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Equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) are core values in today’s society, yet there is also a lot of talk 
about ‘op�cs’. In poli�cs and business, organisa�onal adjustments and announcements are made so 
public-facing policies ‘look’ right. But where the media are concerned, par�cularly radio, the audible 
equivalent, ‘sonics’, need aten�on too. When we listen, whose voices are we hearing and whose life 
experiences are being represented? The big ques�on for me is: does radio ‘sound’ right? We need to 
explore whether enough women are in the right roles.  

With radio now in its second century, previously unacknowledged histories of women in the industry 
are coming to light. Men’s names no longer dominate the narra�ve and discoveries of the valuable 
contribu�ons of women like Una Marson are making waves (Rowe and Frampton, 2022).  

The latest official figures for UK mainstream radio show women account for 50% of the workforce 
(See Figure 1). However, if you dig deeper, you find that whilst 43% of senior managers are women, 
just 19% of technical and engineering roles are filled by women, whereas they perform over 60% of 
sales, marke�ng, and admin roles.1 

                                                           
1 htps://www.ofcom.org.uk/tv-radio-and-on-demand/informa�on-for-industry/guidance/diversity/diversity-
equal-opportuni�es-tv-and-radio/2021/diversity-profiles-uk-radio-and-tv-industries  accessed August 18th, 
2023. 

Figure 1 Screenshot from Ofcom's Interactive Data. https://www.ofcom.org.uk/tv-radio-and-on-demand/information-for-
industry/guidance/diversity/diversity-equal-opportunities-tv-and-radio/2021/diversity-profiles-uk-radio-and-tv-industries 
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A recent study in Ireland suggests women are also under-valued in community radio, which is 
“unfortunate … because its en�re reason to exist is founded on fostering greater social inclusion and 
ensuring a diversity of voices on air” (O’Brien, 2019, p. 788). O’Brien es�mates a “40:60 ra�o of 
women to men, with women domina�ng 2:1 in administra�ve roles and being under-represented in 
a 1:2 ra�o in technical roles” (O’Brien, 2019, p. 796). She iden�fies isolated atempts to feature and 
include women in programme-making, crea�ng ‘islands of women’s ac�vity’.  

Caroline Mitchell coined that term in 1998. She cited a “pan-European survey [which] found that 
men out-numbered women volunteers in all work areas apart from administra�on and finance. 
Where there were full-�me paid staff, only 22% were women” (Lewis 1994 in Mitchell 1998, p. 78). 
Mitchell’s case study on Radio Venus, a project within Bradford Community Broadcas�ng (BCB), 
revealed how they aimed to:  

… move women from secondary roles such as administra�on into primary roles of 
programme produc�on and presenta�on. This means developing women’s confidence and 
asser�veness as well as produc�on skills. It seems that women ‘taking up space’, being 
visible - or audible - on and off air is a key issue … women are o�en prepared to do ‘the jobs 
that need to be done’ off air.   

         (Mitchell, 1998, p. 81). 

Researching the role of women in community radio 
In the UK, most licensed community radio sta�ons are duty bound to serve locali�es which may 
comprise mixed ethno-cultural popula�ons and o�en wide age ranges. Everyday concerns are aired 
and shared, and everyone has a right for their voice to be heard. The sector should provide authen�c 
content, ar�culated in each target audience’s language as ‘accented radio’ (Moylan, 2018). It should 
also be gender balanced. 

My prac�ce-based doctoral research involved an internship with a sta�on in Her�ordshire: Nickey 
Radio (now defunct). I also conducted par�cipant observa�on at a neighbouring sta�on, Radio 
Verulam (RV) and four snapshot studies. I met 37 prac��oners, observed over half of them in ac�on 
and recorded 24 semi-structured interviews. 

As you can see from Table 1, I found a good balance of par�cipants at RV, however at the other 
sta�ons, female research par�cipants were harder to track down. Male voices were over-represented 
on all the schedules, therefore domina�ng the airwaves.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Table 1 List of research respondents at selected local community radio sta�ons (LCRs) in Spring 2018 
indica�ng their stated/apparent reasons for volunteering2 (Coleman, 2020a, p. 253). 

                                                           
2 I use first/fore names here as par�al indicators of gender but acknowledge that cultural differences/name 
conven�ons amongst my readers may diminish clarity. 

STATION PARTICIPANT CATEGORY 

PURPOSE OF INVOLVEMENT IN LCR (key)  
1. a route into the profession 

 
 

2. supplementary to one’s 
existing day job in 

media/communications 

 

3. incidental (got into radio 
when looking for a way to 

contribute to the 
community) 

 

4. making up for missed 
opportunity or continuing a 

teenage hobby 

 

5. a way for former 
media/radio professional 

to keep their hand in 

 

*Denotes drawing 
a salary 

 
( ) indicate the Studio Assistants 

 

RV  Klaudia  3 

 Ian C. (with Clive N.) 4 (3) 

 Amanda  3 

 Diana (with Jenny F.) 3 (3) 

 Ian R. 3 

 Kerry (with Jenny H.) 2,3,5 (3) 

 Richard  4 

 Kathy  3 

 Danny (with Harrie) 1,3 (1) 

 Denise (with Matthew) 2,3 (1) 

 Lydia  2 

 Clive G. 3,4 

 Phil  2,5 

 Pat  3 

 Jonny  1,4,5 

 Nick 3,4 
 Tony (with PA) 1,2,3 (3) 

Vibe 
 Howard * 3 
 Chris 1,2 
 Lee 4 
 Ms C * 5 
 Ryan * 1 
 James 1,2 
 Josh 1,2 
 Nathan 1,2 

Radio LaB  
 Jack 1 
 Terry * 2,5 

 The Eye 
 Christine 3 
 Patrick 4 
 Jonny  1 

Somer 
Valley FM Dom * 

 
3,5 

 
Nickey      
Radio 

Sylvia 
 

 
3 

  Jo (author) 1,3,5 



 

 

Despite the good show of women respondents at RV, the op�cs as far as the representa�on of 
women on the schedules were not as good. Figures soon improved, possibly influenced by my 
interroga�on of their prac�ces, but in 2019, only 13 women were presen�ng compared to 26 men, 
albeit one was the flagship breakfast show host. Special events provided great opportuni�es to bring 
more women into the sta�on, such as the annual Interna�onal Women’s Day breakfast show. Some 
of the guests pictured below, local business owners I encountered in March 2018, were recruited as 
volunteer presenters (see Figure 2). 

 

There was another woman with considerable influence behind the scenes. Denise, who produced 
and presented local music show The Parsons Knows, was known as a ‘go-to person’ with a ‘finger in 
every pie’. As a director, she held several roles at the sta�on including day-to-day opera�ons 
management, selling sponsorship and general adver�sing, doing the social media, and looking a�er 
volunteers.  

I observed generally that women receiving adequate training were no more in�midated than men by 
the studio technologies, the broadcast equipment and other hardware and so�ware rou�nely used. 
However, they o�en had other responsibili�es in their personal lives that were more difficult to 
juggle when addi�onal demands were placed on their �me by the sta�on management (Coleman, 
2020a, p. 197). 

My subsequent research into community radio in June 2020, indicated that gendered hierarchies 
within the volunteer-led sector persist (Coleman, 2020b). My online ques�onnaire revealed that 

Figure 2 Guests on the special Radio Verulam Breakfast Show marking International Women's Day 2018. 
Photograph by Josephine Coleman. 



 

 

programme schedules and boardrooms are dominated by middle-aged, white men.3 79.5% of sta�on 
leaders who responded were male; over half of them (52.3%) were aged between 51 and 70, and a 
further 34.1% were aged between 31 and 50.  

I conducted 12 follow-up interviews with five female and seven male respondents and asked about 
their gender demographics. Two sta�ons were reportedly two thirds’ women, two managers claimed 
an even 50:50, the others counted a third or less (See Figure 3).  

 

 

As one of my respondents explained: 

The gender split [here] actually is prety even ... I'm very proud of it. And I think it's because 
we're led by a woman, because you … o�en find it. BCB [Bradford Community Broadcas�ng] 
has a lot of great women broadcasters. That's led by a woman. Swindon is led by a woman, I 
think. And another one, Ujima in Bristol, led by a woman. You know, I don't want to get on a 
soapbox, but I think sta�ons led by women actually do have a beter gender split.  

       (Pippa at Wycombe Sound, 2020) 

 

                                                           
3 Since my respondents were overwhelmingly White (86.4%), this suggests a need for further selec�ve research 
in more diverse locali�es in the UK to properly assess what is happening in the sta�ons that focus on ethnic 
communi�es.  
 

Figure 3 Bar chart showing the proportion of men to women reported in the online survey 2020. 



 

 

Good op�cs for beter sonics 
We can surmise reasons behind the poor gender balance, such as culturally embedded, preconceived 
ideas about who makes the best kind of radio presenter or prac�cal considera�ons like how an 
individual’s availability may be limited by their domes�c situa�on. The leading factors I found 
restric�ng access to the airwaves during the pandemic include the ability to use the appropriate 
so�ware and access the internet, the possession of digital devices and mics for produc�on purposes 
as well as the ability to find �me and space to be le� alone by co-habitees (Coleman, 2020b, p. 14).  

Not all sta�ons can be run by women but if the management teams have women on board, and 
those in charge empathise with their women volunteers and help address any insecuri�es regarding 
technology and complica�ons rela�ng to personal circumstances, beter representa�on might be 
achieved and sustained. Concerted efforts should be made in recruitment to accommodate training 
programmes around their volunteers’ availability, even subsidizing women’s involvement by helping 
pay for equipment, transport, babysi�ng and other caring responsibili�es.  

If sta�ons can pro-ac�vely facilitate increased EDI, the result will not only be resoundingly beter 
op�cs but more gender balanced sonics.  
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