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Introduction & Context
This 24‑hour immersive gathering brought together a diverse cross‑section of the opera world: singers, directors, casting professionals, producers, vocal health specialists, psychologists, researchers, intimacy coordinators, inclusion consultants, and disability arts practitioners. The intention was to convene people across disciplines so that the sector could speak honestly about the conditions under which women work, create, and sustain careers in opera today. 
Over two days, participants explored the pressures that shape artistic and professional lives: biopsychosocial factors affecting vocal and mental health; the impact of hormonal changes, trauma, and chronic stress; financial and structural precarity; motherhood, caring responsibilities, and menopause; casting inequities; and a persistent culture that normalises misogyny and undermines agency. These conversations took place within a sector still shaped by inherited traditions, entrenched power dynamics, and a canon that frequently centres narratives of violence, abuse, and the subjugation of women. 
The ThinkTank was designed to break echo chambers. Through structured exercises, reflective enquiry, and cross‑professional discussion, the gathering surfaced systemic issues while also identifying potential leverage points for meaningful change. Participants brought lived experience as well as disciplinary expertise—from vocal physiology to safeguarding, psychology to pedagogy—and this expanded the conversation beyond institutional debate. What emerged was a shared sense that opera is at a critical juncture, with both urgent challenges and genuine opportunities for transformation. 
Delegates
· Alison Buchanan — Director, Pegasus Opera Company 
· Ann Rawdon Smith — Casting, Glyndebourne 
· Debbie Winter — Managing Director, Voice Study Centre; Associate College, University of Essex (Department of Language & Linguistics) 
· Fay Jennett — Executive Director Northern Opera Group; Creative Producer of opera and new music‑theatre; Inclusion Consultant 
· Gen (Genevieve) Tawiah — Performance & Vocal Physiotherapist 
· Hannah Sandison — Performance Psychologist / Consultant / Singer; Sound Performance Psychology; SWAP’ra team member
· Ita O’Brien — Intimacy & Movement Director; Founder, Intimacy On Set Ltd 
· Joanne Roughton‑Arnold — Co‑Founder, CEO & Creative Director, formidAbility; Freelance opera singer 
· Jude Christian — Freelance director/maker; Artistic Director, Northern Opera Group 
· Kate Valentine — Founder, Valentine Voice Care; Vocal Health Specialist
· Rosie Middleton — Mezzo‑soprano & Researcher (RNCM-funded research) 
Facilitator:
· Katherine Zeserson — Musician, educator, strategic consultant, facilitator & coach 
Britten Pears Arts team:
· Angie Lee‑Foster — Programme Manager, Britten Pears Arts 
· Etty O’Reilly — Administration/Logistics, Britten Pears Arts 
· Sarah Symonds — Arts Administration, Britten Pears Arts 

Key Themes & Insights
1. Systemic Misogyny, Power, and Structural Inequity
Participants described misogyny embedded in the opera ecosystem—from conservatoire training to rehearsal rooms, casting decisions, leadership structures, and everyday interactions. Women, especially younger artists, report disproportionate exposure to abusive behaviour, with industry norms often framing this as part of the job. Bias is magnified for Black women, disabled women, and women from working‑class backgrounds, who face additional stereotyping, exclusion, or misinterpretation of behaviour.
[bookmark: _Int_lOkSwgRl]Misogynistic norms are reinforced by entrenched hierarchies in which certain individuals (often directors or conductors) are rarely challenged, and where women are penalised for asserting boundaries. This results in cultures where speaking out feels unsafe, especially for freelancers whose livelihoods depend on short‑term contracts and reputation management. These dynamics are further compounded for women who experience intersecting forms of marginalisation—such as women of colour, working class, disabled women, or LGBTQ+ women—who often face heightened vulnerability and even fewer avenues for reporting or redress.
Key issues raised:
· Women’s experiences routinely dismissed or reframed as “difficult” or “unprofessional.”
· Poor or abusive behaviour from male performers discounted or normalised under the guise of artistic temperament.
· Lack of consequences reinforces harmful behaviour.
· Despite the emerging new generation of female leaders in the UK opera world, historical norms still limit cultural change

2. Health, Trauma, Wellbeing, and the Body
A major theme was the neglect of women’s physical and mental health within opera. Participants shared evidence (personal and from a broader sample) of voicing issues, trauma response, and chronic stress arising from unsafe environments, emotionally demanding roles, and lack of psychological support. Participants discussed the cognitive load of balancing care responsibilities, precarious work, and artistic demands.
In stark contrast to musical theatre, opera often lacks infrastructure for performer wellbeing,  without standardised access to physiotherapy, psychology, vocal health support, or trauma‑informed practice. Many women feel unable to disclose injuries, vocal issues, or personal circumstances for fear of losing work. Hormonal changes (from menstrual cycles to menopause) were highlighted as particularly misunderstood and unsupported within the industry's expectations of vocal consistency. 
Key issues raised:
· Trauma from unsafe rehearsal practices and abusive content in operatic narratives.
· Lack of consent frameworks in training and professional environments.
· Menopause and vocal changes are taboo subjects with real career impact.
· Chronic financial precarity exacerbates health challenges.
· Women mid‑career bear disproportionate emotional and logistical burdens.

3. Training, Education, and the Profession‑Ready Gap
The gap between conservatoire training and professional reality was described as “huge.” Participants noted that students are still trained within outdated pedagogical models that ignore current working conditions. Young performers are rarely taught about consent, self‑advocacy, portfolio careers, wellbeing, or navigating power structures.
Many described being trained by individuals who themselves perpetuate old norms and harmful attitudes—sometimes explicitly, in the name of “toughening people up.” Such cultural inheritance not only reinforces systemic issues but also leaves emerging artists unequipped to manage real‑world challenges, from auditioning to safeguarding themselves in rehearsal spaces.
Key issues raised:
· Training prioritises artistic product over personal development or safety.
· Consent and wellbeing are absent from most curricula.
· Students encouraged to obey rather than critique problematic structures.
· Career diversification is not meaningfully taught despite its necessity.
· Lack of standardised education around vocal health and mental wellbeing.

4. Casting, Leadership, and Access to Opportunity
Casting emerged as a key site of systemic inequity and a potential leverage point for meaningful change. Participants described how casting practices often reinforce gendered assumptions, ageism, and bias. Decisions frequently hinge on physical appearance, stereotypes, and “type,” rather than artistic ability.
Women highlighted the double standards applied to bodies: men with varying physiques are cast flexibly, while women face narrow and punitive standards. Pregnancy, ageing, and vocal transitions are often poorly accommodated. Participants also discussed how certain conductors and directors hold disproportionate casting power, sometimes overriding expert input from casting departments.
Screened auditions, used in orchestral and theatre settings, were cited as an area of potential adaptation for opera. 
Key issues raised:
· Women mid‑career locked out due to perceived age or physicality.
· Pregnancy and post‑partum realities not accommodated.
· Casting still influenced by personal bias and outdated views.
· Senior leadership underrepresents women despite pipeline strength.

5. Safeguarding, Consent, and Intimacy Practices
The rapid growth of intimacy coordination represents an important cultural shift, yet uptake in opera remains inconsistent. Participants described the tension between having intimacy professionals in the room and lacking institutional buy‑in from those in power which can render policies ineffective.
Existing guidelines (e.g., Intimacy on Set) offer robust frameworks, but opera houses often fail to adopt them fully or consistently. Given the psychological and physical risks embedded in many operatic narratives, the group emphasised that consent cannot be a one‑off box‑ticking exercise: it must be integrated into rehearsal culture, leadership behaviour, and the sector’s understanding of artistry and risk. 
Key issues raised:
· Inconsistent training and lack of standardised intimacy practices.
· Consent often undermined by power imbalances and fear of repercussions.
· Rehearsal norms sometimes replicate harm depicted in the operas themselves.
· Need for sector‑wide adoption of guidelines and trauma‑informed processes.
6. Economic Precarity and the Burden of the Portfolio Career
Participants repeatedly highlighted that opera’s economic structure disproportionately disadvantages women. Freelancers navigate unstable income, childcare costs, long rehearsal periods, travel, and expectation of availability, often with little transparency around fees or schedules.
Portfolio careers, now the norm, lead to burnout and prevent long‑term planning. Many talented artists leave mid‑career because the financial model is simply unsustainable without external support (partners, family wealth, or flexible childcare). This erosion of the mid‑career pipeline undermines the art form’s vitality and diversity. 
Key issues raised:
· Underpayment for rehearsal time.
· Childcare challenges, last‑minute scheduling, and lack of structural support.
· Freelancers subsidise institutions through unpaid labour.
· Economic instability intersects heavily with gender inequality.

7. The Canon, Artistic Values, and New Work
Participants raised fundamental questions about why the sector continues to invest so heavily in a canon dominated by misogynistic narratives and what it would take to create a modern canon that reflects contemporary values and experiences.
There was strong enthusiasm for commissioning new operas led by women and other underrepresented creators, alongside a desire to interrogate inherited assumptions about artistic “quality.” Because the canon shapes not only performance but also power structures, more investment in and prioritisation of new work was seen as an essential element of systemic change. 
Key issues raised:
· Canon frequently reinforces harmful gender dynamics.
· New work undervalued compared to historical repertoire.
· Institutions risk‑averse, limiting opportunities for innovation.
· New models of rehearsal and creation could embed cultures of care from the outset.

8. Glimmers of Change, Networks, and Pathways Forward
Despite the challenges, participants identified multiple areas of positive momentum: the growth of advocacy networks such as SWAPRA, the leadership of organisations like Glyndebourne and Britten Pears Arts in trialling new practices, the increased visibility of intimacy coordination, and the emergence of interdisciplinary research into women’s experiences in opera.
The group emphasised the potential to build alliances between opera companies, educators, researchers, health practitioners, and artists to drive sector‑wide change. These alliances could support policy development, training frameworks, data collection, and co‑created new work that models care‑centred artistic practice. 
Impulses for Action 
Participants proposed a range of concrete actions and longer‑term ambitions:
Culture & Policy
· Develop and promote a sector‑wide decision‑making framework centred on respect, consent, and care.
· Promote and implement best‑practice guidelines in rehearsal rooms, including safeguarding, intimacy protocols, and menopause‑inclusive policies.
Strategy & Leverage Points
· Map the contextual dynamics of the sector, analyse how systemic misogyny manifests within them, and identify meaningful intervention points across organisations.
· Engage heads of departments, artistic directors, and senior leaders to co‑own solutions.
Artistic Practice & Programming
· Prioritise commissioning new works led by women and underrepresented creators.
· Rehearse and perform canonical works through trauma‑informed, consent‑based approaches.
Research & Data
· Establish a multi‑year research alliance to gather consistent data on health, wellbeing, leadership, and career pathways.
· Develop qualitative and quantitative evidence to support policy change.
Education & Training
· Embed consent, self‑advocacy, vocal health, and trauma‑informed practice in conservatoire curricula.
· Support pre‑professional and early‑career artists with transparent information about industry norms.
Prototypes & Pilot Projects
· Create a “culture of care” production model as a proof of concept.
· Develop a UK / European pipeline of new work: residencies, sharings, and an annual festival showcasing women‑centred opera.
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