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ABSTRACT
This article examines the role of leadership for preventing abuses of 
power through harassment and bullying in the Swedish performing 
arts, highlighting the significance of feminist and anti-oppressive 
leadership. Previous studies of harassment and bullying in work
places across sectors have identified the role of leadership as cen
tral. For example, passive leadership has been found to increase the 
likelihood of sexual harassment, work cultures of bullying have 
been found to begin at the top of an organization, and leadership 
has been found to be the best opportunity to prevent sexual 
harassment and assault. The article aims to understand the impact 
of leadership on prevention strategies against harassment and 
bullying. It is based on interviews with leaders, recorded observa
tions of rehearsals and written policies from two Swedish perform
ing arts institutions. Understanding organizational structures and 
processes as always already gendered and shaped by inequality 
regimes of gender, class, and race, we focus here on how harass
ment and bullying is approached in practice and on paper. Our 
conclusions are that feminist and anti-oppressive leadership is 
highly significant for the institutional ability to live up to the written 
policies in practice, and the analysis describes successful ways of 
working to prevent harassment and bullying.
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Introduction

This article examines the role of leadership in the performing arts for preventing abuses of 
power through harassment and bullying, highlighting the significance of feminist and anti- 
oppressive leadership. In 2017, an intensified discussion and effort for organizational 
change preventing sexual harassment and sexual violence took place in the Swedish cultural 
industries (Wahl, 2018). The analysis presented here is based on parts of the material from 
the four-year research project Culture of silence that investigated the mechanisms that 
uphold what has been described as a culture of silence in the Swedish performing arts, and 
the changes that took place to promote a good work environment in the sector after 2017.1 

Three kinds of empirical material are analysed in the article: qualitative interviews with 
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leaders in the performing arts, video recorded observations of rehearsals, and written 
policies concerned with equality, discrimination, harassment, bullying, and gender 
equality.2 Four performing arts institutions participated in the project and two of them 
are analysed in this article. They are deidentified together with the productions rehearsed 
and the individual participants in the study.3 Previous studies of harassment and bullying in 
workplaces across sectors have identified the role of leadership as central for prevalence and 
prevention. For example, passive leadership has been found to increase the likelihood of 
sexual harassment (Lee, 2018), work cultures of bullying have been found to begin at the 
top of an organization (Vogel, 2018), and improving leadership has been found to be the 
best opportunity to prevent sexual harassment and assault (Sadler et al., 2018). On a meta- 
theoretical level organizations are here understood as always already shaped in power, as 
gendered, racialized, and classed (Acker, 2006), thus organizational power affects the 
leadership structures and the opportunities to prevent and report harassment and bullying.

With a background in research arguing that leadership is important for cases of 
harassment and bullying in organizations this article aims to understand the impact of 
leadership on prevention strategies against harassment and bullying at two Swedish 
performing arts institutions.4 The two institutions were chosen for comparison in this 
article due to their differences. They had similar written policies, but the work processes 
we witnessed in observations and heard about in interviews were very different, as were 
the stage productions performed, and the institutions’ size and organizational forms. 
Therefore, comparing them serves to show the differences within leadership in the 
performing arts, a small sector in Sweden, and the impact of leadership on preventing 
harassment and bullying. One of the institutions was a large and prestigious performing 
arts institution and one was a smaller with a regional reach. The more prestigious 
performing arts institution, here called Stage 1, rehearsed a script-based performance 
with a large ensemble and the production was directed at an adult audience. At the 
smaller institution, here called Stage 2, the production we observed rehearsals for was 
shaped by devising as method and was directed at a young audience, involving a smaller 
group of participating artistic professionals. The devising method (Harris, 2024) 
employed in this production entailed the script being developed by the ensemble through 
improvisation where each performer had been assigned a distinct character at the start of 
the production. Selecting these two institutions to compare here emphasizes difference 
rather than similarity: we have discussed similarities in the performing arts discourse on 
silence, harassment, and bullying elsewhere (Werner & Benyamine, 2024). To investigate 
how leadership impacts work towards preventing harassment and bullying, we will 
analyse observations of the production processes where policy is practiced, the written 
policies of the two institutions, and the ideas about policies as expressed in interviews 
with leaders. The stage directors, artistic directors, and highest-level directors were 
interviewed and here we regard them as representatives of three levels of institutional 
leadership.

Theoretical Framework on Organization and Leadership

The starting point for our analysis is Acker‘s (1990) theorization of organizations as 
already gendered. Acker (1990, pp. 154–155) argues that organizational concepts like 
“jobs” and “positions” are already gendered masculine in organizational theory and 
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practice. This gendering of organizations excludes the female body and care work 
obligations from the core knowledge of organizational theory. Acknowledging that the 
gendering of organizations in the performing arts today is not simply shaped by binary 
gender discourse where the male is norm, as Acker (1990) describes, the performing arts 
are mostly governed by an intense eight-week rehearsal period with long hours, and 
evening work, and by the idea that “high art” is the motivation above all else (Kleppe & 
Røyseng, 2016). Understanding the Swedish performing arts through Acker’s theoretical 
lens, the performing arts institutions are masculine-coded organizations devoted to “art 
above all”, and with employees assumed to have no caregiving responsibilities competing 
with their work. Thus, a masculinization of work ideals can prevail despite many women, 
and some non-binary people, working in and leading the Swedish performing arts. In her 
later work Acker (2006) has argued for an intersectional feminist perspective on organi
zations. To pursue equality work for organizations one must take not only gender but 
also class and race into account, she argues.5

Research on preventing sexual harassment and discrimination after #MeToo has 
shown that changing the policies is not enough to combat the practices. Grubbström 
and Powell (2020, p. 316) argue that to achieve change, organizations must acknowledge 
barriers for individuals to act and recognize the role of leadership that has failed to hear 
and react sufficiently to discrimination. This is in line with feminist leadership researchs’ 
findings that leadership greatly impacts the risks of harassment and bullying (Lee, 2018; 
Sadler et al., 2018; Vogel, 2018). Leadership in the creative industries internationally is 
still dominated by men, not only masculine ideals (Carr & Van Raalte, 2025). For women 
in the creative industries, the precarity of creative work that often is freelance work, the 
myth of the creative genius, and the importance of networks and social capital (Carr & 
Van Raalte, 2025) have been found to be crucial factors for securing leadership roles. Still, 
Wahl (2010, p. 17) has argued that, in the Swedish context, gender equality ideals, and 
a growing number of female leaders have challenged the masculine norm and opened for 
changes in the structural and cultural gender inequality regimes of management. Here, it 
is important not to confuse female leadership with feminist leadership. Leadership is the 
practice of management, where formal and informal leaders steer an organization by 
instructing others. Independent of the leader’s gender their practices in leadership can be 
influenced by feminist ideals defined as consisting of transparency, collaboration, and 
inclusivity as well as trying to empower others while being mindful of power and 
personal biases (De Welde et al., 2019). This type of leadership challenges the power 
structure of organizations identified by Acker (1990, 2006). Leadership can also draw on 
anti-oppressive ideals. Kumashiro (2000) has introduced anti-oppressive education as 
a way of challenging racism, classism, sexism, heterosexism, and other forms of oppres
sion. For Kumashiro (2000, p. 40) education that aims to change students and society 
needs to do the labour of repeating discourses and patterns of power in a different way: to 
challenge and change them. To challenge patterns of power, the parties involved need to 
do open-ended work around the silences of power. Kumashiro (2000, p. 43) uses the 
silence around the issues of queer and heteronormativity as an example. In anti- 
oppressive leadership, building on Kumashiro’s ideas of how to change patterns of 
power, multiple forms of oppression are considered, and the focus is on transforming 
both form and content in an organization for increased equality, rather than just adding 
or respecting a group. Such labour needs the involvement of many people and must be 
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integrated into all work processes. In leadership research, different forms of leadership 
have been identified, from authoritarian/traditional leadership to shared leadership 
(Liden et al., 2025, p. 11). Feminist and anti-oppressive approaches to leading exist 
mostly within shared leadership, where authority, decision-making, and power are not 
practiced by one person alone (Liden et al., 2025).

Previous Research on Harassment and Bullying in the Performing Arts

In a study of sexual harassment in the creative industries in the Netherlands, Hennekam 
and Bennett (2017) define four characteristics of the industries that are risk factors for 
sexual harassment. Work is often contingent, industry builds on (sexist) cultural norms, 
there are gendered power structures where a few people, mostly men, hold a lot of power, 
and informal networks are a central factor for employment (Hennekam & Bennett, 2017, 
pp. 419–420). They also found that harassment was often perpetrated by people in power 
in the cultural industries, or by colleagues. This can be compared to other sectors like the 
service sector or care work where harassment is primarily carried out by customers or 
clients. Maxwell et al. (2020) found that for actors, harassment and bullying is considered 
part of the rehearsal work, and normalised in the work environment. They understand 
practices of harassment and bullying as a continuum, from acts of sexual violence that 
can be filed as legal suits to micro aggressions and rude verbal comments. Maxwell, 
Seton, and Szabo’s (2020) material was collected in 2012, and we have argued elsewhere 
(Werner & Benyamine, 2024) that there has been a discursive shift in the Swedish 
performing arts after #MeToo, in the 2020’s sexual harassment and sexist bullying has 
become discussed as a problem and is no longer easily accepted. In a Norwegian study, 
Kleppe and Røyseng (2016) found that sexual harassment was still more common in the 
theatre world than in Norwegian work life in general. They argued that trust in 
a charismatic leader (often male) and the valuing of art above all else enable practices 
of sexual harassment. In the Swedish context, research has found that the prevalence of 
sexual harassment was higher in the Swedish performing arts than in society at large 
(Wahl, 2018, p. 44). Further, the power structures of the performing arts present a risk, in 
particular through the informal leaders and stars of the industry that lack formal work
place roles and responsibilities (Wahl, 2018). This research resonates with what Carr and 
Van Raalte (2025) label the creative genius, who holds much of the power yet takes little 
responsibility in creative industry leadership. Further, the freelance nature of work for 
many employees in the performing arts, the lack of procedures for reporting harassment 
and bullying, and a culture of silence are other risks identified (Wahl, 2018, pp. 44–47). 
While research on sexual harassment is more common than research on the prevention 
of harassment and bullying, Lehmann and Morris (2018) describe the ongoing work to 
change performing arts work environments in the US. They argue that there is a focus on 
improving the procedures for how to report sexual harassment, how to improve policies, 
and on introducing intimacy coordination and safety protocols. However, there have also 
been questions raised about whether some of the measures to protect performers from 
harassment and bullying taken by the performing arts and film industries after #MeToo 
are principally aimed at protecting the sector from legal claims and bad publicity 
(Sørensen, 2022).

4 A. WERNER AND I. BENYAMINE



Material and Methods

The materials analysed are recorded individual qualitative interviews with leaders, video 
recorded observations of rehearsals, and written policies of two performing arts institu
tions. The recorded interview material was transcribed, recorded observations were 
partly transcribed, with scenes selected for analysis fully transcribed, and written field 
notes were used as back-ups and as complementary material. The analysis in this article is 
based on 1) the recordings and field notes from the rehearsals of two productions (at 
Stage 1 and Stage 2), 2) the written policies collected from these two institutions, and 3) 
the interviews with their artistic leaders, stage directors of the two productions, and the 
directors (highest managers) of the whole institutions. Special focus in the analysis is put 
on how policies regarding harassment and bullying are expressed in practice, written on 
paper, acted out and talked about by leaders, and how their leadership affects the policy 
in practice and prevents (or not) harassment and bullying. The interviews were qualita
tive individual thematic interviews following a pre-defined interview guide (Kvale, 1996). 
Multimodal interaction analysis was used to analyse the video data from observations, 
allowing the analysis to focus on the actions taken by the participants, including speech, 
gestures, and other modalities (Norris, 2026). When analysing the material drawn upon 
here, we focus on the convergence and discrepancies between how practice is described 
in written policies, talked about by leaders, and performed in the rehearsals of the 
productions to understand the impact of leadership on practice to prevent harassment 
and bullying. The mixed-method study was motivated by the fact that written policies, 
practices in organizations, and how these are perceived often diverge, and we were 
interested in knowledge taking these divergences into account. We analysed our material 
thematically (Braun & Clarke, 2022) using the typology of traditional/hierarchical, 
shared, feminist, and anti-oppressive leadership. Drawing on reflexive thematic analysis 
(Braun et al., 2022, p. 22) the authors considered their previous experiences working with 
anti-oppressive feminist methods in gender studies (Werner) and working in 
a performing arts organization (Benyamine) as tools to create the themes for analysis.6 

The analysis used pre-given themes designed by the authors when coding the material, 
analysing different types of leadership strategies, and different types of understandings of 
equality, harassment and bullying, or lack of them. We followed the process of thematic 
analysis by familiarizing ourselves with the material, looking for situations and quotes 
that illustrated our themes and comparing these within and between the two institutions 
to highlight differences (cf. Braun & Clarke, 2006).7 In the following, we will first 
examine the material from Stage 1, followed by Stage 2, and then provide a discussion 
and conclusion.

Analysis of Stage 1: The Rehearsal Work, Written Policies, and Leadership 
Strategy

When the rehearsal period for the Stage 1 production started, the stage director of the 
production, with support from the producer and artistic team, held a large meeting in 
one of the institution’s rehearsal spaces. All personnel involved in the production (more 
than one hundred people) attended. The tiered seating was placed like in a conventional 
theatre space, creating a distance between the stage and the last row where those seated in 
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the back looked down on the stage director from afar. The stage director of the produc
tion opened the event. As part of his opening speech, he said “This is a respectful 
workplace, bullying or [inaudible] is not tolerated, please let somebody in management 
know. If you see something say something”. This formulation was the only thing said 
about harassment and bullying during the opening day. After the stage director and the 
producer had spoken, presentations by the conductor, the stage designer, the sound 
designer, and the costume designer followed. The stage director led the event and 
introduced all speakers, staying in charge of what was said by adding information here 
and there as others spoke. All speakers were in plain clothes, and presented images and 
examples of how the production was going to look and sound. They further discussed the 
interpretations that were being made of the production’s original script. The participat
ing workers (on-stage and off-stage workers) in the audience had a chance to introduce 
themselves and their roles by raising hands, the people with the larger on-stage roles were 
presented first and with names. Both the order of the participants allowed to speak and 
the physical placement in the room enacted a clear hierarchical leadership structure 
where power was placed with the stage director and most participants were silent (Liden 
et al., 2025). There were few questions and no discussions, but there was a chance to 
mingle on stage at the end of the presentations and look at the costumes and stage designs 
that were displayed there as a temporary exhibition.

In the enactment of hierarchy at Stage 1, the stage director was placed so that everyone 
could see him, and he could see everyone, on a stage before an audience. His actions 
aligned with a classic perspective on leadership where the leader through authority and 
power influences followers to achieve the set goals of an organization or group (Liden 
et al., 2025, p. 2). The stage director presented and led the room, and he answered (the 
very few) questions from the audience. At Stage 1 the rehearsals that followed were 
tightly planned with no room for changes, and in the fifth week of rehearsals the stage 
director told the team that they were falling behind and needed to work harder, this was 
observed by the researchers in the room and captured on video. He further expressed, 
during an interview, annoyance with mandatory break hours required by the union. This 
leadership approach gave the rehearsals a sense of rush, the possibility for someone to be 
unwell, have caregiver responsibilities, or be in need of extra preparation time was never 
brought up. The organization of the rehearsals, led by him, assumed an ideal worker 
masculinized in line with Acker’s (1990) understanding of gender in organizations.

Turning to the rehearsals of intimate scenes, identified as places where harassment 
and bullying is a risk by the institutional written policies at Stage 1, a central scene of the 
production ended with a long kiss. In this scene, a penniless young man, the protagonist 
of the production, is supposed to seduce a rich young woman.8 When the scene was 
rehearsed for the first time, the two performers had only met at the start of the rehearsal 
period, in the room with more than one hundred people. The stage director stood 
between them and explained that their courting had been going on for a long time. 
The stage director used various metaphors and experiences to describe how seduction 
typically works: the performers listened and agreed. The stage director placed the 
performer portraying the young woman at one end of a sofa in a head-down pose and 
continued to explain the meaning of the scene. Then, he placed the performer portraying 
the young man at the other end of the sofa and choreographed their movements in detail: 
how they should face each other, how the young woman should get up from the sofa on 
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a signal and walk past her co-star, how he should take her hand and pull her towards him 
and kiss her. Apart from a couple of questions, the performers acknowledged the stage 
director’s instructions on how to act out the intimate scene with nods and an occasional 
“okay”. The instructions given by the stage director included when and how hard the 
male performer should grab his co-star, and when the line “kiss me” should be spoken. 
Further detailed instructions from the stage director focused on how the female perfor
mer should break free, how she should be caught again and how she finally should say 
“kiss me”. We have no reason to believe either of the participants felt subjected to 
harassment or bullying in this rehearsal. Both of them were interviewed and expressed 
feeling comfortable with the stage director and with each other. The stage director’s 
leadership, however, left no room for the performers to influence the work process, and 
the written policy document for intimate scenes collected from Stage 1 was not 
addressed. The enactment of stage director leadership was that of the creative genius, 
designing the best artistic outcome (Carr & Van Raalte, 2025); he had decided it all by 
himself in advance with no need for collaboration with the on-stage performers or the 
policies of the institution to find the right artistic expression of this intimate scene.

In accordance with the Swedish Work Environment Act, every employer is legally 
obliged to promote a good local work environment. This is enacted through policies, 
including policies against discrimination, bullying, harassment, and sexual harassment. It 
is recommended to add guidelines that provide information on how to act and comply 
with these policies. At Stage 1 there was a written Policy for equal treatment (2018) and 
a Guidelines for intimate scenes (collected in 2023, undated because it was under devel
opment, but had been communicated to stage directors and performers). In Stage 1’s 
Policy for equal treatment it was written: “Discrimination, harassment, sexual harass
ment, and bullying shall not happen in the workplace”. Stating what is not accepted in 
a workplace is common in policies aiming to prevent harassment and bullying. It is also 
well known that the zero-tolerance language does not automatically prevent occurrences 
of harassment and bullying since policies may be nonperformative, not bringing into 
effect what they name (Ahmed, 2021, p. 30). Stage 1 outlined what one should do when 
subjected to such treatment despite this: in the description of the procedure to complain 
the employee is encouraged to talk to their supervisor who will start an investigation into 
the matter. Policy for equal treatment also explicitly forbids reprisals against the employee 
reporting harassment and bullying and outlines the values and codes of the institution. It 
further defines what discrimination and other relevant concepts mean according to the 
law and the document is 2–3 pages long. In Stage 1’s Guidelines for intimate scenes a work 
process aimed at preventing sexual harassment in rehearsals is described. According to 
the guidelines, employers and employees should, as early as possible, start a discussion 
about the intimate scenes included in a production. An intimate scene is defined in the 
document as any situation involving physical contact between individuals that may be 
perceived as revealing or sexually suggestive, or that encompasses elements of vulner
ability that are not inherently sexual in nature, such as bullying, violence, or other forms 
of transgressions. As we have already seen, such a discussion was not conducted at Stage 1 
when rehearsing the kissing scene.

How might the differences between practice and written policies be understood? 
During an interview, the artistic leader of Stage 1 revisited the beginning of the rehearsal 
period, the situation we analysed first, when asked about what has changed in the 
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performing arts after #MeToo. He identified a change in how Stage 1 deals with the 
prevention of harassment and bullying:

It is a new thing. And I said of course. You know, we restate our commitments to equality 
and support, and if you see something, say something, you know, that whole “this is a safe 
place too”, you know. That we will not tolerate intimidation of any kind.

His description of preventing harassment and bullying was vague and did not include 
a reflection on how this was done in the work process. The director of Stage 1 – the 
highest leader of the institution—was new. He had previously led large organizations 
outside of the performing arts and was not sure how the work to prevent harassment and 
bullying was pursued at Stage 1. When asked, he did not know the policies, but thought 
they were important. He had heard about an ongoing information campaign but referred 
the researcher interviewing him to HR. When asked how he regarded his leadership in 
the work against harassment and bullying, he stated “I am very curious. And in my role 
[as leader] I try to invite openness and dialogue.” While the highest director of Stage 1 
described himself as open for dialogue he did not attend any of the rehearsals of the 
production we followed and did not know the policies, nor did he have anything to say 
about them or the ongoing production process.

When asked about his leadership the stage director at Stage 1 talked about how he 
aimed to include the participants in the rehearsals:

As a director of a production where I can create my culture, in my rehearsal room, my 
culture is of support and generosity, collegiality, free exchange of ideas. That has always been 
paramount to me.

In the quote, the stage director does not exemplify how this free exchange of ideas is 
brought about. We did not witness free exchange of ideas in our observations: as 
discussed above the stage director closely steered the artistic expressions of the produc
tion. He also used the word “my” three times in one sentence in this quote, firmly 
constructing the production as belonging to him. The leadership at Stage 1, on all three 
levels, was hierarchical and traditional although discursive statements in written policies 
and interviews claimed otherwise.

Analysis of Stage 2: The Rehearsal Work, Written Policies, and Leadership 
Strategy

Stage 2 also held an event opening the rehearsals of the production we followed. It was 
held in the almost finished scenography milieu of the production at the stage where the 
production would be performed. The opening started in the lobby where the waiting 
area, ticket office, wardrobe, and toilets were located. The stage director was in a costume 
alluding to the theme of the production: her costume was appreciated and talked about 
by the participants. The stage director made a short welcome speech introducing the 
main players of the production (the artistic team and on-stage performers) together with 
the producer who was in plain clothes. All participants (20–30) were invited into the 
stage milieu and encouraged to physically interact with the scenography. Coffee, fruit, 
and cakes were provided, and the seating was spread out unevenly in the room with the 
centre being a table with chairs within the scenography. The personnel most closely 
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involved in the production (on-stage and off-stage) sat at the 12 seats at the table. There 
were presentations of costume, design, sound, and lighting but also a discussion about 
what everyone expected and wanted out of the rehearsal process. The conversations were 
led by the stage director but she invited everyone around the table, and some people 
around the room, to participate and talk. A conversation about devising as a method was 
held, which subsequently gave rise to a more extensive discussion encompassing colla
borative creation, professional identities and values, and the identity and values of the 
institution, Stage 2. Some talked more than others, but there was no hierarchical order of 
speaking. A concrete outcome of the discussion was local rules for collaboration: a policy 
document called Game plan created for this production by the participants. At Stage 2, 
the stage director led the day, enacting hierarchy by speaking first, but she emphasized 
the dialogue and discussion about key themes of both the content and form of the coming 
work process. Her leadership was established as transparent, collaborative, and inclusive 
by showing concern for everyone’s participation, she shared the power over how the 
work would be structured by creating the rules for collaboration together with the other 
participants. These actions were in line with feminist leadership by empowering others 
while being mindful of one’s own power (De Welde et al., 2019).

Later in rehearsals at Stage 2, time was spent talking about the script in line with 
devising methods. For the stage director at Stage 2 working with devising was a way 
to create collaboration and challenge hierarchy in the performing arts, she claimed 
during an interview that these were her reasons for choosing devising. Using devising 
to challenge the masculine coded organizations in the performing arts has been 
established as a way to develop feminist ideals in rehearsal work (Oddey, 1994). 
Syssoyeva and Proudfit (2016; cf. Mermikides & Smart, 2016; Harris, 2024) argue that 
devising in the 2010s moved away from explicitly power-critical feminist theatre 
towards more empathetic feminist positions that involved listening and sharing, 
with conversations providing space for self-reflective processes, encouraging the 
sharing of personal stories through checking in and checking out procedures. As an 
example of how this work process took place, we use rehearsals we observed two 
weeks into the rehearsal period where each performer had written a first description 
of their character, including scripted dialogue. They had had the first preshow for an 
audience of school children. The ensemble reflected on how the children perceived 
the characters and how they reacted when the performers entered the stage, portray
ing a mythological fantasy world populated by monsters and dragons.9 When one of 
the participants handed out the script she had written and asked her co-performers to 
read and act out the lines the team came to discussing how to balance the children’s 
fear and curiosity. The set designer interrupted the reading to argue that the children 
would be expecting to meet evil characters, but that they thought it should be acted 
out that someone who was evil could be good and then be evil again. Another 
performer addressed the others: “There’s, like, we petrify, we change sex, we rape 
and eat children, and everything. And it’s pretty cool, it’s funny. There’s a bunch of 
frozen statues in my scene, like a bunch of disgusting men”. Everyone laughed and 
the performer continued: “Horny men’s gaze”. He turned to the stage director and 
said: “You didn’t like that.” The stage director laughed, and another performer 
replied, “That’s where we draw the line!”. The stage director continued by saying: 
“Well, I thought. We can keep everything that’s scary, but there’s something about 
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not wanting these kids to be cast out into reality. Oh shit, I’m seven years old, should 
I be afraid of horny men looking at me?”. The performer who talked about horny 
men nodded and another added: “Well, let’s get rough, it’s no problem”. In these 
discussions on how to act out scenes of the production all participants took part in 
decision-making. The performers, the set designer, and the stage director all con
tributed to the result and how the scene was formed. The seriousness of the issue and 
its relation to harassment and bullying were not taboo, but were also not taken 
lightly. The performers turned to the stage director. She held a central place but 
not full authority, and her leadership was shared in the situation (Liden et al., 2025, 
p. 11). While she was not in favour of the horny men statues, they stayed in the 
production and her leadership enabled deliberation and openness in dialogue while 
the production reformulated the discourse on power and sexuality through interpre
tation (Kumashiro, 2000).

During the rehearsals at Stage 2, the team had individual preparation time built into 
the day-time schedule. Performers said in interviews that this was something unusual, 
and they thought it was very good. They were used to studying the manuscript in the 
evenings, in addition to long days of rehearsals. During the rehearsals, it also happened 
that a rehearsal day was cancelled, due to one of the key participants having to stay at 
home with a sick child. Utilization of devising as method (there was no strict time plan 
for scene rehearsals) made it possible to influence scheduling: the work process was 
a processual development where the Game plan were put into practice, and where it was 
possible for the working hours and schedule to be adapted to caring responsibilities 
among participants. Not only the content but also the planning of the work process was 
shared.

Turning to written policies of Stage 2, the institution had a Handbook for Personnel 
(2022) that included sections on gender equality, equality more generally, discrimination, 
victimization, harassment, sexual harassment, and reprisals.10 In the document, it was 
stated “At the theatre we do not accept any form of bullying, violence, threats, or 
harassment”. As with Stage 1, core concepts were defined, procedures for reporting 
were described and reprisals for those reporting harassment and bullying were forbidden. 
The institutional policy documents of Stage 1 and Stage 2 were all developed after 
#MeToo and in conversation with the central guidelines of the union and the trade 
organizations for the Swedish performing arts. This can be concluded from the use of the 
same phrases, titles, examples, and so on that are used in the union’s and trade organiza
tion’s best practice documents found online.11 At Stage 2, the ensemble, at the beginning 
of the production period, developed an additional policy document: Game plan. The 
development of this document was suggested by the stage director, and aimed to create 
a group contract with norms that were important to all members of the production team 
in order to facilitate working together. The performers, artistic team, and technical team 
were included in the process of creating the document. This local policy and its guidelines 
were one page long and included the following formulations: “We encourage creativity”, 
“It’s OK to be bad”, “We warm up every day”, “We encourage each other to try new 
things”, “We’re allowed to take up space and we give others space to take up space”. The 
local policy document at Stage 2 focused on the practical work in the production. It was 
put into use during the collaborative work process, it was brought up frequently and it 
functioned to distribute power and address differences, which is important to prevent 
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silence, harassment, and bullying. The other policy document was not used in the 
rehearsal process. The leadership of the stage director at Stage 2 made a significant 
impact on creating policy in practice that could prevent harassment and bullying, in line 
with Stage 2’s written policy without bringing it up.

These actions should be placed in the context of the institution’s higher leadership. 
The artistic leader of Stage 2 was not part of the opening day of the production. But he 
had thought about the relationship between the written policies and the practice in 
rehearsal work:

I think policy may end up being just a piece of paper. I still think we’ve tried to make it easier 
to apply it in our daily work, but I think, I think that, I mean, it’s easy to produce a lot of text. 
I stand behind everything that’s written there, but it’s just words on paper. The concern is 
that it could end there. It’ll just be a piece of paper. But it has to be brought to life in 
conversation and in work.

The artistic leader argued that ongoing conversations were key to prevent harassment 
and bullying, and these conversations were, as we have shown, part of the rehearsals at 
Stage 2. For the artistic leader of Stage 2 written policies were not enough: this can be 
compared to the artistic leader of Stage 1 who identified no problems with their written 
policies. When the highest director of Stage 2 was asked about how she wanted to form 
her leadership she said:

I try to do the opposite [of her predecessor]. I delegate and hand out mandates instead. This 
thing about the budget. Knowledge and transparency. We need that.

Transparency is a key ideal of feminist leadership (De Welde et al., 2019). In addition, the 
highest leader of Stage 2 is here expressing an ambition to share leadership (Liden et al.,  
2025, p. 11) and she gives concrete examples of one of the areas she wants to share (the 
budget). Later, in the interview, she discusses the prevention of harassment and bullying. 
First, she describes the written policy document at hand, the surveys conducted at the 
institution to map work environment issues and the ongoing discussions in the leader
ship (including the other two leaders quoted in this article). She then takes a noticeable 
breath and adds:

We have a production that just started. And I, neither me nor the artistic leader knew this. It 
is a production with a [portrayed] rape. And the stage director came and said,”there will be 
sex scenes and there will be a rape and it will be open”. And then just, no, but here, we 
should have done something much earlier. Now we have to run after this, to really be clear 
about what the policy is. We always include these questions [harassment and bullying] in the 
opening day of any production. But we should have been clearer here. And the stage director 
had gotten it into his head, it doesn’t make sense, that he should just talk to the actors 
himself. And we just: “No, you shall not”.

Here, the leader provided a detailed example of the ongoing work with prevention and 
discussed when this work had not been enough. She considered what could have been 
done better in the work process of a recent incident highlighting that she saw processes of 
labour central to changing the repetition of oppression (Kumashiro, 2000, p. 43). This 
statement illustrates that the work of anti-oppressive organizations does not end. The 
leaders of Stage 2 wanted to change the work processes around the portrayal of sex and 
rape and involve all parties in the discussion of how to portray it while disrupting 
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patterns of power and creating a safe space for the performers and other participants. The 
leadership ambitions were similar between the three leaders of Stage 2. Feminist leader
ship has been defined as focused on ideals of transparency, collaboration, and inclusivity 
by leaders trying to empower others while being mindful of power and personal biases 
(De Welde et al., 2019). The stage director at Stage 2 had considered in detail the 
relational work process of the production, and the inclusion of everyone. When she 
was asked about her leadership strategy she said:

Yes, it is a question of calibration, all the time. I think it is extremely important to see 
everyone all the time and to calibrate [with them]. [. . .] If I can see them all, the technician 
staff, the ensemble, and everyone, and try to check in with them all the time [inaudible]. It’s 
like, now I know I have been with this actor a lot because they needed help with 
a monologue.

Dividing her attention in a reflexive way during rehearsals was central for the stage 
director’s leadership. The quote illustrates her work to revert hierarchies in the produc
tion process, and for all participants to be seen, taking into account both their roles in the 
production and the differences between them as individuals.

Discussion

This article started by referring to research about how leadership affects harassment and 
bullying, where passive leadership has been found to increase the likelihood of sexual 
harassment (Lee, 2018), work cultures of bullying have been found to begin at the top of 
an organization (Vogel, 2018), and leadership has been found to be the best opportunity 
to prevent sexual harassment and assault (Sadler et al., 2018). Comparing the leadership 
and work processes of Stage 1 and Stage 2 we here argue that anti-oppressive and feminist 
leadership is crucial to actively discuss and prevent harassment and bullying through 
shared collaborative work processes, at all levels of an organization. While both our 
institutions were committed to prevention in written policies, and both had agreed to 
collaborate with researchers in a project about cultures of silence, harassment, and 
bullying, only one of them actively worked for equality and participation, and against 
harassment and bullying. That written policy is no guarantee for an organization to work 
to prevent harassment and bullying is already well known. Ahmed has argued that 
written policies in the UK higher education institutions she researched were in fact not 
used to fight harassment and bullying when people were filing complaints (Ahmed, 2021, 
p. 47). These policies she calls nonperformative and while they did not help her 
complainants their existence, even when they were not being used, matters because 
when complaints about harassment or bullying come out in the public domain, having 
a policy can be used as evidence that harassment or bullying do not exist in the 
organization (Ahmed, 2021, p. 52). Ahmed’s theorizing of written policies in higher 
education holds up against the analysis of the institutional policies discussed in this 
article particularly at Stage 1. The work with the local policy at Stage 2, Game plan, was 
something quite different where strategically shared leadership and ongoing work with 
the policy in practice helped prevent harassment and bullying through a collaborative 
work process. Working collaboratively against harassment and bullying can, argues 
Ahmed (2021, p. 278), be done through a complaint collective. Such a collective may 
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also construct documents, that may turn into policies. The written policy is, thus, not 
necessarily nonperformative. Further, the leadership of Stage 2 also discussed how they 
used the institutional policies in their leadership. Thus, the leadership at Stage 1 and 
Stage 2 provided very different opportunities for improving work environments and the 
organizations’ capacity to prevent and intervene against harassment and bullying despite 
their overarching written institutional policies being similar.

Applying these findings to other organizations, it is important to note that the size of 
the group of participants matters for the execution of feminist leadership where discus
sions and the collaborative method of devising helped prevent harassment and bullying 
in rehearsal work. With a large group of one hundred people this work process would 
take more time. However, one could also argue that the type of production, the size of the 
ensemble, and the devising method had been chosen by the leadership at Stage 2 
strategically with the intention of creating a better work environment. Shared leadership 
and discussions are, however, no guarantee for a workplace free of harassment and 
bullying. Many performing arts work processes are small, informal, and non- 
hierarchical, especially with independent companies, and many of them have been 
proven to have serious problems with harassment and bullying despite the anti- 
hierarchical organizational forms (Wahl, 2018).12

Anti-oppressive labour, a method to change the very core of the work process, can be 
seen on the first day of rehearsal and in the local policy work with Game plan at Stage 2, 
as well as in how the stage director led the work of Stage 2’s rehearsals. The group’s own 
policy document established frameworks for the rehearsal work and the stage director 
adopted a listening stance, engaging in deliberations that encompassed diverse perspec
tives, in a manner consistent with the collective viewpoint of the ensemble. In this work 
not only gendered power, but all hierarchies of the participating group were challenged. 
The discourse surrounding intimacy, sexuality, violence, fear, and curiosity was regarded 
as an integral component of the rehearsal process. At Stage 1, the hierarchy of the 
presentations at the start of the rehearsal period and inclusion of harassment and 
bullying in one sentence reduced the prevention of harassment and bullying to one of 
many pieces of information. It was not an issue revisited or discussed in the work 
processes observed by the authors. Although the policy for intimate scenes at Stage 1 
provided a comprehensive overview of procedures to address issues of harassment and 
bullying, the document did not impact the work. Rather, the rehearsal process was 
characterized by a rigid hierarchical structure of masculine authority. The rehearsal 
schedule, meticulously delineated for each scene, did not afford time for participants to 
engage in discussion about intimate and violent scenes, nor did it provide a forum for 
deliberation on the performers’ collaborative consent. This demonstrates how not only 
the discussion and deliberation of policy, but also the time management and planning of 
work is key to enact feminist and anti-oppressive leadership, and in turn to reduce the 
risk of harassment and bullying.

Conclusion

What can be learnt from these findings? Context and leadership have been proven more 
important for how policies work to promote gender equality than the written policies 
themselves (Ní Laoire et al., 2021). To unpack the factors that matter for preventing 
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harassment and bullying in our study of the performing arts we argue that 1) leadership 
as acted out in the stage directors’ approaches to rehearsal work, 2) the policy document 
Game plan that was put into use in the work process, 3) the leadership of the highest 
directors and the artistic directors, and 4) the size of the performing arts teams and 
method of devising, all mattered. While the practices of leadership and local policies were 
successful at Stage 2, it is also important to acknowledge that this is not a guarantee for 
a harassment-free work environment. Harassment and bullying can occur anywhere. 
Still, from our findings it could be argued that a large, more established and prestigious 
organization shaped by power imbalances and complex hierarchies will struggle to 
prevent harassment and bullying in the work processes of rehearsals of traditional 
scripted works. This means that devised pieces for small ensembles are safer, in harass
ment and bullying terms, and that the art itself affects the possibility to provide 
a workplace without harassment and bullying. Still, the feminist and anti-oppressive 
practices of the leadership at Stage 2 could be used in a larger organization if adapted. 
Therefore, being a big institution is no excuse not to include feminist and anti-oppressive 
leadership strategies.

Finally, we would like to emphasize that we could not have reached these conclusions 
by looking at only written policies, interviews, or observations of the rehearsal process. 
Therefore, we argue that mixed methods of observations, interviews, and policy analysis 
is crucial to understand harassment and bullying in the work environment of the 
performing arts. By comparing the materials from the two institutions that functioned 
very differently, the importance of leadership for the prevention of harassment and 
bullying became visible.

Notes

1. The project Culture of silence with DNR 200282 was funded by AFA Insurance during 
2022–2026. In the project about 90 hours of rehearsals were recorded, and about 60 people 
working in the performing arts were interviewed. Four performing arts institutions in 
Sweden participated. Written policies were collected from all four participating institutions.

2. These concepts “equality, discrimination, harassment, bullying, and gender equality” were 
used in the documents of the four performing arts institutions. The empirical study was 
conducted between November 2022 and January 2024, the researchers devoted about two 
months to each institution during that timeframe. The four institutions are located in 
different cities, and they are of different sizes, they are all publicly funded (one of the 
institutions receives about half their budget from public funding, the others receive more 
than 70% of their budget from public funds) but organized differently. Some are, for 
example, regional, and productions included in the study were both big and small, directed 
at adult and young audiences.

3. The research project applied for and was granted approval from the Swedish Ethical Review 
Authority: DNR 2022–00124-01 and 2022–06872-02. All participants and institutions gave 
written consent on forms approved by the Swedish Ethical Review Authority. All partici
pants were given verbal and written information about the research project at separate 
meetings.

4. We use the concepts “harassment and bullying” in the article to include all types of 
harassment and bullying in organizational abuse of power, not only those that could be 
considered sexual harassment or discrimination in the legal definitions. We do so in line 
with Ahmed’s (2021) way of understanding sexism and racism as affecting harassment and 
bullying in workplaces of higher education, translating this to the performing arts sector.
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5. By focusing on leadership, harassment, and bullying (rather than women or sexism) we 
include gender, race, and class as power dimensions in the performing arts.

6. The authors are both cis gendered, one woman and one man. One of the authors is white 
and born in Sweden while the other author immigrated to Sweden from the Middle East as 
a child and might not (or might) be understood by participants as white due to name and 
appearance.

7. The pre-given themes used to approach the material analytically included working condi
tions and employment, ideals surrounding artistic freedom, silences and codes of silence, 
and hierarchies within the performing arts, to mention a few. Not all themes were relevant 
for the analysis presented in this article, but are discussed in other publications from the 
project. In the observation material the opening day of rehearsals and a couple of other days 
at each institution were selected strategically for deeper analysis. This was due to the fact 
that the opening day establishes both policy in practice framework and leadership standards 
for a rehearsal period, the other days were chosen based on the authors’ observations of 
tricky leadership situations.

8. Further details about the content of the narrative are not divulged to keep the production 
deidentified.

9. For deidentification purposes some of this description has been altered.
10. Due to the deidentification of these performing arts institutions and research ethics the 

exact references to these documents—even the published ones—are not given here. They 
were written in Swedish, and the titles given here are not the exact titles.

11. https://scenochfilm.se/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Riktlinjer_intimscener_film_drama 
prod-ENG.pdf

12. In the research project that this article builds on small independent theatre companies were 
not studied due to practical constraints. The researchers approached such companies but 
did not find any with the time and resources to participate in the research project.
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