
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

    Growing the Digital Technology Sector 

Produced by: the Auxin Partnership  

Date: Jul 2016 

 



     

 

 

  
Growing the Digital Tech Sector 

 
Page  2 of 89 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 

 

1 Executive Summary .......................................................................... 4 

2 Introduction and acknowledgements ............................................... 6 

 2.1 Introduction ................................................................................................. 6 

3 Briefing and methodology ................................................................ 6 

 3.1 Acknowledgements...................................................................................... 6 

4 Background to the report ................................................................. 8 

 4.1 Newcastle, Gateshead and the North East: .................................................. 8 

 4.2 The North East perspective .......................................................................... 9 

 4.3 TechCity’s understanding of the North East ................................................. 9 

5 The overall picture: .......................................................................... 11 

 5.1 Turnover and staffing: current situation and trends ..................................... 11 

6 Buildings and infrastructure ............................................................. 16 

 6.1 Office types .................................................................................................. 16 

 6.2 Ideal accommodation .................................................................................. 16 

 6.3 Buildings as networking and collaboration drivers ....................................... 18 

 6.4 Future space requirements .......................................................................... 20 

7 Skills ................................................................................................. 33 

 7.1 Context ........................................................................................................ 33 

 7.2 Part One: digital skills, knowledge and experience ....................................... 33 

 7.3 Vital digital skills .......................................................................................... 34 

 7.4 An increasing demand.................................................................................. 39 

 7.5 Recruitment ................................................................................................. 43 

 7.6 Towards a greater talent pool ...................................................................... 51 

 7.7 Code academies ........................................................................................... 53 

8 Skills ................................................................................................. 56 



     

 

 

  
Growing the Digital Tech Sector 

 
Page  3 of 89 

 

 8.1 Part Two: business skills ............................................................................... 56 

 8.2 Vital business skills ....................................................................................... 56 

 8.3 Recruitment ................................................................................................. 57 

9 Business Support and Networking .................................................... 59 

 9.1 Networking .................................................................................................. 63 

 9.2 Patchiness and fragmentation ..................................................................... 68 

 9.3 Investment................................................................................................... 69 

10 Emerging themes ............................................................................. 73 

 10.1 The intersection, and the university potential .............................................. 73 

 10.2 The Brand .................................................................................................... 76 

 10.3 Leadership ................................................................................................... 80 

 10.4 Action, Optimism, and the willingness to go for it ........................................ 81 

11 Conclusions ...................................................................................... 84 

 11.1 Huge potentials ............................................................................................ 84 

12 Recommendations ........................................................................... 86 

 

  



     

 

 

  
Growing the Digital Tech Sector 

 
Page  4 of 89 

 

1 Executive Summary 

The work carried out by Auxin during the early part of 2016 clearly showed that Newcastle 

and Gateshead have a highly successful tech sector that is robust, has genuine areas of 

excellence on national and international scales, is confident about the future and increasingly 

confident about its ability to compete on national and international levels.  

The work indicated an overall turnover for the sector of £1.25bn [correlating well with the 

recent Tech Nation report], with an anticipated 28% rise over the next three years. The work 

also indicated the sector employs some 18,000 people [again correlating well with Tech 

Nation], and there is a close correlation between predicted turnover increase and the 

expected increase in employment levels. 

What is more, the sector clearly believes it can become one of the very best tech hubs, 

capable of performing on the world stage. 

There is of course much to be achieved if this is to be realised. More buildings are needed 

[again, the numbers developed correlate well with the findings about turnover and staffing]. 

The talent pool needs to be enlarged. The business – academia interface needs to be fully 

optimised. And the sector’s leadership, networking and support need to be rationalised and 

coordinated.  

These themes are far from unique to Newcastle and Gateshead – they occur worldwide – but 

we found that for many of them Newcastle and Gateshead have potential, powerful solutions 

that are already on the ground, waiting to be fully exploited. There are initiatives focused on 

encouraging great business accommodation, led by real expertise. There are new public sector 

training initiatives ramping up, and private ones already up and running that can be 

encouraged to ramp up, and so help deliver the talent the area richly deserves. There are 

major new initiatives that will help academia drive their knowledge and research into the 

private sector. And, in our opinion, there are organisations that can step up and form a 

coherent, powerful lead function.  

In other words, huge swathes of what is required to create a genuinely powerful, world-class 

tech hub is already in place. 

To this we should add the councils: they are genuinely determined to do all they can to make 

their tech sector successful. Combined with a private sector that genuinely wants to engage in 

creating that great hub [over and above their company-specific reasons], and an academic 

sector in the region that has so much to give, we believe that Newcastle and Gateshead are 

ideally – perhaps uniquely – placed to benefit from the digital revolution. 

Key recommendations to the councils are that they should - 

• Make a very public and explicit statement of commitment and support for the sector, 

immediately followed up by action and resource 

• Where the private sector takes the initiative, actively support their efforts to lead the 

sector, and encourage greater co-ordination amongst all active networks 
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• Focus their efforts on investigating all opportunities for the public funding of new and 

refurbished tech focused buildings, and develop all possible means to encourage 

private investment in tech focused buildings 

• Look at ways in which their existing and future incubator and small business facilities 

work together to develop a networked and collaborative culture 

• Facilitate a joint discussion between educational institutions, the LEP, local networks 

and the private sector to ensure businesses needs are better met, and those leaving 

education are better prepared for work in the industry. 

• Work alongside further education, higher education and privately-developed schemes 

to investigate options for code academies 

• Investigate how to harness the enthusiasm from businesses to help, and working with 

existing private sector networks implement a structured support system 

• Working with others, investigate how to deliver a focal point: a place where everyone 

and every business, initiative and organisation in the digital eco-system can go to find 

out who’s out there, what’s going on, and support available 

• Work with appropriate organisations to encourage the development of funding to 

support a new proof of concept scheme, aimed at stimulating innovation and start-up 

activity 

• Work with appropriate organisations to develop a finance team with strong and 

meaningful links to tech and investment centres such as London 

• The councils should encourage the private sector, alongside appropriate partners, to 

lead creating a brand development plan that utilises ‘crowd sourcing’ and other 

innovative techniques to deliver a hugely effective campaign at a fraction of the 

conventional cost 
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2 Introduction and acknowledgements 

2.1 Introduction 

In December 2015 the Auxin Partnership was asked by Newcastle City Council [NCC] and 

Gateshead Council [GC] to undertake a research project focused on the digital tech industries 

in the cities and then to create a report based on the findings together with recommendations 

for further action. 

The main body of the report is common to both. This is because overall the conditions, 

opportunities and challenges for the digital sector in both cities is the same. However, 

significant variations are flagged up when they are relevant and help to build a more nuanced 

picture. 

The original brief came from NCC. Its instructions to Auxin are detailed in the following 

Briefing section, and GC adopted the same broad outline. 

While the original specification was detailed, the key aim can be put simply: in short Auxin 

were to answer the question what could the councils best do to help the development of the 

digital sector? 

3 Briefing and methodology 

The study was conducted in line with the tender proposal issued to NCC and followed the 

methodology described in the tender proposal. Full details of both NCC’s brief and the 

methodology used can be found in the Annex. 

3.1 Acknowledgements 

We would like to acknowledge and thank a whole variety of organisations, businesses and 

people who helped and contributed to this report. 

Obviously the businesses and the individuals in them that took the time to take part in the 

online survey, the telephone interviews and the focus groups. To you all, a big thank you. 

Then there are the individuals who gave their knowledge and experience to the context 

groups, and who we often went back to in order to sense check emerging findings and 

insights. Again, a big thank you. 

And there are the organisations and initiatives who gave freely of their support and resources. 

In particular we’d like to thank Generator and Digital Union, who opened up their databases 

so we could reach as many businesses as fast and effectively as possible, and who gave us the 

findings of their recent survey of the creative industries. It made our lives simpler, easier – so 

again, thank you. 

In regard to knowing where you’re starting from, we are fortunate to have another resource 

to work with. In the summer of 2014 Generator commissioned the Centre for Public Policy at 

Northumbria University to research the North East’s creative and digital industries, 

particularly in regard to business support needs, barriers to growth and the contribution of 

the sectors to the regional economy.  



     

 

 

  
Growing the Digital Tech Sector 

 
Page  7 of 89 

 

While the Generator report covered some different ground to the areas investigated under 

the current brief, and focused on creative businesses as opposed to tech businesses, it 

covered enough similar territory to offer us the luxury of a ‘double-check’ on our findings, and 

where there were disparities or divergences, the opportunity to gain insight and context. 

And then there’s Newcastle City Council, and Gateshead Council. Quite often briefs can start 

with the phrase we’d like you to do research, and this is what we’d like you to find. Not so in 

this case, and we can honestly say that we’ve been given free rein to do things the way we 

believe they should be done. 

And there’s something else we can say. Throughout this exercise – from preparation through 

the online survey, the telephone interviews, focus and context groups, to the report writing, 

we’ve engaged with a huge number of people and we think it fair to say that in every case, 

people have been helpful, encouraging and truly excited about the idea of the cities – and the 

broader North East region – really gearing up to take advantage of the opportunities that the 

digital offers. 

There’s a palpable excitement in the air. Now’s the time to exploit it. 
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4 Background to the report 

4.1 Newcastle, Gateshead and the North East:  

How they see themselves, and how others do 

Context – in any context - is important. It’s telling how people see themselves. So too how 

others see them. Inevitably there are differences, which if approached positively can help feed 

the context and offer opportunities for insight. 

This section gives snapshots of Newcastle, Gateshead and the North East in terms of how they 

present themselves to the world, as well as how others see the city and the region. There are 

differences. For now we’re not seeking to draw them out, nor the opportunities that may 

arise. That’s for later. 

NewcastleGateshead’s understanding of itself 

The following is taken from the brief received for this report and provides a useful starter in 

terms of how the two council’s see the current situation. 

NewcastleGateshead is home to an impressive list of innovative start-ups and established 

major players that are all part of a vibrant, supportive and collaborative digital tech sector. 

Standout names include gaming giants Ubisoft, CCP Games, Atomhawk, US Linux brand Red 

Hat, and the global HQ of Sage [the UK’s one FTSE 100 software company], alongside local 

heroes Bede Gaming, Aspire Technology Solutions, Mediaworks Online Marketing and Scott 

Logic. 

Across the UK, the digital tech sector is growing, in terms of both number and size, with the 

North East at the forefront. Locally, growth in the digital tech sector is being driven by 

entrepreneurship, expanding SME’s, and incoming businesses from outside the region and 

the UK. Gateshead has long held a strong reputation for games development companies 

and is now experiencing growth in companies operating in the field of emerging 

technologies, primarily driven by virtual reality and mixed reality development. 

NewcastleGateshead has an impressive talent pool of skilled workers in the digital tech 

sector, in part thanks to our five fantastic regional universities, our vocational focussed 

colleges and the UK’s first IT Apprentice Hub.  

Opportunities for networking and collaboration are also highly valued, alongside a working 

environment that inspires. Business support around technology and innovation is available 

to start up and growing businesses through a range of networks, and with the new round of 

European funding and Local Growth funding now open, there are opportunities for new 

programmes of support to be developed. 

Within the city, there is a broad range of provision of office accommodation that is 

attractive to the digital tech sector – including incubation space, grow on accommodation, 

and grade A office space. Accommodation is provided by the private sector, public sector, 

third sector and the universities and colleges.  
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4.2 The North East perspective 

In December 2015, the North East LEP produced North East England: Code not coal shaping a 

new digital age. In it the LEP states – 

The North East of England is leading a new industrial revolution. Creative, digital, 

software and technology pioneers are spearheading the region’s growing reputation as a 

hotbed of ideas, entrepreneurial spirit and tech collaboration. 

The document identifies the Four pillars of strength – 

• Presence of established, blue chip companies in the North East such as Sage, Accenture 

and Ubisoft. 

• World class graduate talent, academic expertise and the creation of the Digital Catapult 

combining the research power of the five regional universities. 

• Exceptional expertise in partnerships such as The Cloud Innovation Centre and 

Sunderland Software City, Dynamo, Generator and Digital Union. 

• Extensive private and public sector support and finance infrastructure that exists to fuel 

the region’s creative talent. 

And the Tech and creative strength of the region - 

• North East England is home to more than 1,500 software and technology companies 

• The sector contributes £600m annually to the regional economy 

• By 2020, it is estimated the North East will be home to 2,200 software firms 

• These businesses will employ 20,000 people and bring in £1.1bn to the local economy 

• These firms employ in excess of 15,000 people 

• Creative industries in the North East employ an estimated 58,000 people 

4.3 TechCity’s understanding of the North East 

TechCity UK was launched in Shoreditch in 2010 by the UK Prime Minister David Cameron to 

support the East London tech cluster known as Silicon Roundabout. It has since grown to 

support Greater London and other cities around the UK. It focuses on creating the optimum 

conditions for digital technology businesses and entrepreneurs to thrive. It receives public 

funding from the UK Government’s Department for Culture, Media & Sport, via Innovate UK: 

the funding for 2015-2016 is £2.2 million and covers programmes, policy informing and 

championing work [see more at: http://www.techcityuk.com/about-us/#sthash.bL5SKlpF.dpuf]. 

Related to TechCity UK is Tech North. Based in Manchester with co-location offices in cities 

across the north, Tech North is government funded and linked to the Northern Powerhouse 

initiative. Its stated mission heart is to create prosperity and opportunity for the next 

generation, ensuring the North is and continues to be part of the UK’s ongoing journey to 

becoming the world’s leading digital economy, with a remit to attract talent, entrepreneurs 

and investment to the North of England specifically the seven cities of Hull, Leeds, Liverpool, 
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Manchester, Newcastle, Sheffield and Sunderland. Recent developments at Tech North have 

however thrown some of its work into doubt. 

In 2016 TechCity UK published a report titled TechNation 2016 which sought to take a 

snapshot of the digital clusters across the UK. In a change from the previous year’s report, the 

North East was split into two areas: Newcastle and Durham [including Gateshead], and 

Sunderland. The following is the take on the Newcastle and Durham digital sector – 

With the second highest salary growth of any city in the UK at 26.6%, Newcastle & Durham 

continues to build on its tech history; the technological institution, Sage, is still driving 

employment and innovation in the area.  

In addition to long established digital tech companies, Newcastle & Durham has produced 

Reframed.tv and Leaf.fm, both of which were finalists of the recent Northern Stars 

competition. Newcastle-based Moltin just raised $2 million from US VCs. 

The area’s benefits for digital tech businesses include the high level of talent available. This 

is coupled with good support from the co-working space Campus North, the angel-led 

accelerator programme Ignite and venture capital firm Northstar Ventures, which has over 

£95m under management. 

Further support comes in the form of Dynamo North East, The North East Technology Fund 

and Newcastle Science Central’s office spaces, called The Core. 

Digital tech businesses in this cluster are more likely than those in any other to receive 

support from an accelerator, and the second most likely to receive mentoring support. 

It noted the strength of these sector specialisms – 

• Social networks 

• Data management and analytics 

• E-commerce and marketplace 

• Gaming 

It noted the following benefits identified by digital tech businesses - 

• Access to local networks 

• Access to commercial property 

• Access to graduate level talent  

And the following challenges - 

• Low sector awareness 

• Weak digital infrastructure 

• Limited access to finance 
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5 The overall picture:  

5.1 Turnover and staffing: current situation and trends 

Overall, the cluster appears to be thriving, robust and optimistic. 

Current turnover 

A significant proportion of companies [38%] reported turnovers lower than £100K, with more 

than a fifth [21%] a turnover of less than £50K. As a ‘rule of thumb’ we would expect this to 

broadly correlate with the proportion of responders reporting sole-trader status plus the 

proportion reporting newly formed companies [10.5% and 7.4% respectively] - and indeed it 

does.  

There is a healthy spread of companies across higher turnover brackets, with two significant 

pinch-points. 

The first occurs at turnovers between £100K and £500K, with only 18% of companies 

occupying this important growth band. Again this is not unexpected and correlates with 

experience in other economic clusters, where it was found to relate to the capacity of [often 

relatively new] companies to grow their business. This issue will be considered in further 

detail in the Business Support sections. 

The second pinch-point occurs at [very roughly] the £1m point. Yet again, this is not 

unexpected and correlates with experience in other economic clusters where it was found to 

relate to both investment issues, and the ability of businesses to scale. 

Aggregated turnover 

Using the responses from the online survey, we were able to estimate the Newcastle and 

Gateshead digital tech sector aggregated turnover to sit at £1.25bn. While care needs to be 

taken in comparing different calculations, we believe this corresponds well to Tech City’s Tech 

Nation 2016 report, which estimated the GVA1 of the sector [including the Durham area] at 

£764m. 

Turnover growth 

Nearly all responders indicated that their business had increased turnover in the past year: 

40% reported their turnover went by up to 20%; 32% reported their turnover went up to over 

100%. This latter figure is significant because it indicates what can be regarded as high-growth 

businesses, and suggests a healthy cluster. This is reinforced by the rest: while 24% indicated 

no increase in turnover, just 4% indicated a drop in revenue. 

Looking forward over the next three years almost 90% of companies predicted growth. While 

a large proportion [56%] are predicting modest increases of up to 50% over three years, more 

than a third predicted growth of over 50% [with a significant number of these predicting 

                                                        

1 Total output [goods or services] minus value of inputs% e.g. cost of production, taxes, subsidies 
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growth of over 100%]. Again, only a handful of companies [8%] predicted no growth, and a 

tiny fraction [2%] indicated turnover would fall.  

Overall, the data supplied by the responders suggest that the sector might grow by some 40% 

over the next three years. Even applying a negative-bias to the calculations, the data suggests 

an overall sector growth of 28%. 

Again, these figures suggest a healthy cluster. 

 

Q14 Growth Expectations 

40% of companies of revenue turnover ≤250 expect to grow more than 100% 

 

30% of companies of revenue turnover between 250k and 1m expect to grow up to 

20%. 

Growth Expectations

turnover ≤250k, sample size 34

More than 100% Up to 100% Up to 50%

Up to 20% Up to 10% Don't expect to grow
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50% of companies of revenue turnover between 1m and 5m expect to grow up to 20%. 

 

 

20% of companies of revenue turnover ≥5m expect to grow more than 100%, and 25% 

do not expect to grow at all. 

Growth Expectations

turnover 250k - 1m, sample size 27

More than 100% Up to 100% Up to 50%

Up to 20% Up to 10% Don't expect to grow

Growth Expectations 
turnover 1m-5m, sample size 8

More than 100% Up to 100% Up to 50%

Up to 20% Up to 10% Don't expect to grow
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Staffing 

We asked how many staff including employees and management the business had. Overall, 

staffing level bands correlated with turnover – as would be expected: 40% of responders had 

less than 5 staff [corresponding to turnovers of less than £100K, and strongly suggesting life-

style businesses – as would be expected]. At the other end of the scale, 11% of businesses 

reported staff of between 51 and 100 [correlating to the 11% that reported turnover of 

between £2.5m and £10m], and some 11% reported staff in excess of 100 [against 13% of 

companies reporting turnover of over £10m. 

Employment numbers  

Using the responses from the online survey, we were able to estimate the total number of 

employees in the digital tech sector in Newcastle and Gateshead at 17,895.  

This corresponds very well to Tech City’s Tech Nation 2016 report, which estimated the jobs in 

the digital economy for the cities including the Durham area at 22,237. 

Staffing increase  

Just over half the companies reported increasing staff levels in the past year, and there is a 

correlation between the amount of staff level increase, and the amount of turnover increase.  

In all but one band of turnover increase [for example, up to 20%], there is a corresponding, 

but smaller number of businesses reporting the same level of staffing increase. So for 

example, companies reporting turnover increases of up to 20% stands at 20%; and those 

reporting staff level increases of up to 20% stands at 15%. This is to be expected, and can be 

explained largely because research has clearly established that larger teams tend to be more 

productive [everything else being equal], and to a certain extent because smaller SMEs tend 

to be cautious in regard to recruitment, and will therefore introduce a recruiting ‘time lag’. 

Growth Expectations
turnover ≥5, sample size 16

More than 100% Up to 100% Up to 50%

Up to 20% Up to 10% Don't expect to grow
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However, there is one apparent anomaly: while more than 7% of responders indicated a 

turnover increase of between 51% and 100%, just 3% of responders indicated a staff increase 

of between 51% and 100%. We believe that this is explained by the efficiency dynamic that 

increased staffing gives a business: larger companies are simply more efficient, and the 

average turnover per member of staff increases as the company gets bigger2. 

Differences between businesses of different sizes 

Analysing responder companies by size, we found no significant differences in trends and 

expectations that could not be explained by standard characteristics of companies at each 

size. So for example, the largest expected increases in staffing levels tended to occur at SMEs 

expecting to go from ‘small’ to ‘medium’, and from ‘medium’ to ‘large’. And a smaller number 

of the largest companies were expecting to grow dramatically. 

  

                                                        

2 Research quoted by Scottish Enterprise [March 2016] suggests that increases can be quite dramatic: according 

to the research, companies with 5-9 staff can typically achieve three times more turnover per employee than 

smaller ones, with companies of over 50 staff achieving a rate five times higher.  
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6 Buildings and infrastructure 

We asked a number of questions to establish the overall picture of the digital and tech 

sector’s environment.  

6.1 Office types 

We asked what type of accommodation businesses were in – 

• 71% were in one type of leased or rented accommodation 

• 17% owned their offices  

• 11% reported the use of virtual offices, home offices and cafés as their primary place of 

business 

6.2 Ideal accommodation 

We asked how important a number of features and facilities are in regard to business 

accommodation, and nuanced the question so that people were asked to think about if they 

were looking for new offices, how heavily they’d factor in considerations. In other words, we 

were asking people to tell us about their ideal building. The following summarised results are 

organised in demand order, with the first column indicating those who regarded these feature 

as either vital or important, and the second column [in brackets] indicating those who rated 

the feature as either not very important or not a factor at all. 

• Good transport links [road, rail or bus services] 95%  [0%] 

• Superfast broadband 94% [2%] 

• Plenty of natural light 87% [10%] 

• High quality office specification 81% [13%] 

• Good levels of high-quality networking and collaboration space 77% [18%] 

• A fresh air system 74%  [21%] 

• Good café and/or restaurant facilities in the building or very nearby 73% [21%] 

• Plenty of fresh air 73% [24%] 

• Air conditioning 68% [26%] 

• Free parking 66% [27%] 

• Telephone landline services 63% [32%] 

• A city-centre location 56% [39%] 

• Dedicated server room facilities 48% [45%] 

• A concentration of digital / creative businesses in the vicinity 44% [53%] 

• Paid-for parking 27% [53%] 
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The results confirm what is accepted wisdom in regard to digital buildings. Good transport 

connections, good connectivity, a great working environment with high-quality networking 

and collaboration space, and lots of light and good quality air are deemed essential.  

While all but paid-for parking received good levels of support, additional context can be 

gathered by assessing the two figures together. In this respect we’d suggest there’s a zone in 

which features become less than essential [in other words, not deal breakers]: in our opinion 

this starts at telephone landline services and goes downwards. So a city centre location is not 

essential, nor telephone landline services [though with a well-connected building VOIP 

systems are easily installed]. Perhaps dedicated server room facilities not being deemed 

essential might seem a surprise, but this is easily explained: what was deemed desirable and 

even aspirational in a building just five years ago has now been superseded by the cloud as 

back-up. Digital moves fast. 

During the telephone and focus group stages we also picked up small but significant themes in 

regard to - 

Security 

This was particularly in regard office space security, CCTV, secure parking, and secure bike 

racks. We would suggest these things form part of a minimum standard for any new build or 

refurbishment. 

Connectivity issues 

There was a small but significant line of comment regarding connectivity. The issue seems to 

be twofold. First, that connectivity standards levels are not consistent or standard through the 

city.  

broadband with a minimum of 100GB  

symmetrical is needed in all business locations 

Second, that claimed connectivity levels at individual buildings and developments are not ‘as 

advertised’. In other words, there may be a claimed speed, but the reality is markedly [and 

downwardly] different.  

Both issues tended to affect specific sites across the city: in other words this is not a ‘city 

wide’ issue, and in many cases may simply be a re-investment issue [connectivity not being 

updated]. It would be reasonable to assume that market dynamics [which will drive property 

owners to uprate the connectivity] will over a medium term fix the issue. 

Transport issues 

Transport issues featured in both telephone and focus group stages – and to a certain extent 

in the free-form parts of the online survey. 
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The main lines of comment regarded the apparent chaotic nature of road works and 

congestion in the cities [particularly Newcastle], and the lack of easily-reached, affordable car 

parking. 

We believe that these are valid concerns, and both councils are aware of the issues. Further 

comment here is beyond the scope of this exercise. 

6.3 Buildings as networking and collaboration drivers 

The online survey data contains another apparent anomaly. While good levels of high-quality 

networking and collaboration space was amongst the highest rating features, a concentration 

of digital / creative businesses in the vicinity featured second lowest in the list. Which begs the 

question, with all this high-quality networking space, who would businesses be collaborating 

with? 

The question is important because much is [correctly] made of the potential networking and 

collaboration have to drive creativity and innovation, and therefore wealth creation. While 

the power of networking and collaboration is usually put down to sheer numbers of people, 

the real driver is those people meeting and talking. 

And at any scale, the environment those people work in will to a large extent influence just 

how much meeting and talking – and thus collaboration potential - there is. The densely 

packed, intimate streets of Shoreditch with a multitude of meeting places facilitate meetings 

in all sorts of ways; a wind-swept anonymous business park where businesses are separated 

by large carparks and grassed areas not so much. And on an individual building level, a well-

designed environment can not only foster interaction – both formal and informal, planned 

and spontaneous – but can actually help to drive it. 

Therefore we were surprised when initial results from the online survey seemed to indicate a 

contradiction. While businesses were very clear about what they wanted from a working 

environment in terms of space, infrastructure, facilities and location, there appeared to a 

failure to understand the advantages of co-location with other digital businesses and 

organisations – the kind of thing that for example the Core at Science Central could provide. 

We wondered whether businesses were fully cognisant of the advantages such co-location 

would present: working cheek-by-jowl with cutting-edge research institutes, knowledge 

transfer organisations some of the brightest brains in the UK, and other tech businesses that 

could act as collaborators far more often than they would be competitors. We wondered 

whether there was an education job to be done. 

But then we dug deeper, investigating this question in the interview and focus group stages, a 

very different picture emerged: the reality is that far from not being cognisant, the businesses 

were acutely aware of the dynamic offered by being co-located in a great new building with 

other tech businesses and research institutes.  

It was simply they did not recognise that dynamic as being in place. 

So while one participant in a focus group made it very clear there is ‘definitely an 

understanding and a passion for the right kind of buildings’, another summed the issue up by 

saying the key problem was ‘there are lots of buildings, but not enough of the right space’. 
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This is not of itself unusual – most cities in the UK tend to have issues in this regard. However, 

it does present a massive opportunity for Newcastle and Gateshead: to create more of ‘the 

right space’, either through new build or in regard to existing buildings, through developing 

the optimal co-location environment. Even better, this second route could be achieved both 

relatively quickly, and with relatively little resource: it’s more a question of knowing what the 

‘right space’ constitutes, identifying the places in Newcastle and Gateshead where this exists, 

and using them as exemplars to ‘spread the message’. 

Our work indicated that this comes down to three main themes. The first is getting 

universities and the business sector to interact optimally: this is dealt with later.  

The second relates directly to the ‘right’ kind of physical space and facilities. There is a need to 

ensure that infrastructure is as good as possible [we’ve noted sporadic issues with 

connectivity above]. Other areas capable of improvement – at least for some – included car 

parking. 

The third – and by far and away the most common observation - was how to drive 

understanding of how companies would ideally like to use buildings. And underlying this is the 

understanding that there’s a need to put up buildings with large amounts of networking and 

‘water-cooler moment’ space, and then to instil, develop and maintain an operating culture 

that genuinely stimulates networking, informal meeting and actual water-cooler moments.  

You have to drive interconnectivity. 

‘We just want somewhere to work from…  

anywhere… as long as it has what we need  

and there’s a networking culture’ 

And there are exemplars: Boho One is widely regarded as an exemplar of the 

office/networked model, and actively developed its networking ethos from day one. As one 

interviewee put it, ‘it looks like what a tech space should look like’. 

This idea – that it’s what can happen in a building in terms of networking and meeting up with 

many different people and interests that is so important, and so valued by companies because 

it drives creativity, innovation and opportunity - is reinforced by the success of Campus North, 

which is far from a shiny new building and yet is seen by many as a preferred location 

compared to other more expensive and ‘impressive’ developments, and being regarded at the 

same level as, say, Boho One in terms of its ability to bring people together. 

We’re not pointing this out to castigate the operators of these buildings. Quite the reverse: 

Our conclusion in this regard is that with a little encouragement, and a little learning, there’s 

an opportunity to make Newcastle and Gateshead the place in which you simply can’t turn 

your head but find yet another great building with the best kind of operational culture 

providing dividends for everyone interacting with the building. 

And these buildings do not all have to be shiny new ones - quite the reverse. It’s just as 

possible to create brilliant networked buildings out of old shells. And it gets better: recent 
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work by xsite architecture clearly establishes that a well-refurbished building will reap higher 

ROI for its owner than a standard conversion. In other words, they’ll make more money 

creating interesting spaces people want to work in. 

This leads to another point that came up time and time again. That with a whole raft of 

company types [start-ups, growing companies, large SMEs, established SMEs etc], and with 

the need to encourage innovation at start-up level, there’s need for a wide variety of space. 

As one interviewee put it – 

‘There’s a huge amount of empty space in the city that 

could be repurposed – even temporarily, even cheaply – 

and put to really good use. Incubation space. 

Experimentation space. Space where different disciplines 

can come together easily and innovate…’ 

In Campus North it has an exact template of how culture can be productively driven into 

buildings. Together they represent a unique selling proposition that the region should 

celebrate, nurture and exploit. 

In Campus North it has an exact template of how culture 

can be productively driven into buildings. Together they 

represent a unique selling proposition that the region  

should celebrate, nurture and exploit. 

6.4 Future space requirements 

The key to this part of our research was to establish the likely demand for space over the mid-

term, and the likely additional space requirement the cities might be facing in that time. 

Moving and expansion plans 

We asked how likely the business was to move offices in the next three years. 

• 58% indicated they’d be likely be moving: of these - 

• 20% indicated they would definitely be moving 

• 16% indicated highly likely  

• 23% indicated quite likely 

• Just 8% indicated they would not be moving  

Most office moves are driven by either up- or downsizing. Companies expand, increase 

turnover, add staff and so need more space. Downtimes [whether for just the company itself 

or because of a more general malaise] creates the opposite effect.  
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Given what we know of predicted turnover and staffing increases, we can confidently state 

that almost two thirds of companies on the move in the three years indicates a dynamic and 

healthily growing sector. The overriding trend is moving to larger premises. It also implies a 

need for more business accommodation space.  
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Q39 Attitudes to Moving 

Companies of revenue turnover ≤250: 30%would look to expand where they are, 30% 

would be prepared to move to the greater Newcastle-Gateshead area. 
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Companies of revenue turnover between 250k and 1m: 30%would look to expand where 

they are, 30% would be prepared to move to the greater Newcastle-Gateshead area. 
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Companies of revenue turnover between 1m and 5m:  60% would look to expand elsewhere. 
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Companies of revenue turnover ≥5m: 45% would look to expand elsewhere, 20% will look to 

expand elsewhere, and definitely in the city.                      

 

 

Additional space requirements 

In nearly all circumstances, staff numbers drive business space requirements. Given that we 

asked businesses to predict their growth over the next three years, we are in a good position 

to estimate the demand for additional space over that time. 

Our estimate took into account a number of factors, including data from the survey, external 

data, and extrapolations from that data. These factors included total number of companies in 

the sector, current total floor space, average floor space per company, current numbers of 

companies predicting various levels of expansion over 3 years, and their current staffing 

levels. 

We factored in reasonable predictions in regard to actual growth: businesses were asked to 

predict their growth using bands [for example ‘up to 20%’, ‘up to 50%’ etc], and for these we 
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took a low figure within that band to represent actual growth achieved [for example 15%, 35% 

respectively]. In this way, we filtered out [to all reasonable extents possible] optimism bias. 

The estimate also allows for a number of variables including ‘churn’ in which offices freed up 

by companies moving to new, larger space will then be occupied by other [usually smaller, 

sometimes start-up] companies that will grow into that space; and ‘entrenchment’, in which 

companies choose to stay put and take advantage of space becoming available in their current 

location [as, presumably, other companies move on to new premises].  

All this was set against the current state of play in the cities: that there is negligible amounts 

of Grade A space currently available. 

Out of these considerations we arrived at the estimate of total additional floor space 

requirement at 3 years. 

Taking great care to develop a well-fashioned, robust and conservative estimate of the 

amount of additional space that will be required for the digital and tech sector, we estimate 

that the growth in demand for space over the next three years will be 37% on the currently 

estimated 1.8m sq ft space occupied by the digital sector, and that the conservative 

additional space requirement stands at up to 274,000 sq ft, 232,000 sq ft being in Newcastle, 

and 42,000 sq ft in Gateshead3. Given that we have factored in churn, this requirement will 

need to be delivered through new build, or by bringing suitably developed old building stock 

into use. 

Within these numbers, the split between floorspace for start-ups and established businesses 

needs to be considered.  

On one level there appears to be a relatively adequate amount of start-up provision: it can be 

argued there’s as much as is needed, given the churn created by young, growing companies 

moving into larger spaces frees up the ‘start-up space’ they had occupied for the next 

generation of start-ups. Indeed there was, at no point in our enquiry, a lack of start-up space 

noted.  

However, there are factors that push the other way. It can be argued it’s hardly surprising 

there was no request for a more start-up space: we were engaged in the main with existing 

businesses, most if not all of whom had secured accommodation [or were working from a 

home base]. And for a city, town or region that wants to take full advantage of the tech 

revolution that’s only just beginning, and that wants to position itself as a great place to 

develop business, the ready availability of good start-up space is vital. 

We would argue that the latter factors [the reasons to create additional start-up space] 

outweigh the former, and that it would be wise to think in terms of approximately 10-20% of 

the new accommodation requirement being for start-ups. 

This comes with two caveats: first, current thinking [and certainly our experience] suggests 

that pure ‘incubation’ buildings are not always the optimal route by which to drive start-up 

development: they can easily become ‘centres of inexperience’. And second, there’s relatively 

                                                        

3 All numbers rounded 
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little difference between the accommodation requirements of early stage businesses and 

those of more mature companies: good quality floorspace is always wanted, and connectivity 

requirements are the same for example. So we'd recommend that start-up space – unless 

there is a compelling reason to do otherwise – is co-located with accommodation for later 

stage companies. 

Sensitivity analysis 

Using the same methodology, we performed a sensitivity analysis: we took the companies’ 

growth predictions and set them at the lowest percentage consistent with the band they’d 

selected [in other words, the ‘up to 20%’ band, which encompasses the range 11% to 20%, 

was set in the calculations at 11%].  

This produced an ultra-conservative additional space requirement of up to 208,000 sq ft, with 

174, 000 sq ft being in in Newcastle, and 34,000 sq ft in Gateshead. Even at this profound 

‘pessimism bias’ level the demand is robust and significant 

The need for the creation of additional space 

We can be confident that any additional demand from the digital sector after churn is taken 

into account because of what property surveys – both very recent and historical – are telling 

us. Historically, there has been a mid-term trend from over-supply to under-supply. 

The historical mid-term perspective 

As late as 2012 Storeys Edwards and Symmons [SES] stated4 that available office stock in 

Newcastle stood at approximately 200,000 sq ft [19% of total stock], and in Gateshead at 

approximately 62,000 sq ft [24%], and commented that ‘rates of availability in both Newcastle 

and Gateshead are indicative of substantial oversupply. In a healthy property market a rate of 

5% to 10% would be expected.’  

But given that currently there is negligible Grade A office stock available in either Newcastle 

or Gateshead [we’ll get on to how we know this in the next section], it would appear that 

there’s been a minimum take-up of 262,000 sq across the cities in less than four years – or a 

rough average of 65,000 sq ft per year. This does not include new stock that came online in 

that time. 

An earlier report5 can shed light on this: it indicated that some 280,000 sq ft was under 

construction in 2010 in Newcastle alone: all of this is more than likely to have come online 

sometime around 2011-12. Assuming this happened [and is now presumably occupied 

because we know there’s no Grade A space available], there’s reasonable grounds to state 

that a total of 542,000 sq ft has been taken up over a four year – or a rough average of 

136,000 sq ft per year. 

                                                        

4 Newcastle Gateshead Office Needs Assessment: Storeys Edwards and Symmons: July 2012 

5 Newcastle Property Market Overview and Demand Assessment: DTZ: February 2010 
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This indicates a very powerful dynamic. In fact, it suggests a stretched market. While 

availability rate of 5% to 10% has been cited as indicating a healthy property market6, 

Newcastle has next to no Grade A space available.  

The current situation 

In early 2016, Lambert Smith Hampton issued a report7 on the property markets in the 

Northern Powerhouse cities. It found that for Newcastle [all bullet points here are quotes] – 

• Available Grade A space is scarce, especially for large floorplates in the city centre… 

• Available supply of Grade A space has become extremely tight in the city centre, while a 

lack of development in the pipeline will continue to keep options limited for prospective 

occupiers… 

• Based on average take-up, this equates to just one year’s supply – the lowest of all the 

key centres in the Northern Powerhouse… 

• A feature of the Newcastle market is small deals, with almost 70% of lettings over the 

past 12 months being for less than 5,000 sq ft, increasing to 80% focusing on the city 

centre… 

• In terms of tenant type, demand has largely been from the Technology, Media and 

Telecommunications [TMT] sector, which comprised 40% of the total takeup… 

In other words, there’s little or no Grade A stock available, the demand is growing, it’s being 

driven by the digital tech sector – which we know expects to grow significantly. And while 

small-scale demand is a significant part of the picture, there’s demand for larger spaces too: 

the report noted – 

• Ubisoft signed a lease of 17,000 sq ft at Haymarket Hub… 

• iParadigms’ 19,904 sq ft lease at Wellbar Central… 

And out of town… 

• Accenture, which acquired an additional 57,095 sq ft 

The report also noted the completion of The Rocket has left Live Works as the only building 

currently under construction in the city centre, providing 14,320 sq ft of small suites. Little 

wonder the report concluded - 

                                                        

6 Newcastle Gateshead Office Needs Assessment: Storeys Edwards and Symmons: July 2012 

7 The Northern Powerhouse Office Market Report 2015/16; Lambert Smith Hampton; 2016 
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Robust unsatisfied demand and a lack of space 

 in the pipeline provide a compelling case for  

further speculative development… 

• Robust unsatisfied demand and a lack of space in the pipeline provide a compelling case 

for further speculative development… 

• The supply and demand fundamentals provide a compelling case for the delivery of 

additional Grade A space in the city centre. 

The supply and demand fundamentals  

provide a compelling case for the delivery of additional Grade 

A space in the city centre. 

No numbers can realistically take into account other [often larger-scale] variables. One of 

these is economic downturn. But we’d suggest that while such an economic downturn – either 

national or worldwide – would likely free up space in the cities as businesses retrench and 

contract, the sector we’re addressing is one that is more likely to buck the trend of any 

downturn and continue to demand space at the kind of levels predicted. 

Given these factors, we’d strongly suggest that this additional demand created by an 

emerging and vibrant digital tech sector can only be accommodated by either new build, or 

refurbishment of older buildings. 

New space, refurbished space 

We’ve been careful to call our estimate ‘additional space requirement’ for one very good 

reason: additional space need not be new space. 

There is genuine potential to convert existing office stock that might not be considered Grade 

A into space that the digital sector would consider not only suitable, but also attractive. There 

has been a trend over many years for spaces to be upgraded and refurbished in a way that 

makes them attractive to the creative and digital industries. In fact, this kind of space is often 

deemed preferable within these sectors – especially at the younger end of the company cycle. 

Given the tight supply of Grade A space, and the reported lack of new developments currently 

‘in the works’, this is good news. While new buildings can take anything from three to five 

years to go from plan to opening ceremony, refurbished buildings can be brought online 

relatively quickly [assuming there’s an enlightened owner with adequate resources and 

determination]. 

the return on investment of an imaginative, skillfully 

refurbished building [and therefore one suitable  
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for digital businesses] is greater than that  

when a ‘standard’ approach is taken 

This message is both important and timely: if taken to the building owners and developers in 

the appropriate way, it has a good chance of triggering a new wave of additional space 

perfectly tuned to the requirements of the digital tech [and creative] sector. And there is good 

reason for believing that this approach will work: while Middlesbrough’s Boho Zone was 

founded on a publically-funded new build, local building owners have since refurbished an 

additional four buildings in the area, and are now reaping the rewards of high-quality 

repurposing.  

And there is a way to deliver this message: Developing Consensus is a network of building 

owners, developers and architects that is now established in Newcastle and Gateshead, and 

would provide an viable avenue for engagement.  

We believe that this kind of initiative is hugely important: both Newcastle and Gateshead are 

going to require considerable amounts of additional space – both new build and refurbished. 

And if the right kind of dynamics are installed and nourished in these buildings from day one, 

huge dividends are likely to accrue. 

Satisfy demand and keep businesses 

We asked if you do anticipate increasing your business space in the next three years, or are 

looking to move in that time, how do you think you’ll approach things? 

Specifically, wanted to understand business attitudes towards moving not only the office, but 

also location.  

In this regard, the key findings were - 

• 48% of businesses would look to expand where they are: therefore - 

• 52% of businesses are already prepared to consider other locations 

• 27% would be prepared to move somewhere in the greater Newcastle – Gateshead 

• 16% would be prepared to move within the North East 

• 10% would be prepared to move further afield than the North East 

It is by no means strange that there’s a ‘gravity’ about Newcastle and Gateshead: there is real 

loyalty in the region, and any move – even within a building – can be disruptive and so people 

are careful not to disrupt too much. The message in this regard is therefore clear: satisfy 

demand and keep businesses. 

But for the cities there are two warning signs in the data. With 16% of businesses being 

prepared to relocate in the greater North East region, and 10% prepared to look further afield, 

the reverse of our comment above is also true: fail to satisfy the demand for accommodation 

and the cities will lose businesses – and jobs. 
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Differences between businesses of different sizes 

While generally there was a consistent picture of what ideal accommodation was, there was a 

key difference in attitudes to relocation amongst responder companies of various sizes, one 

that significantly nuances the comment above. 

While fewer larger companies were thinking about changing location as they grow, a small but 

telling proportion of the mid-range of companies [the ones that are typically predicting 

highest rates of growth] are looking at relocation, and they are not only prepared to relocate 

within the cities, but would also consider relocation outside of the cities, and indeed the 

region.  
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Space identified for Technology Development: 
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7 Skills 

7.1 Context 

The research carried out clearly established that there is a growing demand for skills in the 

tech sector, and that a considerable additional number of people with either coding or non-

coding skills will be required over the mid-term. 

The need for skills is a worldwide phenomenon and the challenge is everywhere: Silicon 

Valley, which can be regarded as the epicentre of the tech industry has it. So too does London, 

Paris, Berlin and any other major tech centre. And it’s certainly true of centres nearer home: 

Manchester and Edinburgh for example.  

It’s a typical challenge for a fast expanding sector and in this sense Newcastle and Gateshead 

are no different. And it can be seen as further confirmation that the sectors in the cities [and 

more widely across the north east of England] are both doing extremely well and are 

confident of the future. 

To this comment we’d add a couple of positive riders that represent genuine competitive 

advantages for the cities.  

First, there are a number of ways to create skills that when combined can meet the challenge. 

Most of these are already in place, and so there is much to work with.  

The second is a very specific advantage, and it’s loyalty to the region. The members of the 

research team have experience across many areas and regions over a long period of time, and 

have yet to experience a region that enjoys greater loyalty from its inhabitants. In other 

words, it’s quite likely that people trained in the cities and the region will stay in the region – 

something that’s reflected in the staff retention data. 

7.2 Part One: digital skills, knowledge and experience  

We asked a number of questions to establish the overall picture of the digital and tech 

sector’s skills environment8.  

Defining skills levels 

Plain English descriptions mapped to the SFIA framework 

A number of questions related to skill levels, and we were asked to, as far as possible, relate 

these to the SFIA skills framework. This presented a potential problem inasmuch as we were 

aware that many of the potential responders – perhaps the majority of them – would not be 

cognisant of the SFIA system [this was borne out in the subsequent telephone interviews, 

focus and context group meetings]. 

                                                        

8 While we’ve used ‘plain English’ 
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Therefore we utilised a ‘plain English’ description for a number of skill levels that would map 

onto the SFIA skills framework [and in the online survey clearly indicated this link for those 

who were cognisant of SFIAS].  

The method for mapping the ‘plain English’ description onto the SFIA skills framework appears 

as an Annex. 

7.3 Vital digital skills 

We asked how important for the success of the business is it to have certain digital skills, 

knowledge and experience in-house. 

The following summarised results are organised in order of importance, with the first column 

indicating those who regarded the skill sets feature as either vital or important, and the 

second column [in brackets] indicating those who rated the feature as either not very 

important or not relevant to the company at all. 

• User experience: including analysis, design and evaluation 76% [9%] 

• Technical strategy and planning:  

including emerging technology monitoring, network planning,  

methods and tolls, and data management 76% [6%] 

• Engineering: including software engineering, test engineering  

and continuous delivery 70% [18%] 

• Information strategy: including IT governance, strategy and  

planning, information management and systems, analytics  

and publishing 65% [5%] 

• Digital production management 60% [18%] 

• Social media 60% [15%] 

The relatively large number of companies that rated Engineering and Digital production 

management as not very important or not relevant to the company at all very likely reflects 

the proportion of the sector that does not engage in the software and engineering areas. 

We asked whether the importance these skills, knowledge and experience would alter over 

the next three to five years. There was a universal take that they’d all increase in importance, 

with social media being the most significant ‘winner’ in this regard. 

• User experience 68% 

• Social media 63% 

• Technical strategy and planning 60% 

• Engineering 59% 

• Digital production management 58% 

• Information strategy 58% 
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Staff development and retention 

We asked a number of questions around staff development and retention, which produced in 

our opinion a healthy picture, but one capable of improvement.  

In terms of staff development - 

• 23% of responder companies stated they have a formal in-house training and 

development scheme 

• 37% stated everyone has professional development plans, which are monitored and 

encouraged by senior staff 

• 57% stated they encouraged self-directed professional development, and allocated 

working time for staff to do it 

These on the surface look healthy: 23% of companies having an in-house training and 

development scheme may seem low, but the figure roughly corresponds to the number of 

companies that employ more than 50 [20%] – the point at which you might expect in-house 

formal schemes to kick in. And 57% encouraging development and allocating time for it [a 

standard small and micro-sized business ploy] is relatively healthy. 

That these numbers could be improved is obvious. Even small nudges, or marginal gains, will 

produce real results. The challenge might lie – as we’ll see in the Business Support section of 

this report – in making businesses aware of the development products and services available 

for their employees, and ensuring that those that are signposted are high quality, fit-for-

purpose and of-the-now. 

In terms of staff retention, the picture looked healthy. Over half of responders stated that 

they had little or no difficulty retaining staff of all levels. The reasons were pretty clear cut 

too: when asked to name up to three factors – 

• 74% of responder companies cited working ethos and team dynamic  

• 68% cited the type or challenge of the work at hand 

• 45% cited remuneration 

• 26% cited the business’s brand 

• 23% cited the Newcastle / Gateshead as a location or lifestyle choice 

• 22% cited the physical working environment 

Again, these are expected results: working ethos and team dynamic and the work at hand 

invariably come out ahead of remuneration in nearly all research into this area. 
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Q16 Proportion of Coders 

Q16 Proportion of Coders – the percentage of coders in an organization among 

other employees. 

 

Turnover 250k-1m sample – the information is taken from a sample of companies 

who’s revenue turnover is between 250k and 1m. 

 

The numbers on the vertical axis – 0,2,4,6,8  are the actual number of coders within 

the organization (absolute number). 

 

The percentages on the horizontal axis – the percentage that the coders make up 

within the organization  out of other employees (relative number). 
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7.4 An increasing demand 

It’s clear that skills are vital for the success of business. It’s also clear that they will only 

become more so. Furthermore, throughout the work on this report we were constantly aware 

of the increasing confidence of the sector, reflected in the growth expectations for the next 

three years [both in terms of turnover and staff levels], the number of inward investment 

wins, and generally the kind of language used by companies at every stage of our work.  

Given that these skills are going to become only more important, and given that it’s clear the 

cities are going to need more of these skills, we worked to estimate the kind of numbers the 

responses implied. 

A baseline 

Using the responses from the online survey, we estimated the total number of employees in 

the digital tech sector in Newcastle and Gateshead at 17,418. This corresponds well to Tech 

city’s Tech Nation 2016 report, which estimated 22,237 jobs in the digital economy - including 

the Durham area [excluding Sunderland]. 

Also using responses from the online survey, we were able to estimate that 8,788 or almost 

exactly half9 were coders, developers and/or people with significant technical digital skills.  

A growth in demand estimate 

In the online survey we asked about staffing growth expectations over the next three years. 

Over three quarters of companies reported they expected growth, with a tiny 3% expecting 

shrinkage. 

• 78% indicated they expected growth: of these - 

• 15% indicated they’d grow by up to 10%  

• 18% indicated they’d grow by up to 20%  

• 15% indicated they’d grow by up to 50%  

• 13% indicated they’d grow by up to 100%  

• 17% indicated they’d more than double 

• Just 3% indicated they’d be reducing numbers  

Our estimate took into account a number of factors, including data from the survey, external 

data, and extrapolations from that data. These factors included total number of companies in 

the sector, current workforce numbers, and numbers of companies predicting various levels 

of expansion over 3 years. 

We factored in reasonable predictions in regard to actual growth: businesses were asked to 

predict their growth using bands [for example ‘up to 20%’, ‘up to 50%’ etc], and for these we 

                                                        

9 50.54% 
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took a low figure within that band to represent actual growth achieved [for example 15%, 35% 

respectively]. In this way, we filtered out [to all reasonable extents possible] optimism bias. 

Out of these considerations we arrived at the estimate of total additional workforce 

requirement at 3 years. 

Taking great care to develop a well-fashioned, robust and conservative estimate, we believe 

that there will be an additional 6,915 jobs in the digital and tech sector over the next three 

years, of which 3,489 will be ones for coders, developers and/or people with significant 

technical digital skills.  

These increases represent an approximately 40% increase in total numbers. Though they 

might be regarded as startling, they nevertheless bolstered by other findings. The additional 

floor space requirement [including those moving into existing floorplates] was estimated 

independently, yet correlates well at 37%. 

Sensitivity analysis 

Using the same methodology, we performed a sensitivity analysis: we took the companies’ 

growth predictions and set them at the lowest percentage consistent with the band they’d 

selected [in other words, the ‘up to 20%’ band, which encompasses the range 11% to 20%, 

was set in the calculations at 11%].  

This produced an ultra-conservative additional jobs requirement of 5,117 in the digital and 

tech sector over the next three years, of which 2,582 will be ones for coders, developers 

and/or people with significant technical digital skills.  

Even at this ‘pessimism bias’ level the demand is robust and significant, and has major 

implications. 

 

Q18 Staffing Growth 

25 % of companies of revenue turnover ≤250 expect staffing levels to be steady, and 

25% expect to double it. 
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10% of companies of revenue turnover between 250k and 1m expect to grow staff 

levels to remain steady, 10% to grow up to 50%, and 10% up to 20%.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

30% of companies of revenue turnover between 1m and 5m expect to grow staffing up 

to 20%, and 30% by more than double. 
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20% of companies of revenue turnover ≥5m expect to grow staffing by up to 50%, 10% 

to reduce staffing levels. 
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7.5 Recruitment 

It almost goes without saying that in any employment market, recruitment and retention of 

good employees is a key success factor. But given the tight conditions of the current labour 

market [evidenced by the emerging additional demand, and also by the fact that the cities 

have experienced the second highest salary growth of any area in the UK at 26.6%], it can be 

argued they become even more important - at least on a company-by-company basis. 

To gain understanding of the current situation, we asked a number of questions. 

We asked at what skill levels does the company employ coders, developers and digital 

professionals - 

• 79% indicated they employed Advanced professionals 

• 62% indicated they employed Leadership professionals 

• 62% indicated they employed Intermediate professionals 

• 52% indicated they employed Trainee and Basic professionals 

This response range is to be expected, with a peak in the middle bands and a pronounced bias 

towards the Advanced and Leadership end of the scale. This we believe reflects a healthy 

cluster, and one committed to excellence. 

We asked when recruiting, how easy was it to fill roles in each of these levels. The response to 

this tended to indicate some level of difficulty and again, as might be expected, Advanced and 

Leadership levels are proving harder to fill than others. This is not unexpected. Indeed it’s 

currently the norm across the world: the tech sector is booming and there are skills shortages 

everywhere [no matter what people might say]. 

And in some ways, the cities have a real advantage: the almost unprecedented loyalty to the 

region means that upskilling the workforce will not produce anything like the brain-drain to 

other areas and regions that might be feared.  

We asked about the methods by which companies went about recruiting people. Some of the 

findings were, again, exactly what you’d expect to find. At Trainee and Basic and Intermediate 

levels there is a reliance on company-driven initiatives including social media, word of mouth 

and personal recommendations, universities and colleges, and intern programmes. At 

Intermediate and Advanced level, recruitment agencies come into play, and at Leadership 

levels head-hunters factor as well. But what stood out on this question is that head-hunters 

actually made their appearance at the Intermediate level: we’d suggest this might be unusual, 

and indicates a market that is light on supply and high on demand. 

We asked about where staff came from. Across all skill levels the overwhelming response was 

that people came from the local area and region. Relatively few companies recruited 

nationally [though there was a marked increase in numbers related to Advanced and 

Leadership levels] and hardly any hired internationally. 
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But when recruiting outside the cities, we wanted to know how the perception of the region 

played. We asked whether businesses thought Newcastle / Gateshead as a place to live and 

work added to the proposition – in other words, are Newcastle and Gateshead, and the way 

they’re perceived, a selling point? The answers were marked – 

• 68% stated the cities were either very important or important as a selling point when 

recruiting within the North East region 

• 26% stated they were either a bit of a turn-off or a real turn-off when recruiting outside 

the region in the UK  

• 17% stated international candidates did not know where the cities are 
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Q31 Key What do you believe are the most important factors in regard to the 

successful retention of your staff? Please select up to three. 

Companies of revenue turnover ≤250: 30% think it is working ethos and dynamic, the 

other 30% think it is the type of challenge of the work at hand. 
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Companies of revenue turnover between 250k and 1m: 25% think it is working ethos and team 

dynamic, 25% that it is the type of challenge of the work at hand. 
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Companies of revenue turnover between 1m and 5m: 15% think it is working ethos and team 

dynamic, 10% that it is the type of challenge of the work at hand, 10% that is remuneration. 
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Companies of revenue turnover ≥5m: 15% think it is working ethos and team dynamic, 10% 

that it is the type of challenge of the work at hand, 10% that is remuneration. This opinion 

coincides with companies with turnover of between 1m and 5m. 
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Q30 To what extent do you find retaining coders/digital professionals an issue? 

 Companies of revenue turnover ≤250: generally do not find it difficult to retain staff, but 

retaining trainees and basic level people can be a slight issue. 

 

Companies of revenue turnover between 250k and 1m: find it to be a slight issue to retain 

staff, especially on trainee and basic level, as well as intermediate level. 
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Companies of revenue turnover between 1m and 5m: find it to be a slight issue to retain staff, 

especially on intermediate, as well as advanced levels. 

 

Companies of revenue turnover ≥5m:find it to be a slight issue to retain staff, especially on 

trainee and basic, intermediate and advanced levels. 
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7.6 Towards a greater talent pool 

The online survey results suggest there is a pronounced skills gap. Throughout the telephone 

interview stage, and at the Focus Groups and Context Groups, we explored this issue. It 

became clear that – perhaps more than anything else – how this is resolved this would be the 

key that either unlocks the huge potential of digital in the cities, or shuts the door on growth. 

The big message was ‘shortage’. In this there’s no surprise – the world as a whole has a 

shortage of digital skills. The shortage was across all categories, and at all levels - so obsessing 

about this or that skill, at this or that level, is to miss the point. 

Perhaps the truest observations of the current situation, and the way to solve the problems, 

can be summed up in two statements made by two extremely experienced digital 

professionals who are both well-placed to take a strategic view of things – 

‘It’s not a skills shortage so much,  

it’s about the size of the talent pool’ 

 ‘What code you learn is almost irrelevant 

 to the challenge… once you’ve learnt one, 

 you can learn another’ 

In other words, you solve the problem by massively increasing the digital workforce, and as 

long as individuals entering it are well-trained in an in-demand skill and ready for 

employment, they’ll be take-up and opportunity to develop within the industry. Skills, once 

learnt, can be augmented, upgraded and diversified. It’s the actual number of people 

available, whatever their skills, that’s the issue, and there’s a gap in the numbers of people 

coming through who are ‘fit for purpose’ – in other words, ready for productive work. 

Colleges and universities  

Throughout the process there was an ‘undertow’ of dissatisfaction with the role universities 

and colleges played in regard to skills. The general theme was that they aren’t producing 

enough people with the right skills, and those people with skills were rarely if ever ‘job ready’. 

This kind of criticism crops up just about everywhere so it is very much not a local issue. But it 

also requires careful analysis, and there a number of factors playing that might make the 

entire criticism unjust.  

First, there’s been – and continues to be - a long debate as to whether universities and 

colleges are there to provide a general education ‘for life’, or a job specific one. It’s beyond 

the scope of this exercise to enter into this debate, other than to say if you take the view that 

it’s a general education that will provide most benefit for UK plc [and for the individual] in the 

long term, then the criticism is null and void.  
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And even if you do take the view that universities and colleges should be about producing job-

ready graduates, account has to be taken of course accreditation cycles. The national system – 

not individual universities – set these and they generally revolve around four or five year 

cycles: trying to shoehorn software products that often change massively in eighteen months 

or less into such a system is patently impossible.  

We would recommend that in this regard the councils could act as a powerful intermediary to 

drive a common understanding, and then a common accord between business and academia, 

and so produce a working arrangement by which universities and colleges help on the skills 

front in a manner that delivers a real benefit that’s recognised by business. This is not only an 

opportunity, but one that if successfully delivered would produce a major competitive 

advantage for the cities. 

…a working arrangement by which universities and colleges 

help on the skills front in a manner that delivers a real benefit 

that’s recognised by business... is not only an opportunity, but 

one that if successfully delivered would produce a major 

competitive advantage for the cities. 

Apprenticeships 

While some companies that have engaged with apprenticeships found the current provision 

good, the majority haven’t: the typical criticisms are that they tend to be limited in their 

approach, are often badly targeted [in other words, not teaching the right things], are 

complicated to engage with and long drawn out. In this regard, they can typically last 12 – 14 

months, which is hardly a timescale that fits easily with the fast rate of change of the industry, 

nor of pressing demands at fast growing businesses. Some companies also thought the 

organisations supplying apprenticeship schemes showed little understanding of the digital 

sector. 

But there are developments, already in place, that could alter the landscape.  

Foremost among these is the formation of a single apprenticeship body – the Institute for 

Apprenticeships [IfA], which will be operational from April 2017 and will support the delivery 

of an apprenticeship programme for England with the aim of giving employers control and 

decision-making over content and quality of apprenticeship standards. It will be employer-led 

and an independent chair will lead the work of a small board made up primarily of employers, 

business leaders and their representatives, to ensure employers continue to drive 

apprenticeship quality to the highest level. 

This work has already started in the digital and creative sector with a ‘Trailblazers’ initiative in 

England in 2015 lead by the Tech Partnership10 whose aim is to make apprenticeships more 

attractive to employers by simplifying the system, and ensuring that content is more closely 

                                                        

10 https://www.thetechpartnership.com/recruit-and-train/apprenticeships/trailblazer-apprenticeships/ 
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aligned with employer needs. In particular, the Partnership’s Tech Industry Gold courses are 

accredited by a panel of leading employers, meaning they’re much more likely to hit industry 

requirements, and be seen as a reliable. 

If these initiatives are developed and maintained successfully, they would go a very long way – 

possibly all the way - to answering the issues highlighted by this study. And what’s more, 

they’re already ‘on the ground’ in Newcastle and Gateshead11. 

7.7 Code academies 

The issues with universities, colleges and apprenticeship schemes probably explains why, 

following on from the accelerator movement, the digital sector itself has come up with a 

solution to fill the skills gap: code academies. 

Code academies are [usually location-based] organisations that put people through intensive 

training so that they emerge as fully capable coders. The people may often be complete 

beginners at the outset of the programme, which typically lasts between three and six 

months; programmes start on regular bases through the year – often at six weeks intervals; 

and students work on both theoretical challenges and real world problems [even ones that 

will be used in that real world].  

The speed and repetitions of the programme mean that larger code academies can produce 

hundreds of professional level coders every year. 

Code academies originated in the United States, and there they are almost exclusively paid 

for. Some can appear expensive, but when you consider a $20K course delivering a $60K job 

within a matter of months [with that job almost certainly leading to significant pay increases 

within another matter of months], the cost becomes a good investment. And with the better 

code academies tending to offer an unconditional money back offer to graduates who fail to 

land a job within a short period, the attendant risks for educated, determined students is 

fairly low. Code academies will also typically have commercial partners – larger tech 

companies that require a flow of coders and are prepared to pay for people to go through the 

programme [the beneficiary committing to work for them for a defined period after 

graduation]. 

One big surprise is that the typical code academy student: typically recent graduates, they’re 

not ‘tech nerds’. Many may come from the sciences, but just as many come from the 

humanities: code is after all a language, and if you know how language works – grammar, 

syntax, structure- then you already know the basics of code. 

Code academies now operate across the world. In London, Makers Academy is the leading 

one [a 16 week course costs £8,000]. Scotland's first academy CodeClan [core funded by the 

Scottish Government] opened its doors in Edinburgh in late 2015 and results from the first 

cohort have been extremely encouraging, with most graduates swiftly being snapped up. 

                                                        

11 Newcastle College, QA Apprenticeships & Baltic Training Services are the main providers offering a variety of Level 3 

and 4 courses: https://www.thetechpartnership.com/recruit-and-train/tig-apprenticeships/training-providers/ 
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So it could be argued that at least one local code academy is needed to address the North 

East’s skills shortage. But there appears to be a more subtle and potentially far more 

beneficial option available to Newcastle and Gateshead. 

Because people are already doing it for themselves. 

In-house code academies – and the potential to broaden them 

 ‘The key risk for us is the recruitment of software 

developers, so we’ve created our own academy’ 

On several occasions in our investigations, we’ve come across companies solving their own 

problems with in-house code academies, or other similar approaches. 

In-house code academies tend to run on similar lines to independents. They’ll take people 

with little or no coding experience and take them through the basics and principles, and then 

on a steeper learning curve through one or a number of coding languages or platforms, until 

they’re ready to either take a place in the productive workforce, or go through a further 

‘tempering’ phase so that they’re more able to do this. The main difference will tend to be 

that company-specific academies will focus – naturally – on what a specific company requires, 

and this might not be reflective of the sector’s general requirements. But this is not of itself an 

issue: a work-capable coder is a work-capable coder, and as one senior technologist pointed 

out, ‘the language you learn isn’t an issue at all because once you’ve learnt to code in one 

language, converting to another is rarely hard – your skills are transferable’. 

In terms of other similar approaches, one responder – citing the fact that 75% of student high 

flyers know exactly who their first employer will be before they leave university – stated that 

his company had decided to ‘steal the lead’ by creating its own summer school for tech 

students, sending over a hundred through in the past three years – and cherry picking the 

best along the way. 

And the ‘more subtle and potentially far more beneficial option’ available to Newcastle and 

Gateshead came straight from one CEO of a large Newcastle SME who stated ‘the key risk for 

us is the recruitment of software developers, so we’ve created our own academy’ – and then 

indicated he was open to the possibility of developing that academy so that it could 

potentially be open to a wider clientele. 

In other words, there are already code academies on the ground, ready to be harnessed for 

the benefit of the larger North East. Doubtless some funding might be required to nudge the 

code academies into a new phase of development. Some of this might come from the public 

sector [as it has in Edinburgh for example], alongside other commercial partners prepared to 

sponsor people through the programme.  

There would be major advantages in this approach. It would be quick. It would require a 

financial commitment from the public sector that would be small change compared to a 

publically-funded academy. It would expand on an already robust and tested delivery 
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mechanism. It would be and sustainable. And boosting existing initiatives to ramp up the 

production of job-ready coders would represent another competitive advantage for the cities. 
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8 Skills 

8.1 Part Two: business skills 

We asked a number of questions to establish the overall picture of the digital and tech 

sector’s business skills environment.  

8.2 Vital business skills 

We asked how important it was to have certain business skills, knowledge and experience in-

house. The following summarised results are organised in order of importance, with the first 

column indicating those who regarded the skill sets feature as either vital or important, and 

the second column [in brackets] indicating those who rated the feature as not important. 

• Business development: including marketing and sales,  

digital marketing, social media, selling, sales support  

and product management 94% [1%] 

• Business strategy and planning: including business  

management, operations, innovation and risk management 94% [0%] 

• Leadership and high level management 88% [1%] 

• Finance and accounts 63% [4%] 

• Financial awareness for non-financial managers 63% [6%] 

• Law and compliance 49% [5%] 

• Health and Safety 44% [10%] 

• HR 40% [13%] 

We asked whether the importance these skills, knowledge and experience would alter over 

the next three to five years. The general take was that they’d all increase in importance, in 

largely the same order - 

• Business development 78% 

• Business strategy and planning 74% 

• Leadership and high level management 65% 

• Law and compliance 45% 

• Finance and accounts 44% 

• Financial awareness for non-financial managers 43% 

• HR 39% 

• Health and Safety 29% 
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8.3 Recruitment 

We asked when recruiting, how easy was it to fill roles in each of the areas. The response to 

this tended to emphasise the difficulty of the task, so the percentages here are for those 

companies that found it challenging [hard, really hard, almost impossible], with the bracketed 

numbers reflecting those who find it no problem at all, or generally easy. 

• Business development 29% [19%] 

• Business strategy and planning 26% [20%] 

• Leadership and high level management 24% [24%] 

• Law and compliance 3% [53%] 

• Finance and accounts 1% [55%] 

• Financial awareness for non-financial managers 1% [41%] 

• Health and Safety 1% [46%] 

• HR 1% [51%] 

 

It’s clear recruiting people for Business development, Business strategy and planning, and 

Leadership and high level management roles are problem areas – ones that need to be 

addressed. These skills are quite as important as any digital ones. The need for them was 

mentioned by one investment industry insider: while there’s been a general improvement, so 

that now typical investments do manifest good product and a reasonable management team, 

there’s a real need regarding ‘up-skilling management teams... it’s the eternal challenge… 

finding the right skills to scale the company… few people have the skills to scale quickly and 

efficiently…’ 

‘Up-skilling management teams... it’s the eternal challenge… 

finding the right skills to scale the company… few people have 

the skills  

to scale quickly and efficiently…’ 

Recruitment is not the only way to develop capacity in these areas: perhaps more so than 

with coders, a ready solution is the development of what you already have. But issues with 

this approach, and the support available to pursue it, came up time and time again, especially 

in our research focused on Business Support. Therefore, we’ll look at them in detail in that 

section. 

And while the emphasis - the focus – might understandably fall on the elusive coder, people 

with business skills are going to be just as important for the developing success of the sector, 

and solutions as to how to find them or develop them are just as important as the solutions to 

the digital skills gap.  
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Because the numbers tell their story: the digital sector is expected to create a further 6,915 

jobs over the next three years, of which 3,489 will be coders. That means a further 3,426 will 

be engaged in business activity. 

The digital sector is expected to create a further  

6,584 jobs over the next three years, of which 3,322 will be 

coders. That means a further 3,262 will be engaged in 

business activity. 

Differences between businesses of different sizes 

It’s common sense that you might expect a high need for business support amongst the 

younger, less experienced companies, with a decrease as companies grow: with more 

experience, and greater internal resources to call on, the need for external intervention 

generally falls. Analysing responder companies by size, we found this to be the case. And we 

also found that – as would be expected – particular skills come to the forefront of 

considerations at different stages of a company’s existence. 
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9 Business Support and Networking 

We were asked to investigate Business Support attitudes and demands, and the following 

section deals with the results of our research.  

But in naming this section as we have done, we’ve ‘upgraded’ networking from a subset of 

business support to something that stands alongside it, is deeply related to it, but which 

merits a special consideration of its own. This is for two reasons. 

First, while networking is often regarded as part of business support [and was briefed in that 

context for this report], this perception is in many ways driven by the history of its provision 

[business support organisations delivering networking activities], rather than networking’s 

true nature, and the vital role it plays in successful sectors, clusters and nations. For this 

reason alone, we believe that networking warrants its own section. 

The second reason is related to the first: there was an undeniable enthusiasm, yet also 

concern about networking. While it can be strongly argued that this emerges in the online 

survey results, it developed a theme most strongly in the telephone and group stages. People 

wanted to network and collaborate but they felt true, meaningful networking and 

collaboration was being thwarted. 

Given these reasons, we felt networking deserved as much attention as business support per 

se. 

Support demands and preferences 

We asked a number of questions to establish the overall picture of the digital and tech 

sector’s business support attitudes and perceived needs.  

We asked in what areas would businesses would like to see support products and services. We 

asked responders to assume that the support they would receive is high quality in terms of 

content and delivery. This is important: through the telephone interviews and group sessions, 

we were constantly reminded that delivery of many things was patchy – sometimes in the 

extreme. This issue we’ll investigate in more detail later, but for now it’s important to state 

that there’s little point delivering anything other than great support if you want to develop a 

word-beating sector.  

The percentage of responders who indicated they would either definitely or be highly likely to 

want specific support products are listed here, with the support products in order of 

popularity - 

• Networking: including networking and collaboration  

events, trade shows and conferences 62% 

• Business development: including marketing and sales,  

digital marketing, social media, sales support and  

product management 51% 

• Mentoring and coaching from high-level mentors and  

coaches with successful and extensive track records 45% 
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• Accessing international markets 45% 

• Business development support focused on specific sectors - 44% 

• Leadership and high level management skills development 42% 

• Accessing markets [overall] 41% 

• Business strategy and planning: including business  

management, general operations, business innovation  

and risk management 40% 

• Accessing finance: including investment readiness advice 38% 

• Finance and accounts: including planning, financial  

management and financial awareness for non-financial managers 25% 

We then asked which of these areas would grow in importance to the business in the next 

three to five years - 

• Business development including marketing and sales 60% 

• Leadership and high level management skills development 45% 

• Business strategy and planning 40% 

• Business development support focused on specific sectors 28% 

• Accessing national and international markets 28% 

• Mentoring and coaching 26% 

• Networking 21% 

• Accessing finance: including investment readiness advice 11% 

• Finance and accounts including planning, management and awareness 9% 

A clear pattern emerges: all the areas of business support considered had considerable 

potential demand, but the first three ‘winners’ - Business development, Leadership and 

Business strategy – are only going to get more important. 

We also asked what forms of support responders would prefer to engage with: again there 

were marked ‘winners’ - 

• Small groups / workshops 72% 

• Face-to-face 70% 

• Wide-scale events and conferences 17% 

• Online interactive support 15% 

• Web support 8% 

• Larger workshops 4% 

• Social media 2% 
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The preference for Small groups / workshops and Face-to-face is little surprise. This from our 

experience is true of all companies, but especially critical for high-growth companies at vital 

points in their development – for example at the pinch-points we mentioned earlier. And as 

one responder remarked, ‘There is a real need for face to face business support delivered by 

skilled experts. Reliance on ‘self service’ generic portals has some value but lacks impact and 

focus when dealing with complex strategic issues’. 

‘There is a real need for face to face business support 

delivered by skilled experts. Reliance on ‘self service’ generic 

portals has some value but lacks impact and focus when 

dealing with complex strategic issues’ 

But while these forms of learning have long been attested as the most effective in many 

circumstances, they are also the most expensive – especially if the high quality threshold is 

developed and maintained.  

And there are really good alternative channel products out there, which people might simply 

be unaware of. Google’s Re:Work is an example – an online resource of what the tech 

behemoth has learnt in terms of developing one of the most successful businesses in history. 

And especially for start-ups, there are good online products coming out of Tech City. 

This suggests that if a support system is to be developed that’s both coherent, non-

duplicative, and high quality, a smart strategy might be to focus efforts where they’ll have 

most effect. This not only includes the aforementioned high-growth companies at critical 

points in their development, but also high-growth sectors. Throughout  the process – survey, 

interviews, group sessions – there was a clear desire to see emphasis on the areas within the 

overall digital sector that represented the greatest potential gains. These would comprise 

areas for which the cities are already known for, including digital life science, data and 

analytics, games development and software development. They’d also incorporate relatively 

unheralded but real strengths including digital marketing, and emerging strengths – including 

virtual and mixed reality, products and services for the Internet of Things and life-science 

technology. There may be others. 

The rationale for this is clear. You build on your strengths – what the world will buy. And a 

rising tide raises all ships: grow the sub-sectors mentioned above and there’ll be opportunity 

for supporting sub-sectors – media production for example. As one responder stated, ‘focus 

on high-value jobs, the others will come in time’. 

‘focus on high-value jobs,  

the others will come in time’. 

Though exactly what the smart support system might be lies beyond the scope of this 

research project, we’d suggest that high-cost, high effect impacts [such as Small groups / 

workshops and Face-to-face mentoring] are prioritised for the businesses and sub-sectors that 
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will benefit most in terms of turnover and job increases; while less critical interventions are 

delivered through less expensive channels reaching larger cohorts. 

Differences between businesses of different sizes 

Analysing responder companies by size, we found what was expected: that there is a high 

need for business support amongst the younger, less experienced companies, with a decrease 

as companies grow: with more experience, and greater internal resources to call on, the need 

for external intervention generally falls. And we also found that – as would be expected – 

particular skills come to the forefront of considerations at different stages of a company’s 

existence. 

Support organisations 

Newcastle, Gateshead and the North East is in general awash with support organisations. This 

means there’s a fragmentation of support services, and very definitely among the businesses 

this exercise engaged with, a real feeling that there’s no single reference point where you can 

easily find out what’s going on. This is something that can easily be solved, especially as there 

are already initiatives on the ground that could deliver on the single reference point 

challenge: the North East Growth Hub and @TechDiary (via Twitter) for example. 

Fragmentation, like the patchiness of support mentioned earlier, became such important 

themes that we’ll investigate both of them in their own section later in this report. 

It’s also meant that quite frequently organisations offer the same support services as others – 

or at least support services that overlap to a marked degree. Some of this is simply down to 

funding requirements, but work could be undertaken to minimise duplication and so free up 

resources. It would also have the effect of minimising consumer confusion. 

Market penetration 

In order to begin putting some context to this fragmentation, we asked businesses about 

which organisations and initiatives they’d engaged with, and their attitudes towards them. 

The first way of looking at the responses is the percentage of responders who have engaged 

with each organisation – you might call this the ‘market penetration’ of each organisation.  

The most successful organisations in this regard were UKTI, Dynamo, Digital Union and the 

North East Chamber of Commerce. 

A uncritical reading of this would suggest that, say, UKTI has been far more effective in 

reaching out to organisations than, say, Generator or Re:Work [which, though specifically 

aimed at tech companies, had very little awareness attached to it]. But this is to ignore the 

nature of the organisations: UKTI is a major organisation with a mandate that [to all intents 

and purposes] covers just about any business in the country capable of exporting, and as a 

result you would expect them to have a decent market penetration.  

But Generator has historically been focused on the creative side of the digital sector, and until 

the relatively recent past a very niche part of that market: you would expect their market 

penetration across the entire sector to be somewhat limited [for different reasons, the same 

is true of Ignite 100]. And Re:Work is both very new, and has not been aggressively marketed.  
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Satisfaction rating  

Businesses were asked to express their opinions of the organisations they’d engaged with, and 

there were two ‘positive’ responses possible: they had engaged, were impressed, would use 

them again, or they are an active member, use their services, [and think] they do a good job12. 

The rankings altered to – 

The most popular organisations came out to be Ignite100, Generator, Creative England, and – 

for the few that had used it - Re:Work. 

Again there are aspects to this that we believe are noteworthy. 

• The two highest ranking organisations in terms of satisfaction share a number of 

characteristics: they’re local organisations; satisfaction rating is at the top end of all the 

organisations considered; especially given the note above, it can be argued they have 

penetrated their respective markets well; they’re clearly collaborative; and with [in our 

opinion] they have the interests of the region at heart. 

• Digital Union does not have a particularly high satisfaction rating, but we believe there is 

a mitigating factor for this, and grounds for confidence under its new iteration. The 

mitigating factor is it has until very recently been in hibernation for some time, and the 

reason for confidence is that it is now being developed by Generator.  

We may well be seeing in the  

Digital Union - Generator tie-up the development of an 

organisation that is both highly engaged with the sector, 

highly effective, and truly collaborative 

9.1 Networking 

While networking is often regarded as part of business support, in many ways this perception 

is driven by the history of its provision [business support organisations delivering networking 

activities], rather than networking’s true nature and the vital role it plays in successful sectors, 

clusters and nations. 

This role is perhaps most clearly put forward in The Medici Effect13. Its author Frans Johansson 

argues that creativity and insight are most vibrant at the intersection of domains, disciplines, 

cultures and fields, when divergent concepts are combined. Which means that networking – 

putting people from different backgrounds and knowledge spheres together in meaningful 

ways – is the driver of innovation, which in turn is the driver of wealth creation. 

                                                        

12 Other possible responses were: We’re a member, but don’t engage that much; We’ve engaged, don’t feel strongly 

either way; We’ve engaged, weren’t overly impressed; We've not used them; and We don't know about them 
13 The Medici Effect; Frans Johansson; Harvard Business School Press; 2006 
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That’s the big picture, most boldly illustrated by this statement: between 2000 and 2008, 

innovation accounted for half of the UK’s productivity growth14. 

‘Between 2000 and 2008, innovation accounted 

 for half of the UK’s productivity growth’ 

This big picture is something the government has been massively aware of for more than two 

decades. It’s something they’ve done considerable work on in that time, and which has 

resulted in the current generation of Catapult initiatives. These, and the role they can play in 

the development of the cities’ tech sectors will be considered in a later section of this report 

[The Intersection and Universities]. 

But even at a smaller, local level the power of great networking – in which people exchange 

knowledge, experience and insight, build relationships, and start to think about collaboration 

– is a powerful tool. This holds true – if to a lesser extent – in single sector networking, 

because even in a restricted pool there’s still the opportunity to do those same things: 

exchange knowledge, experience and insight, build relationships, and to explore collaboration 

possibilities. 

But it only works if there’s the opportunity to do so, in a high quality context.  

Because while building networking systems to put people together in meaningful ways might 

seem easy, it’s not. You need people doing it who really get it, and are prepared to go the 

extra mile to deliver what’s really needed. All too often across the world this is not the case: 

the rhetoric might be grand, but the is delivery poor. 

Attitudes towards networking 

We wanted to understand what the sector’s attitudes towards networking were. 

We asked businesses which of the following statements are an accurate reflection of the way 

the business approaches things. They were asked to select as many as appropriate. 

• We have a clear networking culture at the company and  

encourage everyone to engage where they can 39.6% 

• We’re avid networkers, and look to give as much as take 28.3% 

• We network when we can, but don’t regard it as vital 28.3% 

• We’re avid networkers, and look to gain real advantage  

right across the board including business development leads,  

learning new skills, developing knowledge, getting new  

contacts, meeting mentors and wiseheads 26.4% 

                                                        

14 
Philip Greenish, Chief Executive of the Royal Academy of Engineering; quoted in State funding for R&D spared the axe but concerns remain 

over loans; Daily Telegraph; 25 Nov 2015 
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• We mainly use networking to look for business development leads 22.6% 

• We have a networking culture at the company and regard  

this as a management / senior level activity 18.9% 

• We’re avid networkers, and primarily look to see  

how we can help others 17.0% 

• We mainly use networking to look for mentors and wiseheads 11.3% 

• We think networking’s a waste of time 3.8% 

The possible responses were designed to represent attitudes known to influence meaningful 

collaboration – 

• Positive attitudes are characterised by an open, giving approach, which builds towards 

the realisation of networking full potential [and incidentally, are known to produce the 

best results out of networking for the very people and business taking this approach] 

• Partly positive attitudes are characterised by the adoption of an open approach that’s 

limited in some way or another. While these will contribute, their limited nature will 

eventual tend to stall networking’s full potential 

• Non productive attitudes are either plainly hostile towards networking, or are known to 

be ones that might provide short-term gain for the businesses, will eventually limit or 

even stall networking potential. Typically, they are ‘closed’ approaches, where the 

benefit of networking is seen as what that business can get out of things. 

Split in this way – 

Positive attitudes  

• We’re avid networkers, and look to give as much as take 28% 

• We have a clear networking culture at the company and  

encourage everyone to engage where they can 40% 

• We’re avid networkers, and primarily look to see  

how we can help others 17% 

Part positive attitudes 

• We network when we can, but don’t regard it as vital 28% 

• We’re avid networkers, and look to gain real advantage  

right across the board including business development leads,  

learning new skills, developing knowledge, getting new  

contacts, meeting mentors and wiseheads 26% 

• We have a networking culture at the company and regard  

this as a management / senior level activity 19% 
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Non productive attitudes 

• We mainly use networking to look for mentors and wiseheads 11% 

• We mainly use networking to look for business development leads 22% 

• We think networking’s a waste of time 4% 

Very generally, this seems to indicate that there’s an overall healthy approach to networking. 

It can be argued that some work needs to be done to shift companies ‘up’ the ladder, but it 

would be unrealistic to imagine that there wouldn’t be. 

One of the most powerful ways in which you can shift the balance is to prove the power of 

networking, but delivering great networking, and demonstrating results. And here’s the rub… 

Networking organisations  

Our desktop research indicated that there’s a plethora of organisations offering networking. 

Again, using the online survey, we sought to establish attitudes towards the many networking 

opportunities. We asked which organisations responders engage with, and how often they do 

so.  

The organisations that enjoyed most support were Dynamo, Ignite100, Digital Union, Tech 

North and Generator. 

The Digital Union- Generator tie-up again plays: combined their audiences make up a weighty 

36% of the respondent organisations, which gives the combined organisation the greatest 

‘market penetration’ – and by some margin. While there might be some overlap on the 

constituent percentages representing companies going to both events, we’d regard this as 

unlikely to be significant given that historically the two organisations have focused on 

different sub-sectors. 

One networking initiative that didn’t figure in the list above but we believe is worthy of 

mention is VRTGO Labs: this is focused on Virtual Reality and Augmented Reality, has 

extremely positive feedback from those engaged with it, and while the sub-sector is currently 

small, it’s emerging – and growing fast. 

A plethora of organisations offering networking is not itself an issue, unless there’s a lack of 

coordination [leading to people not knowing what’s going on], and a variation in quality 

[leading to a level of disappointment that will affect the entire networking system].  

The opportunity here is to improve the coordination between the organisations, and to 

ensure that in that plethora networking people are absolutely certain of what’s available and 

appropriate for them.  

Quality of networking 

When we asked whether responders thought there is enough networking activity in 

Newcastle and Gateshead, of the right sort, we learnt - 

• 45% of responders thought that there’s about the right amount  

but the quality is varied 
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• 32% thought there’s not enough good, high quality networking 

• 19% thought you can never have too much networking 

• 8% thought there’s about the right amount of networking,  

and it’s the right quality and type 

That almost half thought quality is varied, and almost a third that there wasn’t enough of the 

right quality shows there’s work to be done. 

The issues became even more pronounced at the group stages of our work. There was an 

almost constant undertow of discontent about networking. Quotes that sum up the feelings 

include – 

‘I don't think the North East collaborates enough. It's all well and good we speak to 

each other at conferences and events but there's a huge gap between these times and 

nothing seems to ever continue until a year on where issues often remain the same’. 

I don't think the North East collaborates enough.  

It's all well and good we speak to each other at conferences 

and events but there's a huge gap between these times and 

nothing seems  

to ever continue until a year on  

where issues often remain the same.  

‘Local events are easy to put on but tend to be quite useless’. 

 ‘There's a lot of people within the digital community meeting/networking, and on 

balance it's fairly beneficial, but there are a few simple things that would be a help: 

more focussed meetings [dinners?] between… owners where we can discuss common 

issues/solutions would be really helpful…’ 

Our take on this is that overall people get networking – and get it enough to know that the 

current situation isn’t optimal.  
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9.2 Patchiness and fragmentation 

Patchiness  

By patchiness we mean the variation in quality of various elements that make up the sector. 

This was most evident in regard to skills provision, business support and networking. It came 

through at all stages of the research we undertook – desktop, online survey, telephone 

interviews, focus and context groups. 

While it’s clear from the survey there are undoubtedly good things available, it’s also clear 

that there are less than brilliant offers out there. And it hardly matters how much good stuff 

there is if a business spends time and hard-earned money on something that’s not great. 

While patchiness is perhaps clearest in terms of support, we also heard views challenging 

other areas of activity: in networking [‘Local events are easy to put on but tend to be quite 

useless’], and in skills provision [‘…the lack of quality training in the North East is a major issue 

when compared to the likes of London, Manchester and Birmingham’], and in buildings 

[‘There’s simply not enough of the right space’]. 

But – especially for support services and networking - the point is telling: once bitten, twice 

shy, and the disappointed business is unlikely to re-engage with anything, no matter how 

good - to the detriment of that business, the sector, and ultimately the local economy. 

Fragmentation 

By fragmentation we mean the uncoordinated proliferation of services and products: multiple 

organisations offering different services and products; multiple organisations offering 

competing services and products; and a lack of any means by which to find out what’s out 

there, and how good it is. Again, this issue came through at all stages of the research we 

undertook. 

The issue at the centre of this is a lack of coordination. Or as one focus group participant put 

it, ‘There seems to be a lot of groups and initiatives but I'm not sure if everyone speaks to each 

other. It seems they have the same agenda but not sure how connected they are’. 

‘There seems to be a lot of groups and initiatives but I'm not 

sure if everyone speaks to each other’ 

Strangely given it’s not happened, this is one of the simplest things to get right. We couldn’t 

have put it any better than one focus group participant who said, ‘Why isn’t there one place I 

can go to and find out what’s happening?’ While this participant was referring to events, the 

issue is more general. There’s no single place anyone can go to find out – definitively – what’s 

available for them in terms of business support, business opportunities, human resources and 

job opportunities, routes to market and routes to finance. Where can you find guaranteed 

access to mentors? Where can you find your next office? 
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 ‘Why isn’t there one place I can go  

to and find out what’s happening?’ 

One way of looking at patchiness and fragmentation – one way of resolving them – is to 

consider the role of leadership in the sector. We’ll be doing this later in the report. 

9.3 Investment 

In our online survey 38% of businesses cited accessing finance including investment readiness 

advice as being something they’d like support provided for, and 11% believed that this 

provision would increase in importance over the mid-term. However, given the history of 

complaint this area has often received [and not just in the North East], it’s was perhaps 

surprising that finance did not develop as a major problem area in the ensuing telephone 

interviews, focus and context groups. 

Yes, 38% of businesses being interested in developing their capacity in regard to investment is 

a significant percentage, which indicates a need. But it wasn’t matched by a dissatisfaction 

with existing provision. In fact, throughout our research, we received hardly any criticism in 

regard to finance, and none that in our opinion revealed a new insight. 

This contrasts with the findings of the Generator report, which stated that when asked ‘about 

the barriers to growth and development currently facing their organisation, more than half of 

respondents (52%) identified limited access to finance and/or other investment as a significant 

and enduring negative impact.’ This apparent anomaly is explained by the different 

constituents of the respective research initiatives: while the Generator report focused on 

digital creative businesses, the current research focuses on the digital tech sector. The former 

tends to produce ‘one off’ products or services which tend to present challenges in terms of 

scalability, while the latter is more than capable of creating scalable products and platforms. 

As a result, the resulting investment environment is more positive for the digital tech 

businesses.  

A developing investment system 

And there is no doubt that the investment environment has developed markedly over the past 

dozen years. In that time, investment in the North East has largely been driven by public-

sector Jeremie funds. 

Back then – roughly at the start of the North East Finance initiative – investment was thin on 

the ground, and largely restricted to larger businesses that had reached the level at which 

they could operate in the finance market effectively; investment in smaller and start-ups was 

rare; and angel investment was, if not non-existent, largely absent from the digital sector. 

Fast forward ten years: there’s a booming and increasingly confident tech industry, there is 

significant angel activity, and the North East Finance Jeremie-driven activity has helped 

develop a developing eco-system. Over the past half-decade more initiatives have joined in 

the push, including Ignite 100 - a significant catalyst in the start-up and investment field. 
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‘It has been a decade of positive progress’  

It’s a much more buoyant environment. The North East Finance initiative – though currently in 

hiatus as it awaits renewed European Jeremie funding – has been largely regarded as a 

success. It’s stimulated considerable amounts of other finance, with no little amounts coming 

from angels. And there are now other initiatives - Ignite 100 for example – that are 

successfully in the investment space. As one experienced participant put it, ‘North Star have 

done a fantastic job over the past five years’. 

 ‘North Star have done a fantastic job  

over the past five years’ 

The weakness in the system might be that the region as a whole might be regarded as being 

too reliant on North East Finance, both as the epicentre of investment activity and as the 

driver for the overall system. And while the chances of North East Finance not being re-

funded by the European Investment Bank is a small one, the consequences should it not 

succeed in that re-funding would be dire for the North East in general.  

Challenges facing public-funded investment  

While performance has been good, it could arguably be better. There are still challenges. 

From a strategic point of view, there are public fund holders who believe that output 

demands tend to drive a level of bureaucracy that does not serve the targets best, and that 

the need to impact on a set number of SMEs leads to money being spread to thinly. ‘I wish I 

could make fewer better bets’ is how one explained it, rather than backing ‘too many, too low 

quality bids’. 

This tends to fly in the face of some comments made to the project team, and to the previous 

Generator report. In that report, more than half of respondents identified limited access to 

finance and/or other investment as a major barrier to growth. But the reality is that, given the 

boom in interest in tech, there has never been so much money available for the right 

propositions.  

The need to learn, and a level of misunderstanding  

Indeed comments in the Generator report might tend to suggest that some of the 

complainant companies have encountered difficulties not because there isn’t enough finance 

available, but because they’re either ill-equipped to go after it [‘The company has few if any 

resources it can dedicate to its growth and/or development’]; or they simply do not have the 

product / service proposition that will attract investment. 

One investment expert also cited the grant funding mentality that still sometimes occurs: ‘You 

still get people who ‘expect’ funding’. And one comment suggested a company simply didn’t 

understand how investment works at all. From the Generator report again: ‘We could 

approach financial help from investors but at very high risk’. There are two ways of looking at 
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the comment. The first is that the company simply doesn’t understand investment is about 

risk. Investors take a risk every time they put money down because it might not work out – 

and the bigger their uncertainty, the higher their price will be. The second is that the company 

doesn’t understand how to manage risks: the best way to do this in an investment context is 

to make sure avoid the proposition is as compelling as possible – both in terms of product and 

management. 

Unfortunately, the lack of understanding in both cases is, from our experience over the past 

decade including at DigitalCity, to be more prevalent than just the one company. But it does 

signal an opportunity: work can be done to educate businesses about investment, and 

therefore give them, and the region, a competitive edge. 

So what do the 38% of businesses interested in developing their investment capacity need to 

learn? We talked to several people who were highly experienced in this field, and who had 

good overall sight of many companies seeking investment. 

Very broadly, the opinion was companies ‘didn’t know the game’, and that they needed to 

develop an understanding of what investors are looking for, what constitutes an investible 

company, and ‘how to access money elsewhere’ – including London and the USA. 

As one participant in the telephone interview stage stated: ‘it’s not that there’s a lack of 

money, but a lack of businesses capable of winning it’. This person is highly experienced in the 

investment area, so ought to know. Another interview participant – also highly experienced in 

the area - expanded on the point: ‘It’s never been a problem getting good people finance, be it 

from North East Finance, angels or elsewhere in the world’, but ‘there are a lot of companies 

that want investment but aren’t investible – not that they’re not good’.  

Investment from across the world 

In those comments are remedies for those who misunderstand the system, and those who 

aren’t getting finance locally. It’s a big world, and investors really don’t care where you’re 

located – if you’re good enough, they’ll invest. Or to give the floor to the same participant, ‘If 

you build an interesting company, London investors don’t care where you are…’ 

‘If you build an interesting company,  

London investors don’t care where you are…’ 

Getting to those London investors is a problem for some. One company in the Generator 

report stated ‘it is extremely difficult to make the connections or get introductions… when you 

are based outside of London’. This is very true, and for a number of reasons. First, there’s the 

issue of a London-centric investment market, with the North East being the English region 

most removed from it. But it’s not just a geographic issue: venture capital is relationship 

driven business, so the less time you spend with investors [or in their community], the less 

chance you’ll have. It can be argued that this is exacerbated in the North East by, at times, 

inward-looking venture capitalists. How many of them genuinely have superb networks in 

London? 
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Again, these things signal opportunities: to analyse in great depth the genuine state of the 

investment eco-system in the North East; to develop support systems that really will drive an 

investment-understanding culture into the digital sector; and initiatives to ‘cut the distance’ 

both perception wise, geographically and in terms of relationships with the all-important 

investor from outside the region.  

Innovation funding 

One area highlighted by one investment professional – echoed by others – was innovation 

funding. All the Jeremie funds are to one extent or another Venture Capital funds. These do 

not naturally fit the very high-risk profile associated with experimental and innovation 

funding.  

The situation a decade ago was different: from 2004-6 the North East had a Proof of Concept 

fund, which backed many very early stage ideas. Many of the ideas that went through it went 

no further, and from a purely venture capital perspective, the current situation can be 

summarised by this observation: ‘It’s got better over the years. You won’t find the crazy 

projects like those that were funded in the early POC years’. 

‘It’s got better over the years. You won’t find  

the crazy projects like those that were  

funded in the early POC years’ 

Bu the POC scheme nevertheless stimulated innovation and start-up activity. And while there 

were indeed a lot of ‘crazy’ projects, there also were some real winners: Applied Graphene 

Materials went through the POC scheme and is now AIM listed. 

So there may be good reasons to encourage investigation into the benefits of a new POC 

scheme. And you won’t have to look far, because in many ways this kind of finance does exist, 

and locally. Accelerators such as Ignite often provide £20K to start-up businesses with a great 

idea, to see how far it can develop in a short time. Seed finance, fast fail and a lot of focused, 

to-the-point support clearly works. 

‘If the region wants a true Proof of Concept  

fund it should have a POC focus,  

not a Venture Capital one’  

Perhaps it’s time to see how some of the funds due to arrive through Jeremie 2 could be 

channelled into a fund for small scale, rapid investment in new ideas and innovation. 

  



     

 

 

  
Growing the Digital Tech Sector 

 
Page  73 of 89 

 

10 Emerging themes 

While the councils requested us to focus on Buildings and Infrastructure, Business Support and 

Skills, there was an acknowledgement that other themes would develop – especially during 

the telephone interviews, Focus Groups and Context Groups; and that some of these would 

do so - to a level at which they merited documenting. This section deals with these emerging 

themes. 

10.1 The intersection, and the university potential 

We’ve already noted the vital role networking plays in successful sectors, clusters and nations. 

Creativity, insight and innovation are most vibrant at the intersection of domains, disciplines, 

cultures and fields, when divergent concepts are combined. This is called ‘the intersection’. 

This is the very idea that underpins co-location. In this, universities could – and should - play a 

vital role. But as we’ve seen, co-location is a vexed issue if, while you have the promise of 

something great that’s it doesn’t turn out to be a reality as far as many in business are 

concerned.  

 ‘Universities could do an awful lot more…’ 

Interaction between universities and business  was a source of frustration for many 

businesses in the focus groups. This in truth shouldn’t be news for anyone anywhere, as the 

problems associated with university-business interaction have been well known and well 

attested across the world for a long time. 

But it’s simplistic to point the finger solely at universities without first considering a wider 

perspective. The simple fact is that universities have by and large been set agendas by 

consecutive governments that do not easily gel with the business sector. Their world is one of 

student intake, degrees, research grants won, and – increasingly these days – one of simple 

survival as central budgets are cut. Moreover the academic mindset – slow, steady progress 

towards new knowledge, test, retest and test again – does not sit well with the business one 

in which action and reaction needs to be fast – often immediate.  

Businesses are surrounded by risk all of the time, and have to embrace it to succeed. But 

universities and the people in them are inherently risk-averse. Large organisations tend 

towards this condition and individually academics do too, for good reason: get 80% of your 

decisions right, and correct the rest asap and you’ve probably got a successful business on 

your hands; do that with a research paper and your career’s over. 

So while it was with little surprise that we heard a steady undercurrent of dissatisfaction with 

universities, we are firmly of the opinion that this is a no fault situation. And if businesses 

want academia to be more ‘business friendly’ they need to make the case. 

And there are opportunities: the Cloud Innovation Centre – while it received a certain amount 

of criticism in terms of its business engagement – is nevertheless a tremendous opportunity 

for those who actively engage and help it achieve its aim of becoming ‘an independent 
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resource which will equip regional businesses with the skills and tools necessary to exploit the 

benefits of cloud technologies and big data analytics’. 

Another is Northumbria University’s Innovate programme, embedded in the Northern Design 

Centre: a ‘positive and noteworthy example of academia and industry working together’.  

And there are further opportunities. One key regional investor made the point that though 

there was tremendous research and development going on at the institutions, he felt that the 

potential the research and development presented had not yet been fully realised. While this 

is an observation that can be made of many universities and research establishments across 

the world, it does nonetheless represent a real opportunity: get the academia – business 

interface working optimally, and we can create another competitive advantage.  

The same regional investor pointed out that it’s not just the private sector that could benefit 

hugely: given the ever increasing pressures on budgets, universities have much to gain. And 

there are some good exemplars near to hand: the University of Edinburgh’s School of 

Informatics has a tremendous reputation for engagement with the business community, and 

so has Scotland’s The Data Lab – an initiative that has similar objectives to the Cloud 

Innovation Centre. 

A challenge, yes – but a huge opportunity as well 

These comments are not placed here to castigate or denigrate universities - as we’ve said, 

they have a difficult and complex path to navigate. Rather, they’re here because they flag up a 

real and potentially huge opportunity. We make our university-business interaction great, and 

the conversion of academic IP into commercial assets a real driving force, and we’ll be giving 

ourselves an almost unique asset. 

These comments are… here because they flag up  

a real and potentially huge opportunity 

We say ‘almost unique’ with good reason because there are places that have got things by 

and large right, and have reaped the rewards: think Stanford and Silicon Valley15.  

The rewards can be so very great.  

And maybe the way to trigger better outcomes would be to look at exactly how the university 

is helped to interact – in other words, a process in which councils, businesses and universities 

sit down at the highest level, and in which a real and equal dialogue can occur: businesses can 

clearly state what they want, and how they want it – and that they’re listened to by people on 

the university side who ‘get’ business, who then go and do the things business is asking for. 

                                                        

15 Stanford faculty and alumni have founded many companies including Google, Hewlett-Packard, Nike, Sun Microsystems, Instagram, 

Snapchat, and Yahoo!. Companies founded by Stanford alumni generate more than $2.7 trillion in annual revenue, equivalent to the 10th-

largest economy in the world. It is the alma mater of 30 living billionaires, 20 Turing Award laureates, 60 Nobel laureates, and 2 Fields 

Medallists. 
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Indeed, Newcastle and Gateshead might already have a ready-made catalyst to trigger all of 

this: with the proposed £15 million investment in the National Institute for Smart Data 

Innovation in Newcastle, with a mission to ‘bring together industry, the public sector and 

world-leading academics to develop the skills, ideas and resources needed to exploit the 

opportunities offered by the explosion in digital data’, the region might well have the very 

thing needed to deliver that huge competitive advantage. 

Advantages for the Core 

There’s another benefit that will come from truly unlocking the potential of the innovation 

intersection, and drawing the universities into a genuine and meaningful interaction with the 

digital sector. It’s to do with co-location at the Core, and the desire by NCC to see the full 

potential of this development realised. 

We have already identified a block to take-up of the advantages of co-location in the Buildings 

and Infrastructure section. The problems identified in that section mesh directly with the ones 

here, so it would seem reasonable to argue there’s everything to gain by rising to the 

challenge, take advantage of the opportunity, and reap the rewards. 

Caveats 

There are caveats to this -  

The idea for a new template for interaction, disarmingly simple though it is, will require 

direction, resolve and determination from the very highest levels of the university in order to 

become reality. True change only occurs if that highest level embraces it, and drives it, and is 

prepared to be held responsible for it16. 

And one interviewee made a very cogent point. This person is the CEO of a major digital 

company that has its HQ in Newcastle and operates across the UK and internationally. They 

also have a number of roles across the wider industry that makes their viewpoint both 

focused and strategic. Their point was this: for best effect, ‘the alignment needs to be 

between academia and the region’s core sector strengths. These are the ones that will benefit 

most, and deliver most benefit for the region. It cannot be generic’.  

‘The alignment needs to be between academia and the 

region’s core sector strengths. These are the ones that will 

benefit most, and deliver most benefit for the region. It 

cannot be generic’ 

This was echoed by several others during our investigations – frequent enough to be a valid 

marker, and chiming with Auxin’s other digital experience. 

                                                        

16 One of the founding reasons for DigitalCity’s early success was exactly this. 
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10.2 The Brand 

In our investigations the issue of a brand for Newcastle, Gateshead and the region generally 

came up time and time again. Woven into this are a number of issues. There’s the view the 

region and its constituent parts have of themselves. There’s self-confidence. And there’s a 

general reticence to ‘big ourselves up’. Together, these can form a block to progress. But with 

resolve, they can also be solved. 

Celebrating success, and bigging ourselves up 

Reticence, and the related failure to celebrate achievements was a recurring theme in regard 

to branding the region generally, and very specifically about the digital sector. ‘We don’t 

celebrate our achievements’ and ‘the cities don’t big themselves up’ more or less sum up 

business feelings. But they do need to celebrate, and they do need to ‘big up’. 

Compare this to Manchester. If you took the amount of press in regard to the digital industries 

Manchester generates and compare it to the amount Newcastle and Gateshead do, you could 

be forgiven for thinking that Manchester was all-conquering and Tyneside not even on the 

map. One focus group participant put it succinctly when he said that Manchester had 

‘developed a great brand’ and was now well known for its digital and creative industries, 

increasingly across the world.  

But strip away the sell and rhetoric of a region that’s well-acquainted with selling itself, and 

conditions are revealed that are not true to that sell. There’s nothing special about the 

creative industries in the Manchester areas: as one person put it, ‘there’s nothing down there 

we can’t match or exceed’ [this is an observation that the Auxin team, with experience of the 

North West over more than a decade would concur with]. And while they’ve definitely 

powered ahead in regard to building investment war-chests, there are credible accounts in 

regard to difficulties spending it, again suggesting that quality and quantity is not all that’s 

claimed. 

Numbers back up the argument. The Tech Nation 2016 report stated Manchester’s digital 

industry as having a GVA of £1.7bn and the Newcastle and Durham area £0.76bn: when you 

account for the Greater Manchester’s size by population compared to Newcastle and Durham, 

Manchester’s advantage is reduced to a relatively small amount. And that from an area that’s 

been the beneficiary of huge-scale national strategic initiatives – Media City for example. The 

same report stated that the digital density of the two areas – digital tech businesses as a 

parentage of total businesses – at exactly the same 19%. 

And the perception of the malaise wasn’t confined to comparisons with Manchester. One 

participant commented, ‘Are we really making any real progress? And is this a reason we are 

left behind by the likes of Hull and Manchester?’ 

Hull?  

Taking the same Tech Nation report, Hull is reported to have a digital density of 16% and a 

GVA of just £189m. Again the Auxin team has experience of the area, and can confirm that 

while there are indeed centres of excellence in that city and there’s a good job going on of 
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‘bigging it up’, the reality is that Newcastle and Gateshead are far more vibrant as tech 

centres, far larger, and have a far larger list of accomplishments. 

The point here is that we’re not trying to slam Manchester or Hull, but that Newcastle, 

Gateshead and the North East with their undoubted excellence in many areas should be 

prouder, bolder and more – yes, let’s use a Manchester term – arrogant about the way it sells 

itself. As one participant in a Focus Group put it, ‘We have incredible world-renowned 

companies doing amazing work. The world needs to know where that comes from’ 

‘We have incredible world-renowned  

companies doing amazing work. The world  

needs to know where that comes from’ 

And it’s important because as one professional with deep experience of – amongst other 

things - the London investment system put it, ‘the region’s bad at creating noise’ and as a 

result, ‘no-one’s listening’. 

 ‘The region’s bad at creating noise’  

and as a result, ‘no-one’s listening’ 

So there’s a real need to address this point. The cities – the region - needs to start making 

noise. And there’s much to shout about. The region is acknowledged as excellent in life 

sciences, subsea and automotive. The tech industry itself is renowned for software 

development with world-class capabilities in cloud computing, SAAS, web services, systems 

design and integration, and networks and infrastructure. There’s an established, world-class 

games development cluster, and an emerging, exiting virtual reality and mixed reality one. 

We’ve got Sage - and not just Sage. Red Hat is one of the world’s leading computing 

companies and has one of its only two research centres in the world in Newcastle [at The 

Core]. There’s Accenture and Ubisoft. The cities are regularly winning inward investment: 

recently Newcastle has seen Mkodo and Gavurin arrive. Ignite is one of the very best 

accelerators in Europe, if not the world. 

If Manchester has these things, how much would they shout about them?  

The issue is not just how we sell ourselves to the rest of the world. There are stunningly 

successful organisations in the North East that are better known on a nationwide basis than 

locally – again, Ignite is a good example. As one interviewee put it, ‘there’s a real need for a 

celebration of success, and a pride raising operation’. We need to sell to ourselves, building 

that pride, and building confidence in the region’s abilities.  

‘There’s a real need for a celebration  

of success, and a pride raising operation’ 



     

 

 

  
Growing the Digital Tech Sector 

 
Page  78 of 89 

 

We need a brand: but what brand? 

 ‘the North East needs to speak as one voice’ 

But wanting to create noise begs the question about who? This report has been commissioned 

by Newcastle and Gateshead, but it doesn’t automatically mean that branding should go that 

way too. 

And for over a decade the brand the regional development agency promoted was the North 

East. And whatever opinions are about the main campaign solution – passionate people, 

passionate places – there’s little doubt that it was, to a certain extent, successful is raising the 

profile of the region. But the question comes back: was this the right solution? There’s a very 

cogent argument to be made that it was a politically driven solution that served purpose 

within the UK [more accurately, England], but meant little to the rest of the world. After all, 

everywhere has a North East. And even within the context of the British Isles, ask someone in 

Aberdeen if they think Newcastle and Gateshead are in the North East. Or someone from 

Inverness. There’s a real issue in this approach. 

Many times in the interview and group stages Manchester was cited as an exemplar – both 

generally and as a creative/digital specific brand. So too Bristol for the digital brand it’s 

justifiably developed [it’s recognised by Centre for Cities and McKinsey & Company as one of 

the two globally significant digital tech clusters in the UK]. One participant summed it up by 

saying, ‘Manchester has developed a great investment machine, and a great brand’.   

To which we’d add, that they use aggressively, and to great effect. 

But ‘they’ are not Manchester. The region that features in all the pr, advertising, branding and 

sell may be dubbed ‘Manchester’, but it’s not just Manchester: it’s also all the areas that make 

up the Greater Manchester area, including the city of Salford, and Bolton, Bury, Oldham, 

Rochdale, Stockport, Tameside, Trafford, and Wigan. 

And for context, Salford has a population of 219,200. They’re determined and proud people. 

But quite happy to work under the Manchester banner because of the benefits it brings. 

What we're heading for may not be popular in some quarters, but there’s another way of 

looking at the issue. Go to Google maps, select the north east of England, then start going to 

larger and larger scales: the north of England appears, maybe a bit of lowland Scotland too; 

then the entire UK landmass… 

You’ll notice that as you increase the scale, towns and then cities fade from the map until just 

a few cities stand out. Manchester’s one. Newcastle’s another. Gateshead and Sunderland, 

just like Salford, have gone. 

We’re not saying that the brand for the region must be Greater Newcastle. Defining what the 

brand should be is beyond the remit of this report, and it’s for others to decide, but we feel 

that it would be remiss of us to omit this observation because it’s solid, robust and a real 

option if the region wants to promote itself across the world.  
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Defining what the brand should be is beyond  

the remit... but we feel that it would be remiss of us to omit 

this observation because it’s solid, robust  

and a real option if the region wants  

to promote itself across the world. 

The world simply didn’t get ‘the North East’: it might get ‘Newcastle’, because they just might 

know about it [do not discount the power of soccer, or Newcastle Brown Ale], and might just 

know where it is [thank you Google Maps]. 

Developing a digital brand to sell to the world 

‘We could create a sector-led campaign,  

build it from the ground up’ 

But how do you build a brand when money – especially the kind of public sector money that 

would have driven this kind of initiative ten years ago - is now in such short supply? 

This was a question we posed the focus groups, and it elicited considerable conversation.  

Two quotes stand out, and exemplify the thinking that emerged. They were ‘we could create a 

sector-led campaign, build it from the ground up’, and ‘the passionate people, passionate 

places campaign, for all its faults, at least had everyone pushing in the same way. There it 

was, a banner on everyone’s website. People did start to notice, ask questions about it…’  

‘the passionate people, passionate places campaign, for all 

its faults, at least had  

everyone pushing in the same way’ 

This quickly evolved into he notion of a ‘crowd-sourced’ campaign – one in which the guiding 

principles would be established, and then a number of initiatives would push it forward: 

media students would work with experienced professionals to create video assets; media 

companies would work with creative and tech interns to create online assets; everyone would 

position the assets on their online presences; everything triggered by relatively small amounts 

of seed funding from the councils and the LEP…  

The reaction to this approach was positive across both context and focus groups, and was 

received warmly in telephone interviews. It has a number of real advantages: with so much 

‘crowd-sourced’, the requirement for core funding is reduced dramatically; it would drive the 

internal celebration of success, and raise local pride; and if well-organised it would be an early 

working example of the way the four main actors in the tech sector – businesses, councils, 

academic organisations and sector organisations – could come together, collaborate and 

cooperate for the common good. 



     

 

 

  
Growing the Digital Tech Sector 

 
Page  80 of 89 

 

It would be an exemplar of doing it for ourselves. Which as we’ll see, is another big theme that 

emerged. 

10.3 Leadership 

Fragmentation 

We’ve already noted that the region exhibits a degree of fragmentation that combined with a 

lack of coordination does not serve the place well. Too many organisations offering too many 

products and services, the same organisations often ending up in competition, a confusing 

marketplace with no central focus is not a good thing. And a lack of direction, a lack of 

leadership isn’t great. Even worse when that situation all too easily becomes one where there 

are simply too many chefs in the kitchen. It means the broth gets spoilt. 

‘all those organisations…  

there needs to be a rationalisation’ 

This causes problems. The following quote comes from an online survey comment, and sums 

up a lot of people’s concerns: the cities need ‘a much more open, transparent sharing of the 

forums for growth of the digital and tech sectors. Either perceived or real there seems to be a 

closed shop for certain aspects of the development and several key bodies appear to have 

members who drive or own business in the training world. This has made entering these 

forums very difficult indeed. If the city and wider north are to truly become inclusive then 

inclusivity needs to be real not rhetoric. We have much to offer but competiveness seems to 

close this down. We need new maturity in the sector across the city that will see business 

drivers become less important than the growth we could achieve…’ 

Towards collaboration, coordination and a focal point 

Extending the metaphor, we’re not saying the kitchen needs emptying – although there 

probably is a need to throw out sub-par food, and any past its sell-by date. There’ll always be 

space in an efficiently operating digital eco-system for a good number of organisations and 

initiatives – as long as they’re all pushing in the same direction, there’s enough competition to 

ensure continual improvement but not enough to create dogfights, they’re coordinated, they 

collaborate by nature, and they’re aligned to an overall plan. 

Which all points to a leadership role that needs filling – one that is clear, honest, non-partisan 

and transparent. It would not be a dictatorial role. Rather one that can provide a focal point 

which coordinates the sector and provides the very direction, collaboration and coordination 

the sector itself is calling out for. And whatever organisation comes to fill the role, it will need 

to be able to work closely with all the players – including businesses [from micro to large], the 

universities, the LEP, and the councils. 

Key to this leadership role – and of utmost urgency – is the creation of a strategic plan that 

can be rolled out fast and effectively. This strategic plan should cover all the areas considered 

in this report [and possibly others]; it should formulate the coordination and map the 
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rationalisation of existing activities; it should seek innovative and affordable ways to expand 

those initiatives, products and services that are making significant impacts on the tech sector 

[for example, business-created code academies, the existing accelerator infrastructure]; and it 

should firmly place the coordination of meaningful collaboration between the players 

[councils, LEP, universities and colleges, businesses]. Added to this it should have a vision, 

mission and a set of targets that the players not only sign up to, but are also held accountable 

for. 

‘a focal point is needed, so that everyone  

who wants to collaborate can get together’ 

Whichever organisation or organisations are asked to fill this role, they’ll need a guiding 

board, likely made up by representatives from the players mentioned above. It needs to have 

teeth - capable of holding people and organisations to account at the highest level. It also 

needs to be quick to respond, and agile. 

To recommend which organisation or organisations is or are asked to fill this vital role is 

beyond the remit of the work at hand. But we would make a number of points: the leadership 

role does not have to mean creating yet another organisation; the role might best be 

delivered by a more than one organisation, all capable of driving the sector forward in a way 

no single one can; and while this method would avoid the costs of ramping a new organisation 

up, there may need to be investment. And we note during our work a number of 

organisations exhibited the kind of open, cooperative and collaborative approach, and [for 

want of a better phrase] understanding of cluster development approaches that will be 

essential for the leadership role. 

It’s also worth noting – that like other much needed activity such as skills development 

through academies - activity in this area is already taking place. There’s now a quarterly meet-

up of a number of organisations to coordinate activity, organised by Campus North / Ignite 

100 and Generator / Digital Union.  

Such are the things that can be built on. 

10.4 Action, Optimism, and the willingness to go for it 

In the work for this report, we detected an occasional undertow of skepticism about the 

determination of the councils - and sometimes the LEP – to deliver meaningful action. Much 

of this appears to be rooted in deep history, and little purpose is served in dwelling on it. This 

is a new day. 

And whatever the historical record, Auxin did not see a lack of determination in the councils 

while working with them. 

There’s more: Auxin has engaged with both Councils extensively during this work, and has 

found that both are committed to developing the tech sector as well as they are able to. And 

recent history backs this up: both Newcastle and Gateshead are winning inward investment 
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on a regular basis, and Gateshead has invested heavily in new build and emerging 

technologies. The councils are already doing what they can in strained conditions. 

But we live in an age in which – often - perception is reality, so if the sector perceives the 

councils in a certain way, the councils need to address this. And in our experience in other 

areas and regions this will be relatively easy to do: it has shown us time and time again that if 

words are quickly followed up by action, scepticism can quickly turn into something much 

more positive. 

And there’s a moment of opportunity right now: as we conducted the work for this report we 

noticed it do a number of things that we hadn’t automatically assumed would happen: it got 

businesses to either think about, or express what the potential of a truly great sector in the 

cities might mean; it got them excited about the prospect of it; excited enough that it got 

them prepared to sign up for the effort; and it built a feeling of optimism… 

And – perhaps inadvertently – the bar has now been set. The councils have clearly, explicitly 

recognised the sector’s importance, and have made statements about wishing to prioritise the 

sector. By commissioning this report, they put their name to an initiative that went public 

with the headline -  

 ‘Your chance to help shape the future of  

the digital industries in the North East’ 

The opening salvo went on to state… 

‘The councils have recognised the importance of the sector, and that they need to 

understand how they can best help it grow as fast and effectively as possible.  

‘This is a significant move by both councils, which know the sector is already important, 

will only become more so, and offers massive opportunities in regard to new 

businesses, jobs and wealth creation. As a result they want to know how they can best 

contribute to the sector’s growth through strategies that are innovative and robust, 

world-class, offer competitive advantages, are demand-driven, and most effectively tap 

into the resources they can bring to the table.’ 

 

And this plays to something else we detected – something far more powerful: within the 

businesses there is a genuine enthusiasm to maximise the potential of the digital sector: they 

recognise that by pulling together in the same direction there will be mutual shared benefit 

over and above what they’ll get as individual businesses, and way over and above what they’d 

generate if they did nothing. And there’s certainly evidence that to do this businesses are 

prepared to commit time and energy - and no doubt, no little creativity and innovation. 

And they understand that maximising the potential of the digital sector will require the same 

levels of commitment from the other key players in the eco-system – the councils and other 

regional strategic bodies, the sector support organisations, and the academic institutions – 

especially universities – with a clear understanding of the roles each will play, what they are 
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required to contribute and deliver, and a real accountability from each partner to the overall 

group, so that every business, organisation and institution contribute in a way that benefits 

the whole – be that defined as the region, or the sector within it - as well as their own agenda. 

And most important of all, they are ready to act. 
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11 Conclusions  

11.1 Huge potentials 

The picture of the tech industries in Newcastle and Gateshead that emerged during our work 

was one of a sector that is truly thriving, is extremely high quality, is extremely important to 

the local economy, and is hugely ambitious. We also got a real sense that – with very few 

exceptions – there was a genuine desire to work together for a common cause.  

Yes, there were clear challenges in almost everything we investigated. But that’s to be 

expected – we live in a world where very little is optimised. But there was little carping for 

carping’s sake: people exhibited a really positivity about things, and – yes, occasionally with a 

little cajoling – would see the challenges and the problems as massive opportunities to get 

things right, and reap the rewards. 

And there was a genuine desire to collaborate meaningfully with the other players - the 

councils, the universities and colleges and the LEP – to resolve those challenges, reap those 

rewards, and scale new heights. 

The gaps that have been identified represent something else, over and above an opportunity 

to grow through fixing them. They represent the chance to do something really different, 

something that will genuinely differentiate Newcastle and Gateshead on the largest of stages. 

We started with the challenge of the original brief: to produce recommendations on how the 

councils can contribute towards supporting the private sector and others in taking up 

opportunities, or remove barriers to growth. 

We could take this to mean small, iterative steps to keep pace with developments elsewhere. 

And these things do need to happen. We could take this to mean ‘matching’ the best of the 

rest. There’s nothing wrong in this. But neither of these in the authors’ opinion, nor from our 

findings in the work we’ve undertaken, will be enough. Because we believe that Newcastle 

and Gateshead – indeed the entire region - has the ability, the ambition and the drive to 

become an outstanding digital tech city, bar none and with whatever criteria you apply. 

We believe that Newcastle and Gateshead – indeed the entire 

region - has the ability, the ambition and the drive to become 

an outstanding digital tech city,  

bar none and with whatever criteria you apply. 

And in order to do this it needs to set itself a vision that goes beyond keeping pace or 

matching the best. It needs – to use a venerable tech phrase – a big hairy audacious goal. 

Something that will attract attention, inspire and energise. Something to which people can 

sign up to, and work towards. 
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Towards the outstanding tech city 

It is outside our mandate to define the vision of an outstanding tech city. That’s for later, and 

for the leadership organisation to fully develop. But we’d suggest that addressing each of the 

challenges we’ve identified is on a par with the marginal gains approach pioneered by the 

British cycling team. You pay attention to everything, and get every component working as 

well as possible: each gain might only bring a one or two percent increase in performance, but 

once you’ve sorted twenty of them… 

It led to world domination by that cycling team, and then unprecedented results for Team Sky. 

And the gains stand to be enormous. Digital is a sector that is literally taking the business 

world over. Earlier this year Handelsblatt issued their Top 100 world companies list. Compiled 

in association with Ernst & Young, it had Apple top at $600bn market capitalisation, followed 

by Alphabet [$518bn] and Microsoft [$443bn] in second and third. Two further tech 

companies – Amazon and Facebook - come in at sixth and seventh, making five digital 

companies in the top ten. No other sector got more than one in that ten. 

And the report was clear that the digital revolution hadn’t stopped. Far from it. According to 

Thomas Harms, partner at Ernst & Young… 

Digitalization spans all business sectors and  

aspects of life - there's still an enormous growth potential, not 

only for individual companies,  

but also for entire economies. 

And there is a very important subtext to the report. For at least fifteen years Sage Plc has 

been the North East’s primary tech selling proposition – the only digital company in the 

FTSE100, a huge employer, a home-grown success. But the reality is Sage will soon be joined 

by other tech companies on the FTSE100. It would be criminal if at least some of these new 

giants were not created, nurtured, grown and headquartered here.  

‘there’s an incredible opportunity to use tech  

to inspire and engage with people, to stay, develop, get jobs 

and start businesses’ in the region’ 

Now is the time to act. 

Carpe Digital. 
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12 Recommendations  

 

Commitment 

1 The councils make a very public and explicit statement of commitment and support 

for the sector (September/October 2016), which is immediately followed up by action 

and resource. 

Property and Infrastructure 

We’re aware that in the current public funding climate, huge amounts of money are not 

automatically available at councils. But there are many ways – through low level ‘nudge’ 

funding for example – that even small amounts of cash can have dramatic effects. And there 

are other ways for the councils to encourage the development of the sector which do not 

constitute revenue drains. One of these might simply be a closer coordination of council 

functions. And in this regard, surely the councils could work together to encourage the local 

press to take a more positive approach to the achievements of the sector? 

In all the work we have done [both for this project, and for others], we have not found a single 

case of a successful sector or cluster that did not have an organisation dedicated to its 

development. The digital sector in the cities and in the region needs a focal point to provide 

coordination, drive cooperation and create the most effective and efficient support network 

possible. 

2 Where the private sector takes the initiative, the councils [working collaboratively 

alongside other organisations such as the LEP and the universities], should actively 

support their efforts to lead the sector, while encouraging greater co-ordination 

amongst all active networks. 

3 In recognition of the demand for 274,000 sq ft of additional office space with reliable 

fast broadband, over the next three years, the councils should: 

a Focus their efforts on investigating all opportunities for the public funding of new 

and refurbished tech focused buildings, especially in development zones 

b Develop all possible means to encourage private investment in speculative tech 

focused buildings, especially but not exclusively in development zones 

c Engage / collaborate with existing owner / development groups 

[such as Developing Consensus] in order to drive a common understanding of the 

advantages of tech-spec refurbishment, resulting in a take-up of these advantages 

d Develop ways in which the Council can speed up and incentivise delivery of these 

refurbished properties to the market [for example incentives, speed of approvals] 

 

  



     

 

 

  
Growing the Digital Tech Sector 

 
Page  87 of 89 

 

4 The councils should look at ways in which their existing and future incubator and small 

business facilities work together to develop a networked and collaborative culture 

within and between buildings. Encourage the same approach across the city, and 

especially in other institutions and organisations that control pivotal buildings. 

Skills 

In recognition of the projected demand of an additional 6,915 jobs in the digital and tech 

sector over the next three years, of which 3,489 will be specifically for coders/developers, the 

key thing in regard to skills is the need to develop the talent pool as fast and effectively as 

possible. This, perhaps more than anything, will cause slow-downs in the development of the 

sector. 

5 The councils should facilitate a joint discussion between educational institutions, the 

LEP, local networks and the private sector to ensure businesses needs are better met, 

and those leaving education are better prepared for work in the industry. 

There are already privately-developed ‘code academy’ schemes to solve the issue for those 

companies initiating the schemes. 

6 The councils should work alongside further education, higher education and privately-

developed schemes to investigate options for code academies to be expanded and/or 

opened up to help meet the skills challenge. 

 This focus should deliver more trained coders to the overall sector; and if this potential exists, 

the councils should facilitate the development of the expanded system including the creation 

of partnerships across the sector to provide the necessary resources, including if necessary 

‘nudge’ funding. 

 

Business Support 

Business support is expensive therefore any resources made available should fit the potential 

benefit to the sector. In this sense sub-sectors that have the most [proven] impact and 

companies at key points in their development should be prioritised [for example, businesses 

about to scale].  

This prioritisation doesn’t mean others have are left unsupported: there are many good 

support products out there that can be readily accessed – and many of them free of charge 

[for example, Tech Nation’s online courses for start-ups, and Google’s Re:Work]. It’s very 

much about applying the right type and level of support to the right targets.   

7 The councils should investigate how to harness the enthusiasm from the sector to help 

others, and working with existing private sector networks implement a structured 

support system that would facilitate high-level mentoring and ‘time-banking’. 
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8 The councils, working with others, should investigate how to deliver an online focal 

point: a place where everyone and every business, initiative and organisation in the 

digital eco-system can go to find out who’s out there, what’s going on, and support 

available. This may be linked to the North East Growth Hub or may be independent. 

Finance 

Much in regard to public-sector finance depends on Jeremie 2 decisions. In regard to private-

sector finance much has been achieved in the North East over the past ten years, through 

specialists in this field, and we do not believe that the councils should play an overly heavy 

role in this area, other than applying as much support to it as possible. 

9 The councils should work with appropriate organisations to encourage the 

development of funding to support a new proof of concept scheme, aimed at 

stimulating innovation and start-up activity. 

10 The councils should work with appropriate organisations to develop a finance team 

with strong and meaningful links to tech and investment centres such as London. 

There are two strands of thought here. First, we witnessed criticism of the public-sector 

finance organisations that some of them simply did not have the wider connections to really 

maximise their potential impact. This needs to change. Second, organisations such as Ignite 

100 already have the kind of links needed, so that it could be a simple application of ‘nudge’ 

activity could produce significant results. 

Within this there may be the opportunity to develop some kind of physical presence in 

London. We’re not suggesting an ‘embassy’ room that stays empty most of the time, and to 

which investors probably wouldn’t make the trek to. But a landing pad – hotdesks available in 

tech centres [such as the Hoxton Mix, or Cybersalon] could make a real difference. 

Another pressing challenge is to up the overall understanding in the sector [especially among 

younger companies] of how investment works, how to go about shaping a business so that it’s 

attractive to investors, and how to go about getting that finance.  

11 Develop or promote as part of the overall business support offering events and 

seminars focussed around access to finance. 

Branding 

The issue of branding needs resolving, quickly, with clarity and commitment. A ‘regional’ 

brand might be deemed the ‘optimum’ target, but as we’ve stated, it’s a compromise that 

does not work across the world. It’s time for the region to bite the bullet, and we believe that 

Newcastle and Gateshead can take the lead.  

12 The councils should encourage the private sector, alongside appropriate partners, to 

lead creating a brand development plan that utilises ‘crowd sourcing’ and other 

innovative techniques to deliver a hugely effective campaign at a fraction of the 

conventional cost.  
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