
 

The Rural Lab motif combines the 
oyster shell, re�ecting our coastal 
edges, with the acorn, a long-
standing metaphor for growth.



At The Glasgow School of Art (GSA), we recognise the rural landscape as 
a powerful catalyst for creative thinking and innovation. It was in this spirit 
that the concept of Rural Lab was born—an interdisciplinary space for 
experimentation, knowledge exchange, and collaboration. Designed to explore 
the intersections of Research, Education, Innovation, and Enterprise, Rural Lab 
is a tangible demonstration of the GSA’s commitment to research excellence 
and the role of design, creativity, and innovation as drivers of economic and 
cultural transformation.

Working from the edge* and housed within the restored Italianate elegance of the 
Blairs Farm Steading on the Altyre Estate, near Forres, Rural Lab serves as a dynamic 
space where creative practice and academic research converge, shaping innovative 
and sustainable solutions within rural contexts, communities, environments and 
economies. Through cross-disciplinary collaboration and partnerships the Rural Lab 
encourages new ways of thinking about the potential for sustainable growth in rural 
spaces. Rural Lab embraces and emphasises the importance of rural traditions, 
craft and making in future-focused sectors and emerging specialisms such as space,  
bio and AI.

The Glasgow School of Art Highlands & Islands campus plays a pivotal role in the 
GSA’s educational initiatives, including the annual Winter School. This international 
programme convenes scholars and practitioners from across disciplines to 
collaboratively address ecological challenges through design and innovation.  
In 2025, its 10th edition – Radical Stewardship: Creating the Landscape of Care – 
focuses on the interplay between humans, nature, and emerging technologies.

The foundation of the Rural Lab prototype is based on my original concept 
of  ‘The Oyster’, which outlines a pathway linking the creative industries, innovation, 
and the creative and wellbeing economies. Within this model, Research, Education, 
Innovation and Enterprise serve as integral ‘pearls’ within the GSA’s ecosystem, 
creating a cross-GSA interdisciplinary space that fosters discourse and dynamic 
collaboration. 

At the GSA Highlands & Islands campus, the rural landscape is more than a 
metaphor – it is embedded in our DNA, shaping a distinctive identity and rooted 
in a natural space, creating new enriched ecosystems and compelling edge thinking. 

Welcome to Rural Lab.

Professor Irene McAra-McWilliam OBE
Deputy Director and Vice Principal (Research & Innovation)
Director GSA Highlands & Islands
The Glasgow School of Art

INTRODUCTION

OUR COUNTRY HAS A COASTLINE 
TH� GIVES US ‘MORE EDGE’ THAN 

MOST. THE EDGE IS THE PLACE 
WHERE DIFFERENT ECOLOGIES 

MEET, ALLOWING FOR ‘EDGE 
THINKING’ � THE BOUNDARIES 
OF DISCIPLINES, PRACTICES, 

POLITICS. IT IS A COMPELLING 
ME�PHOR AND OPPORTUNITY FOR 

INNOV�ION IN SCO TLAND. * 

PROFESSOR IRENE MCARA�MCWILLIAM OBE,
INNOVATION FROM THE EDGE, 2013







2O YEARS OF RURAL LAB

TRANSFORM�ION

ORIGINS
 
2 OO 5

Cox Review
The Cox Review marks a pivotal moment 
for design in the UK and beyond. The review 
highlights the importance of design, innovation 
and creativity as key drivers of national and 
global economic growth.
 
 
2 OO 8

Design Innovation Scotland Network
The GSA pioneers Design Innovation as a 
creative specialism. In 2008, the GSA convenes 
key academic, business and civic partners in 
the Design Innovation Scotland Network.
 
 
2O1O

Centre for Design Innovation
The GSA opens the Centre for Design 
Innovation (CDI) at the Horizon Scotland 
Business Incubation Centre, Forres Enterprise 
Park, with support from Highlands & Islands 
Enterprise. CDI’s programme of applied design 
research includes the ground-breaking ‘Creating 
Cultures of Innovation’ project (2010-14).

INCEPTION

2O1O

Partnership with Highlands and Islands 
Enterprise
The GSA’s partnership with Highlands and 
Islands Enterprise is driven by a shared 
commitment to a creative, entrepreneurial 
and internationally connected Highlands and 
Islands and its sustainable development. 
 
 
2O12

Institute of Design Innovation
The GSA establishes the Institute of Design 
Innovation (InDI) at Forres Enterprise 
Park. InDI is launched of�cially in 2013 by 
Scotland’s then Cabinet Secretary for Finance, 
Employment and Sustainable Growth, 
John Swinney MSP. 
 
 
2O13

Digital Health & Care Innovation Centre
The Digital Health & Care Innovation Centre 
(DHI) is founded by the GSA, launching as 
the Digital Health Institute in 2013. DHI 
creates and supports person-centred, digital, 
sustainable and innovative solutions to health 
and social care challenges.

2O14  
 
Design Innovation Leadership
The GSA’s ongoing national and international leadership in Design 
Innovation includes ‘Flourishing Scotland’, a framework for creative 
leadership in participatory democracy, developed in partnership 
with the Scottish Government and Scottish Leaders’ Forum, and 
a guest lecture at the ‘New Frontiers’ Design Driven Innovation 
Conference 2014, convened by MIT. 
 
 
2O14  
 
Altyre Estate – Blairs Home Farm Steading Restoration
The search for teaching studios leads to the Altyre Estate’s 
Blairs Home Farm Steading, a unique set of Victorian Italianate 
farm buildings. An extensive programme of restoration and 
transformation combines world-class architectural design with 
careful heritage stewardship. The development is delivered in 
partnership with the Altyre Estate, Highlands & Islands Enterprise 
and Historic Environment Scotland.FORRES GAZETTE, DECEMBER 2010





EVOLUTION

2O23 
 
School of Innovation and Technology
The GSA’s Innovation School integrates with 
the School of Simulation and Visualisation 
to become the School of Innovation and 
Technology (SIT). 
 
 
2O 24

Future Skills
The GSA launches Future Skills, a design-
led creative and professional development 
programme. Future Skills is creating and 
pioneering an educational model that is 
distributed, accessible and aligned to the 
needs of the future workforce. 
 
 
2O 25

Tenth Winter School
The GSA celebrates the tenth anniversary of 
Winter School. This week-long event is hosted 
at the Highlands & Islands campus and brings 
together GSA and international lecturers, 
researchers, guests and students with place 
and community stakeholders in the collective 
exploration of ‘Radical Stewardship: Designing 
the Landscape of Care’.

FUTURE

2O 25  
 
Rural Lab
The GSA launches Rural Lab as a new 
and interdisciplinary research centre for 
innovation and enterprise. Building on a 
twenty-year foundation, Rural Lab is a tangible 
demonstration of the GSA’s continued 
commitment to research excellence, design, 
creativity and innovation as economic drivers, 
and to rural enterprise and leadership.

2O YEARS OF RURAL LAB 2O YEARS OF RURAL LAB

REALIS�ION 

2O15 

Inaugural Winter School
The �rst Winter School brings leading 
international academics and their students 
to Forres. Winter School becomes an annual 
opportunity for visiting academics and 
scholars to develop their design research 
practice in a distinctive rural, international 
and transcultural setting. 
 
 
2O 16

Creative Campus Opens
The GSA Highlands & Islands Creative 
Campus opens in 2016 at Altyre. The campus 
offers world-class specialist learning and 
teaching programmes tailored to its unique 
environment and rural setting. 
 
 
2O17

Innovation School
The GSA’s Innovation School is established in 
2017, joining the GSA’s long-established historic 
specialist schools of Fine Art, Architecture and 
Design and the more recently created School 
of Simulation and Visualisation (SimVis).

SUMMER SHOW, HIGHLANDS & ISLANDS CAMPUS



The Glasgow School of Art’s Rural Lab is a new, 
interdisciplinary research centre designed to explore 
the intersections of research, innovation, education 
and enterprise within rural contexts.

Based at the GSA Highlands & Islands campus in 
Forres, and building on a twenty-year foundation, 
Rural Lab engages in research that explores 
sustainable economies, cultural heritage, and
place-driven innovation. 

Through cross-disciplinary collaboration and 
partnerships, Rural Lab encourages new ways of 
thinking about the potential for sustainable growth 
in rural spaces. It is a tangible demonstration of the 
GSA’s continued commitment to research excellence 
and the role of design, creativity, and innovation as 
drivers of economic and cultural transformation.

RESEARCH

Engendering new knowledge from rural traditions.

Rural Lab research is grounded in and emergent from 
rural and indigenous communities, places, knowledges, 
traditions and practices. Our research explores 
the concepts of rurality and ruralness, amplifying 
opportunities for rural leadership in innovation and 
enterprise, and advocating for rural approaches in 
policymaking and strategic contexts.

The campus and its unique rural setting offer our 
researchers world-class studio, workshop and making 
facilities in a beautiful and inspiring environment. 

EDUC�ION

World-class, sociologically and ecologically 
aware education.

Rural Lab offers a research-led educational programme 
of interdisciplinary, postgraduate study.  Its student 
cohort includes local, national and international MRes 
and PhD students whose work contributes to Rural 
Lab’s core research themes.

Rural Lab’s postgraduate offer sits within the GSA 
Highlands & Islands campus’ world-class creative 
education portfolio. The campus is home to the GSA 
School of Innovation and Technology’s MDes Design 
Innovation programmes, its annual Winter School 
and the GSA’s ‘Future Skills’ design-led creative and 
professional development programme.

INNOV�ION

Fusing creativity and innovation.
 
Rural Lab is bringing the innovation back to innovation, 
seeking out and initiating new and exciting cross-sector 
partnerships. Our approach recognises innovation 
potential across the whole spectrum of the Creative 
Industries, generating interdisciplinary opportunities 
across and between Craft, Culture, Design and 
Technology.

This new taxonomy for the Creative Industries and 
the concept of a national ‘Creative Innovation Centre’ 
(CIC) have been developed and led by Professor Irene 
McAra-McWilliam. Rural Lab is working with regional 
and national stakeholders to develop the CIC as a 
strengthened infrastructure across Scotland’s creative 
and innovation economies. 

ENTERPRISE

Prototyping an ‘Entrepreneurial Campus’ 
in a rural context.

Rural Lab is a key asset in developing and embedding 
an entrepreneurial mindset within the GSA Highlands 
& Islands campus, and across our programmes and 
practices. 

Rural Lab’s research contributes to an enhanced 
regional and national enterprise ecosystem. Its work 
includes bespoke support for start-up, scale-up and 
spin-out enterprises in key sectors of the creative 
industries, design-led innovation consultancy with
new and growth enterprises, development of 
innovative and inclusive investment models, and 
working with regional enterprise development 
agencies and wider ecosystem stakeholders to 
facilitate dynamic and impactful knowledge exchange.

ABOUT RURAL LAB ABOUT RURAL LAB



RURAL LAB RURAL LAB

PROJECTS AND 
PROGRAMMES



RESEARCH RESEARCH

Rural Lab’s ‘Lo-Res’ research, created and led by 
Professor Irene McAra-McWilliam, explores how 
humans adapt to extreme environmental and social 
constraints, drawing insights from indigenous 
cultures, marginalised communities, and non-human 
environments such as space and deep-sea regions.
We aim to create sustainable ways of living that 
balance human, animal and ecological interactions.

Rochuln
GSA Highlands & Islands is working with the Altyre 
Estate to explore opportunities around Rochuln,
a former steading located on the estate’s open 
moorlands. Rochuln is envisioned as a hub for 
sustainable living, farming, and biodiversity 
development. It will introduce innovative building 
designs suited to the environment and explore new 
forms of energy and self-suf�ciency, serving as a 
model for the future.

Brought to life as a �eld station for research and 
an incubator for the natural economy, Rochuln will 
integrate agriculture with ecological stewardship 
and enterprise. Opportunities include potential to 
‘energise’ the site with livestock, crops, tree shelter 
belts and restoration of historic fanks*, repurposing 
large barns as workspaces, and setting land aside 
for both biodiversity development and ecological 
research.

* Fank from Scottish Gaelic fang, from Scots fank 
n. fank (plural fanks). A pen for enclosing sheep, 
mainly in the Scottish Highlands.

ROCHULN, ALTYRE ESTATE

ALTYRE ESTATE WATERCOURSES

A �eldwork station for research 
and education
 
An incubator for nature-based 
innovation and enterprise
 
A host site for biodiversity and 
ecological research

LO-RES:  
ROCHULN



Rural Lab offers a research-led educational programme 
of interdisciplinary, postgraduate study. Its student cohort 
includes local, national and international MRes and PhD 
students whose work is aligned with and contributes to Rural 
Lab’s core research themes. 

Rural Lab’s postgraduate offer sits within the GSA Highlands 
& Islands campus’ world-class education and skills portfolio. 
The campus is home to the GSA School of Innovation and 
Technology’s MDes Design Innovation programmes, its annual 
Winter School and the GSA’s ‘Future Skills’ design-led creative 
and professional development programme.

GSA Future Skills
Future Skills is a design-led creative and professional 
development programme. Pioneering a novel model of 
distributed education and using emerging technologies 
and �exible teaching to expand skills access, the programme 
is focused on bridging industry skills gaps and aligned to 
the needs of the future workforce. Its development and 
delivery from the Highlands & Islands campus serves as a 
demonstrator and prototype of pedagogic innovation ‘from 
the edge’.

The Future Skills and Rural Lab teams work in close 
collaboration, and in partnership with local, regional and 
national stakeholders from across the economic development, 
policy, industry and enterprise ecosystems, to ensure that 
postgraduate research, education, continued professional 
development and skills programmes are embedded within 
those ecosystems and aligned to current and future needs  
and opportunities.

Future Skills Programme Manager: Ruth Cochrane

EDUC�ION EDUC�ION

EDUC�ION  
& SKILLS 

www.gsa.ac.uk/futureskills

“ By far the best CPD course I’ve been on! 
So many things to try out and share with 
colleagues.”  

“ The combination of practical workshops, 
 in person delivery, as well as online content 
meant that the amount of knowledge gained 
is substantial.”  

“ The design techniques explored generated 
real energy and positivity for the challenge 
the organisation is facing, with a multitude 
of ideas created that participants say have 
inspired them to think differently about how 
they approach work.” 

HANDMADE BOBBIN AND HOMESPUN WOOL -  
KIARA MACKENZIE, MRES STUDENT, GSA RURAL LAB



Craft Scaler research investigates the need 
and potential for a tailored scaling model 
designed speci�cally for craft enterprises.

By collaborating with craft founders and 
businesses, the study identi�es six key drivers 
– value, innovation, bespoke approaches, 
material considerations, investment, and 
connectivity – that shape the growth and 
sustainability of Scotland’s craft sector. 

The Craft Scaler project aims to provide a 
strategic framework that bridges the gap 
between heritage crafts and contemporary 
design, ensuring the sustainability and 
evolution of traditional practices in today’s 
rapidly changing creative landscape. 

Supported by South of Scotland Enterprise 
(SOSE), initial scoping research identi�ed six 
priority themes as a blueprint for the ‘Craft 
Scaler’ model: 

INNOV�ION INNOV�ION

CRAFT SCALER:
THE FABRIC 

OF THE FUTURE

Craft is innovation. It is the process of creating 
something. Responding pragmatically to 
the materials and resources of place, Craft 
is pivotal to the sustainability and wellbeing 
agendas. 

��  80% of Craft enterprises across Scotland are 
female-led1

��  Craft is in high demand, with an estimated 
national market of 3.2m craft buyers2

Craft has an organic ‘talent pipeline’. Crafting 
skills are passed on through relational learning, 
often starting at a young age and inspired 
by family members, as each generation of 
crafting innovators inspires the next. 

‘Craft Scaler’ project team: Professor Irene 
McAra-McWilliam, Dr Clare Devaney, Dr Aude 
Campbell le Guennec, Charlotte Stoney

1. Craft Scotland, 2023
2. Craft Council, 2020

Value

Material

Bespoke

Innovation

Connected

Investment

WILLOW WEAVING



Rural Lab is pioneering Holistic Femtech 
as a new approach to menopause support 
through digital technology. The Menopause 
Experience Guide (MEG), is an AI- powered 
digital holistic health tool designed to offer 
real-time support for women navigating the 
physical, emotional, mental, and nutritional 
challenges of menopause. 

MEG is an innovative AI tool designed to 
foster discovery, self-awareness, and a deeper 
understanding of symptoms with knowledge, 
support and empathy. As the �rst product of 
GSA Rural Lab spin-out company Ethnologic, 
MEG represents a ground-breaking step in 
digital health innovation. 

By promoting a supported, self-managed 
approach to well-being, MEG delivers 
positive impacts not only for patients but 
also for healthcare professionals, generating 
economic bene�ts for the NHS, with a 
solution designed to offset increased 
demand for NHS services. With demand for 
menopause support surging by 400%, the 
tool addresses this critical need by providing 
users with a Digital Holistic Health Tool. 
This tool functions as both a personal diary 
and an interactive platform that receives 
and processes information, enabling users 
to explore and understand their symptoms 
more effectively. 

Following successful proof of concept testing 
for MEG, Ethnologic has identi�ed further 
opportunities to apply its technology across 
various sectors, including health, education, 
research, social, and workplace settings. By 
designing solutions that encourage curiosity 
and self-care, Ethnologic aims to alleviate 
the growing pressure on NHS services while 
empowering individuals to take an active role 
in their health and well-being. 

MEG project team: Dr Linda Shore, 
Professor Paul Chapman

ENTERPRISE ENTERPRISE

HOLISTIC
FEMTECH:

MENOPAUSE
EXPERIENCE
GUIDE (MEG)

MEG AI AVATAR





STOCK: This booklet is printed on sustainable stock 
supported by GF Smith.  
 
Cover (280gsm): Notpla Seaweed uses the 
by-products remaining from the industrial processing 
of seaweed to help build a circular economy. It is 
entirely natural, free of synthetic additives and is 
also recyclable and biodegradable.  
 

Text (150gsm): Manufactured in Munkedal, a village 
on Sweden’s western coastline. The natural qualities 
of the Munken Design range are drawn from a desire 
to put the environment and the mill’s impact on its 
natural surroundings as the �rst priority. 

Campus images (2024): Andy Buchanan

The Glasgow School of Art
Highlands & Islands Campus

Blairs Farm Steading
Altyre Estate, Forres

IV36 2SH
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rurallab@gsa.ac.uk
www.gsa.ac.uk/rurallab
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