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MEASURABLE IMPACTS ON ECONOMY 
 

By Professor Sir Pete Downes, Chair, Interface Strategic Board
Change is a constant: from the innovation ecosystem in which we operate supporting businesses as 
they create and develop new products, processes and services, to the political and social environment 
in which we all live and work, the sands are constantly shifting. It is testament to Interface’s motivation 
and flexibility that it continues to grow and adapt, working closely with its academic partners and the 
business community to ensure that its service remains relevant and in tune with the changing external 
environment. 

The recently published independent review from BiGGAR Economics Ltd estimates that to date collaborative projects 
supported by Interface have enabled Scottish businesses to generate £64.2 million gross value added (GVA) a year for the 
Scottish economy and that this activity annually supports around 1,060 Scottish jobs. Without exception, the businesses 
consulted have reported that their experience working in partnership with Scottish universities supported by Interface has 
been extremely positive and beneficial. So much so that the majority of those collaborations continue to flourish, fulfilling our 
ambitions to have a catalytic influence on Scotland’s innovation landscape.

STRIVING FOR SEAMLESS 
SOLUTIONS FOR BUSINESSES

By Dr Siobhán Jordan, Director, 
Interface
Once again, it has been an exciting year, 
with a wide-ranging programme of 
activities undertaken to stimulate demand 
for business-academic collaborations and 
enable business-led R&D projects leading 

to direct impacts on Scotland’s wealth, health, environment and 
social developments. The Interface team has built and nurtured 
relationships with our key partners – Scottish universities, 
research institutes and colleges – to offer seamless support 
for the businesses and organisations we match to academic 
expertise as we find solutions to help them scale. We have 
also maintained close and productive relationships with our 
key stakeholders ensuring that there is “no wrong door” for 
businesses.  We are excited to be working with our Strategic 
Board on developing the vision and plans for the next ten years; 
building on the recommendations from two recent independent 
reviews from BiGGAR Economics Ltd and EKOS Ltd.  

Interest in Interface continued to come from home and abroad; 
in the past year we have showcased the impacts from academic-
business partnerships to:- Members of the Scottish Parliament, 
the BBC, East African students, Danish economic agencies and 
Australian academics. Our credibility and reputation in delivering 
impactful and transformative projects continues to strengthen 
and provides exemplar models for others to follow.  

"Interface has helped Abertay University bring industry to the classroom. Within the School of Arts, 
Media and Computer Games we’ve greatly enjoyed the diversity of projects, companies and  
innovative solutions that have enabled us to collaborate with a wide range of Scottish tech 
companies."  Dr Iain Donald, Lecturer in Interactive Media, Abertay University

DELIVERING IMPACTS 

£64.2million

1,060

Businesses supported 
by Interface generate 
£64.2million GVA/year for the 
Scottish economy supporting 
around 1,060 Scottish jobs.

£195.3million

3,481

If business expectations 
about future performance are 
realised then the economic 
impact attributable to 
Interface could increase to 
£195.3 million GVA/year 
supporting around 3,481 jobs.

In 2017, we commissioned BiGGAR Economics Ltd 
to undertake an independent evaluation of the 
economic impact generated by companies supported 
by Interface.

Along with the significant impacts the key take-home 
message from the report is that: 

Interface is extremely good at what it does 
and provides a very effective link between 
Scottish businesses and the knowledge 

base.  The main implication of this for future service 
delivery is that Interface should not make any 
fundamental changes to its current approach”. 

98%
98% of businesses are either 
“satisfied” or “extremely 
satisfied” with the Interface 
service.



SUPPORTING UNIVERSITIES, RESEARCH INSTITUTES & COLLEGES
2016-17 has been the busiest year yet for Interface – targets have been exceeded and our regionally based staff have worked 
tirelessly to stimulate demand from businesses in all regions of Scotland. Meetings held with our university, research institute 
and college partners have re-energised our relationships and have positioned Interface as a valued collaborative partner for the 
coming years, delivering real impact for their strategic priorities.

Interface supported companies have drawn funding for their projects from a range of delivery partners including; Innovation 
Vouchers, Research Council Impact Acceleration Accounts (IAA), Knowledge Transfer Partnerships (KTP) from Innovate UK, 
SMART: Scotland from Scottish Enterprise and the Knowledge Exchange Placement Programme delivered by Highlands and 
Islands Enterprise. 

“The SFC Innovation Voucher has allowed James Frew and West College Scotland to positively 
collaborate to implement business improvements and develop more meaningful relationships that 
are mutually beneficial.”  Andrew Fogarty, Head of Energy and Engineering, West College Scotland

James Frew Ltd, one of the largest privately owned building 
services companies in Scotland, developed a process to track 
and manage employee training. Funded through an Innovation 
Voucher, the company collaborated with West College 
Scotland to develop a new and innovative training planning 
process which included monitoring certification renewals, 
developing individual training plans and the measuring impact 
of training through achievement measurement indexing. This 
has provided the business with efficiency savings through 
improved training interventions that are linked to individual 
training plans and business process improvements.  

James Frew, Ayrshire

• 470 enquiries issued to universities  
 and research institutes - 21%   
 increase on 2015/16

• 187 first time collaborative business- 
 academic projects initiated - 30%  
 increase on 2015/16

• 24 multiparty proposals issued to  
 universities and research institutes

• 22 of our 23 academic partners   
 delivered industry-led projects   
 facilitated by Interface

• Tourism, sport & leisure industries  
 showed the largest sector increase  
 from 8% to 14%

Cutting edge technology is being explored by one of Scotland’s 
most famous and globally recognised brands. The Tattoo 
aspired to enhance the audience experience by augmenting 
the production of the show and/or the venue and also to be 
a platform for encouraging and promoting new, leading edge 
technologies year on year. Interface connected the Tattoo with 
Edinburgh Napier University to look at three areas of potential 
development; 3D visual effects, smells and sound.
Following the original collaborative project with the university 
they have invested in further R&D and delivered a new mobile 
device app for their 2017 performances, offering new services to 
their audience.

The Royal Edinburgh Military Tattoo, 
Edinburgh

2016/17: A YEAR IN NUMBERS

• 7 multiparty projects funded   
 involving more than 25 companies

• Additional resource in    
 Aberdeenshire has seen enquiries  
 rise from 6% to 18%

• 46 multiparty clusters of  
 businesses supported across the  
 creative industries, food & drink   
 and tourism sectors, comprising   
 over 300 companies

• 30 follow up collaborative   
 business-academic projects   
 initiated - 7% increase on 2015/16

Location of businesses supported 
by Interface since 2005



SUPPORTING 
FOOD AND DRINK 
AMBITION 
The Scotland Food & Drink 
Partnership, through their new 
strategy, Ambition 2030, made 
a renewed commitment to work 
alongside the world-class research 
base in Scotland to grow the value 
and reputation of Scottish farming, 
fishing, food and drink.  In partnership 
with Scotland Food & Drink, Interface 
hosted a workshop for universities, 
research institutes and colleges to 
apply academic foresighting on how 
we can all contribute towards the £30 
billion opportunity that lies in turning 
the natural resources of Scotland into 
a Land of Food and Drink. 

Interface is playing a key role in 
Make Innovation Happen, a new and 
ambitious, one-stop-shop to support 
food and drink businesses to innovate 
from farm to fork.  The service is 
delivered through a coalition of key 
public sector and industry bodies 
working together collaboratively to 
drive innovation, with £1.1m funding 
from Scottish Funding Council, 
Scottish Enterprise and Highlands and 
Islands Enterprise. 

“Using the Interface network, we have managed to completely accelerate our innovation agenda.” 
Martin Ruck, Head of Research and Development, Macphie

Ecometrica, Edinburgh

Ecometrica is recognised as one of 
the world’s top sustainability brands. 
The company helps businesses and 
governments identify risks and 
opportunities by combining satellite 
earth observation data with local 
information and business intelligence 
through their award-winning software 
platform. Following an initial project in 
2013 with the University of Edinburgh, 
the company were awarded a Follow On 
Innovation Voucher to test the suitability 
of different earth observation (EO) 
satellite products for monitoring forest 
change. This led to a £14m contract from 
the UK Space Agency’s International 
Partnership Space Programme, Forests 
2020, to help countries improve 
management and protection of 300 
million hectares of tropical forest.

Macphie, Aberdeenshire

Interface has facilitated a series 
of collaborative projects between 
Macphie, the UK’s leading, 
independent, added-value food 
ingredients manufacturer, and 
numerous Scottish Universities 
including University of Edinburgh; 
Glasgow Caledonian University; 
University of Strathclyde; Heriot-
Watt University; Rowett Institute of 
Nutrition and Health at the University 
of Aberdeen; Robert Gordon 
University; Abertay University; Queen 
Margaret University to support their 
business challenges. The range of 
projects include using ultrasound in 
thermal processing to control food 
structure, chemical engineering for 
UHT process flow characterisation, 
sugar reduction, packaging 
improvements and manufacturing 
process optimisation and have yielded 
cost savings to the business of many 
hundreds of thousands of pounds.

INNOVATION VOUCHER FUNDING 
Since 2009 the Scottish Funding Council, Scottish Enterprise and Highlands and Islands Enterprise have funded the Innovation 
Voucher Funding Programme administered by Interface to help offset the cost of business-academic collaborations. Through 
small scale funding, many business-led ideas have been proven thanks to world leading academic expertise resulting in 
commercial success. 

Recognising the need to address common industry challenges three distinct multiparty pooled Innovation Vouchers were 
awarded by the Scottish Funding Council to groups of companies and academics in the creative industries sector. 
In addition, a competition designed to encourage multiparty collaborations between groups of academics and businesses  
made four awards; two groups from the food & drink industry and two groups from tourism.

112
Standard Innovation 

Vouchers

£548,069

7
Follow On Innovation 

Vouchers

£79,833

Total awarded 2016/17

3
Student Placement 

Innovation Vouchers

£14,996

Total awarded 2009-2017

1186
Standard Innovation 

Vouchers

£5,696,939

60
Follow On Innovation 

Vouchers

£774,298

8
Student Placement 

Innovation Vouchers

£36,452



TRANSFORMING INDUSTRIES THROUGH COLLABORATIONS
An evaluation of Interface Food and Drink multiparty activity through common interest groups, carried out by independent 
consultants, EKOS Ltd, determined the impact of multiparty collaborations. It highlighted benefits for both businesses and 
academics and recognised the value of this approach as part of the wider landscape of support, in boosting innovation within 
the food and drink sector in Scotland.

The continuing benefit and value of the model suggested that the common interest groups have influenced companies’ 
attitudes towards academic collaborations.

   

In the past twelve months, we have further developed our sector relationship activity in creative industries, food & drink and 
tourism, drawing on the experiences from our previous involvement in the food & drink sector.  Four new members of staff 
have been building relationships with key stakeholders and partners across the three sectors.  

In collaboration with key sector organisations we encouraged businesses to become innovation active through networks by 
tackling industry-wide challenges bringing transformational change. A pipeline of projects with multiple partners is emerging 
including the development of new products, from biodegradable materials to recyclable plastics. 

In 2016 The Scottish Craft Distillers Association which emerged from an Interface-supported Common Interest Group, signed a 
Memorandum of Understanding with The Scotch Whisky Association witnessed by Fergus Ewing MSP, Scottish Government Cabinet 
Secretary for the Rural Economy and Connectivity, recognising the record expansion of the Scotch whisky industry.
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R&B Distillers, Raasay 

Interface is supporting R&B Distillers in their aim to create the 
Isle of Raasay’s first legal whisky. R&B Distillers is running a 
barley trial using five different varieties on Raasay, a Hebridean 
island with a harsh climate to determine the optimal variety and 
growing conditions. Through Interface, expert advice for the 
project came from the University of the Highland and Islands' 
Agronomy Institute. Local farmers are also supporting the project 
which has attracted Follow On Innovation Voucher funding from 
Highlands and Islands Enterprise. If the project proves successful, 
it could provide positive economic opportunities for the island’s 
small population.

“The Innovation Voucher is an excellent scheme that promotes entrepreneurship and links 
academics with SMEs to create rapid industrial impact.” Dr Waheed Afzal, Lecturer School of Engineering, 
University of Aberdeen

Smart plastics 

Craft makers in Edinburgh working with ceramic and natural 
fibre have formed a group to develop new products from 
biodegradable and recyclable plastics through an academic 
collaboration with the Green Materials Laboratory at the 
University of Edinburgh. Motivated to minimise their carbon 
footprint, reduce the energy used in the ceramic making 
process, and to use recyclable or biodegradable materials, 
these artists are breaking new ground in developing the use of 
polymers, plastics and new materials in their practice.

Image: Caroline Parkinson



AND THE WINNER IS….BUSINESS-ACADEMIC COLLABORATIONS!

AN EVENTS-FULL YEAR 
In the past year the Interface team have taken part in 
over 250 events as an organiser, attendee, exhibitor or 
speaker throughout the length and breadth of Scotland – 
we estimate that Scotland's world-leading academia and 
Interface has been brought to the attention of over 3,300 
people!  

As part of our proactive approach to foresight new trends for 
businesses we organised a number of interactive knowledge 
exchange events which had led to the formation of new 
collaborative groups including:

• Innovations for an Ageing Population at Edinburgh   
 Napier University to forge collaborations around   
 the growing market opportunity of senior tourism for  
 accommodation providers, tour and activity companies

• 3D Motion Capture at University of Edinburgh Informatics  
 Department with a selection of companies across creative  
 industries and sport to demonstrate the new Orient 3D  
 Motion Capture sensors which can be worn on the body  
 to live capture motion

DIGITAL DYNAMICS AND 
CUSTOMER CENTRIC 
APPROACHES
Our reach and engagement is continuously growing across 
all social media channels. It’s great to see more and more 
businesses we have helped becoming brand advocates 
online, helping spread the message about Interface and 
attract potential new clients.  In line with our digital strategy 
and implementing efficiencies, we are migrating to a new 
customer relationship management solution as part of our 
continuous improvement to customer service.

The website performance has significantly improved over 
the year with a 40% increase in sessions, a 34% increase 
in visitors and 56% rise in new visitors.  We have more than 
4,000 social media followers and over 7,000 contacts 
receive our newsletters .

“We would never have been able to afford the type of equipment needed to analyse these muscle 
groups without the support of Interface introducing us to the University of the West of Scotland” 
Alison Grieve, CEO and Inventor, G-Hold

The Scottish Knowledge Exchange Awards in February was, once again, a resounding success – even trending on Twitter! 
Delegates were inspired by the futuristic vision of our keynote speaker, Brigadier David Allfrey MBE, who has spearheaded 
innovation for The Royal Edinburgh Military Tattoo, including taking the event overseas and adopting cutting-edge digital 
technology developed with Edinburgh Napier University following a feasibility project brokered by Interface.

We received a record 375 registrations to attend the 2017 
Awards and received great feedback from delegates and 
winners, who were: Ivan Wood and Sons and Abertay 
University (Innovation of the Year); Lee-Anne McGee, 
a Knowledge Transfer Partnership Associate at Abertay 
University, for her work with Ivan Wood and Sons (Building 
Skills through Knowledge Exchange); MacTaggart Scott and 
Heriot-Watt University (Sustained Partnership); NALCO 
Champion, Shell UK and Heriot-Watt University (Multiparty 
Collaboration); Professor Lee Innes, Moredun Research 
Institute (Outstanding Contribution to Knowledge Exchange).

 
Double success for Ivan Wood and Sons 

A Fife fruit and vegetable wholesaler picked up Innovation of the Year and the Building Skills through Knowledge Exchange 
award. Ivan Wood and Sons worked with Abertay University to develop an affordable, compact starch filtration system, 
PeelTech. 

The judges noted the significant innovation behind the product in meeting environmental and regulatory needs, while 
demonstrating a clear commercial opportunity in the UK and overseas.  

Knowledge Transfer Partnership (KTP) Associate Lee-Anne McGee from Abertay University worked with the company to 
improve PeelTech, redesigned and validated the filtration system, reducing waste materials and generating sales.



MEDIA MILEAGE SPREADS THE WORD
We secured over 140 articles and news items in a broad range of media, online, in print and on television, ranging from 
BBC Scotland, the Daily Record, Business Insider, BQ, The Scotsman, The Herald and Futurescot, spreading the word about 
Interface and our business success stories to a diverse audience. We also published 50 online blogs from a range of authors 
including academics, businesses, business support organisations and Interface team members covering themes from successful 
business-academic collaborations to finding your way into a university knowledge exchange team. 

Flaér (a brand by Scottoiler Sport 
Solutions) is a new performance 
cycling brand established to launch 
their most recent innovation, the 
Revo Via, the world’s first chain 
performance system for road 
bicycles. Flaér needed to conduct 
aerodynamic testing to help them 
better understand the performance 
benefits of the Revo Via and establish 
what drag their system would create 
on a road bike. Interface introduced 
Flaer to the University of Glasgow to 
access their wind tunnel facility and 
the related support the University 
offers. The project has since led to the 
creation of improved processes, as 
well as new products, with a resulting 
increase in overall productivity, 
products and turnover. 

Flaér, Glasgow

GOOD POLICY, GOOD PRACTICE
Interface is committed to being a proactive member of Scotland’s entrepreneurial 
ecosystem. The Innovation Scotland Forum Action Plan was agreed in January 
2016 to increase the conversion of academic research and knowledge into 
business growth, and optimise the university-business interface over an 18-month 
delivery period. Scottish Enterprise, Highlands and Islands Enterprise, Scottish 
Funding Council, Interface and universities have worked together to implement 
the actions in the plan. 

Interface’s activities have included:

• identifying, promoting and connecting businesses to the specialist facilities   
 across universities, research institutes and colleges to support businesses   
 to create, develop, test and analyse. 

• monitoring the success and the impacts generated from the Scottish Funding   
 Council Innovation Voucher Programme.  

• involvement in webinars to increase awareness amongst enterprise agencies   
 on the value and impacts of academic-business collaborations. 

This action plan has and will continue to contribute to improving the interface 
between universities and businesses, to help grow innovation-active companies 
and Interface is committed to further joint working through the Scotland CAN DO 
Innovation Action Plan.

BENEFITING EDUCATION
To demonstrate Interface in practice, we hosted a round table event in June 
for Ms. Shirley-Anne Somerville, MSP, the Minister for Further Education, 
Higher Education and Science, with Edinburgh Napier University and Bright Red 
Publishing, who have successfully collaborated to create an online study platform, 
benefiting more than 60,000 students and teachers. The Minister said:

SPECIALIST 
FACILITIES

13% increase in specialist facilities 
enquiries and over 1,200 pieces of 
equipment from 17 universities and 
two colleges collated by Interface.

“Thanks to the work of Interface and their wide reach of academic contacts, we have been able to 
reach out to specialists who have been able to help us fulfil our project requirements.” 
Chris Simpson, Technical Director, Flaér

Interface performs 
a vital role in 
stimulating 

demand for innovation 
across all sectors of the 
economy connecting 
businesses to our 
universities and research 
institutes. Interface is 
well placed to identify 
the appropriate academic 
expertise to match and meet 
the demands of business.”



20 Potterrow
Edinburgh EH8 9BL 
interface-online.org.uk
0845 013 0536
info@interface-online.org.uk

Thank you to our funders for your support over the past year:

Feedback from businesses 
confirms that the Interface 
service is highly regarded.

WALK THE WALK
From August to November 2016, the entire Interface team pulled on their walking 
boots to tackle 10,250 miles – the estimated length of the Scottish coastline 
(including islands), representing the geographical area we service. Walking an 
average 10,994 steps per day per person, we achieved our goal ahead of our 100-
day target, got to know colleagues better and shed a few pounds at the same time.

Inspired by the interteam challenge, in May 2017, five colleagues took part in the 
Paths for all Step Count Challenge under the team name ‘These Boots’. 
The walking challenge is for Scottish workplaces with a simple aim - walk more and 
feel the difference. Recording their steps daily, the total steps “These Boots” took 
was 4,534,732, earning them 63rd place out of hundreds of teams. 
A fantastic effort by all – and everyone felt better for it!

98%
98% of businesses are either 
“satisfied” or “extremely 
satisfied” with the Interface 
service.

RESPONSIBLE BUSINESS
We support the key themes underpinning responsible business – equal 
opportunities, environmental sustainability and social inclusion – promoted by 
the Scottish Government, and the Scottish Funding Council Gender Action Plan, 
which helps remove gender stereotyping of roles through education. Through our 
administration of Scottish Funding Council Innovation Vouchers, we know that 
just under 30% of company applicants are women, which compares well when 
benchmarked against similar schemes, where the equivalent statistic is 1 in 7 
applications.

TEAM SPIRIT SHINES THROUGH

Dr George Baxter; Andrew Bissell; 
Jo Bisset; Alistair Cameron; Donna 
Chisholm; Marc Crothall; Professor 
Sir Pete Downes; Dr Stuart Fancey; 
Dr Siobhán Jordan; Professor Donald 
MacRae; Lynn Mann; Bill McBride; 
Professor Andrea Nolan; Dr John Rogers; 
Jim Watson.

Interface Strategic 
Board

The Interface team building day, August 2017


