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ADDITIONAL HELP & RESOURCES 

MU Safe Space Scheme: 
https://musiciansunion.org.uk/safespace

UK Music: 
https://www.ukmusic.org/advice/harassment-in-the- 
workplace/

Help Musicians UK: 
https://bit.ly/3S9E7xj | 0800 088 2045

Musicians' Union helpline page: 
https://bit.ly/3DvO17O

National Stalking Helpline: 
https://www.suzylamplugh.org/stalking-help-and- 
advice | 0808 802 0300

Samaritans: 
https://www.samaritans.org/ | 116 123

Sexual harassment has seen a huge increase in 
recent years. Whether walking home, on public 
transport or trying to get on with our day to day 
lives, every woman has a story of a time they were 
harassed. 

The Musicians' Union has created its Safe Space 
Scheme to ensure that they're doing everything 
possible to make sure women are protected 
whilst they work. I cannot stress this enough, IT 
IS NOT JUST FOR MEMBERS! Anyone who works 
in our industry can use it and receive help and 
advice. 

I hope you find the resources and the podcast 
useful in helping all of us get a little closer to a 
safe working environment. Remember, you are 
not alone. There are people who can help. 

CONSERVATOIRE NUMBERS: 

Guildhall School of Music and Drama: 
student.affairs@gsmd.ac.uk | https://bit.ly/3qRO9Hf

Leeds College of Music and Drama
healthandwellbeing@leedsconservatoire.ac.uk
https://bit.ly/3dvp6Xc

Royal Academy of Music: 
Counsellor@ram.ac.uk | https://bit.ly/3LnilmO

Royal Birmingham Conservatoire: 
https://bit.ly/3Lm2PrA

Royal College of Music: 
studentservices@rcm.ac.uk | https://bit.ly/3BnwFY5

Royal Conservatoire of Scotland: 
welfare@rcs.ac.uk | https://bit.ly/3UnOyyv

Royal Northern College of Music: 
https://bit.ly/3ShZvA5

Royal Welsh College of Music and Drama: 
studentservices@rwcmd.ac.uk | 029 2039 1321

Trinity Laban Conservatoire of Music and Drama:
https://bit.ly/3LrWN8J | 
https://tlsu.org/representation-and-advice/

UK WIDE CHARITIES AND HELPLINES: 

https://www.blackmindsmatteruk.com/
https://www.ukmusic.org/advice/harassment-in-the-workplace/
https://www.ukmusic.org/advice/harassment-in-the-workplace/
https://bit.ly/3S9E7xj
https://bit.ly/3DvO17O
tel:08088020300
https://www.samaritans.org/
https://musiciansunion.org.uk/safespace#:~:text=The%20MU%20launched%20the%20scheme,abuse%20in%20the%20music%20industry.
https://musiciansunion.org.uk/safespace#:~:text=The%20MU%20launched%20the%20scheme,abuse%20in%20the%20music%20industry.
mailto:student.affairs@gsmd.ac.uk
https://bit.ly/3dvp6Xc
mailto:Counsellor@ram.ac.uk
https://bit.ly/3LnilmO
https://bit.ly/3Lm2PrA
mailto:studentservices@rcm.ac.uk
https://bit.ly/3BnwFY5
https://bit.ly/3UnOyyv
https://bit.ly/3ShZvA5
mailto:studentservices@rwcmd.ac.uk
tel:02920391321
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Ruth: Hello and welcome to another episode of From A 
Cellist's Perspective, the podcast dedicated to tackling 
the big issues facing young professionals and music 
students in the classical music world. 

I'm your host, Ruth Hallows and this week I'm joined by 
someone who I interviewed for the blog back in February 
of this year, and I have been desperate to get him back to 
talk about keeping women safe in our industry. His name 
is John Shortell. He is the Head of Equality, Diversity and 
Inclusion for the Musicians Union. He is one of the most 
incredible allies that women in our industry could have.

Hearing a man talk so ardently about keeping the women 
he represents safe not just at work, but in wider society as 
a whole is a breath of fresh air and I hope that you find
this interview as inspiring and hopeful as I have. 

A warning before we start, we do talk about sexual 
harassment, but on my website, you'll be able to find all 
the information discussed in this episode, along with 
where to get the help you may need. We are also zooming 
for this one so at moments the sound isn't quite as crystal 
clear as we'd love, but for now, sit back and enjoy this 
episode of From A Cellist's Perspective.

John, it's so good to have you back on  From A Cellist's 
Perspective, and now giving my listeners a chance to hear 
your words first-hand through our podcasts. So thank 
you so much for joining me. 

John: Thank you for asking me

Ruth: So the last time we spoke was at the beginning of 
this year, and things were not in a great place for 
women's safety. 

We were coming up to the first year anniversary of the 
murder of Sarah Everard. And a new report by the STUC 
was released saying 45% of women experienced sexual 

harassment at work, with 61% of respondents 
experiencing sexual harassment in public on their way to 
and from work. In terms of our industry, what is the 
picture looking like for women at the moment?

John: Well, what I will say is, I think off the top of my 
head, ours was the last piece of industry wide research of 
musicians specifically and that was back in 2019. So that's 
the last data we've got as the MU on the issue and as you 
know, from when we spoke previously, it wasn't pretty at 
all. I mean, I'm being polite about that it was bad. 

The music industry, has got a real issue with sexual 
harassment. Saying that I don't think it's specific to the 
music industry but I think there's specific things about 
the music industry that make it more likely to happen. So 
exactly the same conversation that we had before. We 
have informal work and practices, huge power 
imbalances between the people who want work and the 
people who can give you work. Late night working 
environments where often or there's a possibility of 
alcohol, or drugs being consumed. 

So you can see already our data layer, not current yet to 
create this environment, which is really informal. It's not 
like going to an office, there's no real reporting 
mechanisms or clear reporting mechanisms to report this 
work. Quite often, there's no policy in place. 

So we think, yeah, there are specific things that make it 
more likely to happen or more likely to go under- 
reported, even though society wide there's a massive 
problem with under-reporting, which I'm sure we'll get 
onto in a minute for the reasons why people don't report. 

To be honest with you. I imagine it's unchanged since 
when we do in our survey in 2019, if anything -and we'll 
see because we do plan to survey our members again on 
the issue - I think the stats will be worse purely because 
people are more likely, I think people are more confident 

https://stuc.org.uk/media-centre/news/1644/stuc-women-s-committee-releases-shocking-new-data-on-sexual-harassment-at-work#:~:text=March%207th%202022%20On%20the%20eve%20of%20International,of%20women%20have%20experienced%20sexual%20harassment%20at%20work.
https://musiciansunion.org.uk/safespace


to report now, not massively so but I think the music 
industry has took notes on this, and there's schemes and 
initiatives across the industry, across genres, working to 
support people who've experienced sexual harassment 
and to stop it happening in the first place. 

So things like the MU Safe Space Scheme, which was 
established in 2018. For anyone who's experienced sexual 
harassment working across the music industry can 
report by that service. We'll offer signposts to support 
services, or offer legal advice wherever we can. 

Just to say that's open to anyone working in the music 
industry, you don't need to be an MU member and you 
don't need to be a musician. UK Music are doing some 
really good work through it and all of us together as 
trade bodies and trade unions to tackle the issue as well.
 
Since we last spoke, there's been the announcement of 
the Independent Standards Authority as well, which is an 
independent body to investigate reports of sexual 
harassment and I think discrimination it's going to cover 
as well. And that will be kind of like, you know, like the 
Advertising Standards Authority will do an investigation 
and make recommendations to the industry or to a 
specific organisation so that is in the process has been 
established. And at the MU we're really excited about that 
because we think that's a really fantastic way to support 
our work and also to catch people who may fall outside of 
trade unions or trade bodies or might feel confident 
reporting to us for a multitude of reasons. So I've gone off 
totally off topic already haven't I!

Ruth: No, no, you've just gone straight into question two, 
which I love.

John: So what is the current state? I think it remains 
unchanged, because I don't think we've had enough time 
between our last survey in this, and this moment in time 
to measure the impact of the work that's happening. I 
think the industry is took note, I think the industry is 

working towards a solution. We're still a long way off, is 
what I think.

Ruth: You've already mentioned the MU Safe Spaces and 
on our blog previously, we did point to that. But just for 
members who are, you know, new to the show? Where can 
they go? Do we just log on to your website?

John: So you can log on to our website, and you can either 
report by email or there's like, an app and it will ask you a 
series of questions that you just fill in. And you can do 
that anonymously via the app, or you can leave your 
contact details for for us to contact you and have a chat 
about what to do next. 

You know, a lot of the time for you safe space, people just 
want to log what's happened to them. I understand the 
reasons for not giving any identifying details because of 
the consequences a lot of the times fall on the person 
who's experienced sexual harassment, and I've got to say, 
99.9% of the reports we get through safe space are from 
women and it's a the same percentage, is perpetrated by 
men. 

So I do understand and I know generally it is men in 
positions of power, where these women who've 
experienced sexual harassment work or in a position 
where they could give them were sort of fully understand 
why anyone wouldn't want to leave the contact details.

So you can log that anonymously, or you can leave your 
contact details and we'll be straight in touch with you to 
signpost you to the support services and if you need to 
give you legal advice, as well. Sometimes the legal advice 
is limited on what we can give you and to be honest, 
sometimes people come to us and it's frustrating, well, 
there's not a lot we can do at that point in time, or it's a 
criminal matter. But we will always be able to point you 
in the right direction.
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Ruth: Okay, that's great. 

So I'm glad you said about the fact that it's the majority of 
it is women reporting because on the blog, you said 
something that had every woman cheering, and that was 
(love it when you have your stuff quoted back), "I'm 
always conscious that we're asking women to change".

This whole concept of asking women to change their 
behaviour to stop men, in most cases, you know, 
harassing them it's always been a hard pill to swallow. 
We're not swallowing it anymore . But having said that, I 
have felt a subtle change in the narrative, with more 
emphasis being placed on men to start challenging that 
behaviour, and becoming stronger allies of women. Have 
you you've seen this happening? And also as a man 
yourself?

John: Definitely. I've seen that shift. I've had male 
members for me and say, "what can we do to support 
women? What can we do to be allies", not just on sexual 
harassment, by the way, across the board, like anti- 
racism initiatives, anti LGBT phobic initiatives. 

So we think that movement of allies is is really, really 
gaining traction, people are understanding, "ah okay, this 
isn't a problem for women to solve this is a problem for 
perpetrators to solve for definitely men to help solve and 
to solve together as a society or a community, whichever 
one that we're talking about." But yeah, I've had people 
phoned me up and say, will you provide some active 
bystander training, which is something I've got to look 
into next week to do that with various organisations 
providing that. 

So yes, definitely, I've seen that and yes, I'm still 
conscious that when I catch myself doing it when I'm 
speaking to people through safe space. I think we spoke 
before about I was working with someone to create kind 
of an exit strategy, if she felt unsafe by this person who 
was appearing at her workplace, let's say, and even then   

it felt really uncomfortable being like, so this guy is 
sexually harassing you, almost stalking you to a point but 
I'm still telling you how to change your behaviour so you 
don't have to encounter it, rather than dealing with the 
actual problem who's the man. So I'm super conscious of 
that. And sometimes it's like, well, this is what we're 
dealing with so this is what I have to do for you right now. 
But that's always in the back of your mind. It's like it's a 
constant thing. You're saying, "Oh, why didn't you do 
this? And why didn't you do that?" 

We submitted some evidence to the inquiry for misogyny
or music and we asked our members, tell us about your 
experience as a woman working in the music industry or 
as someone who experiences misogyny, working in the 
music industry. 

Some of the things that come through that was the 
organisation's with a man who was known to sexually 
harass women, let's be blunt about it, he was known to 
sexually harass women and had done for a long time and 
women were actually avoiding working in this 
organisation because people talk, so people know what 
goes on so they don't want to work there. Already, that 
organisation is losing talent, because these could be the 
most talented women on the earth, they're never going to 
work for you because it's not a safe working environment. 
And you're perpetuating that working environment by 
doing nothing about this guy's behaviour. So anyway, I'm 
going off topic again. 

This woman was told not to wear certain things or not to 
behave around him in a certain way, because they were 
unsure of how the man would be able to control 
themselves. And reading that I was like, WHAT?? like, 
again, and it's on the woman and say, if you do this, he's 
going to do that not his behaviour is really wrong and 
we've got to either, I don't know, educate him, or in this 
case, it sounds like they need to remove him from the 
organisation to be quite honest, it was quite an extreme 
case. 
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But yeah, it always strikes me as weird asking people 
experiences to solve the problem. We're not tackling the 
problem, but we're pushing it away. So in some cases, 
yeah, it's the best that we've got to say, I'm gonna help 
you design this exit strategy for when you feel unsafe. But 
we've got to be doing the other side of it, as well as like, 
Why is this person still in a position? Is it just an 
education thing? Is this person a real risk where we need
to remove them from the organisation? What are you 
doing to safeguard women? And it makes me think about 
when I speak to EDI, more generally, about organisations, 
a lot of the time people are focused on recruitment. It's 
like, what can we do to get more women in positions? 
What can we do to get more global majority musicians in 
or more LGBT kinds of whatever demographic is 
underrepresented? And my first question is, well, what 
are you doing to keep them there? What are you doing to 
make sure those working environments are safe for those 
people? Recruit all the women that you want, but if 
you've got someone who's a known sexual harassment 
working in your organisation, they're not going to stay 
long. 

So ultimately, if you're just looking at it from a bottom 
line perspective, you're going to lose money, because 
then you're going to have to recruit someone new, train 
them, or whatever process they're going through. 
Audition them, put them on a trial period, wherever it is 
that the way you can, you are losing money because of 
that one individual. Also, like I said, people talk and 
people know who works where, and who does what. I 
know, it's a big industry, but it's also everyone knows 
each other. 

So that yeah, it always baffles me was like, we're gonna 
throw all this money at recruitment but you're doing 
nothing to create this inclusive, safe working 
environment. It's the same with recruitment, I don't know 
global majority musicians. So those musicians are going 
to be going in and experience lots of racism or lots of 
microaggressions, they're not going to say they're not 

going to have a good experience. And then your 
organisation's going to have a reputation for not being a 
welcoming place for women, LGBT people, again, 
whatever demographic we're talking about. 

So I think, yeah, whenever we're looking at sexual 
harassment, we need to be looking wider at like, what 
does that workplace look like? Because generally, it might 
just be one person, but it's a culture of that workplace 
that's kind of perpetuating that and upholding that 
person to be able to do that. So that to me points that
there's a massive issue with the culture of your 
organisation that we can only tackle through training, 
through education, through making sure those systems 
are in place to make sure if something does happen, 
there's a report mechanism and action will be taken as 
well. Because that's the other thing. It's like, setup all the 
reporting mechanisms you want but unless people have 
got confidence in us, and there's actions that you can see, 
if you do this, this will happen and it triggers a series of 
events. And I'm not saying someone sacked all the time, it 
could be someone makes a comment and someone says,
"you know what, I'm really uncomfortable with the way 
that you spoke to me", it's an educational thing. But if you 
haven't created the space where someone can say "that's 
made me really feel uncomfortable", that's where we start 
getting toxic working environments, isn't it? Where 
people generally don't want to work? 

Ruth: Because the MU are actually quite hot on sort of not 
dealing with - I mean, obviously, they deal with specific 
issues so for example, the safe space - but you guys are 
bigger than that. You really start with legislation, making 
sure that the change is concrete and long term. So what 
kind of stuff are you sort of doing at the moment?

John: One thing I always think of like when we talk about 
the music industry, we can't talk about it, like it's this 
thing that exists alone, it's part of society, isn't it? So the 
same issues that we see in society are going to be 
replicated in our workplaces. 
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Looking at the music industry or work places in the 
music industry, we miss out on why is it that like you 
said, changes to legislation or societal changes that we
need to see happen and that are kind of influenced the 
way we work.

One thing we've been looking at recently and we've 
submitted motions to it to a to a women's conference is 
all about sexual harassment on public transport. I've 
seen all those strikes through RMT or the other transport 
unions which have got steady MU fully support I know 
people like "oh it's a strike" but I like to think about it this 
way, it's like this strike is going to keep you safe. This 
strike is going to make sure you get to work quicker, 
better, safer. This strike is going to make sure that people 
getting you to work are safe, are paid well so it benefits us 
all. But it's been this dialogue hasn't it, where they're 
setting trade unions up against workers but then it's like 
we are workers! We're on your side! We want what you 
want, we want you to do well, we want a safe working 
environment, well paid jobs, pensions. Anyway I'm going 
off on a tangent.

But the reason I pick this up is because the the motion is 
much wider than the industry. It's about the cuts to 
public transport and the impact that has on the staff. So 
our members are working unsociable hours, late at night. 
A lot of our members aren't paid very well so do rely on 
public transport to get home. So we need a safe, 
accessible and affordable public transport system to 
make sure our members can get to and from work in a 
safe way. So there was a survey done by RMT, I can't 
remember when but it's quite recent. And it was like 70% 
of passengers were sexually harassed on public transport 
in the last five years and 72% believe that sexual 
harassment on public transport is becoming a bigger 
problem. 

Now, they're cutting workers from the railway, so that 
will be train guards at stations too.

So what we're saying in this motion, basically, is that the 
Conservative government, cutting 4 billion in funding 
from transport systems has led to the transport systems 
being unsafe for our members and this is a direct result of 
those being understaffed. 

So it's those things that we look at as well as like, "okay, 
what's happened in the wider world that's making our 
members workplaces unsafe?" and that's just one 
example of us looking at something wider than the 
industry to keep our members safe to make sure we can 
get to and from work in a safe accessible way. 

We have a real problem in the music industry with 
paternity, and maternity discrimination and, and 
pregnancy discrimination even more so. I'm looking at 
well, does the infrastructure that's currently in place in 
terms of childcare support does that support women? 
Definitely not. What does that look like for women who 
work in the arts? It looks even worse, because you're 
working unsociable hours, it can be like you need 
childcare to the last minute. 

So things like that we like to look at to make sure that, 
again, we can't put it on just our industry to solve but as 
an industry, we can work together to pressure 
government or whatever organisation it is to make sure 
those changes happen. 

On sexual harassment, we'll be looking at changes to the 
Equality Act and that's part of our campaign for 
freelancers, too. Because the way a lot of our members 
were like something like 98% of our members work in 
some kind of freelance capacity. And some of the ways 
they work are made up or even fall outside the 
protections of legislation depended on how they work 
and if you can make a certain amount of work out, you 
might not be covered on the equality legislation. 

So we see that as a real gap and a real issue for our 
members, no kind of legal route to justice for some of 
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them because of that gap. So that forms part of the 
campaign and asking the government to close the gap so 
that any worker, no matter how the work is protected. 

The law on sexual harassment, as it is currently is only 
enforced by individual women taking cases which you 
and I know when we spoke before, that's a massive ask of 
someone isn't it is huge. And if you're not in a trade 
union, where you're getting the resources and expertise 
to even be able to do that, and even if you aren't a trade 
union, it's still on you to come forward and give that 
evidence and do that work with your trade union official 
and you will be fully supported. But still, it's a massive 
ask, isn't it for an individual, it's to take this forward. So 
what we're asking for is a duty on employees to take 
preventative steps to stop it happening in the first place. 
So the responsibility is back on them to say, well, you 
need to make sure that these working environments are 
safe and do everything that you can't prevent sexual 
harassment. 

I mean, I'm not saying anyone can do it 100%. What I'm 
saying there's definitely things you can do if you're doing 
sexual harassment risk assessments, to make sure that 
it's less likely to happen. So yeah, that's forms part of that 
as well. And things like protection from third party 
harassment, obviously, we have a particular issue around 
audience members harassing women performers, that's 
currently not enacted in the Equality Act, and we're 
asking for third party harassment. 

Ruth: Yeah so it's all I mean, I think the issue is obviously 
with, with musicians as we do, we do fall into the gaps all 
the time for legislation across the board. I mean, COVID 
was just such a fine example of that. And, I mean, I'm so 
pleased that you know, as you know. 

I was coming back from a exhibition for work and was 
sexually harassed on the DLR completely brazenly by a 
man in a very full carriage. And there was you know, no, 
kind of train guard no sort of stewards on the platform or 

anything like that. I just I remember feeling so on my own 
and actually like, and I was so cross as well, because I 
didn't just you know, belt him one or stand up for myself 
or anything like that, because I was frozen. I was frozen. I 
couldn't move!

John: Of Course! A lot of people feel that way. No one can 
tell you how to feel, obviously, but it's like that's not you 
like that was an unsafe situation for you so how could you 
hit this guy or do you know what I mean? It's like you're 
in a position where it's like this, this is a real threat to me 
so I completely understand. But again, it comes back to 
that thing. What can we do to make - you were only going 
home? You will literally go home after an exhibition. 
Yeah. Make the railway safe, invest in the railway so 
there's workers there to stop that happening, who are 
trained in a lot of cases to deal with behaviours like this 
as well. I'm sorry, your experience that.

Ruth: I know, I know. The worst bit is it's just like, my 
initial thing to respond to you was like, Oh, well, I mean, 
that's life, but it shouldn't be like, what on earth?

John: That's the one thing that shocked me when we first 
did our survey in 2019, there were so many comments 
that were just like, oh, it's part of the job. It comes with 
the territory. I was like, how's it gotten so bad that women 
just think, if you want to work in the music industry, I just 
have to expect this. Like, that's just just the way it is. I 
remember saying to Naomi, who's our general secretary, I 
remember reading it and just being like, I just can't 
believe how normalised this has become or maybe not 
normalised, but accepted. And that kinda did put a fire 
under us to be like this really can't go on. And that's why 
you've seen like a consistent kind of messaging from us 
consistent support from us, and you will see that 
hopefully grow as well.

Ruth: Now, I was really excited to have you returned to 
the show to talk about the subject of keeping women safe 
in our industry. You are one of the most inspiring, 
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passionate advocate of women's rights. 

However, at the time of this recording, there's been a 
backlash about men in roles that address women's 
specific issues. 

For example, Liz Truss has chosen not to appoint a 
Women's Minister, one of her previous roles before 
becoming PM, and instead has said that Nadeem Zahawi 
will continue the work of women's minister through his 
role as equalities. 

There's also the situation of Jason Grant, the Scottish 
Period Dignity Officer who is now taking legal action 
against his employer under the Equalities Act. So how do 
you feel about this type of backlash? And what would you 
say to people who think men can't or shouldn't do a job 
that focuses so much on women's issues?

John: I mean, it depends on the job is the first thing I 
want to say. So there's specific things in the Equality Act 
where you can specify that you would like certain person 
to do a job because of the job so I understand that there's, 
there's definitely space to say a woman needs to do this 
job and it's just for a woman. 

With the periods one, I did think, okay, why didn't this go 
to a woman? Also, what I found interesting is that job 
doesn't exist anymore. So instead of saying, Okay, we 
hear you and recruit a woman I think they just haven't 
done it. I don't know the ins and outs of it so feel bad 
commenting too much on it. But yeah, I get that one. 

So obviously, part of my remit is women members, but 
I've got a women's network of over 1000 women in it now 
who I speak to maybe once every six weeks/two months 
maximum. And I have an equalities committee as well - I 
can't remember how many women are on it - but it's 
made up of 20 members, and that will be at least five 
global majority members, five disabled members, five 
LGBT members and five women members, although 

obviously there's intersecting identities. I'm not speaking 
in place of women. 

In fact, quite often, if I'm asked to speak on things I'll put 
members forward rather than I speak on it, because 
everyone knows what I think because I'm doing the MU 
line. So if you want a female musician to speak on a panel, 
come to me and we'll get you a female musicians to be on 
a panel. So quite often, you'll see and MU officials step 
back and say no, our member will do that because 
ultimately we're here to represent members voices. So 
that is my role. 

So when I'm speaking to these women I'll represent their 
voices collectively. If it was ever in a position where it was 
asked to do something that I thought a woman should do 
or that women waned to do, then yeah, I'd 100% step
back. As I said, we quite often do. Because you'll get 
people like I don't know, saying, "do you want to come 
and speak on this panel about racism?" It's like no, but 
one of the members will 100% come and speak on this 
panel about racism with lived experience of racism. So 
there's still a bit of that about whether you'll be asked to 
do stuff where you aren't got lived experience and I'm not 
saying you can never do it but I'm saying there's plenty of 
people with lived experience that you would go. It might 
just take you a bit of work to find them or come and ask 
me, and we'll put you in touch with people. But there's
loads of organisations working in the industry, 
specifically with different demographics, isn't there 
where you could quite easily find the speaker. So yeah, I 
don't necessarily think it's bad. 

I think it depends on the circumstances. I think it 
depends on the job. I think as long as you're not speaking, 
instead of a group, if you're speaking on behalf of the 
group, where you've been appointed to do that, and you 
speaking on behalf of their collective, especially as a
trade union official, like we said before. Often when 
people do speak out, it's the people who speak out who'll 
suffer so they won't get jobs, they'll be side lined for jobs 
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or they're get a reputation as a troublemaker or someone 
difficult to work with. But whatever kind of one of the 
things, we all know it means they've spoken out against 
someone that they shouldn't have. So that's my role, but 
yet the period one, I did think, okay!

Ruth: we're all a bit ahh okay...

John: I mean, I love his enthusiasm and men should know 
about periods and menopause and of course we should 
learn about that from a very early age. But yeah, was it 
right for that position? I didn't think so. But I didn't know 
the ins and outs of it.

I do get that question from people who don't understand 
the way that we work. Like, "why are you speaking about 
racism as a white guy?" And it's a legitimate question, it 
really is! But then explaining to people, well, I have the 
union with a network for members who have experienced 
racism, who I speak to quite regularly. 

I can't think of occasion where I've ever said something 
without speaking to that group first and I'm making sure 
this is what our members think on this issue. So again, 
that's why we'll be serving our members and we have 
these networks to make sure we're representing our 
members the way they want to be represented.

Ruth: Yeah, I think that's such an important point. I 
mean, the reason why I asked the question is because we 
met purely through writing the blog about misogyny. 
And I remember when I then decided to do the podcast, I 
was like, right, we're going to do this in more detail, 
because I really want to talk to John, on this subject of 
women. And I remember, I did have a few people say, "Oh, 
that's a bold move. Like why? Why are you so hell bent on 
getting a man to talk about keeping women safe in an 
industry" and I was just like, Wait till you hear him like.

John: I've got to say, I don't do this alone. I've got a 
fantastic team of colleagues around me who are majority 

women. My boss is a woman, Naomi, who support me in 
this way, as well so it's not just me. We've got fantastic 
women working at MU, who obviously have lived 
experience of these issues as well. But yeah, it's just be 
happens to be my job to tackle them and to talk about it.

Ruth: There is one thing I'd like to touch upon, if I may, 
and that is the role that gaslighting plays when someone 
is experiencing sexual harassment, or inappropriate 
behaviour at work, especially when they're in the 
beginning stages of reporting it. 

Now, this is this is quite an interesting one, because 
there's, there's obviously two prongs to this. There's the 
gaslighting that, as women, we are bought up fully 
cemented in our psyche, you know, "oh, was he? Was he 
really doing that? And why am I being too sensitive?" But 
then there's the other prong of that, where you're trying 
to report a situation, and you're having often male 
colleagues, but actually there is a percentage of women 
who will say to you, no, that's not what happened. So do 
you see that in your reporting? But also did the women 
realise that they're being gaslit all the time?

John: You definitely see it in the reporting 100%. I see it 
when I'm speaking to women about it and I see women 
questioning themselves constantly, when they are 
reporting. Even when you've made the report and the 
speaking to me, question themselves, whether it was 
serious enough to report, whether they're being silly is a 
massive one, or whether they're being sensitive. 

I think women are in a minority but underrepresented 
people or minorities, I'd say, learn for gaslights ourselves, 
because we've grown up in a society where it's like, oh, we 
secondary and the world hasn't been built for you. Also, I 
think you just want to get on with what your job and you 
don't want to cause a fuss but it's eaten away, isn't it to be 
like, no, that really did happen and it was something that 
I should act upon.
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But yet, when you kind of taught aren't yet especially as 
women to accept it, maybe and deal with it and move on 
and not make a fuss about it. So 100%, see that. 

It can be quite an awkward conversation saying no, that 
really is that serious but I kind of feel like we have to be 
supporting you to support yourself, if that makes sense. 
It's so empowering like, you're not being silly for bringing 
this to us, like this is exactly what this service is for. Even 
if you do nothing about it at least you've reported this to 
someone so we've logged somewhere. Like I said at the 
very beginning that can be quite cathartic for people just 
to do that. 

From other women, yes, unfortunately, I see this a lot 
with different things, not just sexual harassment so 
menopause with like, "oh, well, I got on with it". Or like, 
"oh, I don't know what you moaning about and things". 
It's like, surely we should have more of a supportive 
environment, because if you have been through this, 
your experience isn't universal, is it? But I definitely see 
it with sexual harassment. Kinds of warning people but 
not warning people not to make a fuss about it. So like, 
"oh, he just does that to everyone and it's not worth 
report because this will happen to you", when ultimately 
I don't know if that will happen to you and that person's 
got every right to report that or to take any action they 
want if that person's made them feel uncomfortable or 
sexually harass them. 

So feel gaslighting plays a massive part in it and from the 
perpetrator as well. Again, there's that whole thing is 
you're being silly you're being sensitive. In this misogyny 
survey that we asked our members to do that I mentioned 
earlier, there was something that stuck out with 
someone. He kept like - I can't think of the word - but the 
guy who was doing it kept saying, "Oh, you're being a silly 
little girl" and he kept saying that all the time. Then this 
person said that they felt like they were being a silly little 
girl, but they absolutely were not. 

They're a grown woman for one so don't call them a silly 
little girl and two, you're doing this to get away with the 
behaviour that you're perpetrating. But you've got this 
person in a position where they're question and 
everything thinking, "am I being sensitive? Am I being 
silly about this?" No, you're absolutely not! But yet, you're 
in this toxic environment where you made to question 
yourself, we see that a lot. I think people do it. I'm not 
excusing the behaviour at all I think people do without 
even knowing that they're doing it. 

So yeah, it's interesting, because I imagine that's a huge 
barrier to people reporting as well thinking, well, it is 
from our survey, I can't remember the percentage, but a 
massive percentage was people thought they wouldn't be 
taken seriously. And I think that kind of covers that 
aspect of it.

Ruth: Yeah, absolutely. So finally, to end, what would be 
your piece of advice for women who are experiencing 
sexual harassment and inappropriate behaviour in work?

John: Anything you can report through safe space. Again, 
like I said, at the beginning, I'm not saying we'll be able to 
solve every problem. I'm not saying we'll be able to get 
you legal advice on every problem, but I think we're a 
good first port of call to say this has happened. Again, like 
I said, just even logging it sometimes makes people feel 
better. 

So I'd say if something's made feel uncomfortable, and 
you think that you've been sexually harassed, and you 
want to report, then safe space is there for you. Like, we 
wouldn't never say, oh, that's too low level for us to deal 
with. You would never get that from us, you'd get nothing 
but support. 

Try and find out about the people that you're working 
with, is a good way. And you won't always know because 
people don't always know. But just try and find out who 
you're working with. Let people know who you're working 
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with and then if you've got concerns, again, ring us, we're 
your trade union, we're the trade union for musicians, 
that's what we're here for to make sure that it's not just 
about pay with us. It's about your conditions and making 
sure you're safe at work and make sure that you have a 
long, healthy career as well. So I'd say always ring us. 

Yeah, you know it's so trade union but join the MU or 
come and speak to the MU, because we are our members, 
and we listened to our members, and we represent our 
members. So if you've got any concerns about where you 
work, and I'd say always come in contact us. 

Ruth: Amazing! John, it has been an absolute pleasure. 

John: Thank you very much. It's been really nice.

Ruth: No, it's been great to talk to you again and look 
forward to seeing all of these legislation changes, please 
fingers crossed! 

John: We will carry on.

Ruth: A huge thank you to John Shortell and the 
Musicians' Union for taking part in this interview. If you 
would like any further information about the topics 
discussed in the programme, you can find them on my 
website in the transcript for this episode. The music was 
composed by ZOLLINO and performed by Calyssa 
Davidson and Meera Priyanka Raja. If you liked this 
episode, please click subscribe and share with those you 
think might like it too.
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