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People Award 2014 

Winners – TOTAL E&P UK Limited & Royal Scottish National Orchestra 

 

TOTAL E&P UK Limited (TOTAL) and the Royal Scottish National Orchestra’s (RSNO) project Nickum, which 

is Doric for “young rascal”, is their innovative programme of music activities for young children in nurseries and 

family centres across the city of Aberdeen. Nickum is a partnership project with Starcatchers, Aberdeen 

Performing Arts, Aberdeen City Council and TOTAL, creating artists and residence - one music and one 

performing arts - in some of Aberdeen’s most deprived community nurseries and family learning centres.  

 

In this case study Sarah Modley, from the RSNO, explains more about the partnership between TOTAL and 

RSNO, and the benefits that it has had for both of the organisations as well as for the local community. 

 

Project Story 

TOTAL and the RSNO have been working in partnership for over a decade. The relationship has developed 

significantly over the years allowing projects to become increasingly varied and ambitious.  

 

The TOTAL Denève Series, a world-class series of concerts, promoted as Performances with Energy, received 

unprecedented critical acclaim from its launch in 2005 and came to a close at the end of the RSNO’s 2011:12 

Season. 

 

TOTAL played a leading role in the delivery of a three-year strategic community partnerships programme in the 

north-east, including flagship projects RSNO Out and About Week and Northlight Community Composition 

project. In March 2012, TOTAL supported the RSNO’s award-winning visit to the Shetland Islands.  

 

In 2012, TOTAL and the RSNO set about furthering the partnership, aligning it even more closely to TOTAL’s 

key CSR policy areas: arts and local heritage, education and health, and social welfare, and to TOTAL’s four 

cornerstone behaviours: cross functionality, mutual support, listening, and boldness.  

 

In March 2013, TOTAL became a lead partner and supporter of the RSNO’s first early-years community project 

for 0-2 year olds in Aberdeen.  

 

Nickum (Doric for “young rascal”) is the RSNO’s inspiring programme of early-years musical activity in 

nurseries and family centres across Aberdeen. Through an artistic partnership with Starcatchers, and with 
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additional support and partnership from Vibrant Aberdeen, the orchestra created two concurrent artist-in-

residence posts– one for music, one for drama – in nurseries in the most deprived areas of Aberdeen City for a 

period of six months. The RSNO, drama artist Hazel Darwin-Edwards and musician Abigail Sinar worked in two 

communities, delivering forty-two workshops in each community over a period of twenty-one weeks.  

 

As a culmination of the residency, participative performances, entitled Hup!, ran from 24-29 March 2014. Hup! is 

a new non-verbal, live music and theatre experience, with original music performed by a string trio, aimed at 

introducing young children and their families to music and drama. 

 

This early-years programme is supported by research undertaken by Development Psychologist, Dr Suzanne 

Zeedyk. Dr Zeedyk studies the interaction between parents and infants, revealing how sophisticated infants’ 

communication skills are, from their earliest moments. Research shows that all of the experiences a baby has at 

this age have a direct impact on brain development. This can directly affect how he/she performs at school, 

university and later in life. 

 

Arts/cultural organisation story 

The RSNO was delighted to continue our partnership with TOTAL in 2013:14, supporting the orchestra’s work 

in the communities of Aberdeen. Without TOTAL’s support we could not have carried out such an extensive 

programme of work. 

 

The RSNO is committed to supporting early years development, in line with the Scottish Government’s 

commitment to nurturing babies and young children, as a means to shape a Scotland of the future which is 

smarter, healthier, safer, stronger, wealthier, fairer and greener. This project builds on the RSNO’s Astar 

programme and deepens the RSNO’s musical engagement with babies, young children and their families. 

TOTAL’s sponsorship of the project enabled us to name Aberdeen as the first UK city to host RSNO early years 

artists-in-residence. We were delighted to be able deliver the next stage of the Astar programme in Aberdeen, 

building and developing on community partnerships and relationships forged alongside TOTAL over the last 

ten years.  

 

In order to deliver the six-month residency, the RSNO forged a new collaboration with Starcatchers, an 

organisation which specialises in performances and creativity for young children. We also strengthened our 

relationship with Aberdeen Performing Arts, and we are now working to develop an early years programme at 

The Lemon Tree venue. We worked closely with Aberdeen City Council’s Early Years team to ensure that our 
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residencies met with local priorities.  As the model in Aberdeen has been so successful the RSNO and 

Starcatchers are now applying for funding to present the project in other parts of Scotland.  

 

A recent exciting development of the RSNO early years work in the north-east is a newly established 

partnership with Sistema Scotland. The RSNO has been selected as the orchestral partner for Big Noise Torry. 

This is a fantastic legacy and will enable us to continue working with the 0-2 year olds from the Nickum project 

into their school years. We aim to build a continuing, sustainable programme of early years activity in the city. 

Over the last fourteen years the RSNO/TOTAL partnership has grown and developed into a multi-faceted 

collaboration. Supporting Nickum presented an opportunity to engage a new sub-section of the community and 

a new way to engage TOTAL and its employees. The team staged the final Hup! performance at TOTAL’s 

headquarters for TOTAL babies and parents.  

 

Hup! was positively received, with the children and their guardians being very receptive to the music and the 

RSNO. For many, it was their first live music experience with their child and the response was overwhelmingly 

a desire for more concerts. Nursery staff members who had never attended orchestral concerts before have now 

attended RSNO Season concerts. 

 

Business story 

Over the last fourteen years the RSNO/TOTAL partnership has grown and developed into a multi-faceted 

collaboration. The collaboration focuses on building TOTAL’s business and brand through exclusive naming 

rights and PR opportunities – The TOTAL Denève Series won the 2006 Arts and Business Cultural Branding 

Award; Serving the local community, meeting CSR objectives and generating exciting stories – the RSNO’s visit 

to the Shetland Islands, supported by TOTAL, won the 2012 Arts and Business First in a Lifetime Award; 

Inspiring staff through involvement in RSNO projects and attendance at performances; and Engaging existing 

customers and top-level decision makers at RSNO concerts and events, the perfect setting for networking.  

 

Nickum was an opportunity to develop the partnership in a new direction. TOTAL was keen to support the 

RSNO’s focus on early years, based on extensive research into how early experiences and interactions have a 

profound effect on later years, including emotional security, trust in others, self-confidence, and relationships. 

 

The partnership is designed to address TOTAL’s CSR policy the areas such as education; arts and local 

heritage; health and social welfare.  Furthermore, it is also closely aligned with cross functionality, mutual 

support, listening and boldness; all of which are TOTAL’s four cornerstone behaviours. 
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TOTAL and the RSNO absolutely share the belief that is it is crucial to maximise positive opportunities for 

children in order to give them the start in life that will provide a strong platform for the future success of 

Scotland. Young people are the future of Scotland and we know that early years experiences provide a gateway 

to learning and skills that will power Scotland's knowledge economy. Equally importantly, through this project, 

we sought to address the needs of those children whose lives, opportunities and ambitions are being 

constrained by Scotland's historic legacies of poverty, poor health, poor attainment and unemployment.  

 

At the very heart of this partnership is a desire to build the kind of society that we all want, because if we 

overlook the early years, then we all pay for it, through the services that governments need to fund, including 

prisons, mental health programmes, hospitals and fostering arrangements. 

 

The project has also delivered the many benefits for TOTAL, some of which include enhancement of the profile 

of TOTAL both locally and nationally; building its reputation as a company dedicated to serving its local 

community and supporting the arts in Scotland; Exposure of the project and sponsorship, both locally and 

nationally creates a feeling of goodwill both internally, boosting staff morale and well-being, and in the wider 

community; Employee engagement opportunities help TOTAL to attract and retain a talented and motivated 

workforce; and the “good news” stories generated during and following the project gain recognition of TOTAL’s 

commitment to organisational CSR policy. 

 

Local nurseries and children’s centres have been delighted to be involved with the education programme and 

appreciate the unique opportunity of working alongside professional musicians. 

 

Audience/people/community story 

We worked with two key children’s centres in the Aberdeen area: 

Maisie Munro Nursery is an early years centre for pre-school children. Before the residency, music input was 

one hour a week of formal structured ‘music time’. There was no drama input in the nursery, with the exception 

of role play. Now music is being integrated as part of everyday life at the nursery. The staff at Maisie Munro has 

found that classical music in particular has a calming effect on the children. They now play classical music as 

the children arrive in the morning, during their snack times, and as they leave; therefore, creating a much 

calmer atmosphere at key times of the day. The staff noticed a change in the children who were more solitary in 

nature. These children have gained confidence and are speaking out more in nursery sessions. Teachers have 

allowed their sessions to become more child-led and classical music is also incorporated in activities such as 

arts, crafts and baking.  



 

Page 5 Arts & Business Scotland is a company limited by guarantee registered in Scotland (SC406905) and a Scottish charity (SC042631) 

Ashgrove Children’s Centre is a family centre run by Aberdeen City Council Social Work team. The centre is 

located in an area of high social deprivation. Many of the parents attending the centre are there for supervised 

visits with their children. Parents can, therefore, feel under pressure to have a structured play session with their 

children. The RSNO residency enabled parents to just ‘be’ with their child – enjoying each other’s company 

through gentle music and drama activities. The social workers who attended sessions have now introduced 

classical music to groups working with older children to help create a calming atmosphere.  

 

The Ashgrove group was well attended in general, however, due to the situations of some of the families 

attending; turnout could be sporadic and dependent on prison visits and releases. On the flip side of this, 

smaller groups of participants enabled deeper engagement with the artists and with the activities.  

We linked with Starcatchers and Aberdeen City Council Creative Skills programme for early years workers, 

encouraging staff to attend sessions. Through training local workshop facilitators, we aim to build a continuing, 

sustainable programme of early years activity in the city. 

 

With further funding the RSNO and Starcatchers hope to develop the project for roll out in other parts of 

Scotland. Additionally, the newly established partnership between the RSNO and Sistema Scotland is a 

fantastic legacy for Nickum. This project is part of an extensive early years agenda for the RSNO. We aim to 

build a continuing, sustainable programme of early years activity in Scotland over the coming years. 

 

Quote 

“TOTAL E&P UK was delighted to be given the opportunity to support the ‘Nickum’ early years project. We 

were keen to develop our existing partnership with the RSNO but on this occasion branch out and target a 

different public with a completely different approach.  The early years project fitted the bill perfectly and opened 

new windows of opportunity for both business and arts organisation to deliver something new, vibrant and 

exciting.”   

Sandra McIntosh, Communications Advisor, TOTAL E&P UK Limited 

 


