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This report began with a question:
are female artists under-represented
in Britain? There are many reasons for
asking this question.
In 2012, East London Fawcett (ELF),
a campaign group for equality between
men and women, launched the Great East
London Art Audit, in order to assess the
representation of women in London’s
art world. The audit carried out by ELF
revealed significant inequality. Some of the
findings of that report are detailed in the
following pages. Following the ELF report,
a number of journalists picked up the
issue, and examined the representation of
women in the art world in further detail.
Jennifer Thatcher’s article, ‘50/50’, which
was first published in Art Monthly 367:
June 2013, combined anecdotal evidence

of gender inequality in the art world with
analysis of the reasons for the declining
number of women participating in the art
world as they move from graduation
from art school to senior positions in the
art world.
Evidence from the Great East London
Art Audit shows that in 2012–13, despite
the many advances made by women in
the art world over the years, inequality
still persisted. When I began to have
informal conversations with female
artists, I found that a surprising number
of them voiced concerns about attitudes
towards female artists, the lack of support
for childcare and maternity leave, and
the obstacles that confront women,
particularly during the mid-career stage.

Though some things may have improved,
four years on from the Great East London
Art Audit, the issue of the representation
of women in the art world—and indeed
in business, politics, film, theatre, and
many other areas of engagement—has not
gone away. Recent works by Susan Jones
(‘Do the Visual Arts Have a Leadership
Problem?’, Culture Professionals Network,
The Guardian, 24 September 2015)
and Prof. Kate Oakley and Dr. Dave
O’Brien (‘Cultural Value and Inequality’,
commissioned by the Arts and Humanities
Research Council, 2015) raise the issue
of inequality yet again. In the context of
these debates, this report contributes
to the existing evidence base around
the representation of women in the art
world by bringing some aspects of the
Great East London Art Audit up to date.

In addition, it looks at the representation
of female artists outside London—which
is surely as important as representation
within London—and provides data on the
percentage of female artists achieving
significant career milestones (such as
representing Britain at the Venice Biennale
or having a solo exhibition at a major
museum or gallery).
The following report was commissioned
by Freelands Foundation in order to
establish current and objective data in
relation to the representation of female
artists. The intention of the report is to
contribute to existing debates, as well
as to aid the Foundation in making a
philanthropic intervention on the basis
of evidence, research and an in-depth
understanding of current conditions.

EVIDENCE

ARE
FEMALE ARTISTS
UNDERREPRESENTED
?
EVIDENCE

REPORT SUMMARY

Though female art and design graduates outnumber men, men
outnumber women in the majority of activities that signify the
development of an artist’s career, such as having a solo exhibition at
a national museum in London, or at a large-scale gallery outside of
London. Indeed, in major career highlights, such as representing
Britain at the Venice Biennale, men substantially outnumber women.
The representation of female artists has increased over the years, and
fairly significantly since the ELF audit in 2012–13, however the data
suggests that gender imbalances persist at, and beyond, the midcareer stage.
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ACCORDING TO THE GUARDIAN

MALE UNDERGRADUATES

FEMALE UNDERGRADUATES

62% OF UNDERGRADUATES STUDYING ART AND DESIGN
IN 2011–12 WERE FEMALE

2
IN 2012–13, EAST LONDON FAWCETT (ELF), A CAMPAIGN GROUP FOR EQUALITY BETWEEN
MEN AND WOMEN, CONDUCTED AN AUDIT OF 134 COMMERCIAL GALLERIES IN LONDON,
AND FOUND THAT:

COMMERCIAL GALLERIES

31% OF THE
REPRESENTED ARTISTS
WERE WOMEN

78% OF THE
GALLERIES REPRESENTED
MORE MEN THAN WOMEN

REPRESENTATION BY A
COMMERCIAL GALLERY
IN LONDON
IS A MAJOR CAREER
ACHIEVEMENT,
HOWEVER
WOMEN FEATURE
DISPROPORTIONATELY
LESS THAN MEN IN
THIS AREA OF THE
COMMERCIAL MARKET.

The under-representation
of female artists is
further evidenced by the ELF’s
finding that there were no women
on the list of the top 100 auction
performances in 2012.
For many artists, success in
the commercial market is
fundamental to sustaining
a career as an artist.
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LONDON

SOLO SHOWS

NON-COMMERCIAL GALLERIES

We conducted an audit of solo shows featured in the exhibition programme of 28 non-commercial
galleries in London (2014–15), and found that:

42% OF
THESE SHOWS
WERE BY
FEMALE ARTISTS

FOR NPOS & DCMS1
FUNDED ORGANISATIONS
THIS DROPS TO 40%

FOR LONDON’S
MAJOR INSTITUTIONS2
THIS DROPS TO 25%

Our 2014–15 data
shows that 42% of
solo shows were by
female artists.
This is a marked
improvement from
the ELF 2012–13 audit,
which found that
just 31% of solo shows
were by
female artists.

However,
our 2014–15 data
indicates that
the percentage of
solo shows by
female artists
at London’s major
institutions is
only 25%.
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OUTSIDE LONDON

SOLO SHOWS

NON-COMMERCIAL GALLERIES

We conducted an audit of solo shows featured in the exhibition programme of 43 non-commercial
galleries outside London (2014–15) and found that:

40% OF
THESE SHOWS
WERE BY
FEMALE ARTISTS

FOR ALL NPOS
THIS DROPS TO
38%

FOR MAJOR
INSTITUTIONS
OUTSIDE OF LONDON
THIS DROPS TO 33%

Our 2014–15 data
shows that 40% of
solo shows at
non-commercial galleries
outside London
were by female artists.
However, as found in
London, representation
of women at major
institutions is far less
than equivalent.

ONLY 33% OF
SOLO SHOWS
AT MAJOR
INSTITUTIONS
OUTSIDE
THE CAPITAL
WERE BY FEMALE
ARTISTS.

5
UK

VENICE BIENNALE

TURNER PRIZE

ARTISTS

Our audit of artists selected to
represent Britain at the Venice Biennale
over the last ten years found that:

Our audit of Turner Prize winners over
the last ten years found that:

33% of selected artists were
women

40% of winners have been
female artists

REPRESENTING
BRITAIN
AT THE
VENICE BIENNALE
OR WINNING THE
TURNER PRIZE
ARE
MAJOR HIGHLIGHTS
IN AN
ARTIST’S CAREER.

And yet,
despite the fact
that the Guardian
reported that
62% of art and design
graduates
in 2011–12 were female,
women are
under-represented
in these pinnacle
achievements.

DESPITE THE MANY ADVANCES
MADE BY WOMEN
IN THE ART WORLD OVER
THE YEARS, WOMEN ARE STILL
UNDER-REPRESENTED
IN ALL OF THE INDICATORS
WE USED TO MEASURE
CAREER ACHIEVEMENT.

NOTES ON THE METHODOLOGY
1. ELF Audit – More information
about that study can be found here:
http://elf-audit.com. The audit used the
New Exhibitions of Contemporary Arts
(NECA) listings to derive information
about the representation of women
in commercial (and non-commercial)
galleries in London.
2. Audit of solo shows in the exhibition
programme of 28 non-commerical galleries
in London – Also based on the NECA
listings, this report audited solo shows
in the exhibition programme of 28 noncommercial galleries in London in the
period June 2014 – June 2015. In total,
137 solo shows were examined. Mixed sex
collaborations were excluded, while samesex, 2-person collaborations were counted
towards the relevant gender. From those
28 organisations, the research identified
which institutions were NPOs (in 2014–15)

or DCMS grant-in-aid organisations,
and how much money they received (in
2014–15). Of the 28 organisations that were
initially audited, 19 were NPOs or DCMS
funded, and 104 solo shows were examined.
3. Audit of solo shows in the exhibition
programme of 43 non-commerical galleries
outside London – Also based on the NECA
listings, this report audited solo shows
in the exhibition programme of 43 noncommercial galleries outside of London,
in the period June 2014 – June 2015. In
total, 199 solo shows were examined.
Mixed sex collaborations were excluded,
while same-sex, 2-person collaborations
were counted towards the relevant
gender. From those 43 organisations, the
research identified which institutions were
NPOs (in 2014–15), and how much money
they received (in 2014–15). Of the 43
organisations that were initially audited,
24 were NPOs, and 118 solo shows were
examined.

NOTES ON THE TEXT
1. National Portfolio Organisations
(NPOs) are the Arts Council England’s
(ACE) regularly funded organisations.
Department for Culture Media and Sport
(DCMS) funded organisations, such as
Tate and the Victoria and Albert Museum,
receive grant-in-aid directly from the
DCMS. In this report they are a way of
identifying established, governmentbacked institutions of some standing.
2. In this report, ‘major institutions’ are
defined as organisations in receipt of over
£1 million ACE/DCMS funding.
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Freelands Foundation is a newly
established charity with a mission to
support artists and cultural institutions,
broaden audiences for the visual arts
and enable all young people to actively
engage with the creation and enjoyment
of art. The Foundation is investing in art
education and is particularly focused on
the support and training of teachers.

Charlotte Bonham-Carter is the researcher
and writer of this report. The report is
one of a series of studies undertaken
during the development of Freelands
Foundation to investigate issues in the arts
sector. Charlotte is a published author,
curator and academic at Central Saint
Martins, University of the Arts, London.

This report was designed by graphic
designer and art director Sarah Boris.
Sarah collaborates mainly with arts and
cultural organisations as well as with
emerging and established artists. She
has worked for institutions including
the ICA, the Barbican Centre, Tate, the
Photographers’ Gallery, Gasworks and
more recently the publisher, Phaidon.
Her editorial designs and prints have
been acquired by Tate, V&A and Stedelijk
Museum.

The report is copyedited by Sarah Auld,
an independent editor and formerly
Publications Manager at the Whitechapel
Gallery.

The chosen typeface Infini was designed
by Sandrine Nugue in response to a
prestigious public commission from the
Centre national des arts plastiques
(CNAP), which she won in 2014. Nugue
was a recent graduate at the time, which
makes her achievement quite exceptional.
Infini was devised to be shared as widely
as possible, with the aim of educating a
larger audience on typeface design. For
this reason, the font is free to use under
creative commons licensing.

