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C T O  O F
T H E  Y E A R  2 0 1 4
HONOURING THE MOST INNOVATIVE TECHNOLOGY 

LEADERS OF HIGHLY SUCCESSFUL EUROPEAN SMES AND 

LARGE COMPANIES,  THE CTO OF THE YEAR 2014 AWARDS 

WERE PRESENTED ON 9 OCTOBER IN EINDHOVEN, THE 

NETHERLANDS. HERE, INTERNATIONAL INNOVATION 

SPOTLIGHTS THE EVENT AND SHOWCASES INTERVIEWS WITH 

THE WINNERS AND THE FOUNDER OF THE AWARD ABOUT 

THEIR ACHIEVEMENTS AND FUTURE OBJECTIVES

ORGANISED BY SPINVERSE and the 
European Industrial Research Management 
Association, CTO (Chief Technology 
Offi cer) of the Year is an award designed 
to highlight the value and impact of 
technology and innovation for the future of 
Europe. Leaders of pioneering companies 
throughout the continent were assessed for 
their contributions to the development and 
sustainability of their industries. “The great 
number of excellent nominations received 
refl ects the request to highlight the role of 
leadership in technology,” enthused Professor 
Yrjö Neuvo, Chair of the international jury 
and former CTO of Nokia. 

This year’s winner of the large company 
category was Professor Richard Parker, 
Director of Research and Technology at 
Rolls-Royce, whose personal leadership, 
long career in technology innovation and 
successful collaborations were praised 
by the jury. Both Parker and Rolls-Royce, 
a UK-based company renowned for its 
land, sea and air applications, have been 
revered by stakeholders for their pioneering 
accomplishments.

Dr Gert-Jan Gruter, CTO of Avantium, was 
awarded the prize for the SME category. Both 
his personal contributions and the company’s 
work on advanced catalytic research and 
green chemistry were recognised by the jury 
as impressive and forward-thinking. 

CTO OF THE YEAR

‘Given to an outstanding technology 
leader of an innovative company; a 
person who is an inspiring leader, a 
foresighted technology manager and 
who contributes to the development 
and sustainability of his/her industry 
as well as to society at large’

EUROPEAN INDUSTRIAL RESEARCH 

MANAGEMENT ASSOCIATION

EIRMA is a not-for-profit, independent organisation that focuses on the 
effective global management and organisation of R&D and innovation for 
business within Europe, and has worked with around 120 major European 
companies since its inception in 1966. 



HOW DID YOU BECOME INVOLVED WITH THE FIELD OF 
EMERGING TECHNOLOGIES AND MARKETS? 

Previously, I worked for Nokia and was in charge of enhancing their 
ecosystems strategy and consulting on how ideas can be successfully 
commercialised; I started Spinverse 10 years ago to execute these 
activities on a global scale. Over the years, we have worked with a 
number of large initiatives on different kinds of technologies and learnt to 
respect the role of the CTO and how essential this individual is in ensuring 
that the innovation ecosystem works.

COULD YOU DISCUSS SOME OF THE ORGANISATION’S 
KEY OBJECTIVES? 

One of our main goals at the moment is tapping into Horizon 2020 
funding, which has altered its criteria from previous framework 
programmes. In the past, many funding platforms emphasised the 
importance of basic research and its development, whereas Horizon 
2020 is aiming to create jobs for Europe and has opened a lot more 
opportunities to industry. However, companies often lack the skills to 
make the most of these opportunities, as they have little knowledge of 
the bureaucracy involved and have no partner networks with which to 
collaborate; these are areas in which Spinverse can provide expertise. 

WHAT INSPIRED THE CREATION OF THE CTO OF THE 
YEAR AWARD? 

The award was initially established in Finland. On the Spinverse board we 
have had CTOs from the greatest Finnish companies; fi rst and foremost 
was former CTO of Nokia, Professor Yrjö Neuvo, who has been guiding 
us from the very beginning. The CTO is the most important person in 
each company in terms of bringing technology to market and developing 
a strategy for technological innovation. It’s very challenging because 
this role involves the transfer of technological knowledge for practical 
purposes and, in the process, the CTO needs to convince all the other 
senior executives that the technology is worth developing. 

We noticed, however, that while many of the other senior executives 
receive awards, nobody was honouring the CTOs. That’s why we started 
the CTO of the Year award. After we piloted the concept in Finland, 

we received very good feedback. We have seen the role of the CTO 
strengthened, and this recognition has encouraged further progress in 
technology and innovation. 

This year’s winners, Professor Richard Parker, Director of Research and 
Technology at Rolls-Royce, and Dr Gert-Jan Gruter, CTO at Avantium, 
for the large company and SME categories respectively, have now set the 
stage for years to come. They both represent the best qualities found in 
a CTO. Large company CTO challenges are of course very different from 
those faced by an SME CTO, which is why we thought that both of these 
categories deserve their own awards.

HOW IS TECHNOLOGICAL INNOVATION BEING FOSTERED IN 
EUROPE? WHAT ARE THE CHALLENGES BEING ADDRESSED?

I think there are a couple of factors, one of which is the increased respect 
for entrepreneurship. We can see this all over Europe: young people, 
as well as seasoned industry veterans, are starting companies that 
bring different technologies to market. This is signifi cant, as SMEs can 
accelerate the technology transfer process, which is not always possible 
in large companies. In the same vein, large companies can achieve what 
SMEs cannot, which is why many businesses around Europe are now 
focusing on open innovation. Another positive factor is that university-
based innovation is becoming increasingly centred on problem solving 
rather than creating technology and subsequently searching for an end-
user. Finally, there is public funding, and a move toward more transparent 
and effi cient processes that support entrepreneurs and promote 
pragmatic innovation. 

ARE THERE ANY PARTICULARLY PROMISING TECHNOLOGICAL 
ADVANCEMENTS ON THE HORIZON?

There are abundant technological developments in the pipeline with 
short- and long-term impact. My personal favourites, for the longer 
term, are the same as those being promoted by Horizon 2020: brain 
research and the associated technologies – how to create brain-
computer interfaces, for instance. I’m also interested in materials 
like graphene that are solving problems previously unmatched; and, 
with regard to the short term, I would say areas like biofuels and the 
industrial internet. 
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T H E  O R I G I N S

FOUNDER AND CEO OF SPINVERSE, PEKKA KOPONEN, PROVIDES AN INSIGHT 

INTO TECHNOLOGICAL INNOVATIONS ON A GLOBAL SCALE AND OUTLINES 

THE INSPIRATION BEHIND THE CREATION OF THE CTO OF THE YEAR AWARDS
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WHAT ARE THE CORE AIMS OF ROLLS-ROYCE? HOW HAS THE COMPANY 
EVOLVED SINCE ITS INCEPTION? 

We are a power systems company, so we create power for land, sea and 
air which, funnily enough, was the exact phrase used in our charter back 
in 1906 when the company was founded – when air power was only about 
three years old. Our fi rst ever aircraft engine was built exactly 100 years 
ago this year, as the world was going into World War I and the Army’s 
fl ying corps needed engines; so Henry Royce set about designing and 
making an engine called ‘The Eagle’, which fl ew for the fi rst time in 1915. 

Today, Rolls-Royce is in very different shape from the company I joined 
in 1978. We’re still dominated by air power, as 60 per cent of our 
engineering is dedicated to designing engines for powerful civil aircraft 
like the 787 Boeing Dreamliner and the new Airbus A350. The other
40 per cent of the business falls under the marine and industrial category; 
we provide power for ships with reciprocating diesel engines and gas 
turbines, and establish nuclear power plants for submarines. We also 
create a huge range of marine equipment, such as propellers, water jets 
and even a Rolls-Royce captain’s chair complete with equipment to steer 
the ship. In addition, we’re positioning ourselves to be a major part of the 
supply chain for civil nuclear equipment in the UK and worldwide. 

That’s where we are today: a constantly changing and evolving company. 
I’ve been with Rolls-Royce for the past 36 years and it continues to 
fascinate me and provide interesting new projects to work on.  

COULD YOU INTRODUCE YOUR PROFESSIONAL BACKGROUND AND 
OUTLINE YOUR DUTIES AS DIRECTOR OF RESEARCH AND TECHNOLOGY?

I studied Physics at Imperial College London, UK, and did a brief period 
of research into laser applications jointly at Imperial and the National 

Physical Laboratory. In 1978, I joined Rolls-Royce in their research 
laboratories applying lasers for measurements in diffi cult environments. 
I’ve fulfi lled many roles since, and became Director of Research and 
Technology in 2001. 

My main responsibility is to draw together the technology strategies, 
such as what we need and by when, and to source funding for technology 
development. This fi nancial support is partly secured through our 
stakeholders, but is also increasingly gained from governments around 
the world and Horizon 2020. Another important part of my role, 
having acquired the basic technologies, is to mature technologies to 

R O L L S - R O Y C E

WINNER OF THE LARGE COMPANY CTO OF THE YEAR 

AWARD, PROFESSOR RICHARD PARKER, DIRECTOR 

OF RESEARCH AND TECHNOLOGY AT ROLLS-ROYCE, HIGHLIGHTS 

THE COMPANY’S EXTRAORDINARY HERITAGE IN ENGINEERING AND 

DISCUSSES NOVEL TECHNOLOGIES SET TO BREAK NEW GROUND

CLEAN SKY 2

Alongside his role at Rolls-Royce, Professor Richard 
Parker is Chair of Clean Sky 2, a Joint Technology 
Initiative aimed at encouraging private investments in 
clean aeronautics research. The endeavour builds upon 
Clean Sky, an ambitious undertaking under Horizon 
2020 to continue the development of pioneering 
technologies to drastically increase the environmental 
performances of air transport to produce less noisy 
and more efficient alternatives, and increase European 
competitiveness. It is the biggest single collaborative 
research programme, and has a budget of €4 billion 
(€1.8 billion in EU funding) for the next seven years. 

The Red Arrows 
display at Farnborough 
International Airshow.



ANALYSIS

 WWW.INTERNATIONALINNOVATION.COM 109

PROFESSOR RICHARD PARKER WAS 

HONOURED AS COMMANDER OF THE 

BRITISH EMPIRE (CBE) FOR SERVICES TO 

ENGINEERING IN 2013

the stage at which they are risk-free and safe to use. This is generally 
accomplished through high-cost demonstration programmes, where 
whole engines are built and tested to show that the technology works in a 
certain environment. 

I’m also responsible for the intellectual property (IP) at Rolls-Royce. We 
fi led 550 patent applications last year; we’re the biggest single patenter 
in the UK by some margin and we regard capture and protection of IP as 
extremely important. 

Moreover, we don’t have a big Rolls-Royce research centre; we work entirely 
through universities and national research centres – and we have a network 
of 31 University Technology Centres worldwide. The enjoyable part of my 
role is visiting these, talking to the extremely bright people, and fi guring out 
together what the key technologies for the future will be and how we’re 
going to bring those into the company.

HOW HAS BEING PRESENTED WITH THE 2014 CTO OF THE YEAR 
AWARD FOR LARGE COMPANIES STRENGTHENED YOUR OUTLOOK 
AND ACTIVITIES? 

I’m still getting used to the idea, but I’m deeply fl attered. I think it says a lot 
that in this nano, bio, big data age, it’s the fi rst time ever that these awards 
have been given to the CTO of a fairly traditional engineering company. It 
takes time to lay down roots for good technology.

It’s a hugely important award; for a start it’s given by the European Industrial 
Research Management Association, which we’ve been associated with for 
many years and has developed some sound work of sharing best practice in 
research management around the European community as a whole. 

I think it’s an important symbol that technology is at the forefront for two 
reasons: fi rstly, wealth creation, and secondly, because technology tackles 
and solves big societal problems – not least environmental issues. I think 
the more prominence we give in people’s minds to technology and to the 
leadership of technology, the better. It’s a pivotal time in Europe as we 
launch Horizon 2020. So again, the fact that it’s a European award and 
we’ve come up against some pretty impressive technology companies is 
also noteworthy. 

In addition, we need more children involved in engineering and STEM 
subjects in general. If I can in some way act as a role model for young kids 
that say ‘that’s what I want to do when I grow up’ or ‘I wonder how you get 
that job – that sounds fun’, it would be great. 

WHAT ARE SOME OF THE MOST EXCITING PROJECTS 
CURRENTLY UNDER DEVELOPMENT AT ROLLS-ROYCE?

One of the themes dominating our research at the moment is the 
environment, on which over 60 per cent of all our £1.2 billion R&D money 
is spent. We are making our products cleaner and quieter, and they are 
burning less fuel, leading to fewer carbon dioxide emissions and less 
global warming. 

One technology that is hot off the press is our carbon/titanium composite 
fan blades, which we fl ew for the fi rst time in Tucson, USA, very recently. 
It was created to reduce weight and improve the fuel effi ciency of our 
future engines. On the other side of the business, we’ve just developed a 
brand new gas reciprocating engine – one of the most effi cient engines in 
existence – at our Bergen factory in Norway. 

We are also aware that our products create over 1,000 times more carbon 
dioxide when they’re being used by our customers than our factories 
generate when making them, so focusing on developing environmentally 
friendly products is hugely important. 

Rolls-Royce dispatches fi rst Trent 
XWB for entry into service.
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COULD YOU BEGIN BY PROVIDING A BRIEF INTRODUCTION 
TO AVANTIUM?

Avantium was founded in 2000 as an initiative comprising several chemical 
and pharmaceutical companies who wanted to make R&D more efficient 
by using high-throughput experimentation to conduct research faster. The 
area in focus was catalysis; instead of testing one catalyst at a time, which 
can take a week, the goal was to test up to 16 catalysts simultaneously. 

In the early years, we attracted quite a lot of investment from venture 
capitalists and, in 2004, the organisation evolved and I became CTO. 
One of my objectives was to find our own R&D themes, not only using 
our platform for our customers in contract research, but also for our own 
product and process development. We decided to conduct R&D in the 
biomass area and apply our knowledge of catalysis to converting biomass 
to relevant building blocks. That programme started in 2005, and it 
became the technology that we now call YXY. 

WHAT DOES YOUR ROLE AS CTO ENTAIL?

My main responsibility is to look at new opportunities; we have a 
portfolio of development programmes – the YXY programme and making 
polyethylene furanoate (PEF) plastics represent our main activities. 
Recently, we have closed a financing round of €36 million for this 
programme. We also have several programmes that are at an earlier stage, 
and one of them is to convert non-food biomass into carbohydrates that 
we could use for our YXY programme and also for many other applications. 
I am responsible for this early-stage work, and there are between 10-15 
people working in this area. Fortunately, we have attracted quite a lot of 
subsidies and developed partnership opportunities in this area. Moreover, 
as I have a background in polymers, I am also involved in application 
development for PEF – looking at fibres for apparel or carpets, and films for 
food packaging. 

In addition, I am part of the Avantium management team, so I 
spend quite a lot of time involved in the general management 

HONOURED AS CTO OF THE 

YEAR IN THE SME CATEGORY, 

DR GERT-JAN GRUTER, CTO 

OF AVANTIUM, DISCUSSES 

TECHNOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENTS IN THE 

BIOCHEMISTRY ARENA AND THE PRAGMATIC 

IMPLEMENTATION OF INNOVATION

A V A N T I U M

“AT AVANTIUM, INNOVATION  

IS OUR BUSINESS; WE ARE  

100 PER CENT R&D CENTRED”

AVANTIUM IS THE HIGHEST 

RANKED COMPANY ON 

THE CLEANTECH LIST  

FOR YXY TECHNOLOGY

Avantium YXY bottles.
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of the company with an emphasis on intellectual property and 
strategic partnerships. 

CAN YOU DESCRIBE WHAT INSPIRED YOU TO WORK FOR 
AVANTIUM IN THE FIELD OF DISRUPTIVE INNOVATIONS?

When I worked at DSM, a large Dutch chemical company, I was involved in 
innovation and developing new technology platforms. The opportunity then 
arose for a move to Avantium, and I was very interested in a company where 
innovation is a core part of the business model. In big companies, when it 
comes to innovation and research, there is a fi ght to obtain the budget and 
uncertainty as to where the company will go and how it will change. At 
Avantium, however, innovation is our business; we are 100 per cent R&D 
centred. Almost everything we do within our R&D portfolio is focused on 
sustainability and renewables, and there is a team that is very motivated to 
work and develop new innovations in that area. 

HOW HAS WINNING THE CTO OF THE YEAR 2014 AWARD 
FOR THE SME CATEGORY REINFORCED YOUR ACTIVITIES 
AND OBJECTIVES?

In the last 10 years we have been able to develop a very innovative company, 
and I am honoured to receive this special award, which I see as a recognition 
of the pioneering work of the entire Avantium team, who developed a 
number of truly disruptive technologies in the renewable chemicals space. 
This has required focus, commitment and support from the people around 
me, but also from our partners and investors. We are now commercialising 
our developments, and see this award as a confi rmation that we are on the 
right track with our activities. 

WHAT IS  THE NEXT STEP FOR AVANTIUM? HOW WILL 
YOU ENSURE THAT THE ORGANISATION STAYS AT THE 
CUTTING EDGE?

In a small company, if you invest millions or tens of millions in a project 
that is unsuccessful you are in trouble – you need a much higher success 
rate than in larger companies. We are developing methodologies to assess 
topics that we want to work on very early on, looking at process design 
and economics from the start. We also allow this to determine our R&D 

programmes and use a ‘fail early’ approach – so if we embark on a project 
and think that it’s going to be really challenging to obtain a successful result, 
we would rather stop and invest in an initiative that is more promising. That 
is a challenge, because we don’t want to only work on endeavours that are 
easy – we want to make a difference and the competition is fi erce. So it’s a 
very interesting balance. 

YXY

Avantium’s YXY technology is being used to develop the next generation of bio-based materials by converting plant-based sugars 
into chemical building blocks for plastics and other applications. The aim is to develop eco-friendly products from renewable 
sources that are competitive both in price and performance. Avantium has partnered with giants such as Danone and Coca-Cola to 
design PEF bottles, made from bio-based plastic. This groundbreaking new polymer can be used in multiple applications, including 
packaging, � bres and � lm. Unlike other synthetic materials, PEF is 100 per cent renewable, and does not therefore rely on fossil 
materials; it starts with carbon dioxide from the atmosphere, which is converted into carbohydrates through photosynthesis. 
Gruter describes how the CTO of the Year award � ts within the context of this pioneering technology: “This award is a fantastic 
stimulus as it marks the next era for our new polyester PEF, a material that is set to start a revolution in the plastics market”. 

AVANTIUM FOUNDERS

SHELL

EASTMAN

AKZONOBEL

PFIZER

GLAXOSMITHKLINE

WWW.CTOEUROPE.NET


