sexual harassment negaAvely affects 

job autudes, performance, psychological health, and physical health. They also referenced 

evidence across meta-analyses supporAng the claim that targets suffer from diminished job 

and life saAsfacAon.  Kheswa (2014) conducted an overview of the effects of sexual 

harassment, finding that targets of sexual harassment experience stress-related symptoms 

such as loss of memory, self-blame, lack of trust and difficulty concentraAng. These women 

may also adopt avoidant behaviours, develop negaAve stereotypes or even phobias about 

men and experience intense anxiety, mood lability, anger, and a lack of trust in people. These 

negaAve impacts jusAfy why sexual harassment must be researched, understood, and 

addressed in the workplace. Those who speak up about their experiences may also 

experience retaliaAon, backlash or vicAm blaming, which can cause other adverse 

psychological and social effects (Kheswa, 2014). This negaAve response to speaking up is 

why it is significant that some of the posiAve outcomes of #MeToo moments, as detailed in 

the previous secAon, are raising awareness, normalising the discussion, and more posiAve 

responses to those who speak up.  

 

Clarke et al. (2016) found that the adverse outcomes associated with being a target 

of sexual harassment were significantly worse when the harasser was a supervisor than 

when the harasser was a coworker. This finding was consistent with their discussed 

literature, which conceptualised sexual harassment as an abuse of power and influenced by 

how superiors can control resources in a working environment. This finding is relevant to the 

current study in invesAgaAng power structures in an unregulated industry such as the A-NZ 

comedy industry, and it was interesAng to explore the possibility of a similar effect found 

with more experienced comedians and newer comedians, as there was with supervisors and 

employees in Clark et al.’s (2016) study.  

 

Sexual harassment can be conceptualised within a stress framework, and it puts a 

demand on women’s coping resources. The toll this can take on psychological well-being and 

its connecAon with harmful drinking behaviours are well established. The reverse is also 

true, as Wolff et al.’s (2017) study discussed alcohol and psychological distress as risk factors 
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for sexual harassment and assault. This establishes the potenAal for a cycle where previous 

targets of sexual misconduct may be at risk for re-vicAmisaAon. This correlaAon is relevant in 

environments such as the A-NZ comedy industry, where a history of sexual harassment was 

found, hence the #MeToo moment, and where alcohol is commonplace, as much of the 

work is conducted in bars. Showden (2018) considered sexual harassment on university 

campuses in A-NZ. They also discussed the need for debunking rape myths associated with 

alcohol, which include it being the vicAm’s fault if they were drunk or it not being truly rape 

under such circumstances. With the drinking culture in the comedy industry within A-NZ, 

this need is also relevant to the present study. 

 

Why the Risk of Sexual Harassment is Intensified in Comedy Industries 

 

Beginning with the male-dominated nature of the industry, women have been found 

to experience more sexual harassment in these workplaces than women in female-

dominated industries (Berdahl, 2007). There are also factors specific to comedy that 

intensify this risk. Berdahl’s (2007) point that sexual harassment may be levelled at women 

violaAng gender norms is again interesAng to consider as comedian Jo Brand (2010) believes 

that by holding a microphone onstage, a comedian is naturally allo,ed some authority. 

Unhappiness that a woman carries this authority in a tradiAonally masculine space may be a 

reason for her experiences of aggressive, sexualised heckles such as “fat slag”, “get your Ats 

out”, and “suck my cock you fucking bitch” (Brand, 2010, p. 335).  

 

With the comedy industry also relying on networking and connecAons, the potenAal 

for danger in these environments is relevant to the current study. Women working as stand-

up comedians in the UK described an 80/20 men-to-women split, with women needing to 

make friends with men who would recommend them (Hoyle, 2022). This need to be friends 

with those who can provide gigs raises the quesAon of whether woman comedians feel they 

need to be friends with men they do not feel safe with to receive work. Where informal 

networks intersect with social gatherings, professional and personal boundaries are blurred, 

and sexualised comments are more likely (McDonald et al., 2008).  With comedy being a 

highly social industry, both at gigs and aYerwards and socialising at other venues, that a 
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relaAonship is a professional one can quickly be forgo,en and these boundaries on 

behaviours removed.   

 

Women who tolerate sexual harassment from those of higher status oYen do so 

because of potenAal career gains or fear of career losses (Li,ler-Bishop et al., 1982). 

Furthermore, comedians are contractors, not employees and therefore do not have the 

protecAon of the Employment RelaAons Act (Mau, 2020b). In Valiente’s (1998) study of 

women’s experiences of sexual harassment, parAcipants viewed unwanted sexual advances 

as unpleasant but inevitable. AddiAonally, they were concerned that opportuniAes for work 

or career advancement could be lost if they were viewed as a “troublemaker”. Given that 

“troublemaker” is a common view of women who speak up about sexual assault, this 

concern is warranted (Mau, 2020b).  

 

While professional networking is essenAal, a parAcipant in Hennekam and Benne,’s 

(2017b) study of the challenges in creaAve industries stated that a,ending informal social 

events is also necessary to be seen and noAced. Where networking and informal 

relaAonship-building are required, and work is precarious and can be removed without 

violaAng a contract, this encourages a norm of accepAng inequality (Jones & Pringle, 2015). 

Again, this potenAal for a culture of normalising women being mistreated shows the 

significance of #MeToo normalising speaking out against such mistreatment.  

 

In industries where the view that harassment is inevitable may be held, such as the 

A-NZ comedy industry, it is essenAal not only to idenAfy that there is harassment but also to 

educate people on why it is unacceptable while giving hope that it can change. In an 

unregulated industry where factors such as self-promoAon and networking play a part in 

determining success, it is interesAng to consider where power lies, mainly as sexual 

harassment is more prevalent in industries with large power differenAals (Illies et al., 2003). 

Again, this potenAal for a culture of normalising women being mistreated shows the 

significance of #MeToo normalising speaking out against such acAons. Regarding power 

differenAals, #MeToo represented a new way of levelling complaints less formally and began 

with accusaAons against very powerful men. It seems logical to hope that uAlising the 
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#MeToo framework, which reduces the influence of power, could be effecAve in industries 

with large power differenAals. 

 

There is also growing evidence that the precarity, compeAAon and lack of regulaAon 

associated with creaAve industries, such as the comedy industry, exacerbate privilege and 

inequality as well as the prevalence and tolerance of sexual harassment (Hennekam & 

Benne,, 2017a). The stress of precarious work may compound the stress of women made to 

feel uncomfortable by the men they work with. The valuing of individualism in unregulated 

industries menAoned previously also creates vulnerability for creaAve workers, who are 

expected to promote their brand whilst navigaAng challenging interacAons in situaAons 

where they lack protecAon (Benne, & Bridgstock, 2015). Scharff’s (2009) research into why 

women did not idenAfy as feminists found that the social currents of neoliberalism and 

individualism encouraged them to reject the need for a collecAve movement and instead 

view themselves as individuals capable of negoAaAng structural difficulAes alone. 

Unfortunately, this separaAon of women from each other as a collecAve may be why it took 

unAl 2020 for women in the A-NZ comedy industry to come together to engage in collecAve 

sharing and acAon. This was compounded by the literal fact that no shared workspace exists. 

They do not have a team-based culture or trusted colleagues they see every day. UnAl the 

hui provided a chance for women to come together, it would have been difficult to create a 

sense of solidarity and understanding of shared issues.  

 

While the male-dominated, unregulated nature of the comedy industry already 

increases the risk of sexual harassment, there are also factors specific to comedy industries. 

The industry is also a primarily nocturnal work environment in which alcohol is commonly 

available. In various comedians’ autobiographies, the lack of explicit reflecAon on the role of 

alcohol is surprising; instead, it is seamlessly woven throughout these accounts. For 

example, Lee Mack (2012, p. 278) discussed comedians who were struggling at the 

Edinburgh Fringe having a “whinge in the bar”, and Jo Brand (2011, p. 26) described a 

“refuge aYer shows” where all the comics could “get a bit pissed.” Although perhaps more 

extreme than seen in 2022, some working in A-NZ comedy reported a culture of alcohol, 

cash, egos, touring, bars, parAes, clubs and drugs in the late 1990s (Horan, 2019). There is 
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also a significant power imbalance between young women entering an industry located 

chiefly in bars and at night, which is dominated by older males.  

 

Overall, it is relevant to remember that this culture of late nights, drinking, travel and 

individualised work provides a context vulnerable to misconduct (Hoyle, 2022). Dessau 

(2020) discussed the culture of drinking, late nights, loneliness, travel, emoAonal immaturity 

and social awkwardness in comedy industries, which presents a perfect storm for 

misconduct in an industry similar to that in A-NZ, which has no HR department or complaints 

process. This is not to say that these characterisAcs, sexual harassment and other gendered 

experiences are limited to the comedy industry, but rather that they have been shown in 

mulAple environments that they can contribute to increased rates of sexual harassment. The 

hospitality industry, for example, shares several characterisAcs that Ram et al. (2016) 

idenAfied as stress factors contribuAng to a prevalence of sexual harassment, including 

unstable income, irregular hours, operaAng in the night economy, significant consumpAon of 

alcohol and an ambiguity between private and public norms. Hospitality as an industry 

acknowledges higher rates of sexual harassment. It is in a similar place to the comedy 

industry in a,empAng to improve the treatment of women in the industry (Ram et al., 

2016). 

 

Lack of safety is common knowledge among women in comedy. Before the A-NZ 

comedy industry’s #MeToo moment, a “culture of abuse, misconduct and harassment” in 

the UK comedy scene was also acknowledged in 2020 by The Live Comedy AssociaAon (Mau, 

2020b). Stories of harassment, assaults, misogyny, and discriminaAon by several men were 

commonplace. UK comedian Kiri Pritchard-McLean stated that she could not think of a single 

woman in comedy who did not have a story of abuse or harassment in the industry (Hoyle, 

2022).  Inappropriate introducAons onstage by male MCs were also common (Hoyle, 2022). 

“If she were my daughter, I’d sAll be bathing her” (Hoyle, 2022, para. 37) was one example, 

suggesAng the woman comedian was young enough to be the MC’s daughter but was sAll 

a,racAve to him and that he would be touching her. It was accepted that everyone has had 

to work with a predatory man in comedy. However, this is discussed in whispers for fear of 

hurAng the industry by giving it a bad reputaAon (Hoyle, 2022). One woman comedian 
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discussed being given a list of names of men who might rape her when she started comedy 

in the UK, as well as a list of gigs to avoid (Healy, 2020). 

 

Women also reported there was no intervenAon at the Ame of these experiences. 

One woman who spoke to the media about being molested before shows and who was 

mocked with rape jokes stated that the comedy establishment covered up misconduct by big 

names (Moore et al., 2020). A range of behaviours, from misogynisAc comments onstage, 

sexual advances from those in power and people saying they “got off lightly” in terms of 

physical harassment, were also reported. Toxic comments were brushed off as jokes, and 

misconduct was ignored to fit in (Healy, 2020). Comments that may have been considered 

inappropriate in other workplaces being framed as jokes in comedy again show the 

importance of considering the specific workplace culture and norms. Another woman had 

revealing photos taken of her without consent while she was sleeping, and they were then 

shared around the industry. She said she was believed when reporAng this because the man 

involved was not a good comedian or a big name, and therefore, nobody had anything to 

gain by standing up for him. She acknowledged that it would be much harder for a woman to 

speak up against well-liked, well-established, award-winning acts (Hart, 2020). This is an 

example of social capital accumulated through success and awards, giving recipients more 

voice and influence than others. The importance of reputaAon is relevant here when sexual 

harassment or assault occurs, and different percepAons or versions of the event are spread 

throughout the informal relaAonships within the community (Blair, 2003).  

 

These experiences are similar to those of women working in comedy in A-NZ. There 

are whisper networks about who to avoid or not be alone with in greenrooms, who not to 

accept rides home from and who not to drink around (Mau, 2020a). Alison Mau (2020a) also 

refers to a blog post by an A-NZ woman comedian about feeling unsafe at work, checking 

safety at the door when she goes to work, and hearing accounts of women who had 

experienced a man’s bullying or abuse being dismissed as “just his sense of humour”. A 

culture of normalising unsafe environments and accepAng inappropriate comments as jokes 

is again made clear here. The blog writer also placed responsibility on producers to make the 

industry safer by not booking predatory men (Mau, 2020a).  
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ReflecAng on the origins of comedy with court jesters speaking truth to power, it is 

unsurprising that the industry is known for a,racAng men who may feel they are 

transgressive, boundary-pushing mavericks and that this atmosphere can conAnue offstage 

(Dessau, 2020; Hoyle, 2022). However, as some fight for the ability to speak without fear of 

consequence, it serves as an example of comedy reproducing power rather than challenging 

it.   

 

Another part of the reason sexual harassment can become a pa,ern in an industry is 

when there is no intervenAon, either by the vicAm or by bystanders. As previously discussed, 

speaking up is incredibly difficult and isolaAng and can have negaAve consequences, 

parAcularly in an industry where networking is vital. The need for good working 

relaAonships also creates an environment where women do not feel comfortable disclosing 

experiences of sexual harassment or assault for fear of the backlash discussed in previous 

secAons. AddiAonally, because sexual assault is widely perceived as less severe if 

perpetrated by a coworker (Tuerkheimer, 2019), women with these experiences in male-

dominated industries may face negaAve responses if they speak up.  

 

Though they have ended now, formal and informal complaint procedures were 

created following the survey and hui to encourage more women to come forward in the A-

NZ comedy industry. However, vicAms of harassment rarely use complaint procedures. This 

is usually due to not expecAng to be taken seriously, not wanAng the complaint to be on 

their record, not wanAng to face the backlash that may follow, and they may also not want 

the harasser to be punished but instead want the harassment to stop (Berdahl & Raver, 

2011). Tinkler et al. (2007) also found that sexual harassment policies in male-dominated 

workplaces can negaAvely impact women’s careers. This is because these policies make 

gender salient in workplace interacAons by forcing people to acAvely consider the gender of 

the person they are interacAng with. This can negaAvely affect women in an industry where 

women are assumed to be less competent. 

 

A-NZ’s leading #MeToo journalist, Alison Mau, wrote about women in the comedy 

industry. This is an example of a source that is not academic; however, it provides 

meaningful insights into an area without formal research. Her work revealed that there have 
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also been troubling responses to women who have spoken up about sexual harassment in 

the past (Mau, 2020b). Those who have come forward in the UK comedy industry have not 

only received abuse or lost work but also threats of defamaAon lawsuits (Hart, 2020). An 

incenAve to come forward is thus lacking, while there are mulAple reasons not to speak out. 

Convincing women to speak up is difficult in an industry where everybody knows everybody, 

gossip is rife, and careers are tenuous. For example, one woman iniAally agreed to speak to 

Mau (2020b), later withdrawing permission to use her comments, ciAng the risk to her 

career if people found out about her comments. AYer interviewing members of the A-NZ 

comedy industry, Mau (2020b) also discussed how women who have previously spoken up 

have been branded as troublemakers and subsequently had to choose between truth and 

their comedy careers while the alleged perpetrators conAnued in their careers unscathed. A 

New Zealand Comedy Working Group representaAve who spoke to Mau (2020b) aYer they 

had produced their comedy culture and complaint procedure documents acknowledged a 

lack of trust in the complaint process because of past responses to sexual harassment and 

assault claims but hoped this would improve once consequences became apparent (Mau, 

2020b). Unfortunately, the Working Group were informed that they were not legally in a 

posiAon to conduct invesAgaAons and enforce consequences, as it removes these 

opportuniAes for women to see their concerns being taken seriously. 

 

Bystander intervenAon is also less likely in male-dominated, unregulated 

environments. Hershcovis et al. (2021) theorise that network silence around sexual 

harassment is due to mulAple factors, including male centrality, harassment myths (e.g., it is 

not severe if it is inflicted by someone you know), and valuing masculinity, all of which are 

present in the male-dominated A-NZ comedy industry. They also discuss the influence of 

harasser centrality encouraging silence, which is relevant to the current study when women 

have found it harder to speak up when their harasser is an established comedian. The 

network silence and lack of intervenAon allows harassment to conAnue, creaAng a cycle 

where again, bystanders are less likely to intervene because the community accepts the 

behaviour. Hershcovis et al. (2021) also posited that network silence is more likely when the 

harassers have many Aes within the social environment relaAve to other members. This 

suggests that women in the comedy industry are most at risk of having their harassment 
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ignored when they are new with fewer social Aes and if their harassers are established 

comedians. 

 

Bystanders also face a similar dilemma as targets of harassment regarding backlash 

and may have similar fears regarding loss of work or damaged relaAonships and reputaAon. 

Bystanders are also less likely to intervene if there is a personal relaAonship between the 

harasser and their target. Witnessing mistreatment has also been shown to negaAvely 

impact individuals (Berdahl & Raver, 2011), which may deter intervenAon. Non-intervenAon 

by people in posiAons of authority or with the ability to report sexual misconduct creates a 

bystander effect where other witnesses may refrain from intervening because they see 

others doing the same and so come to believe that the behaviour must be acceptable 

(Burke, 2021). These beliefs fuel network silence around sexual harassment. Again, being 

silent, silencing, and not hearing can become part of an industry’s culture. Although 

harassment can be understood as an individual vicAm or harasser’s problem, in pracAce, it 

occurs within webs of social connecAon (Hershcovis et al., 2021). Regarding moving forward 

in the UK industry, Glynn (2020) points out that acknowledging the problem is good but does 

not create pracAcal posiAve outcomes unAl the environment changes. 

 

#MeToo  

 

The sexual harassment discussions in the A-NZ comedy industry occurred aYer the 

hashtag #MeToo had become commonly used. People had become more willing to speak up 

about workplace harassment, and similar discussions had been had in other comedy 

industries. AYer describing A-NZ comedy’s #MeToo moment in the previous chapter, this 

secAon will consider the exisAng literature on this social movement. It will begin with a 

discussion of what #MeToo is, where it came from, and how it has been understood in the 

literature regarding posiAve outcomes and criAcisms. Finally, the literature on creaAng 

change in the workplace will be considered to enhance our understanding of the possibiliAes 

and limitaAons of A-NZ comedy’s #MeToo moment.  

 

An Overview of #MeToo  

 



 44 

#MeToo arose out of a post-feminist and feminist context and, as previously stated, 

began with African American feminist acAvist Tarana Burke before being used as a hashtag 

since 2017.  Post-feminism became a prominent term in the 1990s to describe an alleged 

decrease in support for feminist acAvism following the earlier waves of feminism, which had 

different areas of focus, including legal rights, for example, to vote, place in society, sex-

posiAvity, and rejecAng versus embracing aspects of tradiAonal femininity. It drew on 

associated feminist language but rejected feminist acAvism in favour of individualist work on 

the self and consumerism (Gill, 2016). Post-feminism intersected with neoliberalism in 

emphasising individualism and self-regulaAon as it declared that equality had been achieved 

and, feminist acAvism was no longer needed (Gill, 2016) and that individuals were solely 

responsible for their success or failure. Any remaining gender differences were framed as 

natural or the outcome of choices made by women (Gill, 2017).  

 

However, given the mulAple gendered inequaliAes women experience that cannot be 

denied, including sexual violence and workplace inequality, we have seen a renewed interest 

in feminism. This new type of feminism is known as post-post-feminism or feminism 2.0 (Gill, 

2016). There is new visibility of feminism in popular culture and a resurgence in feminist 

discourse and acAvism, which #MeToo has been a part of. The new popularity of feminism 

has, however, also revitalised anA-feminism and popular misogyny: violent, anA-female 

expressions that normalise rape culture (Banet-Weiser & Miltner, 2016). Such misogyny may 

be linked to sexual assault or unwanted male a,enAon. For example, some who partake in 

acAvism oYen receive death or rape threats and other forms of misogyny. Banet-Weiser and 

Miltner (2016) suggested this may be because some men feel their place in the social 

hierarchy is threatened by women becoming more confident and empowered.  

 

#MeToo represents a shiY from a concern with the sexualisaAon of women and the 

embracing or repression of female sexuality to a criAcal and poliAcal interest in how sex and 

power intersect (Gill & Orgad, 2018). #MeToo moments primarily focus on events with 

several key features described by Kessler et al. (2020). Firstly, it usually considers instances 

with male perpetrators and female targets. There is also oYen a power imbalance between 

the two and a repeAAon of the behaviour.  The behaviour is oYen personal as opposed to 

targeAng groups or, for example, making derogatory comments about women in general. 
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Finally, these events usually take place in private rather than public seungs and will include 

sexualised physical contact (Kessler et al., 2020).  

 

As most sexual harassment vicAms never invoke official channels (Tuerkheimer, 

2019), #MeToo involves a new type of sexual misconduct accusaAon. It is levelled through 

informal communicaAon channels, usually within a workplace or industry, which 

Tuerkheimer (2019) called the new court of public opinion. In the new court of public 

opinion, the accuser is named, and the informaAon is made public. This has been made 

more possible as society becomes more open to reports of sexual misconduct. These 

informal avenues of complaints do not replace formal channels but suggest a need for the 

next generaAon of formal reporAng channels. The future of unofficial reporAng may be a 

way to compile allegaAons against one individual to bolster the credibility of claims 

(Tuerkheimer, 2019).  

 

How #MeToo has Been Understood in the Literature 

 

PosiGve Outcomes of #MeToo. #MeToo has benefited survivors of sexual misconduct 

by allowing them to connect with others with similar experiences via social media. Alaggia 

and Wang (2020) suggested that the popularity of reporAng via social media is because of 

the overwhelmingly negaAve responses that survivors receive from convenAonal informal 

and formal sources. #MeToo has also been idenAfied as a playorm for feminist solidarity 

across class, race and sexuality (Gill & Orgad, 2018). Using the hashtag #MeToo, survivors 

connect with like-minded people with similar experiences, reducing the self-blame and 

shame they may experience and finding strength in numbers. Unofficial reporAng has also 

been found to lead to vicAm empowerment, where women can name their abuse instead of 

accepAng blame, find they are not alone and protect the same thing from happening to 

others (Tuerkheimer, 2019). 

 

#MeToo also increased individuals’ recall of sexual trauma. Amber et al.’s research 

(2019) was conducted aYer learning that Dr ChrisAne Blasey-Ford’s tesAmony regarding her 

experience with Supreme Court nominee Bre, Kavanaugh led to a spike of 201 per cent in 

calls to America’s NaAonal Sexual Assault Hotline compared with a typical day. SomeAmes, 
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women are unaware that what they are experiencing is sexual harassment or may have 

forgo,en a previous experience. Amber et al. (2019) proved in experimental condiAons that 

exposure to stories of sexual misconduct triggers personal recall of being sexually harassed 

in the past. This increased reporAng following #MeToo is also possibly explained by Freud’s 

noAon of nachtraglichkeit. This refers to the process where current insights or 

understandings redefine the meaning of past events, oYen marking them as traumaAc 

(Bistoen et al., 2014). There is a range of possible explanaAons for why #MeToo, which has 

raised awareness of these behaviours, has increased the number of women reporAng these 

experiences. 

 

This increased awareness of individuals’ own past experiences is interesAng to 

consider following the statement in the previous chapter that women felt safe in comedy in 

the 90s (Horan & Ma,hews, 2019). A possible reason for this suggested by this study may be 

that women had the same experiences reported in the recent #MeToo moment but may 

have been less aware of it or unsure what to call it. Amber et al.’s (2019) study also 

demonstrated the importance of creaAng sexual harassment policies in workplaces so that 

all are aware of unacceptable behaviours. It is encouraging to note that such policies 

resulted from A-NZ comedy’s #MeToo moment. However, policies need not only to be made 

but also effecAvely communicated.  

 

While increasing individual awareness of sexual misconduct, #MeToo has also been 

conceptualised as an effort in societal consciousness-raising (Brunner & Partlow-Lefevre, 

2020). Although met with backlash and vicAm-shaming by some, it appears to have raised 

awareness in general society of the issues women commonly face. Awareness was idenAfied 

as the most favourable outcome of #MeToo by the #MeToo Research Project (n.d.). This 

included awareness of the different aspects of sexual harassment and the prevalence and 

number of women who have experienced it. The moment has also made it easier for people 

to talk about their experiences, but there is sAll a long way to go. ParAcipants reported 

finding it hard to know whom to feel safe talking to about these experiences and not 

knowing how they would respond (#MeToo Research Project, n.d.). However, following 

#MeToo, women have found a growing cultural responsiveness to their claims, which 

allowed accusaAons to be made that may have been too inAmidaAng for one person on their 
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own for reasons such as the man carrying a lot of influence or social or professional 

repercussions.  

 

Szekeres et al. (2020) invesAgated the short and long-term impacts of #MeToo using 

self-report surveys of parAcipants’ dismissal of sexual assault. They found a reducAon in the 

dismissal of sexual assault and increased empathy for survivors. They did not find a backlash 

effect, although this has been suggested by other research detailed below as a concern that 

#MeToo has created a ba,le of the sexes. The reducAon in dismissal was sAll seen at the six-

month mark in the study, suggesAng this was likely a genuine change in autudes. However, 

as the authors point out, this change cannot be a,ributed with certainty to #MeToo, as it 

could simply demonstrate changing societal autudes over Ame. #MeToo also aims to 

minimise the repercussions faced by survivors who speak out, such as retaliaAon, 

indifference or hosAlity, through collecAve acAon (Tuerkheimer, 2019). However, fear of and 

actual job loss remains a common point of discussion and highlights the need for educaAon 

in workplaces and having processes in place for dealing with these incidents (Alaggia & 

Wang, 2020).  

 

There have also been broader posiAve impacts of #MeToo, such as its influence on 

sexual harassment discourse. Hindes and Fileborn (2020) suggested that previous discourse 

around pressured or coerced sexual encounters has been harmful. Anything outside of an 

explicit “no” has been considered consent. However, their study framed pressure and 

coercion as problemaAc and unacceptable but lying in a grey area that the previously 

binarised sexual misconduct discourse has missed. Reasons for women engaging in 

unwanted sex include maintenance of their relaAonship, fulfilling expectaAons, pressure or 

threats, career impacts, and avoiding rape or further violence. However, there is now 

discussion about whether this is true consent or indicaAve of the previously menAoned grey 

area (Hindes & Fileborn, 2020). Including the reality of pressure or threats is also relevant 

when considering a #MeToo movement in a work environment, such as the A-NZ comedy 

industry.  

 

Power imbalances in work relaAonships can lead to pressure or the threat of the loss 

of work, which can place individuals in vulnerable posiAons that may lead to sexual 
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harassment. ParAcipants of the #MeToo Research Project (n.d.) also felt that #MeToo has led 

to a potenAal for change in autudes, including men being more cauAous in heterosexual 

relaAonships or intervening when witnessing problemaAc behaviours or conversaAons 

(#MeToo Research Project, n.d.). They thought there also might be potenAal for change 

around boundaries and recognising what assault is. Larry Nassar, the doctor at USA 

GymnasAcs who assaulted hundreds of young female gymnasts under the guise of medical 

treatment, is an example of this. AYer claims about his conduct were ignored for decades, 

a,enAon was only finally paid in 2017 when the #MeToo social media campaign went viral, 

bringing forth more vicAms and overcoming the bystander effect (Burke, 2021). A similar 

effect was seen in the A-NZ comedy industry, with sexual harassment only being discussed 

openly aYer the inspiraAon of the internaAonal #MeToo campaign.  

 

CriGcisms of #MeToo. Firstly, as previously indicated, it is important to acknowledge 

the significance of MeToo first being used as a part of African American civil rights acAvism 

but later popularised by white celebriAes. A criAcism Gill and Orgad (2018) idenAfied is the 

limitaAon imposed by certain women’s experiences being prioriAsed in #MeToo. Because 

much feminist acAvism occurs on social media, a pa,ern emerges about the type of acAvism 

that has become popular- western, predominantly white and, of course, social media-

friendly. Rapper Cardi B has criAcised #MeToo for prioriAsing “respectable” and “believable” 

women (Gill & Orgad, 2018, p. 1319). This, alongside the popularisaAon of what began as a 

term in African American feminist acAvism, raises the issue of ignoring race. It is not just that 

black women’s experiences are marginalised, but the addiAonal vulnerability that they have 

as racialised women is hidden. Because racialised women are vulnerable to racist 

understandings of their sexuality (Ringrose et al., 2019), they may, therefore, be more 

vulnerable to experiences of sexism and mistreatment. This Aes in with another criAcism of 

#MeToo, which is that it was exclusive and placed privileged and powerful women at the 

centre because they were more able to speak out. In contrast, others remain fearful of the 

consequences. This raises the issue of class and the importance of considering 

intersecAonality when examining women’s experiences. Women are not a homogenous 

group, and the prioriAsaAon of privileged women and the felt exclusion of those with less 

power is an example of how their experiences can differ. Apart from many women’s voices 

being excluded, the concern is that it becomes harder for an industry to begin such a 
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moment unAl influenAal people parAcipate (Burke, 2021). This is part of why it was decided 

that not just professional comedians would be eligible to parAcipate in the current study but 

any woman comedian who has been part of the industry for at least 18 months.  

 

While #MeToo is most oYen understood as well-intenAoned and posiAve, there have 

been some negaAve reacAons from men. There has been a backlash against #MeToo due to 

concerns that innocent people may have public accusaAons made against them, resulAng in 

witch hunts. Some may see this as a more significant problem than underreported assaults. 

There has been an increase in defamaAon suits or threats (Szekeres et al., 2020). This may be 

because the high-profile nature of #MeToo was met with fear from many men of being 

accused, falsely or otherwise. Then-president Donald Trump commented that it created a 

“very scary Ame for young men in America” (Kessler et al., 2020, p. 123). Men also reported 

no longer being comfortable working with women, adding to professional disadvantage 

outcomes for women in the workplace. It was compared to a moral panic, in which men 

would no longer be able to flirt or joke with women or ask them out on dates (Kessler et al., 

2020). A collecAon of social autudes may be responsible for the view that these issues are 

of greater significance than sexual misconduct, such as inappropriate comments being seen 

as a joke or a compliment. The #MeToo moment and subsequent discussions appear to have 

started a change in these views (Szekeres et al., 2020). However, concerns are raised when 

responsible people are publicly named. A balance is needed between privacy to avoid false 

accusaAons and individual harassers facing the consequences of their acAons, which would 

require others to know who they are. 

 

A further concern with #MeToo is that it views certain men as monstrous individuals 

but does not hold the system in which they have been allowed to harass women 

accountable (Gill & Orgad, 2018). This means that while a specific man may be held 

responsible for his acAons, there could sAll be an ongoing problem of sexual harassment due 

to a culture that allows it. This concern is relevant to the current study. The exisAng data 

gathered in the women in comedy survey spoke to women’s experiences with individual 

man comedians. However, sexual harassment in the industry is now being considered more 

generally, and the industry culture’s role in allowing this is also important.  
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The quesAon of what is to happen post-#MeToo also remains. A related criAcism of 

#MeToo is that it puts the responsibility on vicAms to create further social change, as online 

consciousness-raising may not lead to offline changes (Williamson et al., 2020). This suggests 

that further understanding of what can be done to see funcAonal changes in women’s 

experiences is needed. Gill and Orgad (2018) call into quesAon whether even if #MeToo has 

been popularised because of the gossip it provides. This concern is parAcularly relevant to 

the A-NZ comedy industry, where gossip is rife. When considering what comes next, it is 

helpful to ask what would indicate that a #MeToo moment has been successful. To answer 

this, we look at an example of feminist acAvism that was considered successful and ask what 

went right and wrong. SlutWalks are an example of this. They involved large marches of 

women and allies reclaiming the word ‘slut’ aYer a Toronto police officer at a sexual 

harassment seminar stated that to avoid rape, women should not dress like sluts. Factors 

that ValenA (2011) felt contributed to the success of these marches included the sheer 

energy and passion of the women involved, the number of parAcipants, the name that 

grabbed people’s a,enAon and the grassroots beginning and spreading of this movement. 

With the maintenance of energy and passion as factors in whether acAvism is successful, the 

same passion the A-NZ comedy industry had in improving women's experiences in 2020 

must conAnue going forward to create the possibility of a long-term impact.   

 

Factors Influencing the PossibiliXes and LimitaXons of the Aotearoa-New Zealand Comedy 

#MeToo Moment  

 

When considering the likelihood of successful change within a workplace, it is helpful 

to understand the organisaAonal culture. While the comedy industry is not an organisaAon, 

it certainly funcAons with its norms and values. Therefore, elements of organisaAonal 

culture literature are sAll relevant and helpful to draw on when considering the current 

study. OrganisaAonal culture refers to the consistent and observable expectaAons, 

experiences, ideologies, philosophies and values among employees and the organisaAon’s 

interacAons with the outside world (Hairunneessa & Azezz, 2020). Culture is learned through 

interacAon with the relevant environment, which shapes how we view the past and how we 

are guided into the future. Therefore, it shapes behaviour and is important to understand in 

any workplace (Hairunneessa & Azezz, 2020). While there will be a dominant culture 
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expressed by the majority of members of an organisaAon, there is also the potenAal for sub-

cultures to be developed and expressed by a subunit of the organisaAon (Hairunneessa & 

Azezz, 2020). While the A-NZ comedy industry, in which the current study takes place, does 

not have formal employees, a culture within the industry can sAll exist. Based on the sexual 

harassment revelaAons, it appears the culture that developed is one in which harassment 

was not addressed. This is why it is essenAal to change the culture in the industry to create a 

safer environment for women.  

 

When an organisaAon’s culture has been understood, change or development can be 

made when and where needed. With over half of all organisaAonal change iniAaAves failing, 

reaching a deadlock or not achieving the iniAal aims (Elving, 2005), it is important to 

understand why. OrganisaAonal development is defined as a discrete episode of planned 

change in organisaAons through the applicaAon of behavioural sciences, and it, therefore, 

emphasises human processes in an organisaAon. It assumes that successful organisaAonal 

change depends on the agreement between individual and organisaAonal goals (Rhydderch 

et al., 2004).  Venturato et al. (2020) explored culture change in residenAal aged care 

faciliAes. They emphasised the need for intervenAons beyond educaAon (knowledge, skills 

and autudes) that target the fundamental processes that comprise an organisaAon’s 

culture.  They state that people can be educated, but it is hard to implement what they have 

learned when they return to a workplace that is sAll operaAng in the same way. Employees 

need to be engaged and empowered to help implement changes in how organisaAons do 

business.  

 

As indicated above, while the A-NZ comedy industry is a very different environment, 

not an organisaAon with employees, the above does demonstrate that culture change 

requires the parAcipaAon of people throughout the industry, not just by those who hold 

power. It also idenAfied a difficulty that may be encountered when trying to implement 

change in the comedy industry, as in such an eclecAc environment, it is unlikely that 

individual and industry goals will always align. For example, while some, for example, those 

who organised the hui, felt that it was important for the industry to prioriAse women's 

safety, men may not have had access to the same informaAon that indicated the discussion’s 

importance.  
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CommunicaAon is also crucial to understanding what needs to change and how to 

implement the change. OrganisaAonal communicaAon is about people’s roles and also 

creaAng a community.  Poorly managed change communicaAon results in rumours and 

resistance to change, which exaggerates the negaAve aspects of the change (Elving, 2005). 

There is no way to know if a change is effecAve, but parAcipaAon from as many employees 

as possible needs to be encouraged, and their concerns must be addressed. CommunicaAon 

about changes is also essenAal because uncertainty for individuals during change can 

negaAvely affect their readiness for it (Elving, 2005). This may also create difficulAes in the 

comedy industry as the survey and hui results were not shared with men. Therefore, it could 

be difficult to expect them to feel as strongly about the issues as the women who received 

the survey results and understood the severity of the risk to women.  

 

The importance of communicaAon was again emphasised by Gergen et al. (2004) in 

their discussion of dialogue as the life and death of an organisaAon. They suggest that 

dialogue originates not between two individuals but in the public sphere and that individual 

expression only carries meaning once others respond. For example, an insulAng comment 

may iniAally be viewed as hosAle, but when people laugh at it, it becomes viewed as a joke. 

Gergen et al. (2004) also discussed the public conversaAons project, where two groups on 

opposing sides of a debate were successfully brought together to hear each other. It was 

found that hearing someone’s firsthand experiences leads to amelioraAon, be,er listening 

and acceptance. This is relevant to #MeToo moments, which can be responded to negaAvely 

by men. It could be inferred that if they were to listen to women’s experiences and why 

change is necessary, they may respond more posiAvely to change. This again brings up the 

ethical issue for A-NZ comedy’s #MeToo discussion in which only women were exposed to 

the anonymous accounts of other women. While respecAng individuals’ privacy, this may 

have reduced the opportunity for men to hear why change is so necessary.  

 

Systems theory can also explain the potenAal for change in the A-NZ comedy 

industry. Systems theory emphasises the interrelatedness of parts of an organisaAon, and 

improving one part requires considering the relaAonships with other parts of the system 

(Rhydderch et al., 2004). Again, this suggests that for change to occur, parAcipaAon is 
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required from people in different parts of the A-NZ comedy industry that are all 

interconnected.  Any change to one part of a system will affect the other parts. Systems 

theory also assumes a system adapts self-stabilising mechanisms to maintain homeostasis 

and equilibrium (Gladding, 2015). Periodic imbalance is inevitable. However, feedback loops 

will emerge to restore or escalate a behaviour during these Ames (Gladding, 2015). The 

#MeToo moment in the A-NZ comedy industry represents a Ame of change, and under 

systems theory, the comedy industry will a,empt to re-establish balance. Feedback loops 

may thus push to restore the system to its former state. While short-term change may have 

been achieved simply by raising awareness of the difficulAes women face in A-NZ comedy, 

achieving long-term change is more complex. An understanding of systems theory helps 

understand why this is so challenging.   

 

Mistakes can also be made when explicitly trying to design and implement gender 

equality iniAaAves in the workplace. Ryan (2022) outlined four common mistakes. They were 

(1) when all that is done is providing staAsAcs; (2) trying to fix women rather than the 

system; (3) being overly opAmisAc about the progress made; and (4) failing to consider the 

intersecAonality of women’s experiences. The A-NZ comedy industry has already gone 

beyond describing the numbers in their #MeToo moment. There has also been discussion 

about changing environments and unacceptable behaviours. However, it is sAll essenAal to 

remember that suggesAons are not solely about improving women's awareness of 

navigaAng or avoiding potenAally uncomfortable situaAons. The challenge of not being 

overly opAmisAc is interesAng to consider as discussions of sexual harassment have 

decreased since the hui in 2020, and the Working Group has ceased receiving complaints of 

misconduct. This may be due to a lack of clarity about what can be improved next, but it is 

sAll important to remember that there is always more work to be done. Finally, it is unclear 

whether the intersecAonality of women’s experiences has been considered. All women who 

responded to the iniAal survey could describe any experiences they felt were relevant. 

However, it is unclear how women with mulAple marginalised posiAons, including those 

related to racialised idenAAes in a country with a colonial history, felt about the steps in 

place aYerwards and whether these general steps, such as a complaints procedure, are 

responsive enough. This connects with the aforemenAoned general criAcism of #MeToo not 

considering intersecAonality and ignoring racialised women’s voices. 
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Summary  

 

It is clear that facing harassment impacts women working in comedy. In addiAon to 

the outcomes previously discussed, Healy (2020) found that some women have been forced 

to leave the industry because of the trauma and its impacts on their mental health. Although 

some remain, they avoid coming forward because they may not get booked again and may 

receive online abuse. Another woman comedian reported quiung comedy for several years 

due to “a bunch of bad experiences with male comedians” (Barry-Hill, 2021, para. 22). These 

impacts are why it is essenAal to address the mistreatment of women and understanding 

their experiences is a first step. Although many women’s experiences have been recorded 

and discussed already, these have been in the context of media interviews. Sexual 

harassment has already been idenAfied as a problem women face; however, given the 

complexity and nuance outlined above, sexual harassment is likely to be only one of a range 

of gendered experiences that contribute to inequality. This need for understanding formed 

the basis for the development of the current study, the raAonale and aims of which will be 

outlined below. 

 

RaGonale for the Current Study  

 

The emergence of sexual harassment and assault accusaAons within the A-NZ 

comedy industry influenced the development of the current study. Discussions of sexual 

harassment, male-dominated industries, unregulated industries and #MeToo moments are 

not new to the literature. However, this research is unique in that it seeks to weave these 

different areas together and contribute a feminist understanding of women's experiences in 

an environment that includes all these components. It is also unique in researching women’s 

experiences in an industry that has already undergone a #MeToo moment. This study also 

adds to understanding this area in an A-NZ context. AddiAonally, this study sought to align 

itself with the objecAves of the New Zealand Comedy Working Group. The group was 

approached before the commencement of the research to determine what informaAon 

would be most helpful for them in conducAng their work in the future. They were 

specifically interested in understanding the barriers women face in entering and progressing 
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through the industry. This is why barriers were a specific point of discussion included in the 

interview schedule.  

 

Research Aims and QuesGons 

 

This project aims to make women’s lived experiences visible in a male-dominated, 

unregulated industry. To do so, it took a feminist phenomenological stance, which will be 

unpacked in the next chapter. The present study aims to understand woman comedians’ 

industry experiences as part of a more extensive programme of work to remove barriers to 

women’s success and make the comedy industry safer for them. The understanding gained 

from this research will be passed on to the Working Group in the A-NZ comedy industry. This 

study aims to provide them with a grounded understanding of the experiences and barriers 

women face. I hope that they may use this understanding to contribute to their work of 

improving outcomes for women in comedy.  In addiAon to implicaAons within the A-NZ 

comedy industry, this study aims to address a gap in the formal research literature and serve 

as a base from which future research can invesAgate possible soluAons to the problems 

idenAfied and provide clinical implicaAons. 

 

More specifically, the research quesAons this research aims to answer are:  

1. What are the experiences of woman comedians in the Aotearoa-New Zealand 

comedy industry?  

2. How do these experiences illuminate how gender operates in this workspace?  

3. What are the implications of this analysis for making Aotearoa-New Zealand 

comedy a safer space for woman comedians? 
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The Current Study and Methodology 

 

This chapter outlines the methodological details of the current study. The theoreAcal 

underpinnings of the study are discussed first, locaAng it broadly within qualitaAve research 

and specifically within feminist phenomenological research. Ethical consideraAons are then 

discussed before the study’s design and method are detailed. This includes how parAcipants 

were recruited, the data collecAon process, the themaAc analysis used to interpret the 

gathered data, and the quality criteria against which qualitaAve studies are considered. This 

chapter concludes with a secAon discussing researcher reflexivity.  

 

TheoreGcal Underpinnings  

 

Taking a QualitaXve Approach 

 

QualitaAve research, such as the current study, uses analysis of words and language 

instead of staAsAcal analysis of numbers to explore the experiences of individuals and the 

subjecAve meaning they make of these experiences (Willig, 2013). Researchers can gain a 

deeper understanding of an object or event by doing this. As this study aims to understand 

how women in comedy experience the comedy industry, a qualitaAve approach was most 

appropriate and consistent with other research in this area. For example, McDonald (2012) 

conducted 32 semi-structured interviews with women working in the Netherlands’ creaAve 

industries. She emphasised the need for qualitaAve research to create a more nuanced 

understanding of sexual harassment.  

 

QualitaAve data can be further conceptualised as comprised of two types: Big Q and 

Li,le q (Braun & Clarke, 2013). Li,le q data uses qualitaAve methods but stems from a 

posiAvist framework that seeks a measurable truth that is scienAfically verifiable (Braun & 

Clarke, 2022). Big Q data draws on qualitaAve values and methods related to an 

interpreAvist paradigm and seeks to understand and interpret meaning while recognising 

that data are gathered in context and that understandings are parAal. This means that 

although knowledge that contributes to a more general understanding is someAmes 

produced, it oYen generates narrow but rich and detailed data. It seeks pa,erns but 
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accommodates and explores differences and values personal involvement and subjecAve 

meanings, while posiAvist research would view subjecAvity as a threat to scienAfic 

verifiability. The current study falls into the Big Q category. Generalisability is not a quality 

criterion for this study. The data gathered in this research will be rich, detailed, and situated 

within a parAcular perspecAve where the researcher, informed by theory, can bring insight 

into that area (Terry & Hayfield, 2021).  Pa,erns in the dataset will be explored to discuss 

how women experience the A-NZ comedy industry. 

 

Feminist Phenomenology 

 

Phenomenological thematic analysis is a qualitative approach to data analysis. 

Phenomenology offers an approach to understanding lived experiences and the significance 

and meaning individuals attach to them (Smith, 2019). It aims to produce knowledge about 

the subjective experiences of research participants, in this case, women working in the A-NZ 

comedy industry. Phenomenology and its related research are concerned with the quality 

and texture of the experience (Lawthom & Tindall, 2012). That is, it aims to understand a 

subjective experience rather than an objective reality or its cause (Willig, 2012).  

Core concepts within phenomenology are experience, intentionality and 

interpretation. Intentionality refers to an individual’s consciousness being towards or about 

something in particular. It allows objects to appear as phenomena based on perception, 

meaning the self and the world are inseparable. The researcher's job is then to understand 

the individual’s interpretation of their experience (Langdridge, 2007). This, in contrast with 

the positivist view, blurs the line between individuals and the world around them. Instead, it 

seeks to understand the individual's experience as they actively interpret their environment. 

Interpretation refers to the perception participants have of their experiences, the sense 

they make and the meaning they take from them (Smith, 2019). The focus is on 

understanding an experience from the point of view of the person experiencing it. It asks 

what experiences are like and how they are made sense of by the individual experiencing 

them from their perspective and based on their engagement with the world around them. 

There is a desire to understand the participant’s experience while acknowledging that data 

interpretation will not provide direct access to reality. Experience is understood to be the 
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product of interpretation and, therefore, constructed and flexible rather than determined 

and fixed, yet it is real to the person having the experience (Willig, 2013).  

Four tools that phenomenological researchers can use to understand the nature of 

an experience are embodiment, spatiality, intersubjectivity and temporality (Willig, 2012). 

Embodiment refers to how the experience is felt physically and lived by the participant. An 

example of this relevant to the current study could be a physical sense of discomfort or 

anxiety experienced by a woman in a comedy greenroom. This example also highlights the 

notion of spatiality, which refers to the environment, objects and people around the 

participant. An example of this relevant to the current study could be observing that 

comedy occurs in dark bars where alcohol is prevalent or observing the addition of posters 

explaining and forbidding sexual harassment to greenroom walls. Intersubjectivity refers to 

the understanding gained through social connections and interactions. An example of this 

could be the framing of inappropriate comments as humour through discussion with men 

who know the person or the same inappropriate comments being understood to be 

offensive through discussion with women who have experienced harassment themselves. 

The intersubjectivity between the researcher and participants is also considered in the 

research as it is understood that the researcher is implicated in the meaning-making of the 

analysis and is part of the interview process (Lawthom & Tindall, 2012). Temporality refers 

to when the experience occurred in terms of time, the individual’s lifespan, and socio-

historic context (Willig, 2012). Examples of this relevant to the current study could be that 

most comedy work occurs at night or that the discussions of the current study were had 

following a global #MeToo moment, meaning it was likely responded to differently than if 

the discussions were had in another time in history.  

This project is also a feminist project, aligning with the idea that it is important to 

understand women’s lives because they differ from men and focuses on how the location of 

an individual in society affects their everyday life experiences (Saeidzedah, 2023). 

Traditional phenomenology ignored gender and, in doing so, employed a male-as-norm 

approach that imagined the human as one who was autonomous, masterful and non-

gendered (Simms & Stawarska, 2013). Taking a phenomenological approach to a feminist 
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project such as this thus requires engaging with feminist debates on phenomenology, 

including how to theorise power and gender, which I discuss below. 

Sociohistorical context is essential when researching people’s experiences, as 

participants are not masterful autonomous individuals as traditional research assumed. 

Instead, they are relational with each other and their context. Therefore, the context must 

be considered. Feminist phenomenology is a critical phenomenology acting in a male-as-

norm space and openly takes a stance concerning women's political and social status 

(Morgan et al., 2011). It shows how a political element can structure experience at the lived 

level of embodiment. It opens a clearing where women’s voices can be heard and attempts 

to describe and conceptualise gendered existence (Simms & Stawarska, 2013). This is 

valuable to this study as women's experiences were directly impacted by how gender was 

responded to in the comedy industry and society generally. Feminist research also involves 

raising women’s voices, which was one of the broader aims of this study and is therefore 

relevant to this research.  

While the differences discussed above give a sense that feminist research and 

phenomenology may be incompatible, drawing phenomenology and feminism together can 

extend the discussion of each. Feminist research benefits from phenomenological 

approaches, and phenomenology benefits from feminist insights (Fisher, 2000). 

Phenomenological research is feminist in itself when it uses conceptual tools such as 

embodiment to enable nuanced analysis and understanding of genuine human experience 

rather than the experience of genderless individualist egos (Simms & Stawarska, 2013). 

Feminist phenomenology also adds a sensitivity to power and oppression to the four tools 

phenomenology draws on to enhance the understanding of participants’ experiences, as 

oppression affects how experiences are perceived (Al-Saji, 2017).  

As the Background chapter acknowledges, the current study is also an 

interdisciplinary contribution. It draws on other disciplines outside of psychology to provide 

the context that feminist insights contribute to phenomenological research. This is often the 

case with feminist phenomenological research, as feminism is critical of single disciplines 

(Simms & Stawarska). Although feminist phenomenology is traditionally rooted in 

philosophy, the issues with which it engages sit at the margins of philosophy and other 
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disciplines within the social sciences (Shabot & Landry, 2018). Considering the context in 

which women operate provides information that enhances understanding of how 

experiences are perceived, which is what phenomenology seeks to understand. This 

understanding could be extended to understand why women respond the way they do to 

certain situations, for example, how agency may be enacted. 

Reasons for Choosing Feminist Phenomenological ThemaXc Analysis  

 

This study and data analysis aimed to understand parAcipants’ experiences as 

women comedians and idenAfy pa,erns within these experiences. ThemaAc analysis is a 

method for idenAfying, analysing and reporAng pa,erns within data. It is compaAble with 

many epistemologies and theoreAcal frameworks, including those of the current research 

(Braun & Clarke, 2022). A feminist phenomenological themaAc analysis was appropriate for 

the aim of the current study as it enabled in-depth exploraAon of the experiences of women 

working in comedy and the meaning they assigned to these (Braun & Clarke, 2013). This 

included gaining the best possible understanding of how parAcipants came to assign 

meaning to their experiences and developing an understanding of the lived experiences of 

women working in the A-NZ comedy industry. This research was data-driven and idiographic 

rather than having predetermined hypotheses to encourage parAcipants' insights to be 

explored. In determining the themes, I asked how phenomena were experienced, the nature 

of the experience, what it felt like to be the person experiencing it, and what it would be like 

to be them. While general comments are made as themaAc analysis is conducted and 

pa,erns of experiences are idenAfied, the idiographic component is retained by grounding 

general statements in specific examples and extracts from parAcipants’ interviews (Eatough 

& Smith, 2017).  

 

Ethical and Cultural ConsideraGons  

 

This study received ethical approval from the Massey University Human Ethics 

Commi,ee: Northern, ApplicaAon NOR 21/50. Several potenAal ethical issues were 

idenAfied and addressed by considering universal ethical principles and the Treaty of 

Waitangi principles. These issues will be discussed individually below.  
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The first issue was avoiding harm (Varkey, 2021) and minimising the risk of potenAal 

distress as parAcipants shared sensiAve issues. To avoid doing harm, parAcipants had 

autonomy over the data that was collected, and the enAre interview was an open and 

collaboraAve process.  Autonomy and the ability to self-determine how their experiences 

were represented in the data were achieved in several ways. Firstly, the interview quesAons 

were provided in advance so that parAcipants could prepare and decide if there were 

anything they wanted to add or not talk about. The interview quesAons were also broad 

enough to allow people to share as much or as li,le detail of those experiences as they felt 

comfortable. The process was fully disclosed to parAcipants through the informaAon sheet 

and interview schedule (see appendices), and parAcipants had the right to ask quesAons to 

understand the study they were parAcipaAng in. There was also some scope for flexibility in 

the locaAon of the interviews, meaning that the parAcipants and I could agree on a locaAon 

where everyone could feel safe. Individual transcripts were also shared, and at this Ame, 

parAcipants could redact any part they wanted to or change how experiences were 

represented to be captured more accurately to how parAcipants had experienced them. The 

final thesis will also be provided to all parAcipants.  

 

AddiAonally, I checked in with parAcipants as the interviews progressed to see if they 

were uncomfortable, and I offered to pause or stop the interview if this was the case. I also 

sent a follow-up message the next day to ensure our discussions had not negaAvely 

impacted people. I provided a list of resources parAcipants could access for help if discussing 

difficult experiences in their interview caused distress later.  

 

Another ethical issue idenAfied was privacy and confidenAality (Varkey, 2021). To 

address this, no demographic informaAon was taken beyond all parAcipants being woman 

comedians in A-NZ. This was due to the small size of the industry and the potenAal ease of 

idenAfying parAcipants. Pseudonyms were used in interview recordings and transcripts to 

enable the linking of any follow-up interview data to their original interview while 

maintaining anonymity, and any idenAfiable experiences or quotes were not included in the 

final thesis. ParAcipants viewing their transcripts meant they could highlight anything they 

were concerned may have idenAfied them so that it could be changed or redacted. 
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ProtecAng parAcipants’ idenAAes also avoided any harm or repercussions they may have 

faced for speaking out, as this fear was explicitly menAoned in Mau’s (2020b) interview with 

a woman in comedy who withdrew her comments. The choice of individual interviews as a 

method, as opposed to group methods, was also based on privacy consideraAons as it was 

assumed all parAcipants would know and have worked with each other.  

 

The final ethical issue idenAfied was my being a woman comedian and knowing the 

parAcipants. This was a concern in terms of potenAal parAcipants feeling pressure to 

parAcipate, as well as the confidenAality concerns addressed above. To avoid parAcipants 

feeling excess pressure to parAcipate and ensure they maintained their autonomy (Varkey, 

2021), they were given an informaAon sheet and instructed to contact me only if they 

wished to parAcipate. ParAcipants were also assured of no change in the relaAonship, 

regardless of parAcipaAon or what was discussed in the interview. To address confidenAality 

concerns, in addiAon to the steps outlined above, we also discussed how the informaAon 

shared would only be discussed in future interacAons if parAcipants raised it, and I assured 

them I would behave the same around any other comedians they disclosed experiences 

with.  

 

With the focus being on women comedians in general, women of all ethniciAes were 

made aware of the research and given the opportunity to parAcipate. ParAcipants’ 

ethniciAes, sexual orientaAons and gender idenAAes were considered and responded to, to 

ensure all parAcipants felt as safe and comfortable during their interviews as possible. 

However, because of the industry's small size and potenAal parAcipant pool, it would be 

unethical and akin to naming parAcipants to discuss specific groups parAcipants may have 

idenAfied with.  

 

Benefits were also considered as this research provided an opportunity to share lived 

experiences, and results gathered will be fed back to the industry working group in a way 

that may lead to social change and benefit not only the parAcipants but also women who 

become part of this industry in the future.  
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Design  

 

The current study was a qualitaAve study of 15 women-idenAfied comedians working 

in the A-NZ comedy industry for at least 18 months. Semi-structured interviews were 

conducted with each and analysed using feminist phenomenological themaAc analysis. 

 

Procedure 

 

I approached potenAal parAcipants with parAcipant informaAon sheets (see 

Appendix A) at comedy shows and via direct message or email. Those who wished to 

parAcipate in the research then contacted me via my Massey University email address 

provided on the informaAon sheet to seek addiAonal informaAon. When parAcipants 

contacted me expressing interest, I sent them the interview schedule (see Appendix B), the 

consent form they would sign at the interview if they consented to parAcipate (see Appendix 

C) and a copy of the list of support resources (see Appendix D). I then scheduled an 

interview with the parAcipant.  

 

For the twelve interviews that were conducted in person, upon arrival, parAcipants 

were supplied with paper copies of the parAcipant informaAon sheet, which they were 

encouraged to reread, the interview schedule on which they could indicate any changes they 

wished to make, and a consent form to sign and on which a pseudonym was assigned for 

each parAcipant. Consent forms were later scanned and saved as password-protected files, 

and the hard copies were destroyed. For the three interviews conducted over Zoom, 

parAcipant informaAon sheets, interview schedules and consent forms were emailed before 

the interview so that parAcipants could fill them out electronically and email them back.  

 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted individually, either on Zoom or in private 

locaAons in the community. Interviews occurred between December 2021 and February 

2022, lasted between 45 and 90 minutes and, on average, were 60 minutes long. The 

interviews focused on parAcipants’ experiences as women in the A-NZ comedy industry. A 

range of topics was covered, including their experiences in the industry at different stages of 

their careers, situaAons where gender has felt relevant to them in the industry, networking, 
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their thoughts on the #MeToo moment in 2020, barriers women face in the industry, and 

what they felt would improve these experiences for women in the future. No parAcipants 

wished to add extra topics or redact any they did not want to discuss at the start of their 

interview. However, space was provided for any addiAonal informaAon they wished to add at 

the end, which was oYen used. If a parAcipant became distressed or looked uncomfortable, 

the interview was paused, and I checked if they wished to conAnue. This happened twice, 

and the parAcipants wanted to conAnue when this happened.   

 

Interviews were recorded using a voice recorder when in person or the Zoom record 

funcAon when online and then transcribed using o,er.ai soYware. I password-protected the 

transcripts and deleted the audio recordings aYer the transcripts were double-checked for 

accuracy. The transcripts were then sent to parAcipants for review. They were offered the 

opportunity to discuss any concerns with their transcript or request amendments that 

clarified their experiences. They were also able to redact any idenAfying statements. Data 

analysis could start once the parAcipants had reviewed the transcripts and any required 

changes had been made.  

  

My place in comedy created a vested interest in women comedians’ experiences. So, 

I employed several methods to avoid assumpAons and to allow the current study to be as 

data-driven as possible. Here, I briefly note reflexivity as part of my procedure, and an in-

depth reflecAve secAon is presented towards the end of this chapter. Firstly, I reflected on 

who I am in this research. I was reflexive, paid a,enAon to any immediate thoughts or 

assumpAons that arose for me, and had supervision throughout. Phenomenological research 

requires that we acknowledge intersubjecAvity and how we, as researchers, are implicated 

in the meaning-making process. Willig’s (2012) referral to brackeAng assumpAons is not 

defined as erasing who we are but acknowledging and invesAgaAng such assumpAons, which 

I tried to do throughout my analysis. Aspects of the interviewing process also allowed for 

this. The interview schedule included open-ended quesAons so as not to allow any 

assumpAons I may have had to narrow parAcipants’ accounts. It also included posiAve 

quesAons to avoid assuming all experiences were negaAve. As stated, parAcipants were also 

able to edit their transcripts to allow for clarificaAon of their meaning.  
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Data Analysis 

 

Thematic analysis was carried out and included six stages, as outlined by Braun and 

Clarke (2022). The first was rereading and becoming familiar with the transcript data, taking 

notes of items of potential interest. This meant active, analytical, and critical reading, 

considering what the data means, and asking questions such as why a participant makes 

sense of their experiences as they are and not in a different way, what assumptions they are 

making, etc. The familiarisation stage was thorough as I reviewed the transcripts multiple 

times for accuracy before sending them to be reviewed by participants.  

The second stage was coding within each transcript and then across the entire 

dataset. This is the process of identifying aspects of the data that relate to the research 

question and giving them a word or phrase, capturing why it may be useful. After printing 

hard copies of the transcripts, each transcript was reread and coded twice, once for 

descriptive codes and once more with interpretative codes. An example of a code identified 

in the current research data was “a pattern of feeling unable to speak up”. Individual 

transcripts being coded before identifying themes across the dataset reflected the 

idiographic nature of this research. Rereading each transcript twice for coding enriched the 

familiarisation stage as well.  

The third stage was searching for themes. Patterned responses or meanings were 

identified by reviewing codes and the related data. This is how themes capture what is 

important and meaningful in the data about the research question. As this was 

phenomenological research, the experiences were looked at through the lenses of 

temporality, subjectivity, embodiment and intersubjectivity, and the emerging themes 

reflected that. I created themes by creating a list of codes from each transcript and engaging 

in constant comparison to group them into potential themes and subthemes.  

The fourth stage was reviewing the themes and creating a thematic map, showing 

the relationships between the provisional themes and subthemes. This was, in part, a 

quality check, ensuring that the identified themes fit with the data and codes. The themes 

identified as overlapping were collapsed into one theme, and themes identified as 

consisting of multiple themes were separated. The themes that were not representative of 
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the data were discarded, and the relevant data was attributed to a more suitable theme. An 

IPA data table template (see Appendix E) was used for this. This data table helped organise 

the superordinate and subordinate themes I identified during constant comparison. It also 

allowed for the collection of data extracts that each theme was founded on to ensure that 

emerging themes always reflected the experiences participants described. A table was 

created for each participant. A list of all the themes identified across the dataset was then 

made, and constant comparison was used again to group them into themes. A master table 

was then created with superordinate themes, subthemes and data extracts for the final 

thesis and the dataset as a whole.  

The fifth stage was defining and naming themes, describing each theme and where 

their boundaries lie, and the sixth step of thematic analysis was writing up the analysis of 

the identified themes and data extracts, which began following the master table. Each 

theme was discussed and illustrated by its relevant coded extracts to create a narrative that 

understood the experiences of woman comedians working in the A-NZ comedy industry. 

The themes were also discussed in the context of the existing literature. While these steps 

were described sequentially, the analysis was not linear; instead, it cycled between stages as 

the research as a whole added additional context to individual parts.  

When writing this thesis, I decided to keep the analysis and discussion sections 

separate as they had different purposes, though previous literature was discussed in both. 

In the analysis section, literature was used to support my findings and interpretations, while 

in the discussion section, the contribution of this research to existing literature was 

considered. The use of the term “woman comedian” rather than “female comedian” and 

“men” rather than “male” was also a conscious decision. The intention of saying “woman” 

was to include those who identify as women and face the challenges that women 

experience as a result of this, regardless of biological sex. The intention of saying “man” as 

well was to identify that it is not those who are simply biologically male that benefit from 

the masculine environment of the comedy industry but rather those who fit traditional 

masculine ideals themselves.    

Quality Criteria  
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Quality criteria are standards against which qualitaAve research is measured. This 

secAon outlines these criteria which guided my research process and which are reflected on 

again in the Discussion chapter. The first criterion of a good themaAc analysis is ensuring 

that the analysis is fit for purpose (Braun & Clarke, 2022). This means it fully addresses the 

stated research quesAons and is aligned with the theoreAcal underpinnings. The second 

criterion was that the themes were fully developed and the analysis was not closed 

prematurely. This meant not keeping themes limited to data collecAon quesAons or 

summaries of what parAcipants said but rather thoughyul interpretaAons and development 

of pa,erns that shared a central organising concept.  It also included not having too few or 

too many themes and ensuring themes were disAnct yet working together to tell a story.  

 

 The third criterion is a strong interpretaAon that contextualises data, makes sense of 

meanings and explains the meaning the researcher makes of the data as well as the 

relevance and significance of this (Braun & Clarke, 2022). Finally, there must be a good fit 

and balance between data extracts and analyAc claims. The analyAc claims should also be 

well-supported by data extracts, and any other obvious interpretaAons of the data should be 

considered. Data extracts should also be taken from various parAcipants to ensure that the 

subsequent analysis reflects pa,erns of experiences rather than the experiences of just a 

few.  

 

Researcher Reflexivity  

 

Reflexivity refers to a researcher being aware of their assumpAons, standpoints, and 

investment and how this can shape interpretaAon and analysis (Eatough & Smith, 2017). In 

phenomenological analysis, it is understood that the researcher impacts interpretaAon and 

the kind of data produced. For example, parAcipants were likely to say things to me that 

they may not say to a man conducAng this research. Therefore, an awareness of these 

factors is essenAal. PosiAonality can affect the quesAons that are asked as well as the 

interpretaAon of the analysis, and it can also affect how researchers access and interact with 

their parAcipants (Carling et al., 2014). This is why the researcher needs to engage in 

reflexivity and consider any of these factors before and during the research process.  
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Before beginning this research, I considered why this project was of such interest to 

me. Having a,ended the hui and heard the extent of other woman comedians’ experiences, 

I was inspired to contribute to the efforts to improve outcomes for women in this space. I 

felt that gathering an in-depth understanding of these experiences as part of my studies was 

a contribuAon I could make.  

 

In the current study, it was important to consider my insider status as a women 

comedian. Insider-outsider divides are constructed by the researcher and parAcipant in the 

encounter, with both assigning meaning to the other. The parAcipant's assumpAons about 

the researcher, either an insider or an outsider, can be beneficial or harmful (Carling et al., 

2014). For example, an outsider can be seen as a source of assistance or insecurity. 

AlternaAvely, an insider may be viewed as understanding and a source of support, or it may 

make a parAcipant less willing to share openly. I felt that my insider status and rapport with 

parAcipants allowed for a richer understanding gained and guarded against 

misinterpretaAon and misrepresentaAon of their data.  

 

However, my insider status also posed the potenAal for biased assumpAons. I 

entered this research with personal and anecdotal knowledge of some challenges women 

comedians face. I needed to maintain an open mind during data collecAon and 

interpretaAon. The meaning that parAcipants make of their experiences is the focus of the 

study. Therefore, if someone happened to understand an experience of sexual harassment 

differently than I saw it, my responsibility was to understand their understanding and be 

open to viewing data differently than I had intended (Braun & Clarke, 2013). I felt that by 

offering parAcipants the opportunity to clarify any points in their transcripts and grounding 

all claims in my analysis in interview extracts, this research stayed as true to parAcipants’ 

experiences and meaning-making as possible. The steps outlined earlier in the ethics secAon 

of this chapter discussing my vested interest in the research also allowed me to remain as 

data-driven as possible.  

 

ParAcipants may also have made assumpAons about what I may have already known 

about their experiences and, therefore, not felt the need to share further. I a,empted to 

address this by explicitly staAng that what they wanted to discuss was most important and 
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that the only informaAon that would be considered for analysis would be what was captured 

in the transcripts.  

 

I also felt that my insider status in the current study as a woman comedian enhanced 

relaAonships and trust-building with parAcipants, enabling them to share their experiences 

more readily. However, it was also possible that my insider status limited what parAcipants 

were willing to share due to the personal nature of the experiences. I noAced a pa,ern of 

most parAcipants choosing not to name any men they spoke specifically about in their 

interviews, despite knowing names would be removed and confidenAality would be 

maintained. It is possible this was because I am an industry insider, so they chose not to be 

completely open because there was sAll a sense of distrust or fear of naming somebody to 

another comedian.  

 

It was vital to consider how parAcipants may have seen me, as it could have differed 

from how I saw myself. I grew an awareness of the potenAal for parAcipants to feel 

embarrassed, ashamed, or judged when sharing these experiences or not responding as 

they felt they should in difficult situaAons. As we all work in a compeAAve industry, it was 

also important for me to remember that my status as another woman comedian compeAng 

for work did not disappear as we entered the interview. Much reflecAon was required on 

how parAcipants’ percepAons of me could influence our interacAons and, therefore, the 

data. Reflexive, criAcal thinking was applied to all steps during data collecAon and analysis, 

reflecAng on how we impact and are impacted by the research we do (Rice et al., 2020). It 

was important to respect parAcipants’ autonomy and choice of what to share, and my job 

was to make sure they felt as comfortable as possible both to share openly and also to be 

able to draw boundaries around anything they wished to keep private. I felt that by 

discussing this openly and checking in with parAcipants throughout this interview, they felt 

comfortable enough to do this.  

 

Aside from insider status, I also reflected on the possible role my age, gender, 

ethnicity and academic study could have on the research process. As a young woman of New 

Zealand European ethnicity engaging in doctoral study in clinical psychology, I recognised 

that these factors could influence how much or what informaAon parAcipants shared with 
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me. While being a woman doing this research was undoubtedly beneficial in building 

rapport with parAcipants and understanding the experiences they discussed, it may have 

been more difficult for parAcipants of a different generaAon or ethnicity to share their 

thoughts and experiences, given the personal nature of the research. I could also have been 

viewed as an ‘expert’ due to my studies, and again, this may have caused parAcipants to 

make assumpAons about what I already knew or wanted to know. To prevent this, I made 

sure I stated that what they had experienced and wanted to discuss was most important. 
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Analysis 

 

In this research, I analysed women’s accounts of their experiences as comedians in 

the A-NZ comedy industry. All described a love of comedy. For example, Ginger described 

realising that “I had found the thing that I wanted to do”, and Louise stated that she “fell in 

love with it straight away.” In this context of working a job they love, they have all 

experienced several challenges. Sally noted “I do really, really love comedy. I mean, we all 

love it because otherwise, why would we put up with all this bullshit?” These challenges that 

Sally alluded to here were what this research considered across three themes.  

 

The first theme, ‘comedy requires negoAaAng a male-as-norm world,’ discusses how 

women navigate a male-dominated industry. It captures the challenges women have faced 

working as comedians when society tradiAonally expects comedians to be men. These 

challenges included women geung treated differently than men and the sense of isolaAon 

women have felt when they are a minority in an industry.  The second theme, ‘feeling unsafe 

in an unregulated space’, describes the addiAonal challenges caused by comedy being both a 

social and professional environment. These include unsafe spaces, inappropriate behaviours 

and comments and how deciding whether to speak up is complicated when geung along 

with others in the industry is essenAal. Finally, in theme three, ‘experiencing Aotearoa-New 

Zealand comedy’s #MeToo moment’, the parAcipants’ experiences of the hui are described, 

as well as the posiAve changes they have seen since and the difficulAes in implemenAng 

more formal soluAons. These themes combine to offer a nuanced analysis of the 

complexiAes women have encountered working as comedians in the A-NZ comedy industry- 

a male-dominated, unregulated environment.  

 

Table 2 

Summary Table of Superordinate and Subordinate Themes 

Superordinate Themes  Subordinate Themes  

1. Comedy requires negoAaAng a male-as-

norm world  

1.1: Made to feel as though they do not belong 

1.2: Seen as women first and comedians second 

1.3: Alone and out-of-place  
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2. Feeling unsafe in an unregulated space  
2.1: Work is an unsafe space 

2.2: Feeling unable to speak out 

3. Experiencing Aotearoa New Zealand 

comedy’s #MeToo moment   

3.1: The hui: A shocking and catharAc 

experience 

3.2: PosiAve changes since the hui 

3.3: Reduced chance of real change  

 

Superordinate Theme 1: Comedy Requires NegoGaGng a Male-as-Norm World   

 

The male-dominated nature of the A-NZ comedy industry quickly became apparent 

in analysing parAcipants’ accounts of their experiences as women working in comedy. This 

was idenAfied by every parAcipant, with Lola summing up her experience entering the 

industry with, “So yeah, that’s all I remember really. I remember there being a lot more boys 

than girls”, and Miranda menAoning that “You see a lot of bills that are eight men and one or 

two women”. In this secAon, I will idenAfy some of the different impacts the male-

dominated nature of the A-NZ comedy industry has had on women comedians’ experiences. 

This allows for an increased understanding of the challenges faced by women in negoAaAng 

a workplace where most of their co-workers are men.   

 

The subthemes of this superordinate theme are ‘made to feel as though they do not 

belong’, ‘seen as women first and comedians second’ and ‘alone and out-of-place.’  Together, 

these experiences demonstrate how women comedians have experienced the A-NZ comedy 

industry as male-dominated. 

 

Subordinate Theme 1: Made to Feel as Though They do not Belong  

 

Since comedy is a male-dominated industry and profession, parAcipants described 

having to negoAate an expectaAon that comedians are men. Their experiences demonstrate 

that this expectaAon is held by various people, including bookers, audience members and 

even comedians. The widespread nature of this expectaAon made it normaAve, hard to 

escape, and something that could be experienced mulAple Ames in a single night. This 
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expectaAon also Aes in with parAcipants describing their experiences of a societal belief that 

women are not funny and the assumpAon that women are not capable of being comedians. 

These experiences were mostly people expecAng them to be at a comedy show in another 

capacity rather than as a comedian or having more to prove as a woman comedian when 

onstage to combat the assumpAon that they would not be funny. ParAcipants described 

these experiences as exhausAng weights or burdens that women comedians must carry. 

These experiences are discussed further below.  

 

Edith described an experience of a man at a show comparing women onstage to 

“strippers”.  She commented: “Like the assumpAon is you’re a woman, you’re not a 

comedian.” In this experience, his comment suggested that a woman might have a job that 

he viewed as more appropriate for women. This also posiAons women in this context as a 

sexual object for the entertainment of men. This comment speaks to a common sharing by 

parAcipants that women comedians are made to feel as though they do not belong in spaces 

where they have been booked to perform comedy. Having this unse,ling and undermining 

experience is an example of the extra challenges women must overcome when they engage 

in tradiAonally male work. 

 

Experiences of women being made to feel as though they do not belong in comedy 

extended to their onstage experiences as well, as Judith explains below: 

Extract 1: Judith 

It’s that perfect thing that when a woman walks onstage, she has to prove that she 

isn’t unfunny. So then they go oh okay. Whereas a man walks onstage, he starts with 

a level playing field. And you have this weight on you like if you do not go so well 

which has certainly happened that oh no you have this whole weight of expectaAons 

around women on you.  

 

The idea that men are naturally be,er comedians than women is conAnued here and 

extended to include the societal belief that women are not funny. In staAng that women 

must prove they are not unfunny before being able to prove they are funny, Judith suggests 

that there is extra work for women in male-dominated environments and workplaces. With 

more work required of women to be seen as funny during their performances, it becomes 



 74 

more likely that they will fail to do so. This, in turn, feeds the assumpAon that women are 

not funny and adds an extra layer of pressure that Judith has experienced. She goes on to 

describe feeling the weight of expectaAons of all women on each performance to do well, 

suggesAng that women have not only extra work to do but also experience extra pressure 

every Ame they go onstage. This includes feeling they must represent all women comedians 

and push back against the idea that they are not funny. The dual challenges of her feeling 

extra pressure and having to combat assumpAons that she will not be funny because she is a 

woman shows the addiAonal work women have to do when working in a tradiAonally male 

space. Judith’s use of the word “weight” is parAcularly telling, gives a real sense of heaviness 

and difficulty, and indicates the impact that sexist understandings of who can and cannot be 

funny have on women. An example of the embodiment element of a phenomenological 

understanding of an experience, Judith was weighed down instead of walking onto stage 

open to the excitement and anAcipaAon of doing something she enjoys. 

 

Below, Miranda affirms Judith’s experiences, extending this discussion by describing 

the intense feelings of having to represent all women every Ame she steps onstage: 

Extract 2: Miranda: 

Every woman carries that burden on her shoulders. Every woman is like, I have to be 

women in comedy when I go on tonight. If you don’t have a good night, everyone 

comes out of that room going see? Women aren’t good at comedy. Women aren’t 

funny. It’s so fucking depressing. But every man on there that doesn’t do well does 

not have people going off and going see men aren’t good at comedy. 

 

Miranda’s extract above not only demonstrates a pa,ern in women’s experiences in 

comedy, but she also expands to explain another aspect of the pressure women have felt. 

This pressure was due to a woman comedian’s bad performance being generalised by the 

audience to apply to all women, confirming the widely held belief that women are not funny. 

Miranda’s use of the words “burden” and “fucking depressing” and Judith’s use of the word 

“weight” when describing negoAaAng the assumpAon that women are not funny gives a 

sense of a challenge that conAnually pushes women down. The repeated use of the phrase 

“every woman” gives the feeling that this is understood to be an overwhelming, inescapable 

experience. It also suggests that it is an experience that, over Ame, wears women down and 
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can be Aring and demoralising for women to conAnue feeling as though they are expected to 

be bad at comedy. Miranda also compared this experience to the suggesAon that the 

audience will not generalise a bad performance from a man to suggest that all men are bad 

at comedy. This suggests again that parAcipants interpret the audiences as seeking to 

confirm their bias that women are not funny. This again puts extra pressure on them as 

women in comedy. It also indicates that women are seen as a homogenous group, i.e., if one 

woman is bad at comedy, all women must be bad at comedy, whereas men are seen as 

individuals. There is a suggesAon here that women are seen as women before being seen as 

individuals or comedians, a noAon taken up in the next subtheme.   

 

Subordinate Theme 2:  Seen as Women First and Comedians Second 

 

Many parAcipants described feeling as though they, as women, are treated 

differently from men in the comedy industry. They are seen not just as comedians or 

colleagues but as women, or women comedians, and therefore different. In parAcipants’ 

understandings of their experience, gender was perceived as the primary contribuAng factor. 

 

Rosie described being seen primarily as a woman by other comedians below. 

Extract 3: Rosie 

I wish so much that people could just see me as a colleague or like another person 

who’s in the room, but they always saw me as a woman first and then a potenAal 

colleague or friend second. 

 

Rosie’s extract above shows that in entering comedy, she was there to work just like 

men, but how people view and respond to her gender can get in the way of her feeling 

respected or valued for her talent or as a comedian. It also expresses a deep desire that is 

unfulfilled. That is, she wants to be seen as another person. This goes beyond wishing to be 

respected as a comedian, as she suggests that she has not even reached the stage of being 

recognised as a person. She is seen as a woman, which, in her discussion, places her as 

something other, and aYer that evaluaAon, then she is considered on a human-to-human 

level as a potenAal colleague and friend. This posiAoning of women as other, and not given 

the full status as human, was experienced in mulAple ways by parAcipants, including feeling 
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objecAfied by men in comedy (“not only disrespected, I felt really objecAfied” [Nikki]), 

having addiAonal concerns about how people would perceive them (“I really stress about, 

like, what am I going to wear, how am I being perceived” [Sally]) and only being booked so 

that a line-up would have a woman on the bill (“A couple of invites to gigs where they said 

we need a chick onstage” [Miranda]). The two most common ways gender impacted how 

women felt they had been treated will be discussed below. The first is the tokenisaAon of 

women and the sense that they are only being booked because they idenAfy as women, 

while the other relates to the expectaAons surrounding their appearance. These examples 

enabled me to explore the experiences of being othered.  

 

Maddy spoke about her appearance being commented on right before she went onstage. 

 Extract 4: Maddy 

I’ve had female comedians comment on my ouyit mulAple Ames, you can’t look hot 

when you’re doing comedy. It doesn’t work.  

 

Here, Maddy describes another way women in comedy see their gender, creaAng 

other factors on which they are judged rather than just their ability as comedians. Her ouyit 

was commented on, and she was told that a woman comedian cannot look “hot” onstage. 

These comments were made by other women mulAple Ames, so it was a normaAve 

experience. The statement that women cannot look hot while doing comedy can be 

interpreted as women saying that they cannot be sexy because they are being sexualised in 

a world where sexy women are not funny. Therefore, the only way women can work in 

comedy is if they present themselves more masculinely.  This suggests that Maddy 

understood the problemaAc aspect of a woman comedian dressing a,racAvely to be the 

presence of femininity in a masculine environment. This connects with the previous themes 

of comedians being expected to be men or masculine and how women present themselves 

onstage, which is another challenge they must negoAate in a male-dominated industry. 

Here, Maddy described experiencing being regulated as a woman in terms of how she 

dressed, and there was a similar suggesAon of the regulaAon of what women comedians can 

talk about onstage from parAcipants as well. It is also interesAng that she notes the 

comedians who commented on her ouyits were other women. Rather than men trying to 

put women down, this suggests instead a masculine environment or culture that these 
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women have bought into where femininity is not welcome. Maddy pushes back against this 

form of regulaAon as she went on to say, “And then someAmes I'm like, oh, screw it [laughs]. 

I'm gonna embrace my femininity, and I am going to dress up and do my hair and 

everything.” While this is an example of a woman pushing back on the monitoring of women 

and exercising agency, small behaviours, such as doing her hair and being rebellious, could 

be Aring over Ame and contribute to the wearing down of women that was discussed in the 

previous secAon. Her statement of “screw it” shows that each decision to exercise agency is 

weighed up against the consequences and constraints of the environment. In this example, 

Maddy is willing to accept the consequences. This begs the quesAon of how women may or 

may not decide to enact agency in decisions with higher stakes, for example, standing up for 

themselves when being harassed.  

 

Claire described her experience of an audience member telling her women should not 

discuss sex onstage. 

Extract 5: Claire 

He came up to me and, completely unsolicited was like what do you talk about in 

your comedy? And before I could even answer he was like, I hope it's not sex. 

Because it's really degrading when women talk about stuff like that. He's like, I only 

think men can really pull it off. 

 

Here, we see an example of an audience member expressing a belief that there are 

specific topics only men should talk about onstage. With sex tradiAonally not considered 

appropriate for women to talk about, a societal expectaAon for women to act tradiAonally 

femininely is implied. While this adds to the suggesAon that there is a regulaAon of women 

in comedy, it also increases the complexity of this discussion. With the expectaAon that 

women should not be overtly feminine in their appearance, the belief that they should 

behave in a tradiAonally feminine way by not discussing sex onstage creates an impossible 

space where women cannot get it right. It also illustrates again how women are judged 

based on their gender and the expectaAons about how their gender should limit what they 

can talk about. Regardless of the quality of the joke, this man will not find a woman 

comedian talking about sex onstage funny. The fact that Claire describes this man’s 
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comments as “completely unsolicited” shows that with no professional relaAonship or 

power imbalance, she is sAll being policed on and offstage because she is a woman.  

 

Subordinate Theme 3: Alone and Out-of-Place 

 

It was also a common theme for parAcipants in this study to report feeling isolated as 

a woman in comedy. They are a minority in the industry and reported feeling excluded from 

social environments due to being the only woman at Ames. They have felt ignored by the 

industry, with gender being a possible reason and reported feeling the “odd one out” 

[Maddy]. With comedy being a male-dominated industry, it was not surprising that many 

women comedians felt alone on line-ups where they were the only woman or socially 

excluded when most people in a greenroom or social environment were men. This sense of 

isolaAon and not belonging in a masculine environment will be discussed below.  

 

Edith described a pa,ern of women being kept separate from each other below. The 

number of impacts this has, shows how significant this experience of isolaAon has been for 

her during her career.  

 Extract 6: Edith 

What it means when you go and do shows in other places and you’re the only 

woman is that you never get to work with another woman. You never tour with 

them. You never share a greenroom. You never get to support each other at work, 

talk to each other about work. Yeah, that’s such an effecAve tool of the patriarchy to 

isolate women from each other. 

 

Being the only woman on a line-up was such a common experience for parAcipants 

that it was menAoned in every interview. Edith's discussion of it as a pa,ern that women 

experience also shows this. Here, however, Edith went further and discussed some of the 

outcomes that this isolaAon can have. It is much harder for women to connect and discuss 

their experiences as women in the industry. This means that not only is there a physical 

separaAon from other women in not being on the same gigs, but there is also isolaAon and a 

lack of support in managing difficult experiences and challenges. While this obviously has 

individual consequences in feeling isolated, there are also consequences for women as a 
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collecAve. Edith made sense of this as the patriarchy keeping them separate from each 

other. This indicated that she did not perceive this as an unfortunate outcome of fewer 

women but rather an issue of structural inequality.  

 

Below, Kylie described her experiences of feeling excluded in greenroom conversaAons as 

the only young woman present.  

Extract 7: Kylie 

I always felt a li,le bit on the outside of all the guys, especially if it was sort of more 

established comedians or older people, it was very much like the boys’ club. I was 

always very much like on the outside and then I’d like try and interject into the 

conversaAons and they would kind of look at you and you’d be like okay sorry. Like 

you kind of came into the greenroom and you just felt there was an atmosphere of 

like oh there’s a woman here, like we’d be,er not say what we were gonna say. I did 

feel like someAmes those greenrooms were a li,le bit inAmidaAng. Luckily for me I 

never felt unsafe. I just felt sort of a bit on the outside. I’d do my gig and then I’d go 

home because I felt like I’m sort of intruding. 

 

Here, Kylie spoke about feeling on the outside of conversaAons in the greenroom 

because it was mainly men. There were two components to this. There is an internal sense 

of isolaAon as she noAces she is the only woman, and there is also the percepAon that the 

men are uncomfortable that there is a woman present. The internal sense of isolaAon 

extends Edith’s point that women cannot connect when they are kept separate, which 

suggests the comfort people receive from connecAng with people like them and sharing 

experiences. In Kylie’s experience, she had entered a space where men were connecAng 

with other men, and she felt excluded and isolated as the only woman. It is interesAng to 

consider the gendered nature of how men connect with each other and why they are not 

willing to connect with women as well or without gender being a factor. Kylie described a 

sense that she does not belong in this environment and feels that she is intruding in this 

situaAon. She talked about a pa,ern of feeling on the outside but sAll trying to parAcipate in 

the conversaAon, at which point she was rejected. Her experience was one of being 

rejected, excluded, made to feel on the outside, inAmidated, and unwanted. 
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This experience of isolaAon had two outcomes for her. Firstly, it reinforced her feeling 

of not belonging. Secondly, it caused her to not parAcipate in aYer-work socialising, which is 

very important in the comedy industry (see second superordinate theme below). This 

experience of exclusion is interesAng to consider from the perspecAve of a woman entering 

an industry that has tradiAonally been a masculine space. In Kylie’s descripAon of feeling 

parAcularly excluded when the comedians in the greenroom are older or more established 

men, there was a sense that the space belonged to men, parAcularly older men who had 

been in the industry longer. There was also a suggesAon that Kylie was on the outside, which 

came from how she perceived the men’s reacAon to her entering the room. This suggests 

that they see the greenroom as a place where they can speak to each other in a way that 

they would not speak around women. The sense that men want to talk in a way that they 

would not when there are women around was in line with Louise's suggesAon that “it’s that 

kind of greenroom talk that feels more toxic than anything else. And to be honest, it just 

feels like locker room conversaAon from an American high school boy room kind of thing.” 

Louise’s descripAon of this behaviour as “locker room talk” frames this type of conversaAon 

as childish and also suggests an expectaAon from men that comedy spaces are masculine 

spaces that can be toxic and where deeply misogynist, sexist communicaAon is allowed to 

happen. This is almost akin to describing a safe space for this type of behaviour, which is 

disrupted when a woman enters the room. 

 

Kylie also specifically menAoned that “luckily”, she was never unsafe in a greenroom. 

This not only suggests that it may be common for women in comedy to feel that way but 

also shows that an objecAvely unsafe environment is not needed for women to feel isolated 

and out of place in a male-dominated industry. This demonstrates that while safety was a 

well-prioriAsed concern in comedy’s #MeToo moment, other aspects of working in comedy 

as a woman must be addressed so that men and women can have an equal experience. This 

feeling of being on the outside, or an intruder, is another example of a psychological ‘weight’ 

that women comedians carry, along with people expecAng them not to be funny. These 

extra burdens may reduce their ability to parAcipate. UlAmately, this experience was why 

Kylie did her gig and leY without any addiAonal socialising, which is potenAal networking in 

an industry that relies on connecAons.  
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Summary of Superordinate Theme 1: 

 

In summary, this first theme analyses parAcipants’ descripAons of their experiences 

that represent the challenges women comedians face as they navigate the male-dominated 

nature of the A-NZ comedy industry. The first subtheme of women not being viewed as 

comedians is specific to the comedy industry. However, it supports exisAng literature on 

male-dominated industries. Gruber (1998) discussed women in male-dominated industries 

facing heightened visibility, and parAcipants’ descripAons of feeling drained by having to 

represent all women and fight against the assumpAon that they are not funny is a reflecAon 

of this. Being seen as a woman first and a comedian second is the second subtheme 

referring to parAcipants' descripAons of women not being seen as comedians and, therefore, 

not as equal colleagues. It may also illustrate that all women in society may be judged 

according to how well they embody tradiAonal femininity and that those who violate gender 

norms may experience more gender harassment (Berdahl, 2007). Maddy’s discussion of how 

to dress onstage is similar to Scharff’s (2017) research on women conductors and the lack of 

a dress code for them as conductors were tradiAonally men. Women must navigate an 

environment where they are not expected to dress in a parAcular way, but femininity is 

unwelcome, yet violaAng gender norms is frowned upon also. A masculine industry culture 

could be considered the basis for why women made negaAve comments about her ouyit 

and thus indicates the relevance of organisaAonal culture literature. Given that culture 

shapes behaviour through an individual’s interacAons with the environment (Hairunneessa 

& Azezz, 2020), these women’s responses can be considered a further reiteraAon and 

embedding of such a cultural norm. Claire’s experience of having a man in the audience tell 

her that women should not discuss sex also reflects Gutek and Cohen’s (1987) discussion of 

gendered behaviour in male-dominated industries and different behaviours being deemed 

appropriate for different genders. Not being able to socialise with male colleagues has a 

negaAve career impact in an industry reliant on networking and is consistent with the 

literature on unregulated industries, which will be unpacked further in the next theme. 

These experiences, including exclusion, tokenisaAon or being made to feel as though they do 

not belong, are problemaAc as part of any job but feature parAcularly in comedy, given the 

intersecAon of comedy as a professional and social environment. This intersecAon is the 
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focus of the following theme, which will address the challenges of navigaAng an industry 

that is not just male-dominated but also unregulated.  

 

Superordinate Theme 2: Feeling Unsafe in an Unregulated Space   

 

The parAcipants’ descripAons of the industry and their workplace interacAons made 

it clear that the A-NZ comedy industry is not a purely professional environment. Instead, it is 

an environment where professional and social interacAons intersect, and everyone in the 

industry must engage in relaAonship-building as part of their work pracAces. ParAcipants 

described the need to be liked, have friends, and be seen out socialising to be considered for 

receiving work. Interviews showed the overall importance of networking in an informal and 

unregulated environment that was described by some as more of a community than a work 

industry. Kylie commented, “If you’re not seen to be there and talking to people and making 

connecAons, I think it definitely can affect progression, " demonstraAng the need for 

socialising. Lola stated, “You need to be seen as a good person to be around because people 

need to want to book you”, showing the importance of being liked within the industry. In 

summary, “networking is very important with the right people” [Erica]. Below, I discuss how 

the parAcipants described challenges in working in this complex organisaAonal culture that 

blurs the line between the professional and social.  

 

While the male-dominated nature of the comedy industry will sAll be highly relevant, 

in this secAon, I will discuss three challenging outcomes that women encounter due to the 

comedy industry being more complex than purely professional or social. This will contribute 

to understanding women’s experiences working in an industry that is not just male-

dominated but also unregulated and where work depends on socialising. 

 

The subthemes of this superordinate theme are ‘work is an unsafe space’ and ‘feeling 

unable to speak out’. Together, these experiences demonstrate the mulAple ways women 

comedians experienced challenges negoAaAng the informal A-NZ comedy industry. 

 

Subordinate Theme 1: Work is an Unsafe Space   
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In parAcipants’ accounts of their experiences in comedy, feeling unsafe was a 

common theme. These experiences were oYen connected to being outnumbered as a 

woman in a social, oYen unprofessional environment or being sexualised by men. 

Experiencing inappropriate behaviours was something all parAcipants reported in their 

interviews. This included sexual comments, advances, and inappropriate introducAons 

onstage by men MCing. Some parAcipants understood the frequency with which these 

experiences occur to be due to unclear boundaries. For example, Kylie commented, “It’s that 

line of well, we’re not really working anymore. It’s now socialising, so lines are blurred, and 

people think that they can overstep the boundaries.” ParAcipants also spoke about their 

discomfort and the further consequences they fear or have experienced because of these 

behaviours. Another main reason women felt unsafe was the comedy industry's unregulated 

nature. There is no HR or veung protecAon from harmful people entering the industry, and 

there is no process to avoid unsafe situaAons without a woman jeopardising her career. 

Several parAcipants also noted objecAve factors in comedy that could make a woman feel 

unsafe. These included aspects of the spaAality elements such as the work oYen being in 

new environments, fuelled by alcohol and late at night. In this theme, factors contribuAng to 

women feeling unsafe in comedy will be discussed, including the environment and the 

people, as well as further consequences feeling unsafe can have.  

 

Below, Judith describes the risk of networking as a woman in comedy.  

Extract 8: Judith: 

Women should be able to enjoy getting drunk without fear. Because that’s where 

the networking happens right? That’s the thing. It’s this, so you’re there to do the 

networking. And suddenly you’re being pushed up against a wall? Fuck off, makes 

me furious. 

 

Here, Judith implied the importance of networking and the prominence of alcohol in 

the comedy industry. This is unsurprising as most of the work occurs in bars at night, but it 

does contribute to a lack of safety.  This extract also shows the intensity of women’s 

experiences and reacAons to how they are treated in these spaces. Here, Judith described a 

relaAvely violent acAon as well as intense emoAons and swearing. She describes how 

women can be in this environment trying to network like everybody else and suddenly be 
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harassed, which angers her. Previous extracts have captured women describing their 

experiences as depressing or sad. Judith described feeling furious here, again showing the 

variety of negaAve emoAons women may feel because of difficult experiences in male-

dominated, unregulated spaces.  

 

Here, Miranda elaborated on how alcohol can contribute to an unsafe environment: 

 Extract 9: Miranda 

Some senior men in comedy buying you like ten to fiYeen shots. That is fucking weird 

behaviour. And like unacceptable. Because that’s not being nice. That’s trying to get 

someone intoxicated. 

 

Miranda implied the accepted prominence of alcohol within comedy, with this 

specific behaviour being labelled abnormal. However, because of this, women must 

negoAate predatory individuals trying to take advantage of this and put someone in an 

unsafe situaAon. Here, we have a descripAon of men perceived to be moAvated by 

malevolence buying an “unacceptable” amount of alcohol for women to put them in a 

vulnerable posiAon. Miranda described these men as “senior” as well, which means they are 

established and hold power in the comedy industry and, therefore, can structure the norms 

of this industry in ways that may not be acceptable in other environments. It may also mean 

that they are seen as valuable people to network and spend Ame with, which could lead 

newer or younger women to overlook this risky behaviour. The above two extracts return us 

to the discussion of agency and how it can be reduced by factors such as age, power or 

seniority, alcohol, and even physical force in Judith’s example. The way parAcipants 

described these experiences showed a percepAon of men as the perpetrators of misconduct 

against women and of this behaviour as gendered and predatory, making the comedy 

industry an unsafe space for women. This behaviour also demonstrates how the people in 

comedy can be unsafe, and as Lola described below, how the unregulated nature of the 

industry enables this behaviour.   

 

Lola described how the unstructured nature of the industry increases the number of people 

who may make others feel uncomfortable: 

 Extract 10: Lola  
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There’s no HR. You don’t have to be interviewed, you know, you just get up and your 

weirdness can be what makes you funny. And so there’s definitely a lot more weirdos 

than in my day job. 

 

The unregulated nature of the comedy industry and the value placed on eccentricity 

onstage means that there are more people in comedy that Lola has felt uncomfortable 

around compared to her other work. Lola commented that there is no HR department in 

comedy, referring to anybody being able to enter the comedy industry. It is also interesAng 

to consider what would happen if somebody who is already a part of the industry behaved 

inappropriately. With no HR department or other evaluaAon process other than being funny, 

there is no formal way to remove an unsafe individual from the industry, such as those who 

try to get women intoxicated. It is also interesAng to consider the concept of an HR 

department, as this was frequently referenced during the #MeToo moment, both by 

members of the industry and experts the Working Group sought help from. The difficulty of 

no group or department being in charge of the issue of sexual harassment is difficult to solve 

when, as an unregulated industry, as opposed to an organisaAon, there is no possibility of an 

HR department. Lola’s talk implies that not only are women more likely to be unsafe with 

the introducAon of unsafe people, but they are also more likely to remain unsafe if those 

people cannot be removed. This point was developed by Rosie below. 

 

Rosie discussed further consequences that feeling unsafe in comedy can have, as there is no 

procedure to avoid an unsafe or uncomfortable comedy environment without risking career 

consequences: 

 Extract 11: Rosie: 

It hasn’t come up yet that I’ve been on the same bill as anyone that I feel super 

unsafe with. But I know that that’s a hit I’m going to have to take like that I’m either 

going to have to choose to disclose to the person organising the gig that I don’t feel 

safe with this person. Which is like, someAmes you don’t want to talk about it with 

somebody you don’t know super well. Also, you don’t want to run the risk of them 

never booking you again, if they see you as difficult or see you as being a problem, 

you know having a problem with someone else. Or do the gig and you know, all the 

anxiety and fear and effort that comes with that. Or not say and not do it and lose 
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the opportunity and lose the income and potenAally not be booked by that person 

again. 

 

Firstly, although Rosie stated that she had not been on a lineup with someone she 

felt unsafe with, she had thought through every outcome of this happening. This shows the 

worry it caused her not just for her emoAonal state but also for her career and how the way 

she would respond would impact how bookers may have seen her. It also shows how the 

onus of handling safety threats is placed on the threatened person. To not be placed in a 

situaAon where she feels unsafe, Rosie felt that she would have had to disclose her feelings 

or past experiences to the booker, which she felt uncomfortable about. Another opAon Rosie 

idenAfied was to do the gig and experience the associated anxiety and fear. This is another 

example of extra effort that may be required of women comedians, in that they do not just 

have to worry about developing and delivering content, but they may also have to negoAate 

unsafe spaces. Finally, Rosie discussed the risk of not being booked due to not accepAng a 

gig or if she came to be seen as difficult due to having a problem with somebody. Again, this 

demonstrates the challenges of an unregulated environment in that work can be lost for 

unclear reasons or percepAons of others. Astrid commented, “It is a nasty fact of life that 

women who are making waves are less likely to get booked because they will be seen as a 

hassle.” This shows that mulAple women in comedy do not experience the industry as a safe 

space where they can call out unacceptable behaviour and are concerned about how men in 

the industry perceive them and that being seen as difficult or making waves could cause 

them to lose work, as most bookers in the industry are men. This can manifest in an 

unwillingness or inability to speak up, which will be discussed in the second subordinate 

theme.  

 

Melissa described some of the common inappropriate behaviours that women may 

experience.  

Extract 12: Melissa: 

Very few male comedians get brought on with any kind of context about their sexual 

prowess or experience or how they are dressed and whether or not it’s distracAng. 

Got the girls out tonight I see. And also jokes about being a slut or like, what are you 

up to in the weekend like gaggin on cocks or something?  
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Along with previously discussed themes of sexualisaAon in a male-dominated 

industry, this extract also shows that men do not have these experiences. Again, we also see 

a woman comedian’s ouyit commented on as possibly distracAng. The idea of comedy being 

an informal environment adds to the previous theme in the sense that these comments are 

made to seem acceptable. They can be made onstage, in the context of the man comedian 

doing his job or, as Kylie commented above, when there are blurred work/socialising 

boundaries. This is an example of intersubjecAvity, whereby, through interacAons with 

others, behaviours can be understood in a certain way.  

 

In an industry where networking and socialising are so important, conversaAons and 

comments where women are diminished like this can have consequences. AYer having 

sexual comments made to her, Edith stated that “I was so freaked out by his behaviour and 

the things he kept saying that I did a terrible gig. It was terrible. I was the least funny I’ve 

probably ever been in my life.” This illustrates that while the informal environment can make 

people think it is acceptable to make sexual comments, it can impact job performance. 

Again, this demonstrates the blurred lines between the professional and the social at 

comedy shows. Claire described, “AYer a show, I joined a conversaAon and had to leave aYer 

five minutes as I felt super uncomfortable at some of the comments being said.” As Claire 

was made to feel so uncomfortable that she felt she had to leave, this could have potenAally 

cost her networking and future gig opportuniAes. As a previously referenced comment from 

Kylie discussed her leaving due to discomfort around men in the greenroom, this 

demonstrates a pa,ern of women missing out on networking due to an inappropriate 

conversaAon and shows the importance of reducing the tolerance of this and increasing 

professionalism.  

 

When asked how she responded to the inappropriate comments, Melissa responded 

that it was difficult to respond as it was just “banter”. This leads us to the difficulty of 

speaking up about inappropriate behaviour in an informal or unregulated industry, discussed 

in the next subtheme.  
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Subordinate Theme 2: Feeling Unable to Speak Out  

 

When discussing negaAve experiences in comedy with parAcipants, the decision of 

whether to speak out against inappropriate behaviour was never straighyorward. It became 

clear that speaking out in an unregulated industry was difficult. Reasons for this included a 

power imbalance between the parAcipant and the person behaving inappropriately, the 

sense that to remain in comedy; parAcipants would need to put up with inappropriate 

comments, and a lack of bystander intervenAon and subsequent isolaAon. Each of these will 

be discussed below.  

 

Here, Lola discussed her reluctance to say what she wanted to because of her place in the 

comedy industry hierarchy: 

 Extract 13: Lola: 

There’s obviously stuff I would have liked to have said. But yeah, I think especially 

the standing that I have in the comedy community, I didn’t have a lot of sway. I don’t 

matter in the scheme of things. 

 

Lola not speaking up because she did not feel she held sway in the industry indicates 

somebody needs to feel secure in their standing in comedy to be willing to speak up. There 

is a sense here that had she said something; it would have been ignored because, as a newer 

comedian, she felt she did not ma,er. The idea that someone must be quite established to 

speak out against inappropriate behaviour in the workplace is not uncommon, and it was a 

common comment made in the interviews. Maddy also stated, “Because they’re producing 

it, I can’t say anything.” When asked what it was like to not speak out for this reason, she 

said, “I feel like shit at this moment. But I don’t want to say anything.” This shows that 

remaining silent is not her natural response; instead, she feels unable to act how she wants 

to. This experience of acAng out of character in the face of inappropriate comments was 

noAced in several interviews. Ginger described herself as “fierce from an early age”, but 

later, when discussing how she responded to inappropriate comments, she stated, “I should 

have been a bit more fierce”. This shows how difficult speaking up is in this environment, as 

even people who consider themselves fierce struggle with it. It also shows that the pressure 
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not to speak up can cause people to act in a way that conflicts with how they see themselves 

and is undermining in itself. We can also return to the quesAon of agency here and noAce 

that agency can be undermined in an environment where it is likely to be met with 

consequences, so the choice is made not to speak up. This demonstrates that agency can be 

reduced by and enacted within the constraints of a person’s environment.  

 

Rosie discussed not being able to speak up for more social reasons. 

 Extract 14: Rosie: 

You don’t want to offend them, because this is someone that you potentially might 

have to see all the time. Someone that could potentially influence whether you get a 

gig or not, because, you know, they’re more in the gang than I am. So if they say like 

nah, I don’t really want to perform with her then, then you’re outies. 

 

Here, Rosie discussed a similar idea to Lola regarding how much sway someone can 

hold. She was concerned about offending someone more of a part of the social fabric of 

comedy than she was, who could then have expressed a dislike towards her and cost her 

work. The fact that she talked explicitly about someone who is “more in the gang” than she 

is, as opposed to somebody who may be a more senior comedian, demonstrates the 

importance of socialising and forming connecAons with other people in the comedy industry 

and being liked by them. This was in line with her previous comments in extract 3 about 

being posiAoned as other, as a woman in comedy. This is a concern within this unregulated 

industry, as being an outsider and not part of “the gang” could reduce work opportuniAes. 

She suggested that if you offend the wrong person, you can be excluded, and Melissa stated 

a similar thought, saying, “If you want to sAck around, you definitely feel like you need to 

kind of put up with some of those jokes.”  As with the previous extract and analysis, this 

involves women having to compromise values, feelings and needs to exist in this space.  

 

Below, Maddy described bystanders not speaking up either. 

 Extract 15: Maddy: 

All the other comedians hahaha isn’t he so funny… they’re all probably feeling what 

I’m feeling which is oh I want to get asked back on this show so like if I offend him or 

something maybe I won’t get a gig next time. 
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Not only did Maddy feel unable to respond to an inappropriate joke in this situaAon, 

but others around her laughed along. Maddy makes sense of this as them feeling the same 

way as she does (and the way that Melissa and Rosie described just previously)- that it is 

important not to offend bookers. While this shows that feeling unable to speak up is not 

restricted to women, as Maddy had stated that the bystanders in this situaAon were men, 

the lack of support may contribute to a sense of isolaAon for the woman in the room whom 

the joke was made about. UnAl a discussion of bystander intervenAon arose from the hui, 

there was no expectaAon for this to happen, with Edith commenAng, “It didn’t occur to me 

that anybody would or should, but how fucking awesome might it have been if one of the 

boys had gone nah mate.” Bystander intervenAon was an important discussion following the 

hui on how to prevent sexual harassment. However, Maddy suggested that bystanders 

experienced the same social and professional pressures, which may have kept them from 

intervening.  

 

Summary of Superordinate Theme 2: 

 

In summary, women comedians experience inappropriate behaviours, unsafe 

situaAons and feeling unable to speak up. These experiences demonstrate the addiAonal 

difficulAes that the unregulated and male-dominated nature of the comedy industry creates 

and the impacts that these can have on woman comedians’ careers and sense of self. Lola’s 

comment regarding a person needing to have some status or security in the industry to 

speak up is concerning in light of the exisAng literature as younger, newer, more isolated 

women are more likely to be the targets of harassment (Brown & Flatow, 1997). The 

difficulty with a workplace environment that is also social is supported by McDonald et al.’s 

(2008) statement that where informal networks encounter social gatherings, professional 

and personal boundaries are blurred, and sexualised comments are more likely. However, it 

could also be argued that sexual comments, such as those noted by Melissa would be 

inappropriate in any social environment. This raises the quesAon of what it is about the 

comedy industry that allows people to talk like this to women and again brings us back to 

the consideraAon of industry culture. In considering the exisAng literature, this may be due 

to gender spillover in part, where the way men have been socialised to sexualise women 
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becomes part of the culture in a male-dominated workplace (Gutek & Cohen, 1987). It may 

also simply be that tolerance of sexually discriminatory or offensive behaviours can prime 

men to behave similarly, so it becomes accepted over Ame (Gruber, 1998). An unsafe, 

unregulated, male-dominated industry where women were unable to speak out about 

sexual harassment or discomfort, in general, was the start of the global #MeToo moment in 

2017, and this will be discussed in the next theme.  

 

Superordinate theme 3: Experiencing Aotearoa New Zealand Comedy’s #MeToo Moment  

 

As discussed in the literature review, an anonymous survey and subsequent hui 

discussion revealed a pa,ern of sexual harassment and assault within the A-NZ comedy 

industry in 2020. While this in itself speaks to the challenges women face in this male-

dominated, unregulated environment, in this secAon, I analyse parAcipants’ discussions of 

their experience of the hui and the industry responses. Their experiences, thoughts and 

reacAons will provide a be,er understanding of what being a woman in the A-NZ comedy 

industry is like.  

 

The subthemes of this superordinate theme are ‘the hui: a shocking and catharAc 

experience’, ‘posiAve changes since the hui’ and ‘reduced chance of real change.’  Together, 

these experiences demonstrate how women comedians experienced the hui and the Ame 

since then.  

 

Subordinate Theme 1: The Hui: A Shocking and CatharXc Experience  

 

The hui was a significant moment for all women in comedy, as demonstrated by the 

following extracts. It was clearly an emoAonal experience for parAcipants, equally distressing 

and empowering. How women experienced this event will be unpacked below.  

 

Here, Edith described a range of emoAons she felt at the hui: 

 Extract 16: Edith: 

Heartbreaking, hot, bothered, devastated. Also this wonderful sense of collaboraAon, 

it’s finally out loud. Yeah the incredible power of realising, I mean, on the one hand, 
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the devastaAon of realising how widespread an experience it is. And on the other 

hand, the solidarity and shared experience that you’re not alone. Yeah, so it’s about 

two things, one of which is horrible and the other is kind of liberaAng. 

 

In the words Edith uses to describe her emoAons, we can see how intense and 

significant the hui experience was. It showed how badly women had been treated and how 

common both these experiences and the strong reacAons to the hui were. This horror and 

significance were also expressed by Kylie, who said, “I will not ever forget siung in that room 

going through the survey, listening to all the horrendous things. Yeah, it was terrible.” Judith 

also commented on the realisaAon of how common an experience sexual harassment was, 

saying, “It all slo,ed into place as well why women leave.” This demonstrates the impact 

sexual harassment at work can have on women, parAcularly when it cannot be stopped. This 

is in line with the consequences of inappropriate behaviours women experience, as 

discussed in the last superordinate theme. This realisaAon Judith had also demonstrated 

how isolated women had been kept from each other as they had been unaware of how 

many other women had had these experiences.  

 

Edith also described the hui as giving women the power to come together and 

discuss an issue nobody was alone in experiencing. While she found it horrible and 

devastaAng, she also described it as liberaAng. This gives a sense that women had felt 

trapped by these experiences and the lack of a forum to discuss them, and even without an 

immediate soluAon, just being able to share these feelings they had all had was freeing. 

Whereas in previous secAons, women had described several experiences as heavy and 

burdensome, there is a sense here of a weight being liYed off. The hui was a demonstraAon 

of agency and illustrated that agency is not just individual, it also emerges out of solidarity. It 

was also significant as it was one of the first Ames all women comedians had been able to be 

together. Comments in nearly every interview illustrated this.  

 

Before a parAcipant described their experience, they oYen prefaced that every other 

woman’s experience was probably different. For example, Ginger added, “I know that a lot 

of the answers that you’ll get from the other women won’t be like that.” Despite expecAng 

what they said to differ from other parAcipants, parAcipants shared many of the same 
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experiences and thoughts. This again shows how separate women have been kept from each 

other, how they had been unable to support each other through these experiences 

previously because they did not know about them, and why the coming together of women 

comedians for these discussions was so significant. It demonstrates the importance of 

connecAon and solidarity between women in male-dominated industries. Edith’s comment 

further illustrated the benefits of #MeToo in allowing women to connect with others with 

the same experiences.  

 

Subordinate Theme 2: PosiXve Changes Since the Hui 

 

ParAcipants described feeling that there have been some posiAve changes since the 

hui. Some of these changes have been observed, such as industry discussions, awareness 

and posters educaAng comedians about sexual harassment and bystander intervenAon. 

Other changes have been more subjecAve, including an internal increase of awareness or a 

feeling that sexual harassment will not be tolerated anymore. Both changes began with the 

survey and hui discussion, with Judith commenAng, “Once you name it then you can do 

something about it.” This secAon will discuss the posiAve changes that parAcipants 

described.  

 

Below, Ginger described feeling a change in the comedy environment following the hui:  

 Extract 17: Ginger: 

There’s a different vibe, people are much more careful. You know even if it’s a fucking 

male dickhead going ooh can’t bloody say that now it’s like no, you actually can’t. 

And you know, I think it’s just about nobody wants anyone to feel bad. I think the 

whole environment, and temperature of the industry is different. Because all that 

stuff is called out. 

 

Ginger described here the comedy industry becoming more aware of what is and is 

not acceptable behaviour and a willingness to speak up. She acknowledged that some men 

might view this change negaAvely, but this sAll demonstrates a shiY in what people feel they 

can say. These are the intangible changes following an increase in awareness- the change in 

socially acceptable behaviours within the industry and “all of us [women] having 
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conversaAons that weren’t happening before” [Maddy]. This suggests that when women 

experience harassment or an uncomfortable situaAon, they are now more likely to discuss it 

with other women in the industry as it has increased their capacity for communicaAon and, 

thus, social support. This may increase the likelihood of speaking up, as they may feel more 

support, but it also may decrease the sense of isolaAon that was discussed earlier. Judith 

also described seeing a change in “rather than being a social club, it’s more of a workplace,” 

suggesAng that the industry may be starAng to set more professional expectaAons in terms 

of standards of behaviour and viewing each other as colleagues and a workplace rather than 

friends in a community as discussed above. The challenges of a male-dominated industry 

and an environment where professional and social interacAons intersect have been 

discussed previously. The posiAve changes following the hui appear to be trying to miAgate 

these risks.  

 

Claire expressed her feelings about being booked because she is a woman. 

 Extract 18: Claire 

Good they’re trying to have more females and not just heavy male lineups but it can 

be quite sad to know that the only reason you’re asked to go on the show is because 

you’re a female. 

 

One outcome of the #MeToo moment was the effort to have more than one woman 

on a lineup for all comedy shows. Many parAcipants described being booked because they 

were women, and here Claire reflected on her mixed feelings about this. This effort to 

increase the number of women on lineups is so that the industry feels less male-dominated, 

and having mulAple women on a lineup as solo women with ten men may feel unsafe. Claire 

acknowledged that this was a posiAve effort made with the best intenAons but also 

suggested an unfortunate outcome. Instead of feeling empowered, she feels sad that she 

was booked because of her gender and not her ability as a comedian. In addiAon to Miranda 

previously describing mostly male line-ups as depressing, this again gives a sense of women 

finding working in the male-dominated comedy industry quite draining. Not only did Claire’s 

descripAon of her experience show that women in comedy have been treated differently 

from men, but it also showed the potenAal for adverse outcomes of differenAal treatment, 

even with posiAve intenAons. This speaks to the complexity of implemenAng soluAons in an 
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unregulated space to improve the experiences of women, which is what the next 

subordinate theme discusses.  

 

Subordinate Theme 3: Reduced Chance of Real Change 

 

While posiAve changes have been felt since the hui, there have also been negaAve 

responses to these changes and difficulAes in implemenAng pracAcal barriers to sexual 

harassment. ParAcipants discussed numerous difficulAes, including male backlash to the 

sexual harassment discussions and efforts to book more women on gigs, difficulty creaAng 

formal intervenAons in an unregulated environment, a lack of clarity in how to handle 

microaggressions and sAll hesitancy towards using the complaints procedure and speaking 

up. AddiAonally, Claire’s previous discussion from extract 18 about how well-intenAoned 

soluAons, such as booking women because they are women, demonstrate that soluAons can 

have negaAve outcomes. This shows the complexiAes that need to be considered when 

implemenAng soluAons. This secAon will unpack some of these difficulAes in more detail as 

it appears that the current soluAons do not fully address the complexity and nuance of 

human behaviour in this social and professional seung.  

 

Below, Astrid discussed the limitaAons of the soluAons the working group could offer to 

those who complain: 

 Extract 19: Astrid: 

If it’s mediaAon, then all day, they can do that. All good. But you know, they can’t do 

anything legal. They’re not capable of saying okay well that person can’t do this gig 

anymore, or you know, that person should be removed from the industry. There’s no 

ability to do that with anybody. 

 

Here, the challenges of an unregulated industry with no boss in charge are apparent. 

While the working group has been formed to improve women's treatment in the industry, 

they have no formal or legal power to impose consequences. MediaAon is discussed as a 

service the working group offered when the behaviour complained about is of an 

appropriate severity to warrant mediaAon. However, when behaviours were more 
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damaging, for example, sexual assault, there was sAll no way to ban the responsible person 

formally.  

 

Here, Miranda described her feelings in hearing how widespread these experiences have 

been for women and realising that nobody was in charge of stopping it: 

 Extract 20: Miranda: 

I think that was really hard hearing everyone’s and reading everyone’s stories and 

being like well who the fuck is in charge of this? Like, nobody. There’s no employees, 

you know, and there’s no bosses. Yeah that was very distressing. 

 

Again, the emoAonal impact of the hui is seen here, and her distress and frustraAon 

in realising there was no clear way forward or a person whose role was to make sense of it 

all are felt. It also returns us to the consideraAon of an HR department and, in an industry, 

the difficulty of having a formal regulaAng body. This demonstrates the difficulty in 

implemenAng soluAons in an unregulated industry with no boss and no employees again; 

therefore, no employment law can be used.  

 

Below, Sally raised an addiAonal query about the complaints procedure and when it may not 

be appropriate: 

 Extract 21: Sally: 

I think there are so many small things that happen as well that make women feel 

shit. That process almost seems a bit too dramaAc for the li,le microaggressions. 

 

This speaks to experiences of behaviours that have made Sally uncomfortable, but 

she was leY unsure of how to deal with them. While this was a common experience for 

women in comedy, the complaints procedure offered a series of steps and a way forward 

aYer experiencing such behaviours. The quesAon of how to respond to more minor 

behaviours led us to discuss how a culture change may be the only soluAon to more minor 

behaviours.  
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Below, Kylie talked through her thoughts on whether she would have used the complaints 

procedure if she experienced sexual harassment. We can see that the difficulty in speaking 

up, while somewhat lessened, was sAll present: 

 Extract 22: Kylie: 

I’d like to think I would. I suppose I would sAll be slightly hesitant just because 

depending on who it was and stuff and you don't want people to sort of start like 

talking about you and stuff. But I think I would, I think because they have their steps 

in place now. And I do feel like if they happen to me, I do think that I would be 

supported and protected as well. And I think also for me, because I've been around 

long enough now, I think that I would hope that people would believe me. But if I 

was a raw comedian, I don't know if my answer would be the same. You know, if 

you're like new on the scene, you don't want to create ripples. But yeah, I think if 

something happened to me tomorrow, I think I definitely would use the group and 

reach out and try and do something about it. 

 

Although she was in favour of using the complaints procedure should something 

happen, Kylie sAll had some hesitancies. The first she menAoned was who the person who 

had harassed her was. This demonstrates that the reasons women find it difficult to speak 

up, as previously discussed, remain challenging. For example, if that person is well-liked or 

higher up the comedy hierarchy and may hold sway in the industry. The second reason Kylie 

menAoned was that she would not want people to start talking about her if she were to 

make a complaint. While this indicates a fear that speaking up may not be viewed posiAvely, 

it also indicates a concern that the process might not remain as confidenAal as intended. 

This concern is shared by Nikki, who comments, “It’s not like you would remain anonymous, 

everyone knows everyone” and that if she were to make a complaint, she would be “merely 

seung myself up to be blacklisted.”  As the working group consulted legal and workplace 

harassment professionals, the complaints procedure was designed to protect people’s 

privacy. However, due to the social nature of the comedy industry and gossip being 

common, there was sAll a lack of trust in confidenAality being kept, and the way to solve this 

remains unclear.  
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Kylie went on to state that she was more likely to speak up now because there are 

clear steps to do so, and because she felt more established in the industry now, she is likely 

to be believed. While this is posiAve for Kylie, this moment of intersecAonality between 

being a woman and also being new and inexperienced within the industry presents again the 

concern that when women are new and, therefore, more vulnerable to harassment within 

the industry, they are also less likely to be believed and supported. She also stated that if she 

were new, she would not want to speak up and create ripples, again suggesAng that 

speaking up is likely to be viewed negaAvely. It also connects with Lola’s extract 13 

discussion about not being willing to speak up because it would not ma,er due to her not 

ma,ering. As the complaints procedure was set up by people who would believe 

complainants and respond regardless of their industry status, it conAnued to be unclear how 

to solve this distrust.  

 

While mulAple parAcipants commented on the posiAve responses of many male comedians, 

parAcipants reported some responding negaAvely to the hui and subsequent discussions. 

This was alluded to by Ginger in extract 17, and below, Melissa described some of these 

responses:  

 Extract 23: Melissa: 

What was quite annoying was in greenrooms hearing dudes kind of eye-roll at it 

going, you had your special hui or something like that. I definitely heard a lot of like 

disparaging remarks about women’s whisper networks that kind of thing, rather than 

wanAng to take the stand, wanAng them to have taken the stand on a serious issue, 

and like, good that there’s something being done. 

 

Here, we see a descripAon of men not taking the sexual harassment discussions 

seriously, potenAally viewing the hui and whisper networks as women gossiping about them. 

This could be construed as a lack of care, understanding, or both. Melissa described an 

alternaAve response where they could support the efforts to stop sexual harassment and be 

glad that steps have been taken in that direcAon. The way that she framed it suggests that 

they had acAvely decided not to respond posiAvely.  
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The consciousness of this choice was supported by Erica’s descripAon of her interacAons 

with male comedians below: 

Extract 24: Erica: 

The boys would always joke like say something inappropriate and then they’d be like 

oh there’s gonna be a hui about me now. It became a li,le bit of a running joke. But 

men were all so scared I think it was out of fear. 

 

Again, she described men deliberately making jokes about the hui instead of viewing 

it as a necessary response to the ongoing mistreatment of women. Erica understood this as 

the men coping with their fear of being brought up in a conversaAon about inappropriate 

behaviour and perhaps being accused of something. It also suggests again a lack of 

awareness of the extent of the mistreatment women have been facing, that men who have 

done nothing wrong were worrying they may be accused of harassment while there were 

men with mulAple accusaAons of serious assault. 

 

Summary of Superordinate Theme 3 

 

The #MeToo moment in the A-NZ comedy industry was described as significant for all 

women comedian parAcipants. Discussing their experiences during this Ame is essenAal in 

increasing our understanding of their experiences in the comedy industry, which included 

feeling isolated and out of place as women in a male-dominated industry and unsafe or 

uncomfortable in their workplace. The significance of women simply coming together to 

share their experiences demonstrates how separate they had been unAl then. 

Understanding their experiences since the hui also indicates posiAve changes and areas that 

sAll need improving. The value of growing industry awareness of sexual harassment is 

supported by the #MeToo Research Project (n.d.) and their finding of awareness as a main 

benefit of the #MeToo movement. The lack of understanding by men who were not involved 

in the survey and their disparaging the #MeToo moment appears similar to the findings of 

(Gergen et al., 2004) that two sides understanding each other’s point of view is the most 

effecAve way to create change. It raises the previously posed quesAon of what would 

happen if the survey results were shared with men, who may then understand why this 

moment was so important. The feeling of tokenisaAon now that women are being booked to 
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have more women on a lineup and the difficulty implemenAng formal changes shows that 

this is a complex issue with no simple soluAon. This complexity will be unpacked further in 

the discussion.  
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Discussion 

 

This final chapter begins by offering a brief overview of how this study’s research 

quesAons were answered before the following secAon discusses how these findings 

contribute to the exisAng literature. The implicaAons of these findings will then be outlined, 

the limitaAons of this study considered, and suggesAons for future research will be provided.  

 

Research QuesGons  

 

The research quesAons for this study were as follows: 

 

1) What are the experiences of women performing in the Aotearoa-New Zealand 

comedy industry? 

2) How do these experiences illuminate how gender operates in this workspace?  

3) What are the implications of this analysis for making Aotearoa-New Zealand a safer 

space for women in comedy? 

 

The first two quesAons will be answered below as I discuss how the informaAon 

gathered in this study relates to each. The third quesAon will be discussed in the implicaAons 

secAon of this chapter. 

 

This research provided insight into the experiences of women performing in the A-NZ 

comedy industry. Firstly, it showed that these experiences were oYen isolaAng. This isolaAon 

included being the only woman in a room of men and being separated from other women in 

the industry. It also included experiences of feeling socially excluded, rejected, othered and 

inAmidated. More severe cases led to women feeling unsafe in the industry. The isolaAon 

and need to be liked in the industry were also associated with bystander intervenAon being 

less likely and led to women feeling unable to speak up. This feeling of being unable to speak 

up meant that women in comedy oYen had to sit with this discomfort that they could not 

address and then regreung not being more asserAve. AddiAonally, this research revealed 

that women had had unse,ling experiences with people who felt that comedians should be 

men, or they had been made to feel out of place as a woman in comedy. ParAcipants felt 
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they had to do extra work to prove they were funny and were carrying the exhausAng and 

oYen depressing extra weight of represenAng all women. Furthermore, parAcipants felt 

sexualised by men, with their sexuality regulated regarding what they wore or discussed 

onstage. The consequences of these experiences caused strong emoAons, impacted 

performances, and made women feel so uncomfortable at Ames that they removed 

themselves from social situaAons.  

 

While it was acknowledged in the analysis chapter that all parAcipants 

communicated a love of comedy, the pa,ern of responses and experiences that emerged 

from this research was largely negaAve, as described above. In considering why this is, it is 

important to acknowledge first that these interviews took place not long aYer the #MeToo 

moment, so negaAve responses had been made more salient and likely were at the forefront 

of parAcipants’ minds and what they wanted to talk about. However, with the interview 

schedule focusing on gendered experiences and the experiences of women, it may also 

suggest that these have been overwhelmingly negaAve, and perhaps the posiAve 

experiences occur when gender is not a factor.  

 

Women's experiences during and aYer the #MeToo moment were specifically 

discussed. On the one hand, parAcipants reported feelings of devastaAon upon learning how 

women had been treated. SAll, on the other hand, they also indicated a sense of 

empowerment by connecAng with other women through past experiences. Since the hui, 

parAcipants reported that the comedy environment has improved but that they have sAll 

had negaAve experiences. These include the invalidaAon of feeling they are only being 

booked because of their gender and having the sexual harassment discussions dismissed by 

some men. Furthermore, they described feeling hopeless over how much of the issue can be 

formally solved and experiencing an ongoing distrust regarding speaking up. ParAcipants 

also reported that they were sAll experiencing microaggressions and that any response to 

these felt as though they were overreacAng.  

 

These experiences also illuminated how gender operates in the local comedy 

workspace. They indicated that sexism, misogyny and sexual harassment and violence had 

been normalised and enabled through an unregulated, informal industry structure that is 
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driven by social networks and relaAonships. Social connecAons being important in a space 

where women are socially excluded implied a gendered environment where women were 

not expected or desired to succeed. ParAcipants described a masculine environment where 

femininity is both unexpected and unwelcome. The individualisAc nature of the industry also 

disproporAonately affected women because when they had negaAve experiences, they were 

leY alone to deal with them. The structure that enabled these autudes and behaviours sits 

within a broader sexist culture. Within this culture, women, unlike men, are assumed not to 

be funny, and men claim the right to tell women what they think of them and/or their work 

without being asked. 

 

The #MeToo moment interacted with how gender operates in comedy as well.  While 

the awareness of the need for change showed care for women, the dismissal of the 

importance of these discussions also demonstrated the indifference of some. The informal 

structure of the industry again impacted women during this Ame as it only allowed for 

informal changes and created difficulAes in implemenAng formal soluAons. The most formal 

measure developed was the complaints procedure, and to some, this felt like a too-large 

response to the microaggressions experienced in an informal space.  

 

ContribuGon to the Literature 

 

This study set out to build on the exisAng literature about women’s experiences in 

male-dominated industries and the challenges of unregulated industries. While there was 

some current research regarding creaAve industries, this study was unique because it 

focused on stand-up comedy and A-NZ. It also contributed a feminist perspecAve on these 

issues, as while research on male-dominated industries is usually gendered, research on 

unregulated industries has previously tended to be genderless. Thus, the findings from the 

current study both supported and added to the exisAng literature.  

 

Before discussing the contribuAon of individual themes, this study also made several 

general contribuAons. Due to the severe nature of some of the experiences reported in the 

survey and hui, more insidious behaviours were not focused on. However, research has 

shown that a workplace culture that accommodates smaller problemaAc behaviours creates 
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a slippery slope where behaviours such as sexual assault can occur (Vetori & Nicolaides, 

2016). This study provided a deeper understanding of women’s experiences and their 

percepAons of how the industry environment contributed and/or responded. I also wanted 

to contribute a more rigorous academic research process to the valuable work that the 

survey creator had started, to deepen the understanding that was being developed about 

women’s experiences and feed back to the industry. With very li,le academic literature on 

comedy industries specifically, and what li,le there is being based in the UK, this research 

served as an opportunity to expand this literature to A-NZ, comedy and feminist research. As 

an interdisciplinary study, this research contributed a drawing together of literature from 

mulAple disciplines, including sociology, organisaAonal studies, human relaAons, gender 

studies and psychology, in the specific context of the comedy industry. My findings were 

consistent with this exisAng wider literature, for example, the challenges of male-dominated 

industries, unregulated industries, the role of the night economy and the prevalence of 

alcohol. Because of this, if soluAons or helpful steps are found in similar industries, this 

research shows that it would be appropriate for the comedy industry to draw on those 

soluAons.  

 

The #MeToo moment and the withdrawn complaints procedure also raise the issue 

discussed by Tuerkheimer (2019), of informal reporAng channels making formal channels 

obsolete. The informal survey, hui and subsequent discussions led to posiAve changes 

described by parAcipants. However, the implementaAon of formal complaints procedures 

and processes met legal challenges. This seems to support Tuerkheimer’s (2019) suggesAon 

and gives credibility to their thought that the future of unofficial reporAng may be compiling 

allegaAons to bolster the credibility of claims. Regarding the comedy industry, it may be 

worth invesAgaAng if there would be legal ramificaAons for a group such as the Comedy 

Guild keeping track of allegaAons even if they are not acted on or invesAgated.  

 

Three superordinate themes were developed from this research and the contribuAon 

of each will now be discussed individually. They were ‘comedy requires negoAaAng a male-

as-norm world’, ‘feeling unsafe in an unregulated space’ and ‘experiencing Aotearoa-New 

Zealand comedy’s #MeToo moment’. These superordinate themes are offered as core 

observaAons for how the challenges faced by women working in this industry can be 



 105 

understood and approached moving forward. They were also supported by relevant 

subordinate themes, which will be discussed.  

 

Theme 1: Comedy Requires NegoXaXng a Male-as-Norm World 

 

A consistent point of discussion in every interview was the male-dominated nature of 

the comedy industry. The first theme, ‘comedy requires negoAaAng a male-as-norm world’, 

was supported by subordinate themes, ‘made to feel as though they do not belong’, ‘women 

are seen as women first and comedians second’ and ‘alone and out-of-place’.  

 

In the first subordinate theme, ‘made to feel as though they do not belong’, 

parAcipants described the expectaAon that comedians were meant to be men while women 

had to work harder to get the audience onside. This extended to the extra pressure of 

represenAng an enAre gender every Ame they stepped onstage. For example, a comment 

made to a woman comparing her comedic work onstage to being a stripper could be 

understood as a mechanism for puung women back in their place, a funcAon also 

associated with sexual harassment (Berdahl & Raver, 2011; Brown & Flatow, 1997).  

 

Women having to prove they are funny is consistent with Bradbury’s (2017) 

statement that women must work harder to disprove the assumpAon that they are not 

funny. It also supports Germain et al.’s (2012) findings of women pilots-in-training 

encountering scepAcism and needing to work harder to be perceived as competent and 

bring into consideraAon the outcomes Germain et al. (2012) reported, including quiung 

their training or being overlooked for opportuniAes. ParAcipants in the current study 

described women arriving in the industry and then leaving, and this could be one of the 

reasons why.   

 

In Horan’s (2019) documentary, the women interviewed discussed feeling they 

needed to be be,er than the other acts to prove that women could be funny. The fact that 

this is sAll an experience of women demonstrates the pervasiveness and longevity of the 

societal belief that women are not funny. The documentary also menAoned misogynisAc 

introducAons from MCs, an experience that was also shared in the current study’s 
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interviews. This reflects a culture within the comedy industry where such behaviour is 

considered acceptable. It also shows how significant it is that since the #MeToo moment, 

people feel that such acAons would not be tolerated. The feeling of represenAng all women 

every Ame a woman comedian is onstage and the concern of reinforcing the idea that 

women are not funny fits with Gruber’s (1988) statement that women in male-dominated 

spaces face heightened visibility. 

 

In the second subordinate theme, ‘women are seen as women first and comedians 

second’, parAcipants described not being judged solely on their comedy but instead on other 

gender-based factors. This included the perceived appropriateness of their comedic material 

or clothing. The challenges of making posiAve changes could also be seen in descripAons of 

the professional invalidaAon of only being booked because of their gender. The current 

study engaged with the difficulAes of working in an unregulated industry through a feminist 

lens and how these challenges impact women specifically. It also raised the quesAon of 

regulaAon as an intervenAon. Using Lola’s extract 10 as an example, the desire for regulatory 

bodies such as an HR department is sAll present in the industry. However, it is not possible 

due to comedy not being an organisaAon. AddiAonally, women sAll experience mistreatment 

in regulated male-dominated workspaces, for example, accountancy (Anderson-Gough et al., 

2005), airlines (Germain et al., 2012) and construcAon (Lekchiri & Kamm, 2020). It, 

therefore, appears that regulaAon would not necessarily create a safe space. While women 

may experience different types of challenges in unregulated industries compared with 

regulated, for example, behaviours related to the prevalence of alcohol in unregulated 

spaces, this seems to indicate that regulaAon would not be an effecAve soluAon to the 

problem of how women are treated in these spaces. However, as stated previously in this 

thesis, looking at the unregulated nature of the comedy industry was not to say that 

regulaAon created safe havens; rather, it provided a framework for exploring characterisAcs 

of the industry that caused difficulAes for women.  

 

Finally, in the third subordinate theme, ‘alone and out-of-place’, parAcipants 

described the isolaAon and exclusion they experienced and oYen being the only woman in a 

show. This social isolaAon was damaging in an industry where networking is vital and when 

support is needed in difficult situaAons. The exclusion that parAcipants described was also 
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supported by exisAng literature, such as Lekchiri and Kamm’s (2020) discussion of the social 

segregaAon women can face from male peers. Kylie’s descripAon of men in comedy 

preferring to socialise with other men is also supported by Kanter’s (1977) descripAon of 

homosocial behaviour, that men prefer the company of other men. This study contributed to 

an understanding of the impact of being unable to socialise with male colleagues in an 

industry reliant on networking, which is also consistent with the literature on unregulated 

industries, which will be unpacked further in the next theme. The specific reference to 

greenroom conversaAon being similar to that in a high school locker room again shows the 

relevance of Gruber’s (1998) research. The tolerance of offensive or sexually discriminatory 

language demonstrates the masculine culture of a male-dominated industry that is sAll 

present in comedy.  

 

The descripAons of an environment that is unaccepAng of women align with the 

literature, which discusses the backlash women experience for entering masculine spaces 

(Berdahl, 2007) and helps us understand why women experience worse treatment than 

men. These experiences, including exclusion, tokenism or being made to feel like they do not 

belong, are problemaAc as part of any job. The current research further shows that they 

feature more prominently in comedy, given the intersecAon of comedy as a professional and 

a social environment, the consequences of which were outlined in the second superordinate 

theme. This intersecAon was the focus of the following theme, which addressed the 

challenges of navigaAng an industry that is not just male-dominated but also unregulated.  

 

The current study aligned with other research idenAfying well-established pa,erns of 

women experiencing harassment, isolaAon, and doubt regarding their abiliAes in male-

dominated professions. It also revealed the common feeling, not as apparent in the exisAng 

literature, of women carrying the addiAonal weight of the rest of their gender every Ame 

they do their jobs and the addiAonal burden this creates. 

 

Theme 2: Feeling Unsafe in an Unregulated Space  

 

This study also contributed to understanding how unsafe situaAons can arise for 

women in a workplace that is also an unprofessional social environment. With no HR or 
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veung process and in a social environment late at night and fuelled by alcohol, it became 

clear that women have been made to feel unsafe in comedy spaces.  ‘Feeling unsafe in an 

unregulated space’ aligned with ‘work is an unsafe space’ and ‘feeling unable to speak out’. 

ParAcipants described unsafe or inappropriate comments and behaviours they had 

encountered, oYen sexual in nature and in the midst of alcohol consumpAon, that had 

consequences for them. Edith’s menAon of having a bad gig aYer being made to feel 

uncomfortable is in line with previously discussed literature regarding the impacts of sexual 

harassment. Xin et al. (2018) cited compromised job performance as one impact of sexual 

harassment at work. Claire also stated that she leY a social situaAon aYer a gig aYer the 

conversaAon made her uncomfortable. Again, this raises concerns about an industry that 

relies on networking as it reduces Ame spent socialising and networking. With the need to 

be friends with those who could provide work (Coulson, 2012), feeling uncomfortable 

enough to leave will impact women’s career progress.  

 

ParAcipants also emphasised the importance of posiAve social relaAonships in 

building a career, which creates fear of the consequences of speaking out. The sense of 

being unable to speak up in unregulated workplaces is also well-supported by exisAng 

literature. Christopherson (2008), for example, spoke of social connecAons being vital in 

industries where work is obtained through informal networks. The hesitaAon of people to 

speak up and to a,empt to change these behaviours, combined with the previously 

discussed likelihood that offensive behaviours will be more acceptable in male-dominated 

industries, may have helped create the unsafe environment women in comedy discussed in 

this theme. Lola’s feeling of not having enough sway to speak up about feeling unsafe is also 

supported by the criAcism of #MeToo that privileged and powerful women are placed at the 

centre as they are more able to speak out, while others remain fearful (Burke, 2021). This 

struggle to speak up against those with more sway is also supported by Hesmondhalgh and 

Baker’s (2008) report that power in creaAve industries is unequally distributed and usually 

favours men.  

 

The inability to speak up also extended to a lack of bystander intervenAon, indicaAng 

an industry culture where inappropriate behaviour was tolerated or not noAced. Maddy 

understood the lack of bystander intervenAon as witnesses also fearing career consequences 
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if they called out inappropriate behaviour. This is supported by the exisAng literature 

referencing a culture of silence created by those with perceived power, allowing harassment 

to occur (Burke, 2021). Maddy’s understanding that the witnesses were likely experiencing 

the same internal conflict as she was is also supported by exisAng literature (Berdahl & 

Raver, 2011). SimilariAes between the comedy industry and the story of Larry Nassar, noted 

earlier (Burke, 2021), were also observable. Through whisper networks and allegaAons that 

had not been acted on, awareness of predators was widespread. However, it was not unAl a 

#MeToo moment that acAon was taken against the men accused.  

 

This study also contributed to understanding how unsafe situaAons can arise for 

women in male-dominated environments where posiAve social connecAons are needed. It 

also acknowledged that unsafe people can become a part of the industry with no way of 

removing them. AddiAonally, this study considered factors specific to comedy industries, 

such as late nights and the presence of alcohol, that have not been discussed as much in 

previous literature. 

 

Theme 3: Experiencing Aotearoa-New Zealand Comedy’s #MeToo Moment  

 

This study also explored parAcipants' experiences of the comedy industry’s #MeToo 

moment.  ‘Experiencing Aotearoa-New Zealand comedy’s #MeToo moment’ was supported 

by ‘the hui: a shocking and catharAc experience’, ‘posiAve changes since the hui’ and 

‘reduced chance of real change’.  All parAcipants described the hui, where experiences of 

sexual harassment were anonymously revealed, as both distressing and empowering.  

 

The hui demonstrated that the extent of the impact of sexual harassment could be so 

substanAal that it has caused women to leave the comedy industry enArely. While 

unfortunate for women as individuals, this may also partly explain why the comedy industry 

is so male-dominated. It also suggests that for the industry to be less male-dominated, 

women must have more posiAve experiences so they do not leave. This shows the 

importance of reducing inappropriate behaviours. Judith’s comment about now 

understanding why women had leY the comedy industry also demonstrated why the hui was 
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important in openly discussing these behaviours that previously women had seen no other 

soluAon but to quit. 

 

 Since the hui, parAcipants described changes in industry awareness and autudes, 

which are discussed in the second theme, ‘posiAve changes since the hui’. ParAcipants felt 

that more people understood that sexual harassment is an issue women face and that 

inappropriate behaviour would no longer be tolerated. The posiAve outcomes of the 

#MeToo moment are also well-supported by exisAng literature. It increased awareness of 

the issue within the industry (#MeToo Research Project, n.d.). It also allowed women to 

connect over shared experiences and speak openly without the same fear of repercussion 

experienced by survivors when they feel alone (Alaggia & Wang, 2020).  

 

Concerns with #MeToo raised in the literature review were also relevant to the 

comedy industry. For example, Gill and Orgad (2018) noted the danger of viewing the 

accused men as monstrous individuals, as deviaAons from the norm, and not acknowledging 

the role played by an industry culture that facilitated their acAons. This study aimed to focus 

on the wider industry and not the behaviours of specific individuals, and the development of 

the comedy culture policy shows that the iniAal #MeToo discussions extended to the role of 

the wider industry. However, following the #MeToo moment, several individuals were 

idenAfied as responsible for a lot of the mistreatment experienced, and the findings of this 

study suggest that it is essenAal that the industry does not become complacent in assuming 

the problem is solved because they have leY. As with Larry Nassar, it was not just his 

behaviours but also those who were aware and did not intervene that perpetuated the 

abuse. This also reflects the previous organisaAonal change literature, staAng the need for 

consensus on the goals for change (Rhydderch et al., 2004) and the need for workers to be 

engaged and empowered to help implement change (Venturato et al., 2020).  

 

The discussion of the comedy industry transiAoning from a social environment with 

friends to a professional one was also interesAng. ParAcipants seemed to suggest that sexist 

interacAons were so because of their social nature and that the environment became more 

professional through the reducAon of sexism. However, framing this reducAon as the result 

of greater professionalism sAll allows such behaviour to be understood as normal outside of 
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the workplace. It, therefore, does not challenge wider sexist social norms and allows for 

claims that the changes women have implemented are ruining the fun nature of the comedy 

industry. To understand comedy as a regular organisaAon is to take something away from its 

unusual nature, so framing this change in terms of professionalism could be a double-edged 

sword for women in terms of buy-in and wider norms.  

 

 While posiAve changes following the hui were acknowledged, the difficulty of 

introducing formal improvements in an informal seung was also discussed in the third 

theme, ‘reduced chance of real change’. Many challenges in implemenAng soluAons are 

relevant to the essenAal characterisAcs of unregulated industries. For example, with no 

formal structure or rules, nobody has the power to remove somebody from the 

environment. This means that there is li,le incenAve to make formal complaints. This is 

parAcularly relevant when the fear of a negaAve response remains. The backlash from men 

and fear of being accused of misconduct by women are also common themes in #MeToo 

literature. Donald Trump described #MeToo as a “very scary Ame for young men in America” 

(Kessler et al., 2020, p. 123). Erica’s descripAon of men in comedy joking about the hui out of 

fear was an A-NZ comedy example of this. 

 

The quesAon of how microaggressions should be handled remained as the new 

complaint procedure was viewed as too dramaAc for what were considered more minor 

issues. Once again, we are brought back to the soluAon to the current workplace culture 

requiring a culture shiY to one where microaggressions are no longer acceptable. Bystander 

intervenAon may also be a way to respond to inappropriate behaviours that do not warrant 

a formal complaint.  

 

Across the study, the challenges women face in an unregulated, male-dominated 

industry became evident. It also became clear that while the #MeToo moment in the A-NZ 

comedy industry had posiAve outcomes, some difficulAes remain. ParAcipants spoke of 

struggling to be viewed as comedians rather than just as women, their isolaAon, experiences 

that had made them feel unsafe, and the difficulty of speaking up in an industry where 

posiAve social relaAonships and reputaAons are vital. The difficulAes in addressing many of 

these challenges were evident aYer discussing the #MeToo moment.  
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ImplicaGons 

 

It was not the purpose of this study to propose soluAons to the issues idenAfied 

during the research or the #MeToo moment. Furthermore, understanding the experiences of 

women comedians showed that this is a complex issue with no easy soluAon. This study also 

idenAfied specific aspects of the comedy industry that pose safety risks to women. This 

secAon addresses this study’s third research quesAon regarding the implicaAons of this study 

for making A-NZ a safer space for women in comedy. While these implicaAons are 

meaningful, it is important to consider that the iniAal research quesAons were formulated 

based on the findings of the iniAal survey and hui. However, following the current study, it 

seemed less appropriate as these are not yet at the stage of being operaAve soluAons. This 

situaAon is considered again in the limitaAons secAon.  

 

Firstly, it is clear from exisAng literature and this study that women in male-

dominated industries are more likely to experience harassment than women in other 

industries. Therefore, more women entering the comedy industry would miAgate some risks. 

However, this is not only outside the comedy industry’s control, but there are also influenAal 

societal factors at work here. While comedy remains male-dominated, women in comedy 

are more likely to have negaAve experiences. AddiAonally, while audiences are not exposed 

to as many women in comedy, the assumpAon that women are not funny is likely to remain, 

and it is difficult to see how the scepAcism they face from audience members may otherwise 

be reduced. This creates a cycle of fewer women and ongoing negaAve experiences that 

needs to be interrupted to increase the number of women and reduce the incidence of 

harassment. The consistency with previous findings of male-dominated industries toleraAng 

offensive behaviours (Gruber, 1998) indicates the importance of reducing this tolerance. In 

previous chapters, I have connected this to the literature on organisaAonal culture and the 

need to understand and use it to implement change in the industry. Understanding examples 

of how the comedy industry’s culture shapes behaviour is important when considering what 

needs to change to make the environment more welcoming to women.  
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In the literature review, I also linked the importance of two opposing sides of a 

debate hearing each other’s experiences (Gergen et al., 2004) and perhaps the reducAon of 

backlash from men if men truly understood how women had been treated. This conflicted 

with the privacy concerns of women who have spoken up. ParAcipants described the 

dismissiveness they felt from men following the hui and how important it was for them to 

feel support from other men. While this study focuses on women’s experiences, it does 

appear that parAcipants value the support of the men in their industry.  

 

Secondly, this study demonstrated that the social nature of the industry has created 

addiAonal risks for women. ParAcipants described encountering unsafe situaAons which 

they could not extract themselves from or speak up about without suffering career 

consequences. Comedy is unlikely ever to become a regulated industry, so reducing the 

need for social networks is difficult. One helpful step may be to dilute the power that 

bookers and promotors may have through more diverse people, including women, creaAng 

and producing comedy in more spaces. Awareness of harassment is also helpful, as those 

who then speak up may face fewer negaAve consequences. More formal processes may be 

needed in regulated organisaAons that feed into the comedy industry, such as television 

networks; however, these decisions are generally separate from those of the comedy 

industry.  Discussion with parAcipants indicated they do not experience the comedy industry 

as a safe place to speak out about unacceptable behaviour. The comedy culture policy 

created by the Working Group reflected an awareness of that with specific secAons 

regarding confidenAality and suggesAons of where else women could seek support if they 

felt uncomfortable raising it with the Working Group.  

 

Finally, it should be menAoned that this study showed some posiAve impacts of the 

work done up to this point, which have already been felt. Specifically, most parAcipants felt 

more connected with the other women in the industry and were more able to discuss their 

experiences. This study demonstrated that while several issues that will be difficult to 

change in A-NZ’s comedy industry have been idenAfied, change is possible in this 

environment. As Ryan (2022) stated, change is not linear. Therefore, it is important to be 

neither overly opAmisAc about progress nor disheartened when there is pushback or 
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changes seem to have regressed. Instead, what may be helpful is for the industry to commit 

to ongoing discussion in formalised spaces about norms and values.  

 

How the need for ongoing recogniAon of the challenges women face in this industry 

will be met is interesAng to consider moving forward. During this research, the Working 

Group stopped accepAng complaints due to legal restricAons regarding the soluAons they 

could implement. This is not the fault of one person or the Group as a whole, but rather 

speaks again to the complexity of addressing these issues in an informal space. If a comedian 

experiences sexual misconduct now, they can bring this to the New Zealand Comedy Guild, 

the Human Rights Commission, or the police. As the New Zealand Comedy Guild existed 

before this hui when predatory behaviours were going unchallenged, it seems likely that the 

mistrust parAcipants described in raising these issues within the industry will conAnue. 

Seeking support from parAes outside of the comedy industry may be helpful. SAll, it does 

mean involving people who do not understand how the comedy industry funcAons, for 

example, how people engaging in paid work oYen do not have contracts, employment, or 

contracts. This recent development raises the quesAon of what this means for women in the 

A-NZ comedy industry going forward.  

 

As well as implicaAons for the comedy industry, the understanding gained in this 

analysis can also present recommendaAons for mental health pracAce with women working 

in these environments. Given how much of our lives we spend at work, understanding the 

impact of different types of workplaces is important, parAcularly with precarious 

employment being more common. Understanding a client’s environment and the context in 

which they live and work is important in gaining a holisAc picture of the person the therapist 

is working with. This research will increase this understanding for clinicians working with 

women in environments they may have otherwise been less familiar with. This will aid in 

understanding their clients' experiences and building rapport. For example, I worked with a 

client who worked in a creaAve industry and discussed difficulAes with precarious work and 

needing to build relaAonships while having interpersonal difficulAes. Being able to 

understand this client’s experiences allowed us to connect and engage in therapy more 

meaningfully. The experiences of parAcipants in feeling isolated, unsafe or experiencing 

sexual misconduct are common in clients that mental health professionals work with. 
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Understanding how these experiences can impact women also benefits clinicians working 

with those women.  

 

This secAon has discussed the contribuAons and implicaAons of this study, and I will 

soon discuss the limitaAons and recommendaAons that arose as well. First, it is important to 

reflect on the quality of this study by reflecAng on the quality criteria that were first 

discussed in the methodology chapter. This will be covered in the next secAon.  

 

Quality Criteria  

 

As discussed in the methodology secAon, certain criteria indicate a good 

phenomenological themaAc analysis. To meet the first criterion of the analysis being fit for 

purpose and addressing the research quesAons, I revisited the research quesAons in light of 

the developed analysis to ensure the analysis addressed the quesAons I originally posed. I 

also revisited the theoreAcal underpinnings throughout my research to ensure the themaAc 

analysis was underpinned by these.  

 

Regarding the second criterion of having fully developed themes and not 

prematurely closing the analysis, the emerging themaAc analysis process was not linear. 

Instead, steps were revisited so that a more in-depth data analysis could occur. DescripAve 

and interpretaAve levels of coding also enabled themes not to be limited to data collecAon 

quesAons or summaries but rather to emerge as thoughyul interpretaAons about the nature 

of these experiences.  

 

To meet the third criterion of a strong interpretaAon that contextualises data, 

parAcipant extracts were considered and analysed with the qualiAes of their experiences 

and the environment and historical context in which they occurred. The relevance and 

significance of data analysis to the purpose of the research were also always considered. 

Finally, there was a good balance between data extracts and analyAc claims. All claims were 

grounded in the data, and I worked at considering all apparent interpretaAons of the 

parAcipants’ meanings. I also ensured that I used extracts from all parAcipants so that the 
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analysis truly reflected pa,erns of women's experiences in comedy rather than a small 

subsecAon of parAcipaAng individuals.  

 

LimitaGons  

 

The current study had several potenAal limitaAons. Firstly, it was important to 

consider that while my insider status was a strength in many ways, such as encouraging 

some parAcipants to feel comfortable sharing, and that researcher subjecAvity can be valued 

in this type of research (Braun & Clarke, 2022), it may also have caused hesitaAon in others. 

ParAcipants oYen choosing not to name the men they had had negaAve experiences with 

may be evidence of this.  

 

Perhaps exemplifying one idenAfied issue with the comedy industry, potenAal 

parAcipants were approached using my industry networks. This meant that parAcipants 

were predominantly Auckland-based. While Auckland has the largest part of the A-NZ 

comedy scene, this means that the industry's idiosyncrasies in different areas were not 

present in this research. It also meant that soluAons or improvements that have been 

developed in other parts of the country were not considered. For example, Wellington has a 

larger presence of women-only gigs. The parAcipant pool was also predominantly Pākehā. 

While this does reflect the comedy industry, it is important to note that specific forms of 

intersecAonality would have been missed because of this. Ringrose et al. (2019) discuss how 

mulAple marginalised posiAons can intensify women’s vulnerability and the understanding 

that women’s experiences are different. Feminist research, though it enables drawing 

a,enAon to some women’s experiences, is not immune to perpetuaAng issues associated 

with colonialism (Morgan et al., 2011). This is why it is important to consider the 

perspecAves of a diverse range of women when gathering informaAon about the 

experiences of women, and some of this diversity was lacking in this study. While the current 

study is predominantly Auckland-based and was only open to women acAvely performing in 

the comedy industry, it is important to note that, in contrast, the industry survey was shared 

among women around A-NZ and was also open and shared with women who had leY the 

industry. Because of these differences in parAcipants, the survey and the current study's 

results vary as well. 
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This study focused on exploring women’s experiences. This was important to 

prioriAse since their voices had not been heard unAl the Ame of the hui. This does, however, 

create limitaAons in the ability of this research to help in developing soluAons to improve 

the industry and how it treats women. Simply put, if the behaviour of men is creaAng a 

problem, can interviewing women help solve this problem? We do not want to risk creaAng 

more of a burden for women by asking them to work to solve a problem they have not 

created. This is in line with Williamson et al.’s (2020) criAcism that #MeToo puts the 

responsibility on vicAms to create further social change.  

 

Through personal industry knowledge, I also noAced that many women who had 

experienced the more severe sexual misconduct did not wish to parAcipate or had leY the 

industry and were therefore ineligible. This effect is oYen seen in health psychology studies 

(Passmore et al., 2022), and the absence of these stories in research must not create the 

impression that there was no problem. While this may have precluded some behaviours 

from being discussed, it did allow for more subtle microaggressions to be rendered visible, 

which may have been overshadowed in the original industry discussions. UlAmately, this 

may have been posiAve as the more severe behaviours had been discussed in the hui and 

were already being considered. With increased awareness of more subtle behaviours, 

perhaps addiAonal posiAve changes can ulAmately be made in the industry.  

 

As with any methodology, there are strengths and limits to phenomenological 

research. It allows for unique perspecAves to be captured in parAcipants' accounts and 

provides the opportunity to develop a rich, deep understanding of experiences. However, 

with smaller numbers of parAcipants and that deep understanding, it can be difficult to 

generalise the formulaAon of intervenAons from the data. As noted previously, the accounts 

are subjecAve as well. There is always a tension in qualitaAve work between developing 

pa,erns and honouring the perspecAves of individual parAcipants. In addiAon to this 

challenge of generalisability, while this work suggests important and meaningful implicaAons 

for the A-NZ comedy industry, these are not yet at the stage of being operaAve soluAons. 

More research and advocacy is needed to help guide the industry towards soluAons, such as 

the suggesAons for future research below.  
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RecommendaGons for Future Research  

 

This study aimed to understand women's experiences in an industry that has only 

recently begun addressing the issue of gender harassment. As such, the current study's 

limitaAons and some of the findings naturally suggest areas for future research. Firstly, 

power was oYen strongly suggested or described in parAcipant experiences, observable 

through the sensiAvity to power that a feminist lens adds to phenomenological research. 

However, it was not named or explicitly discussed, and some parAcipants explicitly stated 

that nobody in the comedy industry has power. While it is true there is no boss or formal 

hierarchy, power appeared to be a core concept to understanding a lot of parAcipant 

descripAons, and it played a role in their enactment of agency and decision-making. Its role, 

the impact on women’s agency, and why it was absent from the discussions would be an 

interesAng direcAon for both further research and discussion.  

 

As this study did not focus on one parAcular area of the A-NZ comedy industry, 

future research could also focus on specific environments, such as the television industry or 

professional versus open mic stand-up. As this study was predominantly Auckland-based, 

future research into the comedy industries in other parts of A-NZ would also be interesAng. 

With cultural differences present in different ciAes, regional differences in the comedy 

environment are likely. A discussion of women’s experiences in, for example, the Wellington 

or Christchurch comedy scenes would be interesAng and, depending on the experiences 

discussed, may suggest ways to address some of the challenges raised in the current study. 

These could include the more frequent aforemenAoned women-only shows in Wellington. It 

would also be interesAng to consider whether women’s experiences differ in ciAes with 

these shows. For example, if a future study demonstrated that women have more posiAve 

experiences in a comedy industry where women-only gigs are common, focusing on this 

could be a pracAcal recommendaAon and contribuAon towards craYing a soluAon. 

Differences in personal factors that may influence industry experiences may also be 

considered in future research and allow for deeper consideraAon of intersecAonality. This 

may include a,ending to woman comedians’ class, performing background, and/or where in 

their career progression they are.  
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While gender was at the forefront of this study, we must recognise, in discussing 

gender, that it is located within other elements of idenAty, such as race and class. Future 

research could specifically consider these elements of intersecAonality and how this impacts 

the experiences of women. It would also be interesAng to consider different elements of 

idenAty within the comedy industry. For example, comedians can work in mulAple roles, 

such as producers and bookers. Enquiring the impact of these different roles on women’s 

experiences may add depth to our current understanding and potenAally contribute to a 

discussion of power in the industry.  

 

While some impacts of sexual harassment are thoroughly discussed in the exisAng 

literature, other impacts that were alluded to in this research could be of interest to future 

researchers. When describing feeling unable to speak up, some parAcipants had previously 

described themselves as fierce or asserAve and able to do so. This contrast raises the noAons 

of idenAty and values, and the impacts of being unable to act in a way consistent with a 

person’s values or sense of self could further impact their self-image.  

 

Future research could also look at potenAal soluAons for the challenges idenAfied in 

this study. For example, the cycle of how the industry conAnues to be male-dominated and 

how this, in turn, perpetuates the difficulAes women face. A way of interrupAng this cycle 

could be helpful. In addressing the challenges of implemenAng soluAons in social or 

unregulated spaces, it may also be helpful to look at how other unregulated spaces manage 

this. An example of this could be safe spaces at fesAvals. A potenAal future direcAon for 

research could be how to merge the strategies such fesAvals use to keep women safe with 

the workplace element of the comedy industry.  

 

Final Statement  

 

Being a woman working in a male-dominated, unregulated industry such as the A-NZ 

comedy industry clearly comes with challenges. All members of the A-NZ comedy industry 

are collecAvely responsible for contribuAng to a safe and respecyul environment. As this 

research ends, the good news is that progress has already started with the survey, hui and 
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subsequent discussions, and society generally seems to be moving in a posiAve direcAon. 

However, women's difficulAes in these environments are complex and without an easy 

answer, and it is essenAal that the steps already taken are not the last.  Further research is 

needed to move closer to pracAcal soluAons being developed.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A: ParGcipant InformaGon Sheet 

 

Interview study into female experiences in male-dominated, unregulated industries 

 

ParGcipant InformaGon Sheet 

 

You are invited to take part in a study looking at the experiences of women working in the 

New Zealand comedy industry. Before you decide whether or not to parAcipate, it is 

important for you to understand why the research is being done and what it will involve. 

Please take Ame to read the following informaAon carefully and please do ask me if there is 

anything that is not clear or if you would like more informaAon. Thank you for reading this.  

 

Researcher’s Background:  

Bridget Davies is a doctoral student in Massey University’s clinical psychology training 

program. This research is part of the doctorate requirement and is being supervised by Dr 

Clifford van Ommen and Professor Sarah Riley.  

 

Contact details: 

Researcher’s details:  Bridget Davies 

   bridget.davies.3@uni.massey.ac.nz 

 

Supervisors’ details:    Dr Clifford van Ommen  

   c.vanommen@massey.ac.nz 

   Professor Sarah Riley 

   s.riley@massey.ac.nz 

 

Project purpose: 

This project aims to make visible women’s lived experiences in male-dominated, unregulated 

industries, exemplified by female comedians. With a focus on this industry, this study 

specifically aims to gain an understanding of their industry experiences as part of a larger 

programme of work being done to remove barriers to female success and making the 

mailto:bridget.davies.3@uni.massey.ac.nz
mailto:c.vanommen@massey.ac.nz
mailto:s.riley@massey.ac.nz
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comedy industry safer for women. Pa,erns idenAfied through 138nonymized data will be 

used to create guidelines for how to support this work.  

 

Project descripGon: 

This study focuses on female comedians who have been performing in the New Zealand 

comedy industry for at least 18 months.  The study involves a semi-structured interview, 

approximately one hour to one and a half hours in duraAon. The interview will take place at 

a neutral, safe, mutually agreed locaAon such as a private room in a community library or 

the Classic studio space and be audio recorded. These recordings will then be transcribed 

and analysed to idenAfy common pa,erns of experience across the women who parAcipate. 

QuesAons will focus on their experiences in the New Zealand comedy industry, but a full list 

of quesAons will be sent to parAcipants before the interview, so they have the opportunity 

to prepare, ask any quesAons or remove any quesAons they do not want to discuss. In 

exchange for taking part in this study, parAcipants will be reimbursed for their travel and 

receive a $50 Wesyield voucher.  

 

Right to withdraw from parGcipaGon: 

ParAcipaAon in this survey is enArely voluntary. If you decide to parAcipate you will be asked 

to sign a consent form. You will be given the interview quesAons beforehand and are 

welcome to redact any that you do not wish to discuss. You also have the right to withdraw 

at any stage during data collecAon (i.e., before, during and aYer the interview). You may 

withdraw your interview material from the study up unAl 2 weeks from your interview, but 

aYer this, the transcript will be part of the analysis and it is not possible for it to be 

withdrawn.  

 

Disadvantages or risks of parGcipaGng: 

There are minimal risks associated with this study and it is hoped that you find it to be an 

opportunity to share your experiences. However, as noted above, you are welcome to 

remove any quesAons from the interview schedule that you may find uncomfortable to 

discuss or add any you feel would be beneficial. Should this study cause any discomfort for 

parAcipants, I will ask if you would like to pause or stop the interview. Should you wish to 

stop the interview I will conduct a safety check and follow up with you the next day. 
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ParAcipants are also encouraged to seek support from any of the sources whose details are 

provided on a separate sheet.  

 

Anonymity and confidenGality: 

ParAcipants will be assigned a pseudonym which is how they will be idenAfied on the 

interview recording and transcripAon to maintain anonymity. Consent forms with 

parAcipants’ names and ID number will be stored securely in a locked drawer. The research 

supervisors will also only have access to the anonymized transcripAons and therefore will 

not know parAcipants’ idenAAes. 

 

Data Storage: 

The interviews will be audio recorded. Recordings will be downloaded immediately to the 

researcher’s laptop, a safe server and external hard drive and then deleted from the device.  

TranscripAons will be stored as password protected files on the researcher’s laptop and on 

the university server, and any physical copies will be stored in a locked drawer.   

 

A[er data collecGon: 

You will have the opportunity to ask further quesAons regarding the study should you wish 

to, you will also be offered the opportunity to debrief what was discussed. The transcript of 

your interview will be provided to you later and you will be offered a second interview to 

discuss any points you would like redacted, or feel do not accurately represent your 

experience, or add any addiAonal thoughts you have had since.  

 

This project has been reviewed and approved by the Massey University Human Ethics 

Commioee: Northern, ApplicaJon NOR 21/50.  If you have any concerns about the conduct 

of this research, please contact A/Prof Fiona Te Momo, Chair, Massey University Human 

Ethics Commioee: Northern, telephone 09 414 0800, x 43347, email 

humanethicsnorth@massey.ac.nz. 

 

 

  

mailto:humanethicsnorth@massey.ac.nz
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Appendix B: Interview Schedule 

 

INTERVIEW SCHEDULE  

 

What interested you in comedy  

Your first Ame doing comedy  

Barriers you encountered when entering the industry 

The relevance of gender to your experiences in the industry 

Networking in comedy  

Barriers you encountered when progressing in comedy  

Funny moments offstage 

Significant personal/professional experiences you’ve had in comedy  

Experiences you feel were relevant to the #MeToo/Sexual Harassment discussions 

Your experience of/thoughts about the Comedians Who Are Women Hui held on July 2nd, 

2020 and following period of discussions within the industry  

Any changes you’ve noAced in the industry in the last year  

Whether you would use the new complaints procedure if needed 

Best moments of your career to date 

Your hopes for the NZCI going forward for women and how we can get there 

 

 

 

PLEASE ADD ANYTHING YOU WOULD LIKE TO ADD TO TALK ABOUT HERE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PLEASE INDICATE ANY QUESTIONS YOU DO NOT WISH TO DISCUSS  
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Appendix C: ParGcipant Consent Form  

 

An invesJgaJon into what female comedians’ experiences in the New Zealand comedy 

industry tells us about working as a woman in male-dominated, unregulated industries.  

 

ParAcipant Consent Form  

 

I have read and understood the parAcipant informaAon sheet. I have had the details of the 

study explained to me, any quesAons I had have been answered to my saAsfacAon and I 

understand that I may ask further quesAons at any Ame. I have been given sufficient Ame to 

consider whether to parAcipate in this study and I understand parAcipaAon is voluntary and 

that I may parAcipate only to the extent I wish and may withdraw from the study at any Ame 

before my data is included in the analysis, at which point it cannot be easily retrieved.  

 

I agree/do not agree to the interview being sound recorded. 

 

I wish/do not wish to have my recordings returned to me.  

 

I wish/do not wish to have my transcript returned to me.  

 

I agree to parAcipate in this study under the condiAons set out in the parAcipant informaAon 

sheet.  

 

I understand that my data cannot be withdrawn aYer two weeks from interview (3/3/22) 

 

DeclaraGon by parGcipant:  

 

I ___________________________________ hereby consent to take part in this study.  

 

 

 

Signature: ____________________________         Date: ____________________ 
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Appendix D: List of Support Resources for ParGcipants 

 

Resources for Support  

 

HELP Auckland – 24/7 confidenAal support for sexual abuse survivors  

0800 623 1700  

Online contact form h,ps://www.helpauckland.org.nz/contact-us.html 

 

Safe To Talk Helpline 

Call 0800 044 334  

Text 4334 

 

Free counselling available to the comedy industry 

 musichelps.org.nz 

 

Lifeline Aotearoa available 24 hours every day  

0800 543 354  

 

Depression Helpline – trained counsellors available all day every day 

Free call 0800 111 757  

Text 4202 

 

Anxiety Line – phone therapists available all day every day  

0800 ANXIETY (2694 389) 

 

Alcohol Drug Helpline  

0800 787 797 

 

 

 

 

  

https://www/


 143 

Appendix E: Data Table Template  

 
Superordinate themes Subordinate themes Examples/extracts 

 

 

 

 

Theme 1 

Subtheme 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Subtheme 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Subtheme 3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

Theme 2 

 

 

 

Subtheme 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Subtheme 2  

 

 

 

Subtheme 3  
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Appendix F: 175.993 Thesis Part C: Research Case Study  

 
Massey University 

Clinical Psychology 

 

RESEARCH CASE STUDY  

 

A reflecAon of the learnings taken from my doctoral research and how they contributed to 

my clinical pracAce 

 

 

Candidate : Bridget Davies 

Clinical Psychology Programme Massey University 

Student ID :  

Seung : Taylor Centre Community Mental Health Centre 

Supervisor : Dr Trish Du Villier & Dr Melanie Woodfield 

 

This case study represents the work of Bridget Davies during her research from 2021-2023 

and reflecAons as an intern psychologist in 2023.  

 

 

 

Supervisor       Student 

 

Dr Melanie Woodfield     Bridget Davies 

Clinical Psychologist        

     

_______________________________   _________________________ 

 

Date : 25/9/2023  
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Abstract 

 

This case study outlines my reflecAons during my doctoral research and internship at the 

Taylor Centre Community Mental Health Service. I begin by providing a summary of my 

doctoral research into the experiences of women working in the Aotearoa-New Zealand 

comedy industry, a male-dominated, unregulated space. ReflecAons then follow on the 

lessons I have learned throughout my internship, work with clients, research, and interviews 

with parAcipants and how they intersect. These reflecAons include the shared experiences 

between my research parAcipants and clients and how I can take the learnings from each to 

benefit both. Applied examples include experiences of trauma, a sense of isolaAon and not 

belonging, not being taken seriously, and the benefits of being heard and understood. 
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Doctoral Research Overview 

 

My doctoral research focused on the experiences of women working in the 

Aotearoa-New Zealand (A-NZ) comedy industry. This overview includes a descripAon of the 

background of the project, raAonale, aims and methodology. An overview of the findings 

that were developed from this research will then be given and lay the foundaAon for my 

reflecAons on both this research and my role as an Intern Psychologist working at the Taylor 

Centre Community Mental Health Centre.  

 

Study Beginnings  

 

In June and July 2020, women performing in the Aotearoa New Zealand (A-NZ) 

comedy industry were invited to complete an anonymous survey about experiences of 

sexual abuse and harassment they had faced. Following this, they were invited to a hui 

where these responses were anonymously presented. A discussion was facilitated about 

what can be done to improve the experiences of women in comedy and achieve gender 

equality. I wanted to help these efforts and felt that as a woman in comedy and a student in 

the Doctor of Clinical Psychology program with the opportunity to conduct my own piece of 

research, I was best placed to contribute a formal study and feminist phenomenological 

analysis of these experiences. The broad nature of this study also allowed for other 

challenges women face in this environment to be explored. 

 

Study RaGonale and Aims  

 

#MeToo  

 

Inspired by revelaAons of sexual assault and harassment in the UK industry and the 

global #MeToo discussions, the A-NZ comedy industry experienced a #MeToo moment in 

2020. The term MeToo was first popularised in 2006 by an African American civil rights 

acAvist, Tarana Burke, to help survivors of sexual assault (Li et al., 2021). Actress Alyssa 

Milano later used it as a hashtag, catalysing the #MeToo moment. This began with public 

accusaAons against producer Harvey Weinstein and conAnued to other powerful men, 
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industries, and insAtuAons. A-NZ comedy’s #MeToo moment began with an anonymous 

survey that aimed to capture an accurate reflecAon of sexual misconduct in the industry 

aYer years of rumours and whisper networks. The survey was parAcipated in by 48 women 

(Mau, 2020a), and the responses were then discussed in a hui a,ended by women in 

comedy. Since the survey, hui, and subsequent discussions, many people in the industry 

have been working to make the A-NZ comedy industry safer and more inclusive (Barry-Hill, 

2021).  

 

Male-dominated and unregulated industries  

 

The challenges associated with male-dominated and unregulated industries, that is, 

industries with no formal structure or rules, have been captured internaAonally in qualitaAve 

literature.   Research on women working in male-dominated industries, shows a pa,ern of 

gender negaAvely influencing their professional and social experiences at work. For example, 

barriers idenAfied for female pilots-in-training (Germain et al., 2012) included a lack of 

acceptance, scepAcism, perceived lack of self-efficacy, lack of social support from 

organisaAons, flight instructors and family and harmful stereotyping. These challenges oYen 

led them to quit their training. Women can also face social segregaAon from male peers 

(Lekchiri & Kamm, 2020) and be excluded from informal networks in male-dominated 

industries due to homosocial behaviour, that is, men preferring the company of other men 

(Kanter, 1977). Being excluded from social networks can be both isolaAng and reduce career 

opportuniAes.  

 

The impact of being excluded from social networks is parAcularly evident in 

unregulated industries where work is obtained through informal networks, and personal, 

industry-based social connecAons are vital (Christopherson, 2008). Wi,el (2001) defines 

network sociality as the subordinaAon of workplace community to business-oriented 

interpersonal encounters and the reliance on industry insiders to secure work, which 

requires building relaAonships on a one-to-one basis. With freelance entertainment 

providing precarious work, it is possible that entertainers would be willing to tolerate 

negaAve situaAons to maintain work. This is important to remember when considering 

women facing harassment.  
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ReputaAons and relaAonships are essenAal in unregulated industries. BriAsh 

comedian David Walliams (2012) described signing a contract out of fear that not signing it 

would give him such a bad reputaAon that no one would want to work with him again. This 

demonstrates the importance of networking and a posiAve reputaAon. A comedian in Butler 

and Stoyanova’s (2018) interviews regarding the precarity of comedy work expressed that 

you should be friends with people even if you do not like them because they could provide 

work opportuniAes. Another comedian expressed that if someone who books shows does 

not like a comedian personally, they have the power not to book them. As Jo Brand (2010, p. 

337) said of the UK comedy industry, “If someone doesn’t like you, you’re out.” 

 

There is also growing evidence that the precarity, compeAAon and lack of regulaAon 

in creaAve industries, such as the comedy industry, exacerbate privilege and inequality as 

well as the prevalence and tolerance of sexual harassment (Hennekam & Benne,, 2017a). 

The stress of precarious work may compound the stress for women made to feel 

uncomfortable by their male counterparts also. The aforemenAoned value of individualism 

in unregulated industries also creates vulnerability in creaAve workers, who are oYen alone 

when navigaAng challenging interacAons and lack authority (Benne, & Bridgstock, 2015). 

Scharff’s (2009) research into why women did not idenAfy as feminists found that the social 

currents of neoliberalism and individualism encouraged them to reject the need for a 

collecAve movement and instead view themselves as individuals capable of negoAaAng 

structural difficulAes alone. Unfortunately, this separaAon of women may be why it took 

unAl 2020, when the survey and hui occurred, for women in the A-NZ comedy industry to 

come together and realise they have been sharing the same experiences but, on their own, 

were unable to do anything about it. This is compounded by the fact that no shared 

workspace exists. They do not have a team-based culture or trusted colleagues they see 

every day.  

 

The exisAng literature has highlighted some issues faced in male-dominated and 

unregulated industries. This research sought to gain an in-depth understanding of the issues 

women encounter in an industry that combines both characterisAcs, in an A-NZ-specific 

context.  
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A pa,ern of sexual harassment had already been revealed in 2020, and this study 

explored other experiences women had. It was also an industry that had already discussed 

how women were treated, so parAcipants were primed to have insights on women’s 

experiences. The industry had also already a,empted to make changes, so parAcipants 

could reflect on their experiences of this.  By taking a feminist phenomenological stance, this 

project aimed to make visible women’s lived experiences in the male-dominated, 

unregulated comedy industry. It asked what women’s experiences in this industry were, how 

these experiences illuminated how gender operates in this workspace and what the 

implicaAons of the study would be for making the A-NZ comedy industry a safer space for 

women.  

 

Methodology  

 

A qualitaAve approach was taken to address the study's aim through data generated 

by conducAng semi-structured interviews. QualitaAve research, such as the current study, 

uses words and language instead of data and numbers to explore the experiences of 

individuals and the subjecAve meaning they make of these experiences (Willig, 2013). 

Researchers can gain a deeper understanding of an object or event by doing this. As this 

study aims to understand how women in comedy experience the comedy industry, a 

qualitaAve approach was most appropriate and consistent with other research in this area. 

For example, McDonald (2012) conducted 32 semi-structured interviews with women 

working in the Netherlands’ creaAve industries. She emphasised the need for qualitaAve 

research to create a more nuanced understanding of sexual harassment. With the focus 

being on idenAfying pa,erns of the experiences of women working in comedy, a feminist 

phenomenological themaAc analysis was selected as appropriate to analyse the data.  

 

ParXcipants 

 

The parAcipants were fiYeen women working in the A-NZ comedy industry. 

ParAcipaAon was open to women of all ages and ethniciAes. They were eligible to parAcipate 
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in the study if they had been part of the industry for at least 18 months at the Ame of their 

interview. 

 

Procedure 

 

The first phase of the study was to approach potenAal parAcipants. I approached 

potenAal parAcipants within my comedy networks with informaAon sheets via direct 

message. Those who wished to parAcipate in the research then contacted me via email to 

seek addiAonal informaAon. When parAcipants contacted me expressing interest, I sent 

them the interview schedule, the consent form they would sign at the interview if they 

consented to parAcipate and a copy of the list of support resources. I then scheduled an 

interview with the parAcipant.  

 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted individually, either on Zoom or in private 

locaAons in-person. Interviews occurred between December 2021 and February 2022, lasted 

between 45 and 90 minutes and, on average, were 60 minutes long. The interviews focused 

on parAcipants’ experiences as women in the A-NZ comedy industry. A range of topics was 

covered, including their experiences in the industry at different stages of their careers, 

situaAons where gender has felt relevant to them in the industry, networking, their thoughts 

on the #MeToo moment in 2020, barriers women face in the industry, and what they felt 

would improve these experiences for women in the future.  

 

Interviews were recorded, transcribed, and then sent to parAcipants for review. 

ParAcipants were offered the opportunity to discuss any concerns with their transcript or 

request amendments that clarified their experiences. They were also able to redact any 

idenAfying statements. Data analysis could start once the parAcipants had reviewed the 

transcripts and any required changes had been made.  

 

Data Analysis  

 

Thematic analysis was carried out and included six stages (Braun & Clarke, 2022). 

The first was rereading and becoming familiar with the transcript data. The second stage 
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was coding within each transcript and then across the entire dataset. This is the process of 

identifying aspects of the data that relate to the research question and giving them a word 

or phrase, capturing why it may be useful. Individual transcripts being coded before 

identifying themes across the dataset reflected the idiographic nature of this research. The 

third stage was searching for themes. I created themes by creating a list of codes from each 

transcript and engaging in constant comparison to group them into potential themes and 

subthemes. The fourth stage was reviewing the themes and creating a thematic map, 

showing the relationships between the provisional themes and subthemes. A list of all the 

themes identified across the dataset was then made, and constant comparison was used 

again to group them into themes that reflected the dataset as a whole. The fifth stage was 

defining and naming themes, describing each theme and where their boundaries lie, and the 

final stage was writing and finalising the analysis. Each theme was discussed and illustrated 

by its relevant coded extracts to create a narrative that understood the experiences of 

woman comedians working in the A-NZ comedy industry.  

Ethics  

This study received ethical approval from the Massey University Human Ethics 

Committee: Northern, Application NOR 21/50. 

Participants had autonomy over the data that was collected, and the entire interview 

was an open and collaborative process.  The interview questions were provided in advance 

so that participants could decide if there was anything they wanted to add or not talk about. 

They were also broad enough to allow people to share as much or as little detail as they felt 

comfortable. The process was fully disclosed, and participants had the right to ask questions 

to understand the study they were participating in. Individual transcripts were also shared 

so that participants could redact any part they wanted to or change how experiences were 

represented in order to be captured more accurately to how participants had experienced 

them. 

Another ethical issue identified was privacy and confidentiality. To address this, no 

demographic information was taken beyond all participants being woman comedians in A-

NZ. Pseudonyms were used, and identifiable experiences or quotes were not included in the 
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final thesis. Participants viewing their transcripts meant they could highlight anything they 

were concerned may have identified them so that it could be changed or redacted. The 

choice of individual interviews as a method, as opposed to group methods, was also based 

on privacy considerations as it was assumed all participants would know and have worked 

with each other. 

Summary of Research Findings  

Experiencing isolation as a woman in comedy 

This research provided insight into the experiences of women performing in the A-NZ 

comedy industry. Firstly, it showed that these experiences were oYen isolaAng. This isolaAon 

included being the only woman in a room of men and being separated from other women in 

the industry. As parAcipant Miranda stated, “You see a lot of bills that are eight men and one 

or two women”. This isolaAon also included experiences of feeling socially excluded, 

rejected, othered and inAmidated. More severe cases led to women feeling unsafe in the 

industry. The isolaAon and need to be liked in the industry were also associated with 

bystander intervenAon being less likely, leading to women feeling unable to speak up. As 

parAcipant Lola said, “There’s obviously stuff I would have liked to have said. But yeah, I 

think especially the standing that I have in the comedy community, I didn’t have a lot of 

sway. I don’t ma,er in the scheme of things.” This feeling of being unable to speak up meant 

that women in comedy oYen had to sit with this discomfort that they could not address and 

then regret not being more asserAve, with parAcipant Ginger ruing that “I should have been 

a bit more fierce”.  

 

NavigaXng the expectaXons that comedians be men  

 

AddiAonally, this research revealed that women had had unse,ling experiences with 

people who felt that comedians should be men, or they had been made to feel out of place 

as a woman in comedy. ParAcipants felt they had to do extra work to prove they are funny 

and were carrying the exhausAng and oYen depressing extra weight of represenAng all 

women. As parAcipant Judith said, “It’s that perfect thing that when a woman walks onstage, 

she has to prove that she isn’t unfunny. So then they go oh okay. Whereas a man walks 
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onstage, he starts with a level playing field. And you have this weight on you like if you do 

not go so well which has certainly happened that oh no you have this whole weight of 

expectaAons around women on you.” Furthermore, parAcipants felt sexualised by men, with 

their sexuality regulated regarding what they wore or discussed onstage. ParAcipant Claire 

discussed a man approaching her: “He came up to me and, completely unsolicited was like 

what do you talk about in your comedy? And before I could even answer he was like, I hope 

it's not sex. Because it's really degrading when women talk about stuff like that. He's like, I 

only think men can really pull it off.” The consequences of these experiences caused strong 

emoAons, impacted performances, and made women feel so uncomfortable at Ames that 

they removed themselves from social situaAons.  

 

Women’s experiences of A-NZ comedy’s #MeToo moment  

 

Women's experiences during and aYer the #MeToo moment were also specifically 

discussed. On one hand, parAcipants reported feelings of devastaAon upon learning how 

women had been treated, but on the other, they also indicated the sense of empowerment 

of connecAng with other women over past experiences. Women discussed feeling that since 

the hui, the comedy environment has improved but that they have sAll had negaAve 

experiences. These include having the sexual harassment discussions dismissed by some 

men and the invalidaAon of feeling they are only being booked because of their gender. As 

parAcipant Claire said, “Good they’re trying to have more females and not just heavy male 

lineups but it can be quite sad to know that the only reason you’re asked to go on the show 

is because you’re a female.” Furthermore, they described feeling hopeless over how much of 

the issue can be formally solved and experiencing an ongoing distrust regarding speaking up. 

ParAcipants also reported that they were sAll experiencing microaggressions and that any 

response to these felt as though they were overreacAng.  

 

What parXcipants’ experiences tell us about how gender operates in this environment  

 

These experiences also illuminated how gender operates in the local comedy 

workspace. They indicated that sexism, misogyny and sexual harassment and violence had 

been normalised and enabled through an unregulated, informal industry structure that is 
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driven by social networks and relaAonships. Social connecAons being important in a space 

where women are socially excluded implied a gendered environment where women were 

not expected or desired to succeed. ParAcipants described a masculine environment where 

femininity is both unexpected and unwelcome. The individualisAc nature of the industry also 

disproporAonately affected women because when they had negaAve experiences, they were 

leY alone to deal with them. This structure that enabled these autudes and behaviours sits 

within a broader sexist culture. Within this culture, women, unlike men, are assumed to not 

be funny, and men claim the right to tell women what they think of them and/or their work 

without being asked. 

 

How the #MeToo moment influenced the A-NZ comedy industry  

 

The #MeToo moment interacted with how gender operates in comedy as well.  While 

the awareness of the need for change showed care for women, the dismissal of the 

importance of these discussions also demonstrated the indifference of some. The informal 

structure of the industry again impacted women during this Ame as it only allowed for 

informal changes and created difficulAes in implemenAng formal soluAons. The most formal 

measure developed was the complaints procedure, and to some, this felt like a too-large 

response to the microaggressions experienced in an informal space.  

 

Clinical Psychology Internship 

My internship began in February 2023 at the Taylor Centre Adult Community Mental 

Health Centre. The following reflections were made during my internship thus far, near the 

completion of my thesis. These reflections largely focus on the experiences shared by my 

participants and the clients I work with, including trauma, a sense of isolation and not 

belonging, not being taken seriously, and the benefits of being heard and understood. The 

shame and de-stigmatising of sexual harassment associated with #MeToo I feel, is also 

relevant to mental health.  

Reflections 
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With my research topic not solely focused within a formal mental health service 

space, I was interested to consider the connections between my thesis and my internship. I 

feel that these reflections deepened both my understanding of the work I am doing in my 

internship as well as the importance of my research. It gave me a lot to think about when 

encountering clients, particularly women, who worked in industries similar to the comedy 

industry, for example, modelling, acting or music. While these industries are not as male-

dominated as comedy in terms of numbers, they are male-dominated in the sense that 

positions of power are largely held by men. It allowed me to understand their discussions of 

precarious work and also provided information to keep in mind as to the kind of 

environments they may find themselves in. Outside of this direct relationship between my 

research and my internship, I also noticed a lot of overlap between the experiences of 

women in the comedy industry and the experiences of those seeking our services. These will 

be discussed below.  

Firstly, a theme that was produced from my research was the experiences of women 

in comedy feeling as though they do not belong. Many clients who struggle with difficulties 

such as low mood and anxiety share this sense of isolation and exclusion. With these 

experiences so often pathologised and medicated, this reminded me of the value and 

mental health benefits of something so simple as social connection and belonging. With a 

lot of my work being CBT, it also reminded me why I do not only encourage my clients to 

work with thought records and ‘balanced thinking’ but also activity schedules and records 

with mood ratings. This highlights the relationship between social connection, pleasant 

events, and improved mood and reinforces the importance and benefit of social connection, 

and the harm to individuals that isolation can cause. Focusing back on the comedy industry, 

considering the impacts of loneliness and isolation reminded me why sexual harassment 

and assault are not the only experiences that harm women and, therefore, should not be 

the only targets in improving how the industry treats women.  

The impacts of trauma are well-documented, and one in particular that was 

reflected in this research was women leaving their workplace following experiences of 

abuse and harassment. This was interesting to consider in light of a pattern I noticed in my 

internship, where a lot of clients were not working. I have seen in my internship that not 
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working or feeling a lack of productivity can lead to low self-worth and low mood and one of 

many clients’ goals was to return to their work and study and experience a sense of 

mastery, productivity, shared purpose and meaningful connection. Seeing the impact on 

mental health that not working can have, reinforced for me the importance of keeping 

women in comedy safe so that they can continue performing.  

As well as the negative experiences themselves, it has been clear throughout my 

research and internship that how others respond to those negative experiences and 

subsequent emotional reactions can be just as impactful on individuals. Lack of bystander 

intervention, not being taken seriously, and ongoing invalidation were themes shared by 

research participants and Taylor Centre clients experiencing mental distress. In hearing the 

challenges clients face, I have seen the damage that chronic invalidation can do to people, 

and this reaffirmed to me how important it is that people within the comedy industry take 

the experiences of women seriously or normalize bystander intervention. The positive 

impacts of #MeToo referred to both in the literature and my research regarding the 

solidarity between women that it led to, and experiences being heard also led me to reflect 

on the positive impacts I have seen in clients in being able to share their experiences in a 

safe space, be understood, increase their understanding of what they are dealing with and 

begin to heal.  

Finally, my research and the stigma and negative responses that those who have spoken up 

about sexual harassment have faced caused me to reflect on the stigma and negative 

responses that those with mental health difficulties face. I hope that as #MeToo has 

continued a shift towards acceptance of speaking up and believing people who share their 

experiences, the shift towards normalisation and responsivity to mental health we have 

begun seeing in society will continue also. Just as silence and stigma around sexual 

harassment can perpetuate an environment that allows abuse to occur, silence and stigma 

around mental health will prevent people from seeking and receiving help and potentially 

contribute to underfunded and pressured services. I wondered about if mental health 

continued to be normalized and taken seriously in society, would support be more readily 

available for those who need it. Both informal, naturalistic support in people’s social 

contexts as well as formal services offered in the community. Currently, as demand exceeds 
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supply, we have seen, for example, entry criteria for services such as the Taylor Centre 

increase so that those struggling but not imminently risky may not be able to receive 

support.  

Summary 

 

WriAng this case study allowed me to reflect on the connecAons between my thesis research 

and the work I am doing in my internship. I felt that my research deepened my 

understanding and consideraAon of clients I see at work and vice versa. It made me more 

grateful for the work I am able to do as an intern psychologist beginning my career, and also 

made me more determined to conAnue the work being done in the comedy industry to see 

women treated be,er.  
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