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In 2021-22, universities in the North East spent £1.1 billion on staff. Staff spend a 
proportion of their income with local businesses and on local services, which supports 
a thriving economy.  
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SMEs and business growth 
Universities support existing businesses of all types through 
their infrastructure, facilities, and expertise.  

An example of universities supporting local productivity and jobs is the Knowledge 
Exchange Concordat. Through the concordat, over 100 universities review the range 
and impact of their knowledge exchange activities and set ambitious targets for 
growth and development. 

Small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) and microbusinesses are critical 
employers across the UK, particularly in areas that don't have larger employers or 
well-developed economic clusters. They are often the businesses that have the 
greatest potential for growth and job creation, but the least time or resource to 
achieve this. 

Start-up companies started by graduates of universities in the North East turned over 
£353 million in 2021–22, and spin-out companies with some university ownership 
turned over £31.5 million in 2021–22.  

Case study: University of Sunderland’s 
Sustainable Advanced Manufacturing Project 

At the University of Sunderland, the Sustainable Advanced Manufacturing Project 
(SAM) aims to help businesses become more productive and sustainable.  

SAM participants reported an overall £47.1 million gross value added (GVA) to 
businesses, and growth in employment of 25.1% along with sales growth of 30.1% 
following programme support. 



GENERATING GROWTH AND OPPORTUNITY IN THE NORTH EAST 6 

Research and development 
Universities’ research activities attract investment, make world-
leading discoveries, generate knowledge, and create and 
nurture new, innovative businesses and jobs across the UK.  

Universities support existing businesses of all types by using their facilities and 
expertise to drive local collaboration. They also encourage private sector investment 
into research and development by developing collaborative relationships with 
businesses. 

In 2021–22, higher education providers across England provided the use of facilities 
to companies 29,210 times, including, for example, a wind tunnel and a digital media 
suite.    

The research universities conduct in partnership with business, the NHS, charities and 
other organisations is diverse in discipline and scope. University research is 
responsible for major scientific and medical breakthroughs, but also plays a major 
role in our day-to-day lives.  

Case study: Newcastle Helix innovation district 

A partnership between Newcastle University, Newcastle City Council and Legal & 
General established the Newcastle Helix innovation district.  

The development is home to the National Innovation Centre for Ageing, the National 
Innovation Centre for Data and a wide range of SMEs and corporates working in life 
sciences, data, tech, and law. Bringing the organisations together fosters strong 
collaboration.  
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