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DESIGNED
 TO BE
DIFFERENT
COVVI chief executive Simon Pollard 
tells Fiona Haran about how it is
disrupting the prosthetics and robotics 
market through cutting-edge
design and technology

Tucked away in Quayside Business Park 
in Hunslet is a small but fast-growing 

company with a vision to change lives. 
COVVI has developed a multi-articulated 
bionic hand for amputees or those born with 
congenital upper limb deficiencies, which 
combines modular design with advanced 
functionality, technology and remote 
programming support.

Driving the organisational strategy is chief 
executive Simon Pollard, a Leeds business-
man and design and marketing specialist 
who has spent more than two decades 
building a successful commercial portfolio. 

Pollard was approached to invest in and 
establish COVVI in 2017. He says: “I wanted 
to use my skillsets to make sure we did 
things differently to current manufacturers, 
many of whom have been around for ten to 
15 years.

“COVVI is a portmanteau of Coperor and 
Vita, the Latin for ‘changing multiple lives 
together forever’. Fast forward 69 months 

and that is exactly what we’re doing. We’ve 
created what we believe to be the number 
one prosthetic hand in the world, which is 
being worn by hundreds of users globally.”

Distribution sales grew by 400 per cent in 
the last financial year and the company is 
on track for a turnover of around £2m this 
year. “The aim is to be selling 100 hands a 
month in the next 12 to 18 months,” says 
Pollard. “It’s a big aspiration but if you look at 
the growth of the global distribution 
partner-ships we have, it’s very achievable.”

Early goals
Pollard, 47, who grew up in Sandy Lane, 
Bradford, credits his father as the main 
inspiration behind his drive and ambition. 
“He was a salesman but also had his own 
company,” he says. “I went to his office one 
time and saw him in operation. It was good 
to see how he dealt with people but also 
how he progressed in business. I wanted to 
be successful in everything I did.”

Ben Banks

Academic hurdles set him on a different 
path to his siblings. “My brother and sister 
both went to Bradford Grammar School and 
Shaw House. I did all the exams but couldn’t 
get into any of the schools.”

At 13 years old, Pollard was enrolled at 
Fulneck Boys’ School in Pudsey, Leeds, 
where he went on to study A-Levels in 
design and technology, business and 
marketing. He followed this with a degree in 
design and marketing at the University of 
Wolverhampton.

As a student, Pollard worked in a bar 
called Miss Moneypenny’s in Birmingham, 
whose owners ran a number of clubs around 
the country. After graduating, he was asked 
to be bar manager at a new club they’d 
opened on Boar Lane in Leeds, called Nato. 
But Pollard had other plans.

“I worked for them for six months but I 
was getting home at 6 or 7 in the morning 
and my parents said, ‘You need to put your 
degree to some use now’. So I applied 
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for my first job in telecoms and I’ve never 
looked back.”

Pollard honed his craft in several tele-
coms businesses including MCI Worldcom 
(now Verizon) as well as Colt Telecom and 
ACC Telecom. At the age of 25, he decided 
to set up his own telecoms business in 
Saltaire, Intouch Advance, which he still 
runs today. “Intouch allowed me to envelop 
the entrepreneurial flair and invest in other 
things,” he says.

Building an empire
Pollard grew his portfolio with 22 Street 
Lane, a nursery in Roundhay, created 
from scratch with his wife Caroline, which 
was motivated by his three children. “The 
childcare that was on offer for my children 
at such an early age wasn’t lighting the fires 
that I wanted it to,” he explains. “I wanted 
to create an outstanding practice that was 
agile in its outlook, digital in its make-up, 
but also with a spa-like setting and natural 
environment which wasn’t made of plastic.”

The venture took 16 months to get off 
the ground and is now in its seventh year of 
operation. Pollard says: “It’s one of the best 
nurseries in the country; it’s classed as out-
standing [by Ofsted] and has a waiting list of 
three years. It’s become a household name 
in Yorkshire because a lot of people aspire to 
what we’ve done – from the nutrition to the 
education to the team that we’ve created.”

Pollard’s success in sales meant that he 
was in a position to self-fund his businesses. 
He says: “I’ve been very fortunate to be able 
to generate a significant amount of com-
mission in the early days which surpassed 
the salary I was on and allowed me to build 
some wealth fairly quickly at an early age.”

He currently owns six businesses 
spanning various industry sectors. In 2018, 
he acquired 42 The Calls hotel in Leeds out 
of administration. A former mill building, the 
hotel was created by Jonathan Wix in the 
early 90s. Pollard spotted an opportunity to 
develop a multimillion-pound investment.

He says: “When I first walked into 42 The 
Calls, I fell in love with it. While it had an 
amazing history, it was very tired and dated 
and competition had surpassed it. I had a 
vision to turn it into a five-star hotel, bringing 
it into the 21st century but on a level that 
nobody else had.”

However, the pandemic halted Pollard’s 
plans. “When the pandemic hit all bets 
were off,” he said. “Material costs increased 
exponentially and the business plan wasn’t 
where I wanted it to be.”

While Pollard ponders his next move with 
the hotel, he says that COVVI takes prece-
dence due to its “huge potential”. In August 
last year, it trebled the size of its production 
facilities in Leeds, which allowed the compa-
ny to hire new talent. It currently employs 33 
people and has 30 positions open ranging 
from quality and compliance to sales and 

customer service to technicians.
COVVI also has a facility in San Antonio, 

Texas, which is used for repairs and stock 
flows between the US and UK. Pollard says: 
“America is a big market for us and we’re 
seeing a lot of product there right now.”

Game-changing product
The technical construction of the COVVI 
Hand is impressive to say the least. It’s 
made up of around 450 components, each 
designed and tooled in-house. This reduces 
the overall production cost, says Pollard.

“It’s significantly lower than if we were 
choosing other parties to manufacture 
everything for us. It takes around three 
hours to build a hand and we’re advancing 

the technology no end.”
During the pandemic, when 

bringing disabled people into 
a clinical environment proved 
particularly challenging, 
COVVI overcame that issue 
by developing a mobile app, 
in partnership with NetApp 
and AWS, to access the ‘live 
config’ of the hand via the 
cloud to distribute software 
updates. Pollard says this 
was “groundbreaking” for the 
company.

Now, after 12 months of testing and 
collaboration, COVVI is developing its 
existing multi-articulated hand for the 
robotics market which will incorporate a 
series of mechanical, hardware and software 
changes into the COVVI Hand to better suit 
the operation of a robotic arm. It has also 
developed a skin-toned glove which will be 
available in the next few months.

“The robotics is about how you strength-
en the hand,” says Pollard. “You can make it 
faster or more durable, which is what we’re 
also trying to do on the prosthetics side. 
They complement each other beautifully.”

Key partnerships
Another breakthrough has come from COV-
VI’s partnership with the NHS. In September 
2022, the NHS approved its policy for 
multi-articulated hands to become available 
to patients in England. 

Pollard says: “Initial NHS research found 
that 77 per cent of all prescribed devices 
were left in the top drawer and rarely used 
after three months. Such that, technology 
has advanced so much over the last 15 to 
20 years. We work with a distributor and 
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have our own clinicians that are helping to 
drive patient outcomes.”

The company is partnering with medical 
providers worldwide to bring the hand to 
new markets and has invited advocates to 
help communicate the value of COVVI to 
a wider audience – one of which includes 
former Australian Paralympic swimmer, 
Jessica Smith.

“We’ve got about ten advocates globally 
right now. We’re inundated with requests to 
add more,” Pollard says. “We want to utilise 
people like Jessica to showcase and tell 
everyone that this kind of technology is 
available. It’s not off limits.”

Pollard also tells Insider about an 
incredible woman called Sarah de Lagarde, a 
PR and communications director in London 
who suffered life-changing injuries last year 
on her way home from work – shortly after 
achieving a life-long ambition of climbing 
Mount Kilimanjaro. 

She lost her footing and fell through the 
gap between the train and the platform in 
the London Underground and was run over 
by two trains resulting in the loss of an arm 
and a leg. Pollard felt compelled to reach 
out to Sarah. He says: “From where she was 
at the top of the world climbing Kilimanjaro, 
a week later her life had changed. I said, 
‘Sarah, I don’t know you but your story is 
inspirational and COVVI was created as a 

It’s easy to see how 
COVVI might seem like 
an overnight success: it 
has a socially impacting 
product with an entre-
preneurial team driving 
everything behind it. But 
there are core business 

values that underpin the success that is 
currently being enjoyed.

Being passionate about the people 
to whom you are providing products or 
services to, and building outcomes based 
on what those customers want, is critical 
to any product line or service delivery-led 

business to help people like you’. And she’s 
going to become an advocate.”

Talent showcase
Pollard now intends to use his marketing 
skills to continue to spread the word about 
COVVI and its “cool” stance on prosthetics. 
“We’ve gone from one to 65,000 followers 
on Instagram in the last 12 months,” he 
says. “My ambition is to get to one million 
followers in the next three years. A lot of the 

older manufacturers don’t understand the 
importance of how to showcase something 
that is cool; we’ve got that in abundance.”

A string of awards the company already 
has to its name, including a New York 
Product Design Award and, most recently, 
an Insider Made in Yorkshire Award in the 
Medical, Life Sciences & Healthcare catego-
ry, will also undoubtedly raise its profile.

Pollard says: “It was humbling to get the 
Made in Yorkshire Award because it’s on 

my home turf. Not many people 
know what COVVI does and it was 
great to secure that accolade and 
be put forward to the Made in the 
UK Awards. My ambition is to get 
to one million followers across all 
channels in the next three years.”

COVVI is currently eyeing a 
new 10,000-sq-ft production 
facility in Leeds city centre to 
accommodate its ambitious 
growth plans. “The city has got 
so much to give in technological 
advancements,” says Pollard. 
“We’re working closely with Leeds 
City Council and the Nexus hub to 
help advance the current product. 
This is not about a one-man show, 
it’s about working together to get a 
better outcome.” n

COVVI has also invested in a highly 
competent and technical development team 
(and one that rightly showcases the talent 
we have in Yorkshire) which is constantly 
using feedback to innovate and develop 
the COVVI product. This investment both in 
people and product is something that drives 
the continual growth of not just the business 
itself but its profile in the larger community.

Combining the immense social impact 
of the products that COVVI is developing 
with the accessibility to them that is being 
achieved through NHS arrangements 
means that all the ingredients are there for 
future success.

business – and this is where Simon and his 
team have driven COVVI to excel.  

Working with individuals who have been 
impacted by disability, and listening to their 
needs and demands, has led COVVI to 
develop a truly innovative and purpose-led 
product – understanding that, for their 
customers, this kind of product needs to 
be so much more than functional; it needs 
to fit into their lifestyle as well, thus setting 
itself apart in the market. Add to this a series 
of partnerships with brand ambassadors to 
physically show how the COVVI Hand works 
in clear imagery and surroundings further 
gives life to the product.  
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