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Industry: 
Research

Partner: 
The James Hutton Institute

Location: 
United Kingdom

Context: 
Supporting life-changing science by streamlining 
IT and non-IT related requests and introducing 
self-service opportunities

Our Response: 
Micro Focus SMAX

Impact: 
· 1000s of knowledge article views support  
  wide-spread self-service 
· Increased focus on core research with 24x7  
  service desk availability 
· Easier team collaboration and communication

Focus Area:
Hybrid IT

The James Hutton Institute is a world-leading scientific 
organisation based in Scotland, UK, working to resolve 
global challenges related to the sustainable use of land 
and natural resources. The Institute works with people, 
organisations and governments to enhance environmental, 
social and economic development to deliver practical 
solutions for a shared future. It has more than 500 staff 
and 150 PhD students, and is named after an 18th 
century Scottish Enlightenment scientist widely regarded 
as the founder of modern geology and who was also an 
experimental farmer and agronomist.

At a glance
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Transforming our 
world for sustainable 
development

Introduction

As part of a global research community, the James 
Hutton Institute supports shared international aims, 
articulated in the United Nations (UN) 17 sustainable 
development goals. These goals, focusing on 
eliminating world hunger, raising the quality of 
education, providing clear water and sanitation, 
combating climate change, generating affordable 
and clean energy, and many more, have a great public 
resonance and are relevant globally. The James Hutton 
Institute uses these to frame and communicate the 
benefits of its research to stakeholders.
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The James Hutton Institute collaborates and works in numerous 
global locations, exporting and importing knowledge, impact, 
innovation, skills, learning, and experience. 

By turning science into new solutions and strategies for people, 
communities, governments, and businesses, the organization aims 
to deliver greater food and environmental security, creating value for 
all stakeholders.

Leading ideas for better lives

As part of a collective called SEFARI, which stands for Scottish 
Environment, Food, and Agriculture Research Institutes, the James 
Hutton Institute works closely with five other research organisations 
to improve the sharing of information and connections between 
areas such as the environment, land, food, agriculture, and  
rural communities.

Examples of relevant work include the latest information on how 
improving animal health can result in reducing greenhouse gas 

emissions from livestock; the role peatlands play in releasing stored 
carbon into the atmosphere; and understanding the trade-offs and 
challenges in achieving both a healthy diet, and less greenhouse  
gas emissions.

Professor Peter Morgan, Executive Chairman of SEFARI, stated: 
“There is immense strength in this collective of research expertise, 
and with SEFARI we have made moves to ensure this is further 
enhanced. Our belief is that this collective can deliver Leading Ideas 
for Better Lives which means that our research can make a material 
positive difference to the lives of people in Scotland and beyond”.
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Context

Streamlining service 
desk facilities to support 
innovative science
To deliver high quality and innovative science, and meet the 
global challenges facing us all, it is vital that the James Hutton 
Institute scientists can work efficiently without interruptions. The 
IT team had a fragmented approach to capturing requests from 
its 600+ users. One site used a SharePoint solution, another site 
used a service automation solution, but neither really met the 
requirements, as Ben Watt, End User Computing Manager for the 
James Hutton Institute, explains: “We didn’t have a single place 
for all staff to submit their requests, be they IT or non-IT related. 
This made it hard for our scientists to get support and meant they 
spent time looking for assistance that they really needed for their 
research. It was also difficult for the team of 14 working on the 
requests, gathering relevant information from different sources.”

Transformative research is not 
just in the hands of our scientists. 
Technology, such as Micro Focus 
SMAX, is absolutely key in our 
ability to share information and 
connect with one another much 
more efficiently, working together 
for a better future for everyone.”
Alasdair Cox, Director of Operations, The James Hutton Institute

He adds: “Without visibility across the process we could not easily 
allocate resources and deliver an efficient service. We wanted to 
provide a better experience for everyone and create a service 
portal that would not just be used for IT requests, but for our 
estates, communications, and finance departments as well. This 
would also help our travelling scientists, conducting research in 
remote parts of the world, or speaking at conferences. With an 
automated process and self-service facilities, support for them 
would no longer be limited to UK business hours.”

“



Our SMAX service portal is 
well-liked by staff, and we 
regularly receive requests 
for other departments to 
be included. ”
Ben Watt, End User Computing Manager, The James Hutton Institute

“
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Our Response

A service desk 
resolution for a 
scientific revolution

The James Hutton Institute learnt about Micro Focus SMAX when 
the ITS team researched the market for service desk solutions. 
With its expert modules on service desk management, knowledge 
management, surveys, and incident and problem management, 
SMAX provides a digital self-service experience for IT and non-IT 
services, and looked to deliver exactly what was needed.

The SMAX-driven service desk manages some 500 IT requests 
and 300 non-IT requests in the James Hutton Institute every 
month. The team has noticed that users leverage the virtual agents 
to receive automated 24x7 assistance, complemented by email to 
enhance continuous customer support. They can use the portal 
to raise requests, but also check existing request status or leave 



8

additional comments. The agents work by department and 
have a full overview of what requests are open within their area. 
The team make heavy use of knowledge articles. These short 
summary articles include hyperlinks to the full knowledge article 
in the SMAX knowledge management module.

“Our analysis shows that creating short articles that just answer 
a specific question has really worked for our users,” says 
Watt. “Our views across all knowledge articles are now in the 
thousands, compared to the tens of views we had in the past. In 
addition, SMAX Hot Topic Analytics, using advanced search and 
analytics capabilities to recognise request patterns, has helped 
us create knowledge articles or problem records to address 
common issues.”
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Impact

Technology key 
to transformative 
research
More and more the service desk becomes the first port of call for 
any activity. The communications team uses the service desk to 
manage their knowledge transfer events; ensuring posters are 
created in time, and leaflets are printed. When a new field trial is 
requested, this project starts life through a service request, after 
which relevant resources can be allocated and progress is tracked. 
“Our SMAX service portal is well-liked by staff, and we regularly 
receive requests for other departments to be included. Users are 
very comfortable doing their own research through the various 
channels at their disposal, which helps us focus our resources 
where we can add most value,” comments Watt.

Streamlining requests allows scientists to focus on their important 
work in groundbreaking and transformative research. In partnership 
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with Scottish-based agritech business Intelligent Growth Solutions 
Limited (IGS), the James Hutton Institute has been distinguished 
with the highest grade of “Outstanding” by the Knowledge Transfer 
Partnership (KTP) Grading Panel in recognition of its excellence. 
The aim was to develop innovative crop systems that will produce 
high-quality products year-round with a limited environmental 
footprint. Alasdair Cox, Director of Operations at the James Hutton 
Institute, comments: “The initial work of the KTP has snowballed 
into a multi-million-pound capital investment program that will 
transform the science undertaken across the entire Institute. It 
will impact our scientific direction and interaction with industry for 
many years to come.”

Cox concludes: “Transformative research is not just in the hands 
of our scientists. Technology, such as Micro Focus SMAX, is 
absolutely key in our ability to share information and connect with 
one another much more efficiently, working together for a better 
future for everyone.”
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