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“2014” 
 

Introduction 
 
 
Music is a word that conveys many different meanings to me. It transcends sound, poetry,  people 
and is a complicated hurricane that consumes my life. I own a company called Scruffy Bird 
Management. We are a London based artist management company, which consists of a small 
roster, and I personally manage - Everything Everything, Lianne La Havas and Kodaline. I've lived in 
London for 13 years, although with all the travel that I do, I am starting to question whether I 
geographically live anywhere?   
 
My hope for this essay to take stock of where I’m at in 2014, and share a few stories from my 
time as an artist manager. There is indeed a fraternity among those who manage the careers of 
creative people. This is a nod to those of us who understand the highs and lows that accompany 
the insatiable beast that is the music business. There have been many days when I’ve woken up 
and thought “I can’t wait to get at the day, bring it on!”, although as I will go onto explain, this is 
also informed by some days where I’ve thought “how hard does it have to get?” 
 
A love of music and ambition are probably the two qualities that most people know me by. It’s a 
delicate mix and I do need to be mindful of my system of checks and balances. I don’t profess to 
know all that there is about the business, I am always learning, and I never want to stop finding 
new ways to achieve results for our Scruffy family.  
 

 
“Hello, Scruffy Bird!” 

 
Building A Business 

 
 
In the year that I turned 22, I decided that it was time to take the next step, and relocate from 
Oxford to London. I’m originally from Banbury -  a small, provincial market town in Oxfordshire.  
There were two reasons for the move: A girl and work – it’s the perfect storm.   Upon arrival, I 
started working for a company called Amato. The experience I gained from working in distribution 
was invaluable, as it taught me a lot about sales, marketing, manufacturing and retail. We worked 
very closely with labels regarding key decisions for their releases, and our strategies were 
grounded in the strength of the music and the story. I quite enjoy the sales process and in many 
ways everything in the music industry involves an element of sales. Some people romanticise, which 
is also very important, but at the end of the day you’re selling - be it a dream, a story or a 
product. It’s still an industry. We work in the music industry, not music in isolation. Working with a 
rotation of 20 labels taught me a lot about understanding a product and its relationship to the 
marketplace.  
 
In 2004 I decided that it was time to set up my own music company, and so I went into business 
with my long-time and dear friend - Emily Cooper.  We began as an artist management and 
radio promotions company. We decided to call the business Scruffy Bird. I have always liked the 
way it sounded and the image it evoked, and it was nice answering the phone saying “Hello, 
Scruffy Bird!”. On the artist management side we started with small Oxford bands. We knew the 
local scene well, however our business didn’t have the best beginnings and all the acts that I signed 
lost us money. Perhaps they simply weren’t good enough? Looking back on it – I now understand 
that as a manager, you need to be looking for certain qualities. Music, personality compatibility, 
cultural relevance and the marketplace each play a vital role. It can be as simple as this – great 
songs, but none of the members are very good at being interviewed, or they don’t have ambition 



	  
	  

beyond being a pub band. It’s about the qualities that a band need, and also about what a 
manager needs to understand, before you get it right. Or you can just be lucky! That has 
happened to a lot of managers, it just hasn’t happened to me. My luck is the direct result from a 
lot of hard work.  
 
As a company, our period of trial and error lasted for a few years and eventually some good 
news did come. While the management company stalled, the promotions company began to grow 
and we finally started to make a little money. On the management side, I didn’t have my first 
success until discovering and signing an indie punk pop band called The Young Knives, and they 
were the first band that we signed to a major publishing and record deal.  After two years of 
development, their debut album – Voices of Animals and Men - was Mercury Prize nominated and 
went on to sell 80k records in the UK. They are very funny lads and I enjoyed working with them 
immensely. From there I signed two additional bands -  The Rumble Strips and Foals.  
 
 

“The Perfect Storm” 
 

Losing A Business 
 
 
Back to London, the girl and the perfect storm. Her name is Laura and we were young and in love. 
We were coming to London with the idea that we would take on the music business. The three of us 
– Emily, Laura and I – planned to combine our skills and for Laura to operate our press division. 
Laura is very smart, she did a brilliant job and the company grew, but sadly our relationship 
didn't.  When we finally broke down, we desperately tried to keep running the company together, 
but we just couldn’t make it work. At that point we had been running the business for 6 years and 
it was devastating to be splitting it up, but we had to do it. In the settlement, I retained the 
management division and the Scruffy Bird name, while Laura and Emily took the promotions 
business. The split was incredibly tough for me, although it was an invaluable lesson in both 
business and growing up. For me, romantic relationships and business don’t mix. There are many 
positives to working with your partner, and if you do then ultimately it will test the business and 
your relationship. It made me question how I was going to make certain decisions in the future. On 
the side of friendships, what I do know, is that I’ve met so many incredible people and dear 
friends through my work. The two most special are my team - Lewis Palmer and Lucy Fitzgerald.  I 
love them dearly and I continue to enjoy watching them grow as people and as managers.  
 
After the Scruffy Bird business split, I spent a further two years running the management company 
on my own. I operated from a small office in London, also known as my kitchen. In 2012 I felt that 
it was the right time to accelerate the business. I started the process by speaking to other 
managers and industry friends. However, it was after speaking with Adam Tudhope  (Mumford 
and Sons, Laura Marling, Keane) that things changed, because he introduced me to Roger Ames 
and Irving Azoff, and we went into business together. The spirit of the deal was never motivated 
by money, but rather I was driven to find the qualities that would complement what I had already 
built. I needed expertise, a support network, and I knew that with the right acts (which I have) it 
would establish a strong framework for success. There are certain people who can give you the 
opportunity to hang yourself, and if you’re good enough, you won’t.  
 
With this in mind, never underestimate your ability to be the master of your own demise. After 
slowly building back up from the Scruffy Bird business split, I was managing a band called Foals. 
Their debut album Antidotes went to number 3 in the UK charts and that year they were 
undoubtedly the hottest new band in the country. We went on to sell 200,000 copies together 
worldwide. They were indeed good times!  We had worked together for three and a half years, 
but then it all went wrong and I got fired. There was a succession of events that led to this and it 



	  
	  

was, to be fair, a bad time in my life. My relationship was in pieces and my father was terminally 
ill. I was unraveling and it happened in a very public way on the night of the NME Awards. I got 
into a boozy scuffle with the new bands editor of the NME and I broke his finger. His name is Alex 
Miller and I’m not proud of it. Why did I do it? On a surface level, he had just written a really bad 
review about The Young Knives, in which he called them ‘pedophiles’. I’m not generally the scuffle 
type, I am however fiercely protective and proud of my artists. I think he was also looking for a 
fight and in a split second I made a bad decision. Perhaps we both needed to learn a lesson that 
night? Either way – it got me fired. It’s really not acceptable to have your manager acting in that 
way.  I also lost The Young Knives due to that incident. I lost two acts at the same time, and in 
addition to everything else that was happening in my life, it was a low time and I had a very dark 
heart. Things got worse - I didn’t have a contract with Foals. I didn’t think we needed one. When 
things are going well, it’s easy to think that you’re untouchable. I lost a considerable amount of 
money on the basis of this technical error. Let me give you some advice - things do go wrong and 
always have a contract.   
 
The silver lining to that story is an invaluable understanding of the artist and manager relationship. 
In the management business there is a line that you shouldn’t cross, and I have learned that the 
hard way. At the end of the day you are still working for the artist. It can be difficult to remember 
that, particularly when you discover an act, and you have been working with them from day one. 
It’s really hard for that relationship not to develop, because it’s so close. Please have a contract.  
 

 
“Everything Everything” 

 
Starting Again 

 
 
The day after losing the acts, was a dark one. I got a call from Gavin Maude (the attorney for 
Foals) and he said:  “Duncan, do you realise that Everything Everything are still unmanaged? 
They’re playing a show tomorrow night at The Social in London and you must come.”  
 
I was going to have a lot of time on my hands, so I decided to go along. I saw them play and it 
was terrible! They will tell you the same thing. It was a bad live show, but they had something, plus 
they had strong recordings and there was a brilliant feel to their imperfection. The next day we 
met up at Starbucks. We agreed that we liked each other and that there was much work to be 
done, so we did the deal. Literally in 72- hours it was being finalised, and we just got on with it. 
Over the course of the next 2 years, I invested all of my inheritance money from my father - 
25,000 pounds – into developing the band. We did two years independently, and essentially in 
development, before signing a deal with Geffen. The album received a Mercury Prize nomination, 
2 Ivor Novello awards, and went on to sell around 120,000 records worldwide, and it worked 
against all odds. I think in many ways, it was a success because it reflected a different picture to 
what was happening that year. The market for guitar bands wasn’t as buoyant as in previous 
years, and commercial radio was not playing guitar-based music. It was a risk for all involved, but 
the band has such a unique point of difference. It’s always going to be a battle for attention, but 
without that perspective, the music becomes just another product in the line.  
 

 
Lianne La Havas 

 
 
Lianne and I met when she was eighteen; I was recommended to her, and I thought it would be 
great to work with a strong female voice. A lot of the music that I grew up listening to had that 
soulful vocal. I got tipped off about her band (Paris Parade), and so I went along to see them 



	  
	  

perform live. From that night I remember that Lianne’s voice and her stage personality were just 
radiant. Not long after the show, she sent me a CD with 20 songs. I picked one song and got in 
touch with her about it. As things turn out - it was the only one that she had written completely on 
her own! It’s called Old Flame, and that’s how we knew that we were a good fit.  
 
We began by meeting with publishers and record label A&R.  Everybody said the same thing - 
she's got an incredible voice, but there are no songs. Everybody was absolutely right! Eventually 
we were able to secure a writing trip for her to work with Matt Hales in L.A., on behalf of 
Columbia Records. Development deals are incredibly important; she did a whole eighteen months 
of development in America with Warner Brothers, before eventually the deal was transferred to 
the UK. She needed that time - she was growing up, falling in love, falling out of love, travelling, 
becoming a woman and these are all themes that she explores in her debut record. The fact that a 
record company was willing to fund her gradual development, and in a focused way, was so 
important. It’s a more responsible way of doing a deal.  Lianne has gone on to sell over 200,00 
records worldwide, she has been nominated by the Mercury Music prize and Ivor Novello for best 
albums. I’m so proud of her.  
 
In my experience, I think there’s more of an A&R sensibility towards development in America than 
in the UK. This baffles me. It’s so important to allow time for a quality artist to develop. From the 
major record company perspective, there is still a thirst and a need to sell a lot of product, but it 
may be over a longer period of time than just the first record. I think that a general problem with 
the UK industry is that it’s become all about the first album and if that doesn't work, then the 
company moves on.  In my mind, Ben Palmer is a brilliant A&R. He’s got a vision, he's not scared of 
going against the grain, and he’s making a difference. I would back him.  
 

 
Kodaline 

 
 
The boys and I first became aware of each other in 2012, after I was introduced to their music by 
Colin Barlow at RCA. They weren’t called Kodaline at the time, they were called Radar Love. He 
played me a song and I thought – Yes. I wasn’t the only manager whom they met with, but I think 
that they related to my roster, and I got the gig. At the time, they were young and a little naïve, 
but also ambitious and very down to earth. It’s incredible that 2 years have passed since that time. 
Going back to early lessons in management, I knew that the combination was there -  good songs 
mixed with strong ambition. I think it’s important to note that the two key songs for the album had 
already been written when I started working with them. Hearing “All I Want” made it an easy 
decision.  
 
The last two years have developed so well with Kodaline. I think we’ve each learned a lot and had 
fun along the way. They had never toured before, and so one of the first things that I did was put 
them on the road with The Cranberries in France. That is a very different situation to being in a 
rehearsal room behind closed doors. In that sort of situation you’ve got to learn quickly. I don’t 
believe that I threw them in the deep end, but it was a situation that required them to raise their 
standards. I have always encouraged them, and still do, to go into a show or tour – fully 
prepared. Always give the audience the best show they have ever seen, and anything less is not 
acceptable.  
 
 

 
 
 



	  
	  

“From The Ground Up” 
 

Management Style 
 
I would describe my management style as firm, but fair. I try, and I really fight for my artists 
(literally). It’s a constant struggle and I am learning all the time. It can be a lonely job. Sometimes I 
can struggle to be compassionate towards my artists; toward their lives outside of what they do 
professionally, and when lines are crossed. For example -  if their personal lives start having an 
impact on the band or what they are trying to achieve. I can be tough on them and dig my heels in 
- what do you want to do? Be with your girlfriend or be on tour? At times I've been guilty of being 
too hardcore. Sometimes just listening to what they need, and allowing them that grace and time, 
has actually benefitted our relationship, the band and revitalised their dedication.  
 
For me, and as a manager, the artists are always right and you've got to believe in their vision, 
even if you are being told differently by a record company, who are investing money. The label 
agenda will always be fundamentally different. Sometimes I've had to push, and I’ve felt like I am 
trying to push through the agenda and it hasn’t worked out. I believe in honesty and trust from day 
one. In the way that I manage bands, I try and articulate both sides of the scenario. For example – 
It’s important to reward the good, but when things aren’t going right and need to be improved – 
perhaps they need a bollocking – then it is important to be firm, explain why it’s not acceptable 
behaviour and how to improve next time. Always allow for the choice to improve. The music 
industry is an incredibly fickle one. You must improve and guard your reputation, or there will 
simply be another band who will come and take your place.  
 
There is a major difference between a pub band and an arena band. When you can see the prize 
in sight, you need to have a level of professionalism that is unwavering. If you are unprofessional 
in any other business and paid the kind of money that arena bands are paid, you’d be fired. I 
would hope that all bands are aware of the level of professionalism that is required to be 
successful in this business. As a manager you need to set a precedent from day one and always 
deliver the truth. That shouldn’t matter whether you’re managing the Rolling Stones or a pub band.  
 
With each artist that I’ve worked with, we’ve started from the ground up. It’s a pattern that 
strongly informs my perspective. Don’t get into this music industry game, unless you’re prepared to 
put your life on the line. It’s a tough industry and you have to be willing to go the distance, and 
literally work until you cannot work any longer. When thinking about where my drive comes from, I 
think a lot of it stems from growing up in a single parent family. Watching my mother work three 
jobs to support my sister and I, had a significant impact. My mother is a huge inspiration to me, she 
has worked hard all her life. Perhaps this is why I am driven less by money, and more by wanting 
to prove that my theories are correct, and that we were able to build something from nothing. I am 
driven more by generosity. My mother was (and still is) incredibly generous, and I carry that with 
me. Always share what you have with those around you.   
 

“The Blank Page” 
 

Conclusion 
 
 
I am currently writing these words from my hotel room in Kingston (Jamaica), where Lianne is 
recording for her next album. In a few days we will be off to New York City, Chicago, Montreal 
and then Los Angeles.  Music and my artists guide my life. I want to manage the most successful 
bands in the world, but I also enjoy the small steps along the way, a good dance and a whiskey 
cocktail.  The French philosopher Edgar Morin believes that we must be able to associate notions, 
ideas and truths that are both complementary and contradictory in order to understand our way 



	  
	  

of being in the world. He says that we must have the experience of complexity in order to then 
know the other side – which is creativity, possibility and the blank page. Where I’m at in 2014, I 
can honestly say that I have an appreciation for how the darkness informs the light.  
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