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Professor Andrea Nolan OBE
Chair of Interface Strategic Board, Convener of 
Universities Scotland, Principal and Vice-Chancellor 
of Edinburgh Napier University

I was delighted to join Interface as Chair of its Strategic Board earlier this 
year. These are exciting times for supporting company-led innovation and 
Interface has bold ambitions. 

The organisation already has an impressive track record of matching 
businesses to academia by shaping viable propositions for the academic 
community – over 4,000 expertise searches have been issued by 
Interface’s regionally-based team to date, with 92% of them identifying 
capability and capacity for companies to consider.

We have ambitious plans for the next five years to increase business-
academic collaborations and support the development of long-term 
partnerships to bring even greater benefits to Scotland’s economy. Do 
spread the word to help us reach more businesses and contribute to 
inclusive economic growth.

Dr Siobhán Jordan
Director, Interface
 
Team work makes the dream work is an apt expression for the dynamic 
team which makes up Interface. The team is, of course, wider than 
Interface, who make up the “salesforce” for Scottish universities, 
research institutes and colleges: from the organisations which refer 
businesses to us such as the enterprise agencies, Business Gateway 
and Elevator, to our partners in the Scottish Government, Universities 
Scotland, and Scotland CAN DO; our three funders; Scottish Funding 
Council, Highlands and Islands Enterprise and Scottish Enterprise;  the 
business support organisations like Converge Challenge and Scottish 
EDGE, which help create and fund new enterprises; and of course, 
Scotland’s universities, research institutes and colleges.
Our partnerships with the academic community and stakeholders in 
Scotland are key to success, coupled with our expertise in bringing 
them together with businesses which are looking to create and 
develop products, processes and services which benefit us all. Our 
ambitious five year plan will support inspiration, innovation and 
impacts from academic-business partnerships whilst informing what is 
working well and what can be continually improved. 

By pulling together, and working as one team, Scotland can meet the economic and societal challenges which face us in 
innovative and creative ways.

Innovation is so important for our ambition to ‘shift the dial’ on boosting 
Scotland’s economic performance. Integral to this work will be driving greater 
collaboration between industry and academia, and building on existing 
research strengths. That is why I warmly welcome the role that Interface plays 

in connecting business and academia, and enabling SMEs to benefit from academic 
insight to drive forward their profitability and commercial success.
Paul Wheelhouse, MSP, commenting in his previous post as Minister for Business, Innovation and Energy.
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• 463 expertise searches issued  
 to universities, research  
 institutes and college partners

• 393 expertise searches went  
 to discussion with universities,  
 research institutes and colleges

• 196 businesses partnered  
 for the first time with academic  
 expertise for collaborative  
 projects 

• 40 follow on collaborative  
 business-academic projects  
 initiated 

• 71% of first-time business- 
 university collaborations  
 involved companies seeking  
 expertise in a discipline  
 different to their own  
 business sector

Making connections: A year in numbers
• 65% of businesses that   
 completed the post project   
 survey reported new/improved  
 products, processes or services

• Geography is no barrier - 72.45%  
 of first-time collaborative projects  
 were between businesses and  
 academic partners located in  
 different geographical regions – an  
 increase from 60% in 2016/17 

• Life and Chemical Sciences,  
 Construction, Creative Industries,  
 Social Enterprise and Third Sectors  
 showed the largest increase 
 in collaborative projects

• 35.2% of collaborative projects  
 were led by a female business  
 contact – an increase from 29.35%  
 in 2016/17

Business 
sectors 
supported

2.59% 21.17%

4.97% 6.48% 4.97% 6.48%

16.85% 10.57% 10.37% 15.55%
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Location of businesses 
supported by Interface 
since 2005



Interface administers the Innovation Voucher Programme on behalf of the Scottish Funding Council, Scottish Enterprise and 
Highlands and Islands Enterprise.

125 
Standard Innovation 

Vouchers with universities 

 £619,343

5 
Standard Innovation 

Vouchers with colleges 

 £24,986

9 
Follow On 

Innovation Vouchers  

 £122,134

2 
Student Placement 

Innovation Vouchers  

 £8,460

Innovation Vouchers awarded 2017-18

Outwith the Innovation Voucher programme, collaborative projects have also been funded by businesses directly or through 
other funding mechanisms such as Knowledge Transfer Partnerships, Innovation Centres, EPSRC Impact Accelerators, By Design 
and Make it to Market grants, and the Social Innovation Fund.

Multiparty collaborations 
and competition
The Sector Engagement team, focussing on Creative Industries, Food & Drink and Tourism, have supported 32 groups of 
businesses comprising more than 300 companies to partner with academic expertise.   
23 proposals were issued to universities and research institutes over the year for projects ranging from tea 
authentication to enhancing Arran’s circular economy. The team have leveraged in another £169,000 of funding to the 
collaborations outwith interface’s own Multiparty Competition funding.

£35,000 awarded to 5 projects comprising several businesses partnering with academics. The projects ranged from 
creating textiles from fungi to developing an innovative education, socialisation and wellbeing programme with visitor 
attractions focussed on the needs and requirements of over 75 year-olds.

Scottish Honeyberries 
Cooperative
Through support from Interface and the Scottish Agricultural Organisation 
Society a group of Scottish fruit growers formed a co-operative to position 
themselves as world-leaders in growing and producing the highest quality 
honeyberries and value-added products. The fruit of the honeysuckle plant 
originates from harsh climates including Siberia and is therefore well suited 
to Scotland. The Scottish Honeyberry co-operative and Remin, a soil improver 
company, led a successful application to the 2017 Interface Multiparty 
Competition for £5,000 funding to collaborate with the James Hutton 
Institute.  The aim of this project was to aid the growth of the honeyberry as a 
new berry crop to Scotland’s food and drink industry and to develop a system 
for improving plant establishment, health, fruit nutritional value and soil 
performance. This initial project has led to a longer collaboration via a three 
year Knowledge Transfer Partnership worth £180,000. The aim is to transfer 
fundamental knowledge around the honeyberry into commercial practice 
through the development of expertise which will have implications for new 
fruit product development and consumer demand. 

Project funding
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The Scottish Knowledge Exchange Awards 2018 were held on Thursday 20th February 2018 reflecting an impressive diversity 
of business-academic collaborations happening across Scotland. The awards recognise, reward and celebrate impacts 
achieved through collaborative business-academic partnerships. 
 

This year’s winners were:
 
• Innovation of the Year 
 Norscot Joinery Ltd of Caithness  
 collaborating with the University  
 of Strathclyde.

 
• Building Skills through   
 Knowledge Exchange 
 Petra Crocker, KTP Associate from  
 Edinburgh Napier University,   
 working with Multiply UK Ltd,   
 Edinburgh.

 
• Social and Environmental Impact 
 Moock Environmental Solutions  
 Ltd. of Cumbernauld and the  
 University of Dundee.

 A Special Commendation was   
 awarded to Leuchie House of   
 North Berwick and Queen   
 Margaret University.

 
• Multiparty Collaboration 
 European Lead Factory: the   
 University of Dundee European   
 Screening  Centre Newhouse,   
 BioAscent Discovery, Pivot Park   
 Screening Centre, Lygature, the 
 University of Oxford and 30 private  
 and public partners across Europe.

 A Special Commendation was  
 awarded to AALART – Low-pixel  
 Automatic Target Detection and  
 Recognition: Thales UK, the   
 University of the West of Scotland  
 and CENSIS Innovation Centre.

 
• Outstanding Contribution to   
 Knowledge Exchange 
 Professor Bill Buchanan, Professor  
 in the School of Computing,   
 Edinburgh Napier University.

The calibre of entries to this year’s awards was very impressive 
– as was the diversity. From collaborations involving small 
businesses to our national health service, the shortlist reveals an 
exciting range of business-academic partnerships. 

The Scottish Funding Council is delighted to see universities and innovation 
centres playing such a strong role in the successes of Scotland’s businesses and 
public sector.
Dr Stuart Fancey, Director of Research and Innovation at The Scottish Funding Council

The Scottish Knowledge Exchange Awards 
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Dunnet Bay Distillers 
produce award-winning Rock Rose 
Gin and Holy Grass Vodka. 
After a successful project with 
Heriot-Watt University to develop 
new formulations, Dunnet Bay 
Distillers sought the assistance 
of Interface to source additional 
academic expertise to find new 
ways of reducing and dealing with 
their waste. 
Interface matched them with the 
University of Aberdeen to review 
berry waste, whilst the University 
of Strathclyde determined 
alternative uses for plastic 
packaging waste. 
A student from North Highland 
College UHI developed a 
customised water tank gauge. 
Dunnet Bay Distillers have created 
new jobs and won multiple 
awards for their business growth 
and products.

Case studies
Attis Fitness is developing innovative 
leggings for runners with smart 
sensors embedded into the fabric 
providing lab-grade biometric data 
to help people increase performance 
and reduce injury rates.  Attis Fitness 
approached Interface seeking support 
from academics to develop its initial 
demonstrator, integrating the sensor 
data to enhanced performance and 
reviewing the feasibility of combining 
data from multiple inertial sensors to 
replicate an individual’s movements in 
3D. Interface matched the company to 
the CENSIS IoT Centre and following a 
competitive application process, Attis 
Fitness was accepted onto the 2017-
18 CENSIS IoT Explorer programme, 
providing the company with a package 
of support. 
The company won the Scottish EDGE 
Round Eleven Wild Card EDGE Final 
levering in £6k for further development.
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Our huge breakthrough after working with CENSIS has been the product refinement. Before winning the 
CENSIS IoT Explorer competition, we were finding it really difficult to find hardware and software developers 
and our product was a long way from prototype stage. Timothy Elizondo, Founder, Attis Fitness



Family owned construction firm Norscot 
wanted to develop software integrating 
Building Information Modelling software and 
a newly-created phone app into which house 
designs could be input to create a Virtual 
Reality/Augmented Reality (VR/AR) rendition 
of the finished home for clients.  
Interface introduced the company to the 
University of Strathclyde, which has a unique 
track-record of expertise and knowledge in this 
area. Funded through an Innovation Voucher, 
Norscot also obtained funding from the 
Construction Scotland Innovation Centre to 
enable them to further develop the software. 
A Knowledge Transfer Partnership from 
Innovate UK, part of UKRI, has been approved. 
This three-year project with the University of 
Strathclyde will embed the technology into the 
company and ensures it is market-ready.  It is 
anticipated the project will result in a product/
service which will assist the company to 
expand its market throughout the UK, increase 
sales and employment.

TransK9 supplies dog cages and transit 
boxes made from high grade aluminium 
to be fitted into vehicles.  
After putting out a search to various 
universities, Interface set up a 
collaboration with the University of the 
West of Scotland’s School of Engineering 
and Computing to crash test TransK9’s 
latest dog cage.   
The project involved testing the boxes in 
mock car crash conditions; identifying any 
damage to boxes that would be harmful 
to the dogs; evaluating the durability of 
the dog boxes at various driving speeds; 
ensuing the doors of the boxes could still 
be opened and the dogs released safety 
following a crash; and measuring the 
impact on human passengers sitting in 
rear seats. Following the testing UK sales 
rose by 39%. 
The company is looking to expand its 
premises to support their logistics, 
expand the product range and provide 
smoother operations.
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The benefits were noticed immediately, in our first full year since undertaking the crash testing our UK sales 
rose by a staggering 39%; we are now into our second year and we are anticipating another increase in sales 
of at least 20% for this period. Robert Marshall, TransK9 Director
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