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Scotland’s for Me? The (Gendered)
Salience of Parental Status and
Geographical Location to Experiences
of Working in Film and Television

Susan Berridge

Abstract: In recent years, international scholarship and industry reports have exposed the inherent
incompatibilities between the media sector’s working cultures and caring responsibilities, focusing particularly
on women who remain disproportionately responsible for childcare. The ideal media worker—characterised by
geographical mobility, autonomy, adaptability and total commitment to work—is highly at odds with the material
realities of parents and carers. However, despite recognition of the salience of mobility to wider (gendered)
patterns of exclusion of parents, there is little scholarship that critically scrutinises the significance of
geographical location on their experiences of work. This article addresses this lack, contributing to wider debates
around the need to promote equity, diversity and inclusion in the film and television workforce, which, in turn, is
viewed as crucial to facilitating diverse representations, voices and perspectives on-screen. Using the Scottish
screen sector as a case study, the article draws on a series of one-to-one interviews with parents — both men and
women — who work, or have previously worked, in the film and television industries to explore the complex ways
in which gender inequalities are mediated by both geographical location and caring responsibilities.

This article offers new and important insights into the powerful ways that experiences
of working in the Scottish film and television industries are shaped by gender, parental status
and geographical location. In recent years, international scholarship and industry reports have
exposed the inherent incompatibilities between the sector’s working cultures and caring
responsibilities, focusing particularly on women who remain disproportionately responsible for
childcare (Wing-Fai et al.; Wreyford; Berridge; Raising Films, “Making”; Dent). Highlighting
the extent of the problem, Skillset’s 2010 “Women in the Creative Media Industries” report,
based on qualitative research into gendered patterns of exclusion and under-representation,
found that 35% of men working in the UK media sector had dependent children living with
them compared to only 23% of women (5). By comparison, in the wider UK market 75% of
mothers with dependent children are in work compared to nine in ten fathers (“Families”).
Indeed, the ideal media worker—characterised by geographical mobility, autonomy,
adaptability and total commitment to work—is highly at odds with the material realities of
parents and carers. However, despite recognition of the salience of mobility to wider (gendered)
patterns of exclusion of parents, there is little scholarship that critically scrutinises the
significance of geographical location on their experiences of work. This article addresses this
lack, contributing to wider debates around the need to promote equity, diversity and inclusion
in the film and television workforce, which in turn is viewed as crucial to facilitating diverse
representations, voices and perspectives on-screen (Liddy and O’Brien; “Equalities”).

The concentration of media production in London, a city characterised by prohibitively
high costs of living, a lack of affordable and flexible childcare, lengthy commuting times and
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intense and competitive working cultures, poses a challenge for parents—and would-be
parents—working in the UK media industries. As Amy Genders observes more widely, many
freelance film and television workers cited a poor quality of life and work—life balance as a key
reason for leaving London and relocating elsewhere (36). The London centricity of media
production has been identified as a wider concern. Writing back in 2003, Ivan Turok notes that
the concentration of media production in London is “a source of growing political sensitivity,
especially in the context of more general north-south regional disparities” (553-54). More
recent political developments have further exposed deepening divisions between England and
the rest of the UK, intensifying concerns about the wider societal impact of London-centric
media production.

In this context, there has been a growing push towards developing media production in
the nations and regions, evidenced by one of the UK’s main public service broadcasters,
Channel 4, relocating a number of creative hubs to regional cities, including Scotland’s largest
city Glasgow, and by the launch of the new BBC Scotland channel in 2019. Redistribution of
media production across the UK’s nations and regions is frequently connected to a desire to
improve diversity on-screen (Lee et al.). During the bidding process for the relocation of
Channel 4’s hubs, the channel’s Chief Executive highlighted a commitment to reflect “the
diversity of UK culture and values” on-screen, noting that “it is hard to get that diversity of
thought and creativity and backgrounds that go with that if everyone works and lives in
London” (qtd. in Lee et al. 7). Notably, diversity in these debates is framed in vague terms, not
explicitly related to gender or parental status, but as this article will go on to explore,
geographical location, gender and care are intricately bound up. Recent pushes by the
Conservative Government to privatise Channel 4 and reduce the scope of the BBC threaten
these ambitions, as there is little incentive for a privately owned channel to invest in local media
production (Fleming).?

Notably, the interviews that this article draws on took place in 2018, before the launch
of the dedicated BBC Scotland channel and the relocation of Channel 4’s hub to Glasgow and,
as such, it is difficult to speculate on what impact these developments have had for parents
working in the sector. Nevertheless, the interviews illuminate some important patterns in terms
of the complex ways in which gender, parental status and geographical location overlap to
shape experiences of working in Scottish film and television. The article draws on the empirical
findings of twenty-six semi-structured, one-to-one interviews with parents who work, or
previously worked, in the Scottish film and television sector. Fifteen of the interviews were
with women and eleven were with men, with a mixture occupying freelance and staff positions.
Two women had left the industry after having children, and a further woman had left
temporarily while her children were young (Berridge, “Gendered Impact”). The wider project,
funded by the Carnegie Trust, examined the different discourses that men and women used
when talking about their experiences of negotiating childcare with work in the sector. However,
throughout the interviews, geographical location emerged as a highly salient theme, meriting a
deeper discussion.

The majority of interviews took place in Glasgow, where the main television
broadcasters, BBC and STV, as well as several independent production companies, are located.
Reflecting this Glasgow focus, twenty of the interviewees worked in television, while two
further participants worked in film and four worked across both. Indeed, although the article
refers to Scotland throughout—reflecting participants’ language—Scotland here is largely
equated with Glasgow. Further research is urgently required into parents’ experiences of work
in other parts of the country, especially as those located outside of Glasgow and Edinburgh



66

report additional obstacles to their employment in the screen sector (“How” 45). Participants
were a mixture of incomers (typically people who had moved to Scotland from other cities in
England, but having worked in London for periods of time), returnees (those who had been
raised in Scotland, but relocated to London early in their careers, before returning at a later
stage) and long-term residents who had worked in Scotland for their entire careers. All but two
of the participants were white and could be defined as middle class, and the majority were aged
between 35-44 years old. There is a pressing need for further research into other barriers that
workers may face, including those shaped by race, ethnicity, sexuality, ability and
socioeconomic background.

Literature Review

The way that gender inequalities are produced and reinforced by the film and television
sector’s working cultures—characterised by long hours, precarity, erratic patterns of work, low
pay, informal recruitment and eradicated boundaries between work and home lives—have been
well documented by feminist scholars in recent years (Wing-Fai et al.; O’Brien; Gill). While
caring responsibilities are not the only reason for women’s under-representation in the
industries (Gill; Wreyford), childcare nevertheless remains a significant issue to address. A
2016 report by community interest organisation Raising Films found that 79% of respondents
to their survey on parents’ and carers’ experiences of working in UK film and television viewed
their caring role as having a negative impact on their position in the sector (7). Women were
one-and-a-half times more likely to report on these negative impacts than men (7). Raising
Films Australia carried out their own research in 2018 based on this earlier survey, with almost
three-quarters of respondents—86% of them women—citing caring responsibilities as having
a detrimental impact on their careers (Gregory and Verhoeven). Creative Scotland’s 2016
“Equalities, Diversity and Inclusion in the Screen Sector” report, based on a survey of up to
five hundred workers specifically in the Scottish screen sector (Fig.1), similarly found that
women were 75% more likely than men to cite caring responsibilities as a barrier to their career
(18). This was despite more male respondents reporting having dependent children, presumably
because many women had already left the sector (18).

78% White Scottish/British and

o 71% Non-disabled
59% Female o Non-dis: 12% White other

65% under 45

93% have FE or HE
76% Heterosexual 81% went to State School 9
o o Qualifications 47% earn less than £20k

Figure 1: Respondent Profile. “Equalities, Diversity and Inclusion in the Screen Sector: A Report on the
Findings of the Screen Equality Survey by Creative Scotland.” Creative Scotland, May 2016, p. 5.
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There is a small but growing body of international feminist scholarship that explores in
more detail parents’ (almost exclusively mothers’) experiences of working in film and
television (Wing-Fai et al.; Wreyford; Dent; Berridge, “Gendered Impact”; Liddy and O’Brien;
Mayer and Columpar). As well as identifying practical barriers that childcare poses, this work
has explored the complex ways that women make sense of their experiences, drawing attention
to the pervasiveness of neoliberal labouring subjectivities, characterised by self-regulation and
“can do” attitudes (Wing-Fai et al.; O’Brien; Berridge, “Mum”). As Rosalind Gill and Christina
Scharff have identified, the ideal neoliberal subject is a highly gendered concept, with women
much more than men “required to work on and transform the self, to regulate every aspect of
their conduct, and to present all their actions as freely chosen” (7). This emphasis on personal
choice places the onus for responsibility on individual women if they experience challenges
related to gendered discrimination in the workplace, in turn rendering these experiences
“unspeakable” and obscuring the structural nature of inequalities (Gill).

All of this work recognises that care has long been undervalued and obfuscated in the
largely freelance screen industries, which are marked by word-of-mouth recruitment and fears
of reputational damage. In this context, quantitative data-gathering that seeks to uncover the
numbers of parents and carers affected by inflexible working cultures that do not accommodate
care adequately is vital, making it impossible for inequalities to be rationalised as simply a
matter of (women’s) personal choices. Further qualitative research that renders visible and
uncovers patterns across the previously hidden challenges faced by parents and carers in the
sector is equally crucial in terms of highlighting the structural nature of these inequalities,
thereby challenging neoliberal, individualist understandings of these issues. Indeed, any
attempts to address inequalities related to care will always remain partial unless carers’ needs
and experiences are fully taken into account (Gregory and Verhoeven).

Based on this research, a number of structural changes have been identified in order to
address gender inequities related to care and enable parents’—especially mothers’—full
participation in the sector. These solutions include the introduction of funding incentives for
parents and carers, subsidies around childcare, and the inclusion of childcare costs as a viable
cost in production budgets (Raising Films, “Making”; Liddy and O’Brien). Shorter working
hours and more flexible forms of working have also been promoted as a crucial way to offset
some of the incompatibilities between the sector’s working cultures and caring responsibilities
(Liddy and O’Brien; Gregory and Verhoeven). In the UK context, trade unions such as the
Broadcasting, Entertainment, Communications and Theatre Union (BECTU) and organisations
such as Share My Telly Job have been essential in this respect, introducing job share initiatives
as way to normalise different forms of work. In response to a recognition that freelancers face
additional challenges related to a lack of workplace benefits, unpredictable working hours,
irregular income and a need to network for future work, further calls have been made to address
the prevalence of precarity in the sector, and to formalise recruitment (Wreyford; Wing-Fai et
al.). The creation of more flexible and affordable childcare, while not specific to the film and
television sector, is also seen as crucial to mothers’ retention, accompanied by a broader
cultural shift that sees fathers taking on more caring responsibilities (Gregory and Verhoeven;
Liddy and O’Brien).

Much of the UK creative labour scholarship on care and broader gender inequalities
has focused almost exclusively on women working in London and the southeast where the
majority of screen production is concentrated. However, across both industry reports and
academic scholarship, questions of mobility often arise as posing specific problems for mothers
(Wing-Fai et al.; Mills and Ralph). In the aforementioned Creative Scotland report, geography
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was the second most commonly perceived barrier after gender (32). While the open responses
identified some potential positives to being situated in Scotland, such as a higher quality of life
compared to London, other obstacles were also emphasised, including a need to travel, limited
work opportunities and income. Respondents criticised London-based perceptions of “Scottish
output” as only “of Scottish interest”, that indigenous talent is inferior to talent from elsewhere,
and complained of commissioners using a “lift and shift” approach when coming to Scotland,
meaning that London-based personnel are privileged over local workers. While the report did
not explicitly make connections between different sections, there are striking overlaps in the
sections on gender and parental responsibilities, gender and work-life balance and geographic
barriers (19). There is some indication that the shift to remote, home working in response to
Covid-19 may have reduced the need for mobility in the sector and opened up previously
unavailable job opportunities, albeit alongside widespread financial insecurity and job losses
(“How” 45; Wreyford et al. 11). At the same time, however, early research has revealed that
remote labour more broadly has exacerbated existing gender inequalities, with women
continuing to take on more care and domestic labour than men, especially due to school and
nursery closures during lockdowns (Andrews et al.; Wreyford et al. 11).

Although many studies on the significance of location to creative production have
focused on large global centres, there is an emerging body of scholarship that explores creative
work in the nations and regions (Kelly and Champion; McElroy and Noonan; McElroy et al.;
Lee et al.). The notion of a “talent drain” to these large centres is a key concern of this
scholarship, but the appeal of regional locations in terms of quality of living has also been
explored (McElroy and Noonan; Oakley and Ward; Genders). Writing in an Australian context,
Susan Luckman explicitly identified caring responsibilities as a primary factor in cultural
workers’ decisions to move away from large cities to regional locations, resonating with
discourses emerging in the following interviews (114). Life stage, including the advent of
caring responsibilities, was cited by many of my participants as a significant reason for
remaining in, returning or relocating to Scotland. Distinct gendered dimensions also emerged
in the discussions, pointing to the value of interviewing women and men alongside one another
rather than focusing exclusively on the impact of motherhood. In the following sections, |
explore in more detail parents’ accounts of both the challenges and the advantages associated
with working in the Scottish film and television industries, paying careful attention to gendered
differences in the way men and women talk about their experiences.

“Scottish Stories”: The (Gendered) Barriers of Geographical Location and Parental
Status to Career Development, Opportunities and Retention

Across the interviews with both male and female participants, geographical location
frequently emerged as having a significant impact on career opportunities available for parents
working in the sector, reflecting the findings of wider media scholarship and industry reports.
A need to travel and work on location, particularly due to the concentration of media production
in London, were often raised as especially challenging when negotiating caring responsibilities.
A man in a senior position in a staff job elaborated of the television industry specifically:

You have to go to London constantly to win business because that’s where [...] all the
channels are. That’s where all the agents are, that's where all the talent are, even the
Scottish talent, quite often get a London agent so you have to go and meet with them.
So that | think is a big problem in Scotland because you have to go to these centres and
| think at different ages of your kids it will be more or less of a problem.
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This man was keenly aware of the competitive advantage that child-free people, or
people with older children, had in terms of their career development and opportunities,
highlighting the importance of taking geographical location into account when exploring wider
inequalities faced by parents working in the industries. For participants who had previously
worked in London, the decision to move or return to Scotland was marked by apprehension of
what it would mean for their careers. A freelance male described it as initially feeling “very
much like it would actually be a step backwards” when he returned to Scotland. A female
freelancer who had relocated to Scotland after working in London for several years similarly
described her fear of not being “in the centre of things” when she initially moved, explaining
that “it’s meant that I've maybe not been on the bigger shows and built up my CV in that way.”

Although several participants commented on the flourishing nature of the television
industry in Central Scotland, both men and women described their restriction to working on
local productions due to not being able, or willing, to travel as much after having children.
Notably, women were much more likely to have ceased travelling altogether in order to
accommodate childcare. A freelance female described her inability to travel after having
children:

But it just means that, for example, the stuff that | developed, that I could have worked
on, [...] I just kind of knew that I was never going to be up for it because I can’t [travel
or work on location] ... And it’s kind of unspoken now, I can’t do that kind of stuff. It’s
self-limiting.

The use of the term “self-limiting” here underscores the way in which the challenges of the
industries’ working cultures are internalised on a personal level, rather than framed as a
systemic issue (Gill and Scharff). Notably, in the latter case, the woman’s partner also worked
in the industry, yet she remained the primary caregiver for their children: “If there’s slack to
be picked up, it’s not going to be by him.” And yet, structural patterns emerged across women’s
accounts that challenge this individualised framing. Almost a third of the female interviewees
had moved to part-time positions after having children, three had left the industries altogether
and almost half had changed—and commonly downgraded—their roles to avoid travelling and
working long hours and, in turn, accommodate childcare.

In contrast, while men also described not wanting to travel for work since having
children, many still did and commonly talked about the toll that this took on family life. One
man in a staff job, who had recently changed position as a result of these challenges, noted of
his children that,

They were sort of getting a wee bit sad as kids that I was going to London so much [...]
And that sort of, guilt, | suppose, is the overriding emotion that you just feel guilty.

He had since moved to a more senior staff position with regular hours and less travel, enabling
him to spend more time with his children. Another freelance male who had recently returned
to Scotland commented on the need to carefully balance how much he was travelling so as not
to impact his partner and children too much:

| turn lots of stuff down but really the only rationale for that has been because it’s in
London and so maybe on average I’'m down in London [...] a week once a month or
maybe a week every two months on average. [I]t’s to do with the care and the balance
of how that then feels for [my partner]. I mean the kids are affected when | go.
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Conversely, women whose partners also worked in the industries were more likely to talk about
the impact on them of their partner travelling, in terms of them having to assume primary caring
responsibilities.

Even for those who had never worked in London and had found adequate work in the
Scottish sector, a further issue was identified in relation to the increasing prevalence of “lift
and shift” approaches to production. A female freelance worker explained:

| always wanted to stay up here, if | always got work that I liked and was happy with.
And so I've never had the pull to London. It has made it more difficult in the last ten
years, and not because of my child, but [because] the industry has changed. [...] A lot
of [...] people are getting brought up from down south.

When asked why she thought this occurred, she replied, “because they don’t think we’re as
good! ((laughs)) There’s a real problem.” For her, the lack of job opportunities in Scotland was
tied again to the London centricity of television production where workers from elsewhere
were perceived as less skilled and less capable. In turn, this perception leads to fewer jobs for
local workers, creating fewer opportunities for career and skills development which, in a sector
dominated by informal recruitment and word-of-mouth recommendations, has material
consequences on job prospects.

The lack of investment in the Scottish sector was identified as a key issue facing parents
by another woman who freelanced in film. While participants—both male and female—
commonly described the Scottish television industry as being easier to work in as parents, she
argued the opposite in relation to film:

I would say it’s probably harder [to be a parent in the Scottish film industry]. Because
from a freelance perspective, it’s so unknown and we don’t have a stable enough
industry yet. We need this studio, we need crew to remain here, we need some of the
touristy places, our shoot locations to be less busy, in an ideal world! [...] So I feel that
it’s harder because there’s not, in my mind, a strong enough film and TV industry to
make it regular enough.

These accounts speak to the importance of building greater infrastructure and investing in
media production across the nations and regions, in turn creating more local job opportunities
and facilitating training and skills development, potentially mitigating against a need for
mobility in workers. The recent push by the Conservative government to diminish the scope of
and privatise public service broadcasting in the UK greatly threatens this development, as a
privately owned channel arguably has little reason to invest in media production outside of
London (Fleming).

Despite identifying challenges related to the London-centric nature of the UK screen
sector, participants largely accepted that working in Scotland would impact their career
opportunities. One man commented, “I don’t know how you address that. I don’t think there’s
a way that you can change that.” Writing on the Australian screen sector, Gregory and
Verhoeven attribute the lack of discussions about “workplace flexibility or broader industrial
innovation” to the prevalence of freelance and opaque working cultures, where workers lack
rights and fear discrimination related to their carer status (25). Their findings resonate with the
findings presented here, where both men and women recognise the challenges of negotiating
care with media work but largely expect to manage these difficulties on a personal level.
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Women disproportionately bear, and often internalise, the brunt of this care labour with
material impacts on their career development, opportunities and retention.

Scotland’s for Me: The Advantages of Working in Scotland in Terms of Negotiating
Caring Responsibilities

Despite the challenges identified by both men and women in relation to navigating
childcare and work in the Scottish sector, working in Central Scotland was simultaneously seen
to offer certain benefits in terms of being conducive to a relatively good work-life balance,
resonating with broader scholarship and industry reports that associate a higher quality of life
with media work in the nations and regions (Genders). While scholars have critiqued the under-
theorisation of the term “work—life balance” as being exclusively used in relation to the
negotiation between work and family life (Eikhof and Warhurst), notably both male and female
participants defined the term more broadly, using it encompass social lives with friends,
relationships with partners, hobbies and exercise. A freelance woman explained:

I would say people are just a bit more respecting of work—life balance [in Scotland].
[...] people left at six o’clock to go away and go to an exercise class or actually, have
a bit of a life. That was my experience of it, definitely. [T]he shoots were really hard,
they were long hours [...] but you didn’t need to do that when the crunch points weren’t
there. People were happy for you to leave and have time out of work as well.

Many participants made an explicit connection between the small size of the sector,
which allows for particularly close networks to develop, and a greater understanding of the
realities of balancing caring responsibilities with work. Several freelance participants spoke of
working for relatively long periods of time within the same independent production companies
and with the same people. As one male freelancer explained,

Obviously, when you’re 18 you dream of “oh go down to London” but actually it’s
really good up here, it’s a good industry and people are actually quite understanding
when you are a parent. You can kind of work around that, most of the time.

A male in a staff job similarly drew on London as a comparison, noting that, ““I think Scotland’s
a bit friendlier, generally, because everyone knows each other a bit better.” Referring
specifically to the Scottish film and television industries, Turok explains the advantage of
geographical closeness in terms of mitigating against the inherent risks of creative production,
noting that, “Proximity fosters collaboration, including interpersonal relationships, trust and a
sense of common interest” (552).

However, this intimacy related to the small size of the Scottish sector was experienced
differently by male and female participants. Several male participants identified the sector’s
close, professional relationships as offering certain advantages around care. A freelance male
described regularly showing off photographs of his young child to colleagues, while another
freelance man noted that his family life was a key part of his relationship with many directors.
In contrast, while none of the female participants felt that caring responsibilities were explicitly
silenced by the industries, they often nevertheless described feeling more cautious about to
whom they disclosed details of parental responsibilities. Many women were keenly aware of
perceptions of mothers as at odds with the ideal creative worker and spoke of going to
considerable lengths to disprove these views, a tendency that was heightened in relation to
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freelancers and single mothers. The contrasting perceptions of male and female participants
reflect wider feminist media scholarship on the different gendered values ascribed to men and
women in the workplace. While women’s status as “inevitable mothers” works against them in
the industries (Wreyford 112), fatherhood has less material impact on men’s careers, and may
even work in their favour to increase their value (Dent).

Despite this awareness of negative perceptions around motherhood in the sector, the
Scottish sector was still described by women as more understanding of the realities of care than
London, which was perceived to have a greater culture of “presenteeism”, longer hours and
heightened job competition. London was frequently invoked as the “bad other” to Scotland,
offering an alternative to discourses around a “talent drain” of skilled workers from the nations
and regions. A woman who had worked in London before returning to Scotland to start a family
commented, “Oh, it’s no life! I hated it, I absolutely hated it!” A female in a staff job who had
previously worked in London similarly explained:

| felt that in London it was far, far less... what’s the word... not “nurturing” but
understanding of just life, really. At that point it wasn’t even that I had children, it was
just expected... and I hated it. I ended up just making myself really ill and thinking
“right, 1 need to go back to [...] Scotland”, not that I’d ever worked here but I had
friends here and | do think it is a much nicer environment here.

Other participants who had previously worked in London before coming or returning to
Scotland often recounted their experiences with a degree of pride and excitement, naming well-
known programmes they had worked on or directors with whom they had worked. However,
there was a simultaneous recognition of the London sector’s punishing working cultures and
the impact that these had on wellbeing and quality of life. A woman in a staff position
commented:

| worked on [...] big Saturday-night shows [in London]. But | was really, ((half sighs))
I never got paid enough to live anywhere nice. | was working absolutely crazy hours, it
was a six-day week or a seven-day week...

Working in London was often associated with youth and a life stage free of other
responsibilities, resonating with wider arguments about the television industry as an especially
young sector (Kelly and Champion). However, the advent of a time in life when other
responsibilities besides work became important was identified by several participants, both
male and female, as a catalyst for critical reflection on the sector’s intense working cultures. A
freelance male who had formerly worked in London before moving to Scotland explained:

When you're in your early twenties it’s like, “Great, I've got a job in TV’ and I was...
messing around on film sets. It was great! It’s better than working in an office... But
there becomes a point where that enthusiasm and that willingness to do that, you’ve just
got to get yourself in check and think, “Actually, this is my career, this is business and
the contract that I have with my employer, is a two-way thing.”

He went on to explicitly critique the intensity of the London sector’s working cultures, which
contributed to his decision to leave. A freelance woman, who had reduced her hours after
having children, similarly commented on the relationship between life stage and a desire for a
richer quality of life beyond work:
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There’s a tipping point where your house is nicer than the hotel room, the life at home
i1s more interesting, or not more interesting but there’s more of a pull to your life at
home, whatever that is—a partner, a dog, some kids, something—friends, whatever.
The pull of your life at home tips the balance.

For many participants, this “tipping point” arrived before they had children, and was a key
factor in their decision to stop travelling or to leave London and move or return to Scotland,
resonating with wider scholarship around creative workers’ mobility (Luckman).

This idea of a “tipping point” could be viewed as a driver in implementing structural
change in the sector, accompanied as it is with critical reflection of the unsustainability of the
(London) sector’s working cultures. And yet, while workers were aware of the
incompatibilities between London-based media work and childcare—or any other commitment
beyond work—this awareness did not necessarily translate into explicit positions of resistance.
Instead, they largely managed these contradictions themselves by relocating or returning to
Scotland and, in several women’s cases, reducing their hours, changing positions or leaving
the industries altogether. This response reflects the findings of Susan Liddy and Anne O’Brien
who observed that mothers working in Irish media internalised their responsibility for care, and
directed “their energy towards coping strategies” rather than proposing possibilities for
collective action (205).

A notable gendered dimension emerged across these discussions. While men often
spoke of being motivated to move or return to Scotland due to a broader desire for a richer
quality of life, women recalled making their decisions based explicitly on the lack of mothers
working in the London sector. A woman in a part-time staff position recounted being keenly
aware of this invisibility: “I really loved the jobs that I did down in London but it was really
hard work and I could never see how I could manage to have a family as well.” London-based
living was repeatedly deemed by female participants as incompatible with caring
responsibilities, and very few had started their families while living and working in the city.
The lack of affordable housing in London and the substantial time and expense spent
commuting was repeatedly raised. In her research on freelance labour in Bristol’s film and
television industries, Genders similarly found that “reduced quality of life, high cost of living
and poor work/life balance” and “the highly competitive and ‘cut throat’ nature of working in
London” were often cited as reasons for relocating elsewhere (36). A freelance woman
explicitly described the differences between Scotland and London:

TV culture is different in Scotland from London. [...] People are less likely to have
settled down and have families [in London], because of all the travelling and because,
| don’t know, maybe you’ve got bigger shows up there and it’s this really big club and
you’re in the middle of London and it’s that fast city. And some people would say that
really doesn’t always work for families.

Finding suitable nursery provision in London was also deemed difficult, due to the
incompatibility between lengthy commutes, the sector’s long hours and the rigidity of nursery
hours. A proximity to family networks that can help with childcare was thus a key consideration
for a third of participants in terms of their geographical location, reflecting the findings of
industry reports (Raising Films, “Making”). There was a perception across the interviews that
being located in Scotland would make it easier to facilitate these kinds of networks than being
London-based. A man in a staff job explained, “family network is important. And up here it’s
closer, so if you've got more lenient line managers and family close at hand, you can kind of



74

make it work. I don’t think that would exist in London as easily.” The way in which the
challenges of childcare are handled on a personal level rather than collectively and reliant on
understanding managers, points to the wider individualisation of risk in the industries, where
workers need to “seek personal solutions to systemic contradictions” of the increasingly
casualised workplace (Ulrich Beck and Elisabeth Beck-Gernsheim gtd. in Lee 206).

A woman who worked in the film industry in a staff position explained the significance
of this family support in terms of her career development:

I mean I couldn’t do anything that I’ve done without that [family] support. Because I’ve
had opportunities to move [abroad] but there’s just no way that you could do this job
without the family structure around us.

Another freelance woman, who was a single mother, had returned to Scotland in order to be
closer to her parents both to access childcare, but also to provide care. Care provided by wider
family networks, most commonly grandparents, was not one-way. Four of the participants,
both male and female, had actively made decisions to remain or move back to Scotland due to
their own caring responsibilities for ageing parents. Adaptability and mobility may be prized
characteristics of the ideal creative worker, but the interviews reveal the incompatibilities
between the material realities of parents’ and carers’ lives and the industries’” working cultures.
In recent years, there have been important initiatives designed to address the lack of flexible
and affordable childcare in the sector, including The WonderWorks that provides flexible
childcare to people working in the Warner Bros. Studios Leavesden, and Nipperabout, that
offers mobile childcare to those working on location (“How”). These solutions are vital and
need to be rolled out more widely across the UK, yet as the interviews reveal, caring
responsibilities also extend beyond early-years childcare, necessitating a much wider state
response to address significant gaps in care provision.

Conclusion

This article has drawn on the accounts of parents working in the Scottish film and
television industries to identify recurring ways in which geographical location and parental
status intersect to shape their experiences of work. The advent of a life stage where other
factors—including planning for having children—take priority over work acts as a catalyst for
critical reflection on the unsustainability of working cultures in the media sector. Resonating
with wider scholarship on creative labour in nations and regions, both male and female
participants associated being located in Central Scotland with a higher quality of life and
greater understanding of the realities of combining work and childcare, which was frequently
attributed to the sector’s small size and close working networks.

And yet, the understanding nature of the Scottish sector was frequently attributed to
individual line managers in a way that is fragile and precarious. Further, women and men
experience this understanding in distinctly different ways, with women expressing much more
caution about to whom they disclose challenges. The difficulties of managing childcare with
work in the film and television industries were still typically viewed by parents as their
responsibility, illustrated by the fact that a key way that these challenges were addressed was
by relocating, returning to or staying in Scotland, often in order to be close to family networks
that could help fill in childcare gaps when working hours are long and unpredictable. Women
disproportionately bear the brunt of this care labour, commonly reducing their hours,
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downgrading their position or, sometimes, leaving the industries altogether to accommodate
caring responsibilities even when they reported sharing this childcare equally with a partner.

The expectation and acceptance that parents and carers will manage the
incompatibilities of the workplace on a personal level—including moving to the nations and
regions to access family support and secure a higher quality of life—largely lets the industries
off the hook. In turn, this allows the industries to continue to focus on those entrants who can
most easily embody the ideal neoliberal worker, typically characterised as young, able-bodied,
geographically mobile, free from commitments and able to withstand working for low—
sometimes no—pay. This has powerful implications for diversity both on- and off-screen,
essentially excluding anyone who is unable to offer this level of overwork. There is also urgent
work to be done to address the persistence of racial inequalities in the sector.

Writing specifically on the Scottish screen industries, Lisa Kelly and Katherine
Champion argue that, “in order to maintain and expand Scotland’s talent pool, issues of
diversity, skills development and retention must continually be addressed” (168). Not all
geographical areas can have the same scale of industry, but redistributing media production
across the nations and regions is an important way that some of the challenges associated with
combining work and childcare in the Scottish sector can be addressed, potentially mitigating
against such a common need to travel and opening up further opportunities to local workers.
At time of writing, this expansion of national and regional media production is greatly under
threat by the Conservative Government’s plans to diminish the scope of public service
broadcasting, as channels like the BBC are crucial in providing relatively stable forms of
employment in a precarious sector, growing independent production outside of London and the
southeast, and creating skills and development training (Fleming).

The creation of more local work alone will not help solve gender inequalities related to
care. Investment in local media production needs to be accompanied by radical changes to
working cultures and the provision of more accessible and flexible care, as well as wider
cultural shifts to challenge the deep and essentialised connection between women and
childcare. Although the interviews took place prior to Covid-19, the pandemic has arguably
challenged the rigidity of traditional working models, highlighting the viability of remote and
flexible working and challenging the idea of London as “the centre of the universe” (“How”
45). It will be interesting to see if these alternative labour practices continue to be upheld in the
future, and whether this will have a material impact on existing inequalities in the workforce.
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Note

L At the time that this article was written, the then Culture Secretary Nadine Dorries had
announced plans to privatise Channel 4 and freeze the licence fee that funds the BBC. Since
then, there have been two new Prime Ministers and a new Culture Secretary. With these
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changes, the plans are now under review, and the implications of what this will mean for media
production in the nations and regions remain unknown.
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