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Spring 2021 saw the start of a new LSBU doctoral project, which will examine the shape the live UK music industry might and, even more pertinently should, take, as it re-opens post-pandemic. This School of Law and Social Sciences based project is led by PhD candidate, Corinna Woolmer, with support from Director of Studies, Dr Kevin Milburn, and second supervisors, Dr Phil Pinch (LSS) and Dr Sara Manulsuren (School of Business).   

As COVID-19 took hold in the UK, venues were closed and large gatherings of people were banned on 21st March 2020 as part of the government’s lockdown response. This created an immediate crisis for the creative industries, a key sector within the UK economy, and particularly for those branches reliant on audiences and ‘in-person experience’, such as the live music industry. Although parts of society began to re-open in late summer 2020, further restrictions and national lockdowns have meant the vast majority of the UK live music sector has remained closed for more than 16 months, at great cost to the industry and those working within it. 

Since 19th July 2021 (delayed from 21st June 2021), pandemic related restrictions on socializing and most leisure related activities in the UK have been lifted. However, the uncertainty about the evolution of the virus’ progress and a lack of clarity concerning time-lines for the removal of restrictions and what extra insurance provision may be available to venues and promoters mean many events scheduled for the summer of 2021 have already had to be postponed or cancelled. Indeed, it is likely that live music performances, particularly indoor ones, will be among the last public events allowed to re-open largely as before, due to both logistical complexities and audience behaviours which make physical distancing and thorough sanitation difficult to achieve in live music environments. 

Professor Hendrik Streeck, from the University of Bonn, who carried out the first “COVID-19 case cluster study” (Oltermann et al, 2020), has asserted that “one pattern we are seeing across the globe is that whenever there was singing and dancing, the virus spread more rapidly” (Ibid). However, research undertaken by the University of Liverpool and funded by the UK Government, as part of its Event Research Programme (GOV.UK, 2021) has shown, via the hosting of a series of live experimental test events, that such events – provided the participants at them have tested negative for Covid prior to attending  – hold no more risk concerning the likelihood of catching Covid than would be encountered by going shopping (Reilly, 2021). Whilst this is encouraging news for the industry, it is widely assumed that this period of pronounced turbulence will have lasting aftershocks which will likely affect multiple aspects of live music in Britain long after the pandemic recedes. It is an examination of these varied aspects: structural, economic, and social, that this LSS doctoral project is orientated around. In particular, the focus is on what the potential social – and especially gendered – ramifications may be for the live music industry, resulting either directly or indirectly from the pandemic, as it looks to ‘build back’ over the coming years.    

Whilst much has been written about what COVID-19 has meant for the music industry financially and in terms of losing skills, suppliers and creative talent (Sweney, 2020; Barrett, 2020), much less attention has been devoted to the opportunities that exist to build back better. And, in particular, to build back a more socially just and globally responsible live music industry.

Pre-pandemic, problems existed in the music industry that cannot be ignored, and which, to some extent, the pandemic and the immediate effects generated by it, has served to highlight. For example, the music industry has certainly not been immune to the highly gendered division of labour practices identified within other creative practice arenas (Conor et al, 2015; Reimer, 2016); a pronounced inequality of opportunity and progression surrounding gender, as well as ethnic diversity, exists in live music both in relation to artists on stage (Houston, 2021) and to those working backstage (Malt, 2021). Meanwhile, the anger at the toxic sexist culture long prevalent within the worldwide music industry (Scenestr, 2021), including the UK live performance sector, is now being voiced (and belatedly heard) like never before. Additionally, there are other pressing ethical and social issues present within live music that many feel the sector has been slow to respond to, these include: the environmental sustainability of festivals and the events industry more generally (Powerful Thinking, 2015); the pay and conditions of those working within the industry (Bradshaw, 2019), and other matters of welfare within those working in live music, including the relative neglect shown toward the high levels of mental health illness experienced by staff (Awbi, 2017). 

History has shown that a key consequence resulting from significant jolts to society wrought by once in a generation events, such as world wars and pandemics, is that gender and other social relations can re-align in profound, often unexpected ways. Could one outcome of the COVID-19 pandemic, which has shut down the global music industries, be that it becomes a mechanism for positive business and social changes within the live music realm, addressing at least some of the aforementioned concerns and building back better in a post-covid world? Over the next three years, this LSS PhD will be seeking answers to this central research question.
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