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Alongside the Scottish Artists Union Learning 
Programme this conversation about alternative incomes 
was led by Robert Singer and Saskia Singer (Narture, 
Ayr) exploring strategies of how social enterprises can 
generate alternative income for arts projects.

Robert and Saskia discussed how they had initiated 
Narture as an artist community interest company of 
three core projects – a bakery, a cafe and an arts project 
space – and explored how its activities could create 
sustainable models and genuine community partnerships.

We hope that these focused thoughts will act as a point 
of self reflection for individual artists, or as a catalyst 
for future artist groups to openly share and build their 
own ideas.

Artists often support their practice through an auxiliary 
income - how can we change the relationship, so that the 
auxiliary jobs become an integrated form of support that 
artists have more direct control over?

〈…〉 Through my journey I came to the conclusion that what 
we should do is run an artist collective where we synergise the 
primary skills that people go to art school to gain and auxiliary 
skills that created income sources in the journey through art 
school. My background was primarily catering … and we both 
still use those skills to develop our auxiliary income 〈…〉

〈…〉 So the aim is to create a project that looks at a Circular 
Economy … How do we actually create employment that looks 
at the needs of the graduate leaving education and to continue 
making art? 〈…〉

〈…〉 What we're trying to suggest is that we should be running 
an organisation where we pay at least living wages that will give 
creatives the opportunity and time to make a decent income 
that would support their art practice … we need to support the 
three things that all creatives need: a place to make; a place to 
show; and a place to integrate 〈…〉

〈…〉 I think it is unusual that so few artist-led groups don’t have 
an additional income structure to support activity … maybe part 
of the issue here is that a lot of artists collectives are younger 
artists and they've entered art school without any other working 
life experience, so they come out of art school as artists, but 
they collectively do not combine additional work ideas

How can arts organisations be better integrated and 
serve their communities through the provision of 
additional services that are not directly related to art?

〈…〉 Our project has created a lot of interest from the general 
community … we have developed a very good core and bit by 
bit we've connected and grown … we have a kind of small daily 
section where we sell bread and co� ee and this fuels interest 
in the other activity at a grassroots level – embedding the 
more di�  cult ideas … we believe this area of the town can be 
regenerated through experiential retail and culture. It's the 
cultural tourism that brings the people in, but it's the bread and 
food and drinks that provides the income source 〈…〉

〈…〉 The core bakery now works … we are now developing 
a consultation project, ‘food for thought’, working with the 
community to fi nd out their interests, how we can drive the project 
forward and integrate ideas about local regeneration … how we 
can genuinely share ownership and have di� erent pockets of 
autonomy within the overall group concept

〈…〉 The location was always important. We've run a number of 
pop up spaces in the town … the space kind of borders between 
residential and the town centre … so it's got a very strong local 
connection of people dwelling … and it bridges the commerce 
activity … it’s the space that’s more probable to regenerate … we 
have been away and then come back 〈…〉

〈…〉 Through negotiation the potential of a space took a 
number of years to actually achieve while working on other 
projects … this is still a kind of transitional space … I think 
the potential success of the project ultimately comes by the 
tenacity to keep going … we have some really good volunteers 
that are committed to helping us … we couldn’t do this kind of 
project in Glasgow, there is an over saturation of activity … it’s 
important that we are putting this energy into this community 

– we need to bring the city to the town and give the city a 
reason to come to the town 〈…〉

〈…〉 It's a slow incremental process … we've initiated High Street 
projects and through that we discovered that's not really where we 
want to be … we need to be a wee bit more o�  the beaten track - 
we let people fi nd us … that’s not useful for developing the basic 
income source, but that's how we generate the interest 〈…〉

How can we change existing working models and
better value artistic labour? 

〈…〉 The project points to a really uncomfortable truth in the 
arts in the UK … about fair treatment and perceptions of artists 
payments and what/who is an artist and how an artist should 
get their income? Where does power rest? How many artists 
make a primary income through an art practice? What do we 
value? … Maybe the primary objective is not to make objects for 
sale, but to create inclusive, socially engaged practices. I have 
long been an advocate that you don't show your work cheap, but 
sell your skills at a reasonable rate … there is a need for open 
consultancy on these issues 〈…〉

〈…〉 There seems to be, for me, a real disconnect between 
galleries with full time paid sta�  who are curating work from 
artists that are on unsustainable incomes … there’s a lot of 
examples of labouring within an arts organisation, with the 
perception that by doing so, you'll be supporting your own 
practice, but often the experience that many people have is 
not positive, it's quite closed o� , and there's no opportunity to 
support progression … How can we change these models to 
avoid those pitfalls of what can be exploitative behaviour? … 
think about ‘artist contracts’ and an ‘organisation contract’
– an access document of what to genuinely expect – a two 
way agreement 〈…〉

How could funders or arts education better support 
artists engaged in these types of projects? 

〈…〉 We have found working with funders and local authorities 
very di�  cult … as an arts business we are looking for a 
sustainable income, but we don’t necessarily fi t other funding 
criteria support … traditional business support agencies do not 
really understand what we are doing 〈…〉

〈…〉 We need to understand how arts graduates integrate 
into the wider arts ecologies locally, wherever they are … Is 
the current art college system preparing artists to work in a 
complex arts industry? How do we acquire knowledge that 
is useful and diverse on all those practical issues of how we 
might make a living through a number of art associated and 
unassociated income streams? … sometimes I think we're more 
likely to be able to create a successful funding application by 
working collectively 〈…〉

〈…〉 This isn't about trying to formulate a sample kind of 
methodology that enables funders to say, this is what an artist 
led practice should be to then be funded … every organisation 
is di� erent and that is the very reason why the interesting 
things are coming out of artist-led projects … support needs 
to be aligned specifi cally for this varied creative group activity 
… most art schools still operate for the individual, and they 
look for individual success stories, rather than the collective/
collaborative success stories … What is permissible and what's 
not permissible in terms of the criteria for success? How do we 
value artistic labour? and how does an integrated approach with 
other working practices (without an over arching ‘art’ label) 
enable genuine community access? 〈…〉

〈…〉 So much of the ways that you have to report to funders 
is embedded in using the same language that is about 
demonstration of capitalist growth, audience size and feedback 
forms … we should not expect artists to squish an arts practice 
into an industrial framework  … this isn’t just about a fi nal 
‘object’ that comes out of the practice … It's about being 
a creative within a community and being someone who is 
actively contributing to that community – by actively creating 
opportunities for people who maybe haven't had the chance to 
engage in the art sector … we need to rethink the ways that we 
measure and value our creative work 〈…〉
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This is one of six posters. Each poster captures a number of 
questions that arose from a series of artist conversations 

that focused on the running of artist-led projects.

The posters are part of a larger research, survey and mapping 
project designed to create a stronger understanding and 
greater visibility of the range and uniqueness of collective 

artist-led practice across Scotland.
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