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Executive Summary 

Since 2012, the Scottish Artists Union has surveyed the experiences of artists working in Scotland on a 
yearly basis. Members have shared: concerns about their professional sector; personal experiences of 
work; detailed information about their careers; and vital feedback on the services the union provides. We 
would like to thank all of our members who have taken time out of their busy schedules to add their voice 
to the collective experience of being an artist living and working in Scotland today. 

The survey allows us to gain an accurate reflection of the lives of artists in Scotland, and also to map trends 
and changes each year. Our survey has become the largest survey of artists in Scotland, and is referenced 
by many arts organisations, media outlets and the Scottish Government. The following report not only 
looks at the membership’s current responses but also looks back at the trends formulated between 2012 
and 2018. 

The actions our union undertakes on your behalf are in direct response to the needs, concerns and 
experiences provided in the survey. This gives us an invaluable opportunity to have our voices heard. 
We would like to thank all of the membership for their continued engagement over the past 6 years. 

While the sector seems to be in constant flux and the wider political landscape is experiencing many 
ruptures, some things remain the same. 80% of our membership are self-employed, which is considerably 
higher than within the regular working population. Self-employment continues to grow across the wider 
labour market- figures published by the RSA show that one in seven of the UK workforce are now self-
employed with many workers across sectors navigating the financial ebbs and flows of limited contractual 
work. 1 

Since 2012, the self-employed earnings of our members have decreased. In the wider UK, the typical self-
employed person now earns 40% less than their employed counterpart - while the salaries of arts 
employees have seen an increase since the recession, freelance earnings have seen a continual 
downturn (see trends in income in the survey notes). The labour of artists continues to subsidise the wider 
creative sector with artists consistently being some of the lowest paid workers - often working without 
contracts or adequate pay, and far too often being expected to work for free. (Note in reference to wider 
employment: “Low pay has also been defined in relation to the cost of living by the Minimum Income 
Standard Project. By their calculations, anything less than £15,000 a year, before tax, counts as low 
pay.” Unison - "In April 2017 the median, or typical gross salary in Scotland for all employees was 
£23,150"2 

The majority of members still make a very modest income from their practice with many still having to 
supplement their creative income with alternative supporting employment. Many from outside of 
the creative sector claim that earning less than your employed counterpart can be outweighed by the 
enjoyment and freedom of the self-employed creative ‘lifestyle’. Some may even say that enjoyment and 
passion outweighs the need to make money. However, after many years of self-employment, when 
regular and reliable cash flow is a very real issue, and the financial support for paid sickness leave, care-
giving, holidays and retirement are restricted or unsupported, the working situation for an individual 

                                                           
1 https://www.thersa.org/about-us/media/2017/self-employed-turning-to-one-another-to-get-through-illness-and-hard-
times 
2 https://sp-bpr-en-prod-cdnep.azureedge.net/published/2017/11/21/Earnings-in-Scotland--2017/SB%2017-80.pdf) 
 

https://www.thersa.org/about-us/media/2017/self-employed-turning-to-one-another-to-get-through-illness-and-hard-times
https://www.thersa.org/about-us/media/2017/self-employed-turning-to-one-another-to-get-through-illness-and-hard-times
https://sp-bpr-en-prod-cdnep.azureedge.net/published/2017/11/21/Earnings-in-Scotland--2017/SB%2017-80.pdf
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becomes an unsustainable lifestyle (“... economic inequality is top of the list... if you don’t have an 
alternate source of income it’s impossible to sustain an art practice”). 

Many artists find it difficult to discuss these issues openly, with many feeling they are in an isolated or 
vulnerable position that prevents them from being outspoken (“It’s about cohesion amongst artists” - “I 
feel safer knowing that I have the union behind me”). Rates of pay and unpaid labour remain the biggest 
issues year on year, with sustainability becoming increasingly difficult.  

The survey highlights that the issues facing artists such as working conditions, health, finance, lack of 
resources, class, gender equality and experience of discrimination reflect our wider society. In turn, 
members expressed real concerns over the uncertainty of Brexit and a rising anxiety over what the 
consequences might be.  

We recognise the pressure and multiplicity of freelancing; stress, irregular income, low standards of well-
being, and uncertain futures contribute greatly to the risks of developing mental ill health. While the union 
is not currently equipped to provide direct services to members experiencing mental health issues, the 
wellbeing and positive future support of our members is of paramount importance to us and at the heart 
of all of our activities.  

The survey results, year on year, demonstrate that we continue to be a flexible and resilient workforce 
responding well to our changing conditions with innovation and fortitude. However, this resilience is not 
sustainable and should not be exploited. The survey again highlights the need for our union to respond 
quickly to changes, and to lobby and campaign for the rights of our members. It reinforces the relevance 
of an artist-led trade unionism, that understands the particular needs of the arts sector, and supports the 
membership, within this social and political context, through specialist support and relevant learning 
programmes. 

Amid the changes, uncertainties and ruptures in the sector and wider society, members continue to truly 
value membership of the union (“Being able to just send them the link to the Union's guidelines were 
utterly crucial. No comment or quibbling from them then. It was great.”). We will work to equip the 
current and next generation of creatives and activists to be confident in managing the self-determination 
and personal resilience required for self-employment - whatever circumstances they may find themselves 
in. Now is the time to be with other workers and like-minds; sharing, learning, collaborating, and 
supporting each other in union and in solidarity. 

“With each passing year it becomes more apparent that a union for artists is essential.” 

This year’s survey received 104 responses; lower than previous years but still statistically significant. The 
Union will endeavour to find new and more accessible ways for the membership to take part in this 
important annual collection of information. 

Yours in Solidarity, 

Executive Committee 

Scottish Artists Union  
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Overview of the Scottish Artists Union’s 2018 Membership Survey Results 

This year’s survey received 104 responses; lower than previous years but still statistically 
significant. The following provides an overview of the headline messages from Union 
members:  
 
Making a living  
o Four out of every five members are self-employed.  
o The majority of members still make a very modest income with many still having to supplement their 

earnings with alternative income sources. 
o The number of artists receiving any public or private funding is still low, and very few had positive 

things to say about Creative Scotland. 
o Three out of four members consistently fail to be paid rates equivalent to the union’s published 

rates. At 76%, this is the highest figure in recent years. 
 

The state of the sector  
o Most members had the opportunity to showcase their work this year and feel the amount of 

opportunities to showcase their work remains steady compared to previous years. Only a small 
proportion of members believe the amount of opportunities is decreasing.  

o Perceptions of inequalities within the sector endure, particularly in relation to gender and class.  
o The most popular priority for members continues to be fair pay and conditions, closely followed by 

more access to funding opportunities.   
 

External factors impacting the sector:  
o While many artists are yet to notice any impact from Brexit, there are still quite a few who have 

concerns about its potential impact – many stating the uncertainty surrounding what is happening in 
relation to Brexit as a key part of the problem. 

 
How Is the Scottish Artist's Union doing?  
o Members continue to value their membership of the Union.  
o A small proportion have attended Union courses, those who were unable to attend stated location, 

time and availability as the key barriers.  
o Members provided suggestions for learning opportunities they would like the Union to provide in 

the future and how it could make its courses more accessible e.g. having an online option.  
o Some members use the Union’s published rates of pay however most continue to find them 

unrealistic and fear losing opportunities should they demand higher pay.  
o While members would like to use contracts, their use continues to be limited and irregular.  
 
The remainder of this report provides additional context to the points above, it also highlights the main 
trends, where possible, from previous years’ surveys.  
  

“With each passing year it becomes more apparent that a union for artists is essential.” 
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1. Income 
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o Each year the survey has asked questions about artists’ income. This enables the Union to explore 
the financial state of the membership and where potential support efforts may need to be focused. 
This year the survey asked a range of questions relating to artists’ sources of income and their 
financial circumstances. This section provides an overview of the responses to these questions. 

 

o Members were asked if they are registered as self-employed; from the 95 members who answered 
this question, 4 out of 5 (80%) are self-employed. For those who are self-employed, a large majority 
of members (82%) use an accountant to handle their tax requirements. 

 
o When asked about their primary sources of income, 94 members responded to this question. Only 

40% stated that their art practice is their primary source. The most common income sources from 
their practice are through sales (56% of 94) and commissions (50% of 94).   

 
o From the 91 members who responded to the question about the status of their practice: 

− Only a quarter (24%) are full-time practitioners financed entirely through their practice. This 
highlights the large number of members reliant on alternative sources of income to supplement 
the income they get through their practice.  

− One in five (20%) are full-time practitioners financed by their practice and a private income. 

− Nearly half (46%) are part-time practitioners financed by their practice and alternative part-time 
income.  

− One in ten (10%) are part-time practitioners financed by their practice and a full-time alternative 
income.  

− Of those with mixed sources of income, nearly half (46%) stated that their other income is 
obtained from work within the art sector/creative industries.  

 
o Members were asked to give details on any state benefits/entitlements they or their household 

receive. Only 29 people answered this question; the most common benefits received were working 
tax credit (48%) and the state pension (38%). Other benefits included: Housing benefit, Universal 
credit, and Carer’s Allowance. 

 
o In relation to turnover, nearly two thirds (60%) of the 72 members who responded to the question 

stated that the annual turnover of their practice in the financial year 2016-17 was less than £10,000. 
The third highest turnover bracket, at 13%, was £20,000-£29,999 with only 1% stating that their 
turnover had been between £30,000 and £34,999. Four members gave descriptive responses which 
included “no idea”, “I’m not teaching to earn an income”, “tbc. this is my first year self-employed”, 
and “I visualise the business to be loss-making for at least the next three years”. 

 
o Eighty members responded to the question about taxable earnings from their practice in the last 

financial year (2017-2018). Of those, four out of five (82%) earned less than £10,000 and only two 
members (3%) earned £23,000 and above. 

 
o Regarding expenses3 incurred to maintain their career during 2017-18; from the 67 who answered 

this question, the majority (80%) stated they incurred less than £10,000 in expenses. Only 4% (3 
members) incurred over £15,000 of expenses. Eight members gave descriptive responses, these 
included “training, equipment, materials, travel stands”, “production travel”, “travel 

                                                           
3 For example: studio rent, workshop facilities, production, membership fees, application fees, paid opportunities, travel, website, 
marketing, training etc. 



 

 
9 

accommodation, equipment, training”, “don’t know”, “production, membership fees and application 
fees”, “materials”, “NA”, and “I’ve just started!” 

 
o Members were asked about expectations for their practice in the next financial year (2017-2018). 

Eighty-four people responded to this question. Nearly a third (30%) of members felt positive, 
indicating that they expected their earnings to increase, however just over a quarter (26%) indicated 
they expect their earnings to decrease, and 44% indicated they expect their earnings to remain the 
same.  

 

The Trends  

o The percentage of members registered as self-employed has remained 
constant, moving from 78% in 2014 to 81% in 2017 and averaging 80% over the 
five years members have been asked. The number of members who stated 
they use an accountant has risen, perhaps indicating that the participants this time hail more from 
the active ‘professional’ artist group, as opposed to hobbyists. 

 
o Members’ with a turnover of between £0 and £10k (60%) have seen a slight decrease this year, 

compared to previous years. Previously there had been little change since 2012. The percentage of 
members who reported a turnover of £0-£10k was 66% in 2017 and 70% in 2016, in line with an 
average of 71% over the first five years of the survey. 

 
o The proportion of members who reported a turnover of between £10-£25k is on an upward 

trajectory. There was a 5% increase between 2016 and 2017 to 29%.  
 
o The percentage of members who reported a turnover of over £25k has decreased to 5%, after 

enjoying a slight upward trend over previous years which had seen an increase from 5% in 2012 to 
8% in 2017. 

 
o Artists’ confidence in the state of their earnings for the following year has decreased by 6%, 64% 

believed they would earn the same or less in 2017’s survey, in this year’s survey the figure was 70%.  
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2. Funding 
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o Similar to previous years, this year’s survey asked members a series of questions about the types of 
funding they may or may not have received over the previous year. The majority reported that they 
have not received public funding in any form. This section provides an overview of the members’ 
responses.  
 

o When asked if their work was externally funded (i.e. not from personal income/sales), from the 96 
people who responded to this question, just under a quarter (23%) said that it was.  

 
o Nearly a third (29%) stated that they had applied for and received a private funding award (e.g. 

trust, foundation or sponsorship) in the past five years. The remaining three quarters had not.  
  

o A quarter (25%) of members reported that they had received public funding from Creative Scotland, 
Glasgow Life or other local authority grants in the past five years. The remaining 75% said they had 
not.  
 

o The members were also asked to reflect on Creative Scotland’s funding structures, specifically on 
how far they believe the structures understand and address the needs of visual and applied artists. 
Seventy-four people answered this question; one in every six (16%) answered that they believe 
Creative Scotland understands and addresses the needs of artists.  

 
o When asked to provide more context to their response members gave a range of reasons and 

highlighted their perceptions of Creative Scotland as an organisation. They mentioned the 
challenges around the application process, perceptions of organisational bias and a sense of 
disconnect with the sector. The most common response however was around the challenges of 
applying for Creative Scotland funding.  A few mentioned unsuccessful attempts at getting funding, 
describing the process as unrealistic,  especially for artists who are often self-employed and work 
alone. Several suggested these poor experiences were compounded by the lack of support and 
feedback offered by Creative Scotland on an unsuccessful application.  
 

 

 
“I feel it's a closed shop. You need a Masters to fill in the forms and the advice over the phone is 
poor” 
 
“Applications can be very lengthy, sections often overlap, and the time frames required for 
funding plus shared percentage by artist are often unrealistic.” 
 

o Artists suggested there was some bias from Creative Scotland towards certain types of art and 
artists, gearing their funding towards larger organisations rather than individual artists. There was 
also a perception that funding follows trends, leaning towards what is considered fashionable. 

 
 

“'I don't even attempt to ask any more – I’ve spent so many hours applying 

over the last few years and never got anywhere. It feels like I have more 

chance of winning the lottery.” 
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“They seem to ignore visual art especially painting.” 
 
“The funding still seems to go to the privileged few. Those who know the correct jargon and 
buzzwords that Creative Scotland see as relevant for the moment.”  
 
“Creative Scotland seem to show a clear disdain towards traditional and culturally important 
crafts.  As a bespoke/custom sword and knifesmith, myself and the few colleagues I have in this 
shrinking field of expertise, have continually been shunned in favour of the contemporary arts 
and fobbed off with unsatisfactory reasoning behind the denial of our applications.” 
 

o Some artists commented on the rigidity of Creative Scotland, identifying its inability to flex in a way 
that recognises the diversity of the sector and the practitioners within it, and a general lack of 
understanding of how artists tend to work, especially those who work alone.  

 
“Creative Scotland funding is not responsive to the needs of individual artists.” 
 
“The whole structure isn’t fit for purpose and doesn’t take into account other demands of artists 
time.” 
 

o Three members made positive comments about Creative Scotland. They value the funding available 
and suggested there seems to be quite a bit of support if needed.   

 
 
 
 
 
 

  

“They seem to support the narrowest established artists, rather than creating 

opportunities for emerging artists.” 

“The structures are very rigid and do not flex to allow for the very different 

ways we all make, show and share our work, skills and experiences.” 

“Although I’m still processing, they were extremely helpful, and the structure 

appears to make sense to me just now”. 
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The Trends  

o This year’s survey questions about funding were slightly differently to 
previous years, so direct comparisons are not possible for all areas. 
However, responses show that there continues to be limited change in the 
number of members who have received public funding (2017 was 73%).  

 
o Since 2014 there have been small fluctuations in responses to the question “Do you believe the 

Creative Scotland funding structure addresses the needs of visual and applied artists?”. This year 

there was a slight increase of 6% (10% in 2017) amongst those agreeing that Creative Scotland 

does address the needs of visual and applied artists. However, 50% (2017: 33%) more people 

believe the organisation does not address the needs of artists (this significantly higher figure may 

be explained by the absence of a ‘not sure’ response option as in previous years). Negative 

comments about the organisation continue to highlight criticisms directed at a perceived bias, 

and issues with transparency and distribution of support across various art forms.  
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3. Showcasing Practice 

 



 

 
15 

 
 
 
 
o The Scottish Artists Union is interested in knowing about how artists go about showcasing their 

practice. The survey asked members to give details on the opportunities that are available to them 
to showcase their work, and to comment on any changes there may be to the opportunities 
available. This section provides an overview of the responses to these questions.   

 
o Artists were asked to state how many opportunities they received to showcase their practice in 

2017-2018. Examples include exhibitions/public commissions/performances/events etc. A total of 98 
people answered this question; the majority (81%) answered between 1 and 9 opportunities, 1 in 10 
(10%) answered between 10 and 19, and only 2% have had between 20 and 35 opportunities to 
showcase their work. Some members provided descriptive responses such as ‘not many’, ‘several’, 
and ‘very few’. Four members said they had no opportunities to showcase their work in the last 
year.  
 

o Members were also asked how many opportunities had been self-initiated; 94 people answered this 
question. Almost all (87%) answered between 0 and 8, and one member answered 35. Four 
members stated that all their opportunities had been self-initiated, two members stated ‘half’, and 
one stated ‘the majority’. One member explained that they are represented by a gallery where their 
work is on show all the time. Two people indicated that they did not understand the question.  

 
o When asked to compare opportunities against the previous year (2016-2017), 98 people responded. 

Just over a quarter (26%) said that things had improved, over half (58%) felt it is about the same, and 
16% felt that it is worse.  

 
o Members were asked to comment on any changes in circumstances had changed over the last year,  

both positively and negatively. For those who felt that things had improved, this was largely due to 
them taking a different approach to how they go about showcasing their work, either due to them 
gaining in experience, skills and confidence and/or growing their networks. Some felt they are also 
now in a better place to make the most of the opportunities that had been made available to them.  
 

“It was my second year of being self-employed and I'm more established and have built more 
relationships, so I think this is why it was better.” 

 
 
 
 
 

“There seems to be less opportunities to showcase work these days. More 
places and people are tightening their belts” 

“It’s certainly to do with my efforts and openness to opportunities. My skills 

have become more advanced, and so I feel I now put on a better show. I also am 

now self-employed and so I have the freedom to take on more work relating to 

my practice. Networking has also helped.” 
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o Where members felt things had gotten worse, this was largely due to two main reasons; firstly, 
the economy, and people commenting that there is limited funding available, disposable income 
is falling and people are less likely to buy their artwork. One artist shared an interesting example 
about how a local restaurant that had showcased their work had closed down, therefore 
highlighting the potential knock-on effect of a slower economy on opportunities available for 
artists. Other reasons included personal circumstances, such as illness, caring responsibilities, 
changing location, or the need to earn more money and so moving their attention to other means 
of earning a living.  
 

“Showcasing practice has not been a priority until now due to work and time constraints.” 

 

The Trends  

o There continues to be very little fluctuation in the availability of 
opportunities for members to showcase their practice. Similar to last year’s 
survey which was 59%, this year 58% of members indicated that they 
believe the number of opportunities remained unchanged, and only 16% believe there were 
fewer opportunities, up from 14% in 2017. Roughly one quarter (26%) believe there were more 
opportunities, which is steady in comparison to previous years. 
 

  

“I needed to earn money outwith my practice which meant less time to 
concentrate on my practice and making and showing work.” 
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4. External Factors 
4.1 Brexit  
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o The Scottish Artists Union are keen to understand how external factors, such as Brexit, affect 
members. Members were asked what the impact of the Brexit vote has been so far on their 
practice and working life.  
 

o Over half (63) of the survey respondents provided an answer to this question, for those that 
answered, nearly a quarter (24%) noted that Brexit has yet to have an impact on their practice.  
 

o For those that felt it has had an impact (a few were clear to mention that they didn’t have proof 
that the impact was directly as a result of Brexit), this was mainly in relation to a reduction in 
their sales, explained by higher levels of caution from buyers and reduced spending.  
 

o Some talked about increased costs of materials, and their inability to develop international links 
since the vote therefore impacting on the opportunities for international work.  
 

o Others commented on the uncertainly around Brexit – particularly in relation to what the impact 
will be once it actually happens, the not knowing aspect of it leaving a sense of anxiety about the 
future:  

o When asked about the impact of Brexit on future plans, 70 out of the 104 respondents provided 
comments.  
 

o Again, popular responses were around the uncertainty of the future, respondents not knowing 
what is going to happen and how they might be able to respond – with an overall sense of 
negativity about the impact, despite not knowing what that impact will be.  
 

o Over a quarter (27%) had worries about European connections – members talked a lot about the 
loss of opportunities to work and collaborate with European colleagues.  
 

o Some talked about the reduction in funding available, and the perceived impact Brexit will have 
on the wider economy is leading to less sales and commissions of their work.  
 

o A small number of members felt however that there would be no change.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“It remains pointless trying to talk to European colleagues about projects 
that might entail funding from EU-supported sources being spent in the UK 
or vice versa.” 
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4.2 Inequalities  

 

o Another external factor the Scottish Artists Union are keen to know more about is equality. The 
survey therefore asked a small number of questions about members’ thoughts on the 
inequalities that exist within the sector and how this affects their career paths.  
 

o Over half (63) of survey respondents answered the question on inequalities within the arts.  
 

o Gender inequalities within the arts was most frequently identified by members (30% of 
respondents), closely followed by and social class (by 27% of respondents). 
 

o While one member noted that there has been significant improvements in relation to gender, 
largely due to more women working in the sector and actively supporting each other, others 
suggested that there is still inherent sexism within the sector.  
 

o Related to this, some members identified continued societal expectations for women to also run 
a house and take on caring responsibilities often impacting on their practice, and the fact that 
there are still experiences of a gender pay gap. One also talked of the “slightly sexist attitudes 
regarding female painters - that their work ought to be more ‘comfortable’.“  
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o Responses around social class centred largely on a perception that people in the arts are 
predominantly from more privileged backgrounds - this is supported by the analysis of 
membership location data in relation to the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation, presented in 
the following chapter.  
 

o Some talked of the challenges faced being an artist if you don’t have family supporting you. 
Respondents who identified as working class talked about their isolation at art school and a 
realization that those with money are those more able to pursue a more viable career. Some felt 
this also links to the perceived nepotism and elitism that feels rife within the sector.  
 

o Other inequalities mentioned were ageism, racism, income, and geographic location, how well 
known you are as an artist, and whether you went to art school (or were self-taught).  
 

o When asked whether the perceived inequalities within the sector affect their career paths, 45% 
of the 71 members who answered this question responded yes, 17% answered no, and 38% 
answered maybe. 
 

4.3 Priorities for the sector  

 
 

o Members were asked what they consider to be the top priority in ensuring Scotland's art sector 
is a healthy, viable and sustainable area to work in. Two thirds (65%) responded to this question.  
 

o Well over a third (40%) of those members who responded consider fair pay and working 
conditions as the top priority for ensuring the sector is healthy, viable and sustainable area to 
work in. 
 

“Artists need to stop working for nothing.” 
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o Members also talked about the need to be able to access affordable studio spaces in order to 

carry out their work. 
 

o Other popular responses were the need to be able to access funding, and making funding more 
readily available.  
 

o Members also mentioned a need to raise public awareness about the value of the arts and the 
impact it can have, particularly pointing to a change in the way government policy supports the 
arts.  
 

o Comments were also made on the need for artists to support each other, creating opportunities 
for professional development and the sharing of learning to strengthen them as a sector.   
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5. Union Membership 
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o The Scottish Artists Union has a growing membership from across the artistic spectrum. This 
section looks at the data available on membership taken from this year’s survey, primarily their 
location, how this relates to the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation (SIMD), and why 
members feel it is important to be part of the Union.  
 

o Since the 2017 survey the Union has introduced NationBuilder, a new platform which allows the 
Union to manage and communicate with their membership in a more meaningful and efficient 
way. The new platform was used to host this year’s survey.  
 

o At the time of the 2018 survey the Union had 1275 members registered on NationBuilder. From 
those, 1264 postcodes could be sorted into Local Authority areas. All of Scotland’s 32 Local 
Authorities were represented by the membership; the four most common Local Authority areas 
were Glasgow (22%), Edinburgh (14%), Fife (9%), and Perth & Kinross (5%).  

 

Membership by Local 
Authority 

Total  % Membership by Local 
Authority 

Total  % 

Glasgow City 284 22% South Ayrshire 19 2% 

City of Edinburgh 174 14% Renfrewshire 18 1% 

Fife 108 9% Angus 16 1% 

Perth & Kinross 57 5% North Ayrshire 15 1% 

Argyll & Bute 55 4% West Lothian 15 1% 

East Lothian 55 4% Orkney Islands 14 1% 

Aberdeenshire 54 4% South Lanarkshire 14 1% 

Dumfries and Galloway 53 4% Falkirk 13 1% 

Highland 50 4% Moray 12 1% 

Scottish Borders 47 4% North Lanarkshire 11 1% 

Dundee 33 3% East Renfrewshire 10 1% 

Comhairle nan Eilean Siar 
(Western Isles)  

24 2% Midlothian 10 1% 

East Dunbartonshire 23 2% Inverclyde 9 1% 

Aberdeen City 21 2% Clackmannanshire 6 >0% 

Stirling 20 2% Shetland Islands 3 >0% 

East Ayrshire 19 2% West Dunbartonshire 2 >0% 
Table 1: Membership by Local Authority 

o To explore the level of deprivation faced by members, postcode data was analysed against the 
Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation (SIMD). The SIMD is the official tool for showing where 
Scotland’s most deprived areas are. It identifies small area concentrations of multiple deprivation 
across all of Scotland and ranks these small areas, called data zones, from most deprived (ranked 
1) to least deprived (ranked 6,976). ‘Deprived’ does not just mean ‘poor’ or ‘low income’, it can 
also mean people have fewer resources and opportunities, for example in relation to health, such 
as access to a GP and education in relation to the performance of schools or colleges in the local 
area.4 
 

                                                           
4 For more information see: www.gov.scot/Topics/Statistics/SIMD  

http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Statistics/SIMD
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o People using SIMD often focus on the data zones below a certain rank, for example, the 5%, 10%, 
15% or 20% most deprived data zones in Scotland. The analysis showed that 23% of members live 
in what are considered to be the 20% least deprived areas of Scotland, i.e. the wealthiest areas in 
Scotland; and a minority (7%) lived within the most deprived 20%.  

 

SIMD Quintile (20%) Total  % 

Most deprived 20% 90 7% 

Second most deprived 20% 152 12% 

Middle 20% 354 28% 

Second least deprived 20% 386 30% 

Least deprived 20% 293 23% 
Table 2: Membership in relation to the SIMD 

5.1 Why is being part of a union important?  

o Members were asked why being part of a union is important to them. Members gave a number of 
reasons why they had joined the Union. The most common reason was for the information, advice 
and support received through the Union. The second most popular response was around having a 
common voice and the solidarity the Union brings, particularly in an ever more uncertain world 
where pay and conditions need to be protected. Many noted that they often work in isolation and 
appreciated the community and networking opportunities the Union provides.  

o Many members were keen to highlight benefits, such as insurance, as well as access to workshops 
and training membership offers. Some felt that being a member helps to validate their work and 
make them feel more professional. The importance of the Union’s role in lobbying and political 
representation was also a common response.  
 

“[Being a member] fosters a sense of solidarity, support and camaraderie and 

there is a sense of strength from being part of a collective.” 

“It’s important for artists to work together, to create a collective voice in order 

to lobby for better working conditions because otherwise as individuals we are 

often at a disadvantage, working within a sector where inequality and bad 

practice is ubiquitous.” 

 

“I spend a lot of time on my own […] and what I have found over the last few 

years is that I feel increasingly supported by the fact that I am a member of the 

Union and knowing that support is there is very important to me.” 

 

“It connects me to artists and organisations with whom I would not have 

contact on a regular basis.” 
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“The insurance and learning benefits have been very helpful.” 

“I think some artist's struggle with taking themselves seriously in a culture that can also be dismissive; 

having a union is empowering.” 

“I've always been a union member in my various careers - being an artist is a job, and being a worker 

means, for me, being in a union.” 

“It's important because I believe myself to be a professional in the same way as our society regards other 

professionals to be such as doctors, teachers, lawyers, and accountants.” 

“Artists are workers and we deserve the same rights and representation as any other sector of the labour 

market.” 

o Responses to previous surveys suggest there is limited change from previous years in the reasons 
why people join the Union.  

 

5.2 Ideas from the membership 
 
o The survey gave members the opportunity to raise any other issues with the Scottish Artists Union 

Executive committee.  
 

o Only 15 members provided a response to this, some of which were to thank us for the Union for its 
work and to encourage an expansion and continuation of this activity, particularly the programme of 
learning.  

 
o Other issues included a plea to focus on: pensions support, contracts support including legal 

support, supporting older artists, increasing awareness of the Union to a wider audience to 
encourage membership – e.g. a range of roadshows, more support and events outwith the central 
belt and an awareness of the issues affecting artists in more remote areas.   

 
o Two members mentioned the Union’s political approach, one stating that they would like to see 

more active lobbying in parliament to support artists, the other asking the Union to concentrate on 
artists' concerns and welfare rather than generalised political ones. 

  

“Do not be afraid to be radical.” 

 

 

“Dealing with galleries and trying to get paid can be a bit daunting and 

isolating so feeling like I am part of an organisation that can give me advice 

and support is reassuring.” 
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6. Learning 
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o The Scottish Artists Union run a series of workshops and courses for members throughout the year. 

This section looks at the take-up of the courses, and suggestions on what other workshops, courses 
and other learning opportunities members may benefit from.  
 

o Members were asked whether they had they had taken part in any courses and workshops in 2017-
2018. A total of 102 people responded to this question; a large majority (84%) had not attended 
training, with only around 1 in 7 (14%) attending courses throughout the year.  

 
o Those who had not attended a course were asked why. The most common response was lack of 

time; which resonates with the fact that many members are self-employed and/or do not have their 
art practice as their main source of income.  

o The issue of time was closely followed by geographic constraints, a common issue for members who 
live outwith the Central Belt and in more remote areas of Scotland, compounded by ill-health or 
mobility issues for a small number of members.  

 “There aren't any within practical reach, that I'm aware of.” 

o Some talked of the courses not being relevant to their practice as a reason for not attending. Other 
factors stopping members from attending were a lack of awareness of the courses and course 
availability and/or popularity, for example courses being booked up quickly.  

 

 
o Lastly, some mentioned how due to their membership being new they had not been aware of the 

opportunities available to members but hoped to attend in future years.  

“I'm very new to Scottish Artists Union and am actually really keen to take up 
these opportunities going forward!” 

 

“No time. Location not good. Working too hard!” 

“I have problems with mobility and would have to take too much time out to 
attend, for example, the event in Skye would have meant 4 days away, a day or 
evening in Glasgow or Edinburgh would mean 3 days away.” 

 

“The available spaces for the course I was interested in went quickly before I 

could get one.” 

 

“I would urge the committee to continue to support the current learning 

activity as it's a great way to foster collaborative networks as well as offer new 

skills to artists” 
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o Members were asked to make suggestions on what learning opportunities and training they would 
like the Scottish Artists Union to provide in 2018-2019. The most popular training suggestion was on 
skills relating to business. Examples included; marketing, managing finances, writing contracts, 
selling techniques, audience building, social media, website development, self-promotion, and 
writing funding applications.  

 
o Other suggestions included helping artists to develop their work/practice and technical skills, 

including writing, creative leadership, photography, ethics and community arts. Some made 
suggestions relating to peer learning, such as the provision of networking events to give members 
the opportunity to meet and learn from fellow artists, bringing the membership together and 
encouraging cross-collaboration and skills sharing.  A couple of members suggested a group 
mentoring scheme, whereby a small group meet monthly to help push their practice forward and 
develop artistically. 

"More about business and selling art commercially." 
 
"How to promote myself in this age of social media without going mad.  The best ways to get 
yourself out there." 
 
"More information sharing opportunities would be good. Maybe some kind of networking events 
with guest speakers." 
 

o A small number of members suggested certified training or continuing professional development 
(CPD) type opportunities, and those from rural or remote locations suggested an option of attending 
training via Skype, or another online platform where appropriate.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

"more attempts to bring the membership together and encourage cross-
collaboration, skill share, etc. Perhaps facilitating workshops led by members 
for other members to attend would be good?" 

 

"I think the subjects you are offering are fine, I just think a skype platform 

might be more accessible" 
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7. Payment Guidelines & Contracts 
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o The Scottish Artists Union has, since its inception, been concerned with establishing recognised 
national standards in artists’ rates of pay and the use of contracts. It therefore provides guidelines 
on typical rates of pay which members are invited to use when negotiating payment for their work 
on short-term contracts, sessional work and residencies (paid on a self-employed status basis). 
Support is also provided should members come across issues in relation to the use of contracts. 
The annual survey asked members about payment according to the published rates of pay and 
their approach to the use of contracts when negotiating and agreeing work. This section provides 
information on the responses to these questions.  
 

7.1 Payment according to recognised rates of pay 

o Members were asked whether they regularly receive payment according to the Union’s guidelines. 
A total of 77 people answered this question, the vast majority (81%) of which said no.  
 

o When asked to explain why not, members gave a range of reasons. Some felt the guidelines make 
their product too expensive and therefore priced them out of the market - whether that’s their 
artwork or their time as artists (i.e. teaching, running workshops etc). Some talked of altering their 
fees depending on who they want to work with e.g. private galleries or small charitable 
organisations – sometimes receiving payment within the guidelines, sometimes not.  

“Irrelevant when trying to sell work. It either sells or it doesn't.” 

“I can’t follow the guidelines as it makes my products too expensive.” 

o When members talked positively of their experiences of using the guidelines, they mentioned how 
having the guidelines empowered them to ask for more money, and how they are used as a 
reference and negotiating tool when discussing costs with potential and current clients. 

 
“Being able to just send them the link to the Union's guidelines were utterly crucial. No comment 
or quibbling from them then. It was great.” 
 

“Often artists are dealing with art organisations or start-ups just as financially 

pressured as themselves and so demanding a fair wage seems impossible.” 

“Yes, but also other rates are often negotiated in order to secure a deal. Also, 

as someone that coordinates other artists, it is often hard to maintain Union 

rates of pay when funding sources remain low. 

“After becoming more aware of the official rates I felt more empowered to ask 

for a little more for workshops.” 
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“Only very recently have people started to pay me the recommended pay and commenting that 
they are doing this. This makes a huge difference to my income. This has not been on all jobs, but 
a significant number of recent contracts, and this feels very encouraging.” 
 

7.2 Use of Contracts   
 

o Members were asked if they are always issued with contracts for paid work. A total of 80 people 
responded to this question, only 16% said that they are always issued with contracts.  
 

o Many members noted that the use of contracts was not common practice in their sector, 
particularly for smaller jobs. Contracts are usually in the form of either a verbal or email 
agreement and largely initiated by the artist rather than the client. Some felt that clients are 
sometimes put off using a contract, and one noted that contracts are not ‘worth the paper they 
are written on’ with regard to protecting an artist’s copyright and artistic ownership of 
commission work. A number of members stated that they would like to be better at preparing and 
issuing contracts and further support here would be good.  
 

 
 
 
 
 

“often only a verbal agreement is brought to the table for commissioned practice. It really is often my call if 
I wish things to be signed off professionally.” 
 
“All just on verbal agreements by and large, even for Council-commissioned projects with budgets of up to 
£11,000.” 
 
“I try to provide any organisation that wants to work with me with a contract but often this puts them off - 
especially small organisations.” 

 

7.3 Exhibition Fees  
 

o Members were asked if when exhibiting work in publicly funded galleries whether they receive an 
exhibition fee. Only 50 people answered this question, almost a quarter (24%) answered yes and 
76% answered no. 

 
o If members had answered yes to the question above, they were then asked whether they also 

receive payment to cover the costs for production and materials. More people (72) answered this 
question than the previous question, almost a fifth (21%) answered yes, a third (33%) answered 
no, and 46% answered not applicable. 
 

 

“I don't think I have ever received or given a contract for work. I'd like to 

be better at this, in terms of providing a contract myself.” 

“I usually have a contract but just not in every single case - it depends on 

how big the job is and whether I've worked with someone before.” 
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The Trends  

o There has been a steady increase in the proportion of members who 
consistently fail to receive the recommend rates of pay (i.e. using the 
guidelines issued by the Union), with 2018 being the highest yet at 76%. Previous years’ figures 
are: 73% in 2017; 61% in 2016; 59% in 2015; 62% in 2014; 56% in 2013; and 52% in 2012. 
 

o Due to the nature of the questions in this year’s survey it is difficult to make direct comparisons to 
previous years in relation to the use of contracts.  However there is a general trend that the use of 
contracts tends to be hit-or-miss and lacks consistency from one piece of work to another.  
 

o The lack of payment of exhibition fees remains high; despite a slight increase of 4% this year it 
remains that only one in four (24%) members received an exhibition fee. The proportion of 
members who reported receiving an exhibition fee in 2017 was 20% (one in five).  
   

 


