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1 Northumberland, Tyne & Wear and County Durham.
2  Running for 80 days across the summer of 2018, the Exhibition was 

created for visitors of all ages and from all backgrounds from across 
the North and wider UK. https://getnorth2018.com/final-evaluation/

3  These include passenger vehicle manufacture; Subsea and Offshore 
Energy, Life Sciences and Health; Creative, Digital, Software and 
Technology based services, Health innovation, business information 
modelling and immersive technologies.  

The GX Project is a two year 
innovation support project that 
formed a key part of the North 
East’s1  business engagement for 
2018’s Great Exhibition of the 
North (GEOTN). Part-funded 
by the European Regional 
Development Fund (ERDF) the 
project was developed to draw 
on and create a legacy from 
the networks and innovations 
created and explored during  
the Exhibition.
GEOTN was a Government initiative which aimed 
to showcase the achievements of the Northern 
Powerhouse.  NewcastleGateshead Initiative 
(NGI) was successful in competitively bidding 
to host this major event over June-September 
2018, which featured a range of activities and 
exhibitions that built on a creative response from 
across the North’s cultural, digital, scientific and 
manufacturing sectors, showcasing the North’s 
industrial and cultural strengths of Art, Design,  
and Innovation.2 

Innovation was central to the GEOTN, which was 
the largest public event in England in 2018. At its 
heart was the ambition to show the world how the 
North of England’s great art, culture and design 
helped to shape all our lives and is helping to build 
the economy of tomorrow.

Led by NGI, working with delivery partners 
Innovation Super Network (ISN) and Newcastle 
City Council, GX facilitated joint working for 
North East small and medium enterprises (SMEs), 
including scale-ups, to realise and harness their 
innovation potential and capacity. It added value 
and complementarity to existing offers through the 
involvement of innovation players in the region.

The 24-month GX Project - delivered between 
November 2017 and December 2019 -championed 
NELEP as a global region, resilient and equipped to 
face the challenges of competing in international 
markets. GX supported existing and new SMEs 
and scale-ups, many of which work in applied 
digital technologies, with a focus on ‘Smart 
Specialisation Sectors’ and ‘areas of opportunity’ 
identified by NELEP3.  It fostered cross cutting 
economic development through applications of 
innovation, digitisation, and investment, boosting 
growth capacity. 

A range of approaches were utilised as part 
of GX, including networking and showcasing 
events to facilitate collaboration and knowledge 
exchange; open innovation challenge workshops 
to stimulate ideas and provide supply chain 
opportunities to support their implementation;  
and investment to support SMEs to innovate, 
develop and progress new products or services 
closer to market.   

GX PROJECT 
OBJECTIVES
•  Leverage the reach and exposure 

that the GEOTN will provide for 
the benefit of NELEP SMEs and 
scale-ups

•  Promote innovation growth and 
collaboration by providing SMEs 
with the support, knowledge, 
data and financial support to 
help them develop new products 
and services;

•  Champion the regional and 
industrial strengths of the  
NELEP area
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It is widely recognised that innovation is essential 
for economic growth and as such, it is central 
to the UK Government’s Industrial Strategy5, is 
one of five core programmes of delivery within 
the NELEP Strategic Economic Plan6 (SEP) and a 
major component of its ambition to drive regional 
productivity, competitiveness and inclusion.

The region is home to nationally significant 
research & innovation centres and facilities, 
academic expertise across a range of growth 
sectors, and growing clusters of innovative 
businesses. For example, the digital sector in 
the North East Local Enterprise Partnership 
(NELEP) area is growing 2-3 times faster than the 
economy overall and it has the combined scale, 
capacity, institutions and local assets to create 
a step change7. However, there are a number of 
challenges and barriers which impede innovation 
from levels of investment to fragmentation and 
accessibility of support and opportunities. While 
many of these, such as the complexity of the 
university-SME interface8, are not unique to the 
North East, the region does face a number of 
particular challenges.  

In addition, the economic environment remains 
challenging and productivity levels remain below 
their potential, with GVA per capita in NELEP and 
average annual full-time pay significantly behind 
the England average9. In order to address these 
challenges NELEP have identified four areas or 
sectors of strategic importance within the SEP, 
which build upon regional Smart Specialisation 
sectors and areas of opportunity. 

Ensuring GEOTN was not simply perceived as 
an Arts and Heritage Festival and to profile the 
North’s innovation strengths, GX Project was 
developed as a key part of the programme and 

also to respond to these information, coordination 
and investment challenges and align with regional 
priority sectors and areas of opportunity. It sought 
to increase access and take-up of innovation 
support to improve the commercialisation of 
new products and services and stimulate private 
sector investment and attitudes to Research, 
Development and Innovation. It also sought to 
broker effective referral routes with relevant 
research institutions, such as universities, and fund 
specialist support. 

Rapid growth and transformation in markets, 
products and technologies - with the attendant 
changes in business models - make continuous 
adaptation fundamental to remain competitive. 
GX was designed to address critical shortages of 
expertise within SMEs, increasing the opportunity 
for cross-sectoral innovation and translation 
through multi-disciplinary collaboration and 
integration of capabilities for potential scale-
up and innovative acceleration by testing and 
demonstration. 

The NELEP region has a total economic output of 
£225.3 billion - around 13.7% of national output 
- but remains less productive than the national 
average which accounts for the largest proportion 
of the ‘performance gap.’   HM Treasury analysis 
has showed that if the North’s economy grew 
as quickly as the UK average to 2030 instead of 
at the slower rate experienced in the past two 
decades, its economic output would be £37bn 
higher10.

The regional policy context has continued to 
evolve throughout delivery of the GX Project and 
the lessons learned in delivering the project can 
help to inform this process. 

•   Comparatively low levels 
of investment in Research, 
Development and Innovation 
(RD&I), particularly from the 
private sector

•  Fewer opportunities for 
innovative collaboration due 
to the scale of the regional 
economy 

•   Need to ensure businesses are 
utilising the region’s wide range 
of innovation assets, including 
universities

North East Local Enterprise Partnership 
- Strategic  Economic Plan, SEP 2019
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‘Innovation is a key driver of productivity 
and long-term growth and can help solve 
social challenges at the lowest possible 
cost. Innovation in small and medium-sized 
enterprises (SMEs) is at the core of inclusive 
growth strategies: more innovative SMEs 
are more productive SMEs that can pay 
better wages and offer better working 
conditions to their workers, thus helping 
reduce inequalities. Furthermore, recent 
developments in markets and technologies 
offer new opportunities for SMEs to 
innovate and grow. Digitalisation accelerates 
the diffusion of knowledge and is enabling 
the emergence of new business models, 
which may enable firms to scale very 
quickly, often with few employees,  
tangible assets or a geographic footprint’.  

OECD 20184

REGIONAL 
INNOVATION 
CHALLENGES

4  https://www.oecd.org/cfe/smes/ministerial/documents/2018-SME-Ministerial-Conference-Parallel-Session-4.pdf 

5  https://www.gov.uk/government/topical-events/the-uks-industrial-strategy

6  https://www.nelep.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/nel404-sep-refresh-2018-web-new-final.pdf

7  https://www.transportforthenorth.com/wp-content/uploads/Northern-Powerhouse-Independent-Economic-Review-
Executive-Summary.pdf

8  https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/440927/
bis_15_352_The_dowling_review_of_business-university_rearch_collaborations_2.pdf

9  https://technation.io/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Tech_City_2017_report_full_web.pdf

10  https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/fixing-the-foundations-creating-a-more-prosperous-nation
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As a core part of the business engagement of 
GEOTN, GX was designed to act as a catalyst 
for innovation with alignment to regional growth 
sectors and areas of opportunity and the Grand 
Challenges of the Industrial Strategy, embedded 
to maximise the strategic added value of the 
approach.  

The GX Project sought to address a number of 
challenges which impede the ability of NELEP 
based SMEs to innovate through a multi-faceted 
approach which sought to stimulate innovation 
awareness, activity and investment among 
NELEP SMEs; while simultaneously providing 
funding, support and opportunities to facilitate 
their involvement in innovation activity and the 
development of new capabilities, products and 
partnerships. 

The project’s portfolio of interventions provided 
SMEs with the opportunity to access support 
dependent on their needs and stage of their 
innovation journey, with activity structured around 
the following three workstreams:

Workstream 1, Connect & Network: workshops 
and masterclasses providing high-level 
understanding of emerging trends and sector 
developments, helping develop SME capability to 
assimilate, exploit information, improve process 
and performance. Networking events (initially 
designed as a separate project strand) were 
integrated in order to disseminate best practice, 
create knowledge and skills spillover opportunities 
and facilitate the development of connections and 
relationships;

Workstream 2, Challenges & GX Grants: this 
involved open innovation challenges through which 
North East SMEs were given the opportunity to 
develop, and in a number of cases implement, 
innovative responses to challenges experienced by 
corporate and public sector employers. GX Grants 
were made available to SMEs looking to develop 
a new product or service in one of the Smart 
Specialisation Sectors and areas of opportunity, in 
order to fund external expertise, consultancy and 
specialists advice to bring the product or service 
closer to market;

Workstream 3, GX Collaborate: Focused on 
supporting SMEs to commercialise research 
through collaboration with research institutions 
in the NELEP area and access to academic 
expertise and facilities. This workstream brokered 
relationships between SMEs and research 
institutions, providing a clear pathway and 
specialist support that enable supported SMEs to 
take new ideas, products, services or process to 
market and:

•  Highlight the capacities and incentives of SMEs 
to innovate;

• Improve the ‘pull-through’ of research;

• Exploit the potential of new technologies; and

• Improve business performance. 

A showcase cross cutting theme underpinned 
the GX approach in order to put innovation in the 
spotlight.

The following sections of this report bring a focus 
on each of these core project activities with case 
studies providing further insight into their effects 
on individual businesses.  

Showcase was a cross cutting theme embedded 
throughout GX and running through each of the 
project’s workstreams, with a focus on highlighting 
the region’s strengths, innovation potential 
and opportunities in order to raise profile and 
awareness, and inspire and facilitate innovation 
and collaboration. The GEOTN itself provided a 
two month platform for regional businesses and 
the Northern Powerhouse Summit held in July 2018, 
as a high profile business focussed element of the 
GEOTN, was funded by the project and served as 
one of its principal showcasing mechanisms. 

The approach to delivering the Summit therefore 
sought to inspire participating SMEs by providing 
an enabling environment to facilitate collaboration, 
enhancing regional innovation capabilities and 
potential and acting as a catalyst for debate 
and ideas. Evidence collected through a survey 
of attendees of the Business Summit by the 
evaluation team shows that the event achieved 
these objectives and had a catalytic effect with 
88% of those consulted finding the Summit to be 
useful or extremely useful to their business, and: 

88% gaining new contacts; and

50%  identifying attendance as providing 
the basis for collaboration with other 
attendees. 

The Summit was successful in reaching a large 
audience, with 1,732 registrations from local and 
national delegates across the three days; 235 
pieces of media overage generated across 16 
countries; TV coverage achieved on BBC News, 
BBC Sunday Politics and Sky News and more than 
3,500 mentions tracked on Twitter in the week 
of the Summit. The Summit consciously sought to 
address gender imbalances through the selection 
of speakers and the involvement of Northern 
Power Women11.3 
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NORTHERN POWERHOUSE SUMMIT,  
4-6 JULY 2018
A free to attend event, the three day summit 
was a core component of the GEOTN and 
brought small and large businesses, policy 
makers, universities, government ministers, and 
northern mayors together to celebrate, explore 
and stimulate the northern economy. Delivered 
by a team of public and private sector partners, 
the programme for the Summit was curated by 
Thinking Digital, Digital Catapult and Sunderland 
Software City and was structured around the 
themes of:

• Great Innovators;

• Great Opportunities; and 

• Northern Powerhouse Great Futures. 

These themes provided a framework to highlight 
innovative start-ups and scale-ups and the 

regional innovation infrastructure; and explore 
the Government’s Industrial Strategy Grand 
Challenges and growth opportunities and help 
shape future developments and policy. This was 
delivered through a range of high profile keynote 
speakers such as Mark Carney, Governor of 
the Bank of England; showcases featuring 
pioneering SMEs developing and delivering new 
technology, products and services; and a series 
of open and closed workshops and challenges 
held across NewcastleGateshead. These 
workshops and challenges were led by a range 
of private and public sector organisations and 
provided participating SMEs with opportunities 
for open innovation, knowledge exchange and 
commercial opportunities to address service 
challenges experienced by companies such as 
Asko Nobel, Nissan and LNER.  
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Founded in 2009 Shout Digital are a Newcastle 
headquartered software development company 
specialising in developing digital strategies 
and experiences for web, mobile and emerging 
technologies. 

The company were closely involved with the 
GEOTN having being commissioned to build the 
mobile wayfinding app for the event and receiving 
support from the GX Project at an early stage. 
This was a high profile piece of work for the 
company, requiring them to collaborate with a 
wide range of stakeholders to deliver the app’s 
various components, from navigation to exhibit 
interaction through games and digital characters. 
This helped the company develop their networks 
and provided an excellent showcase of the 
company’s work in practice, as described by CEO 
Gary Boon:

‘This was a unique project for us and 
building the app has been a great 
platform for the company. The Exhibition 
was the biggest event in England in 
2018 and it was a real opportunity to 
showcase our capabilities as a regional 
tech company...we collaborated with 
some key organisations such as NGI, 
Ubisoft Reflections and Accenture and 
worked with local schools, communities 
and volunteers as part of our testing and 
helping build relationships that we wouldn’t 
have had without GEOTN’.

As well as their work on the GEOTN app 
the company accessed support from the GX 
Project, attending events including the Northern 
Powerhouse Business Summit at GEOTN. 
Attendance ‘enthused staff’, enabled the company 

to further extend their networks and relationships 
and enhance their understanding of emerging 
regional and sector-based agendas and shape 
their business development approach. 

Shout Digital are committed to supporting the 
growth and development of the North East digital 
tech sector and involvement with GEOTN and GX 
has reinforced their desire to help showcase the 
region to internal and external audiences. Gary 
feels the work with GEOTN has had a catalytic 
impact on the business, creating new opportunities 
and helping to inform the development of a new 
product for the company

‘GEOTN provided us with a platform for 
growth, proving we can deliver a high 
profile and complex large scale project 
for a flagship event... we’ve developed 
momentum from that project and the 
opportunities presented through GEOTN 
have led to further opportunities with 
NGI and other organisations... It’s helping 
support our transition to a more proactive 
approach to marketing’.

www.shoutdigital.com

Established in 2017, Wordnerds are an Artificial 
Intelligence (AI) and Linguistics-led business which 
provides clients with innovative and automated 
technology to understand unstructured text data. 
The technology is applied in social listening and 
review monitoring in order to help clients to make 
sense of their own text based data. 

The company’s principal involvement with the GX 
Project came through the Northern Powerhouse 
Business Summit held as part of the GEOTN, with 
Wordnerds attending a closed Business Challenge 
with London North Eastern Railway (LNER).  

This opportunity led the company to develop an 
ongoing relationship with LNER, helping them 
move into a new growth sector. Steve Erdal, 
Director of Linguistics at Wordnerds describes how 
the company came to get involved with the GX 
Project:

‘We found out about the GX Project 
through Sunderland Software City, 
publicity around the project and the 
GEOTN. We decided to exhibit at the 
Business Summit as it was seeking to 
drive and celebrate innovation and develop 
linkages and collaboration across the 
North, and we saw this as a good fit  
for us’. 

As a result of their participation Wordnerds were 
invited to attend the LNER Business Challenge. 
This provided the company with an excellent 
opportunity to showcase their technology with 
a major player within a new sector, opening up 
a new market which Steve believes presents 
significant growth opportunities: 

‘The potential for our company is huge...
This provided us with an invaluable 
opportunity to test our tech’s suitability 
for the rail industry. It’s made a really 
significant difference to the company, 
giving us the opportunity to look at the key 
challenges for the rail industry; examine 
how our tech might support rail operators 
to address these; and to pitch directly to 
key decision makers at LNER, including the 
CEO. There is no way we could have got 
such an opportunity without GX and the 
Business Summit’.

‘This has had a real impact on our 
business. At the time of the pitch 
we received a positive response, 
demonstrating a real business opportunity 
in a new sector for us. Our relationship 
with LNER continues to grow and has 
enabled us to reach wider audiences 
within the rail industry. We’ve since 
been invited to the World Rail Festival, 
this provided an excellent showcasing 
opportunity and we went on to win the 
Festival’s Start Up Innovators of the Year 
award for 2019’.

The relationships developed through their 
involvement with GX have helped the business 
move into a new sector with Wordnerds now in 
formal discussions with a number of rail operators 
across Europe. The business has also recently 
received £650,000 of growth funding through the 
ERDF supported North East Innovation Fund and 
private investors.

www.wordnerds.ai Sh
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KEY IMPACTS
•  New and potential  

business generated

•  Product viability confirmed  
in a new market sector
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Y
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•  Informing the development of a 
new company product

•  Raising company profile and 
building new networks and 
relationships

https://www.shoutdigital.com/
https://www.wordnerds.ai/


Through the Connect & Network workstream 
the GX Project has successfully delivered a 
range of networking events and workshops 
to engage local SMEs, facilitate knowledge 
exchange and stimulate new ideas, approaches 
and collaborations. These events have explored 
a range of different themes, with a specific 
focus on regional Smart Specialisation Sectors, 
and have been delivered in a range of formats 
with an emphasis on networking and explorative 
discussion. 

A total of 140 individual organisations and 71 
SMEs engaged with the Emerging Tech series 
and collectively these events have attracted a 
significant number of attendees from a wide range 
of sectors, with many SMEs attending Emerging 
Tech events focussed on sectors outside their 
usual areas of business. The Emerging Tech events 
in particular provided high quality speakers with 
a focus on people at the forefront of innovation 
within their sector as well as representatives of 
large organisations providing insight into sector 
trends and opportunities for collaboration. These 
events provided SMEs from across the region with 
a forum to share their emerging innovations, learn 
from others across a range of different contexts 
and identify and explore potential business 
development opportunities. 

Survey data shows that more than nine out ten 
SMEs consulted by the evaluation team found  
the events to be extremely useful for their  
business, with:

86% extending their networks; 

62%  identifying the event(s) they attended as 
providing the basis for new collaborations 
to investigate or develop new products or 
services; and

31%  looking to review or adapt their existing 
services/products or develop new services 
or products as a result of the knowledge 
they gained. 
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Connect & Network Events

Acting as one of the principal entry points for 
business engagement with the GX Project, 
events delivered under through Connect & 
Network, included:

•  A series of six Emerging Tech workshops 
and eight networking events in 2018 to 
enable SMEs to understand and explore 
challenges, trends and emerging innovations 
and technology within a range of sectors 
and areas of opportunity. Delivered by Urban 
Foresight the series was developed to align 
with the Grand Challenges within the UK 
Government’s Industrial Strategy and the 
NELEP regional Smart Specialisation areas, 
including:

 • Transport;

 • Advanced Manufacturing;

 • Creative & Cultural; 

 • Healthcare; 

 • Aerospace Ecosystems; and 

 • Smart Cities. 

•  Tyne & Wear Archives & Museums (TWAM) 
technology event to explore the potential 
for digital solutions and innovation within the 
heritage sector. 

•  A series of bite size Masterclasses 
continued in 2019 to support innovative 
SMEs and enhance their capabilities and 
capacity to promote their business, new 
products or services and secure external 
investment. 

10 / 11
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•  Informing new approaches to 
service delivery

• Skills development for new staff

Jumping Rivers, a Newcastle based analytics 
company focussed on utilising data and machine 
learning to deliver innovative support that helps 
their clients drive performance improvement. 
Established in 2016 the company provides a wide 
range of core services including data software 
training, storage, analytics and insights across a 
range of sectors. 

The company accessed more than 12 hours of 
support from the GX Project having attended a 
number of workshops and events delivered under 
the Connect and Network banner, including:

•  Northern Powerhouse Business Summit held as 
part of the GEOTN in June 2018; 

•  Emerging Tech networking event for the Cultural 
& Creative sector in October 2018; 

•  Innovation in Ageing Challenge Workshop in 
January 2019.

Participation in events like these is nothing new for 
Jumping Rivers but CEO Esther Gillespie felt the 
offer from GX differed from those usually available 
in the North East:

‘We always strive to keep up to date 
knowledge of what’s happening in our 
target sectors and in other fields... Events 
like these help to inform our understanding 
of the market trends and what our 
competitors have been successful or 
unsuccessful in achieving... the GX events 
were particularly insightful with high calibre 
speakers. They provided access to cutting 
edge practitioners who were willing to 
share their experiences and innovative 
practice and gave real insight into the 
current progress industries have made with 
their data and a greater understanding 
of what their expectations are with their 
data. Following the events, we have been 
refining how we present and communicate 
to prospective clients with great success.’ 

Access to practitioners working to innovate within 
a range of sectors was seen as central to the 
success of the GX Project with Esther highlighting 
this as a catalyst for change within the company:

‘The majority of what we do is prototyping 
and solution building. It’s great to find 
out what others are doing and how we 
can learn from their experiences and 
approaches on what works and what 
doesn’t work yet... its helped to reinforce 
our thoughts on how to innovate within 
our expertise in different industries, 
highlighting how few companies are 
using creative arts in this context. It has 
inspired us to recruit different skillsets 
and encourage the existing team’s own 
creativity’.

Involvement in GX has therefore helped to shape 
and inspire creative thinking and new ways for 
Jumping Rivers to present data, helping them to 
stand out from their competitors and address a 
challenge for their clients:

‘Through the Emerging Tech event we’ve 
increasingly sought to blend creative 
approaches within data analysis and 
visualisation... we’re increasingly bringing 
the arts into our work, particularly in terms 
of data exploration and visualisation 
approaches... we want to make data 
more accessible and engaging and these 
approaches can help our clients and the 
public’.

www.jumpingrivers.com

Indigo Multimedia, an award winning Newcastle 
based digital agency offering a range of services 
including web design and development, mobile 
apps and e-marketing. 

The company has accessed various elements 
of the GX Project, including attendance at the 
GEOTN Business Summit and Emerging Tech 
Workshops across a number of sectors of interest 
to the business. Director, Andrew Graney, found 
these events of clear benefit to the business:

‘We’ve attended a number of GX events 
and have found them very insightful, 
providing good context into current and 
future opportunities and developments 
across a number of key sectors and 
providing clear business development 
opportunities’.

The company was also successful in obtaining GX 
Collaborate support for a project with Northumbria 
University, exploring the potential for utilising 
portable 3D sensing technologies to develop a 
vision-based system for measuring and visualising 
medical conditions. 

Through their attendance at the Tyne & Wear 
Archives & Museums (TWAM) Innovation 
Challenge in May 2019, the company explored 
the opportunity to work with TWAM on the 
development and prototyping of a digital solution 
for the archives & museums sector.  

Heritage is one of a number of target sectors 
for the company and Andrew felt the Innovation 
Challenge provided them with an opportunity to 
potentially explore their service offering to the 
sector:

‘The Challenge was focussed on digital 
transformation and the challenges 
organisations like them face in taking 
forward this agenda....through this we’ve 
developed an experimental approach 
which we are looking to test in order to 
potentially develop digital transformation 
solutions for the sector’. 

Through their attendance at a range of events, 
their involvement with the above Innovation 
Challenge, and their GX Collaborate project to 
develop and prototyping a new to the market 
product in the health sector, Andrew feels 
that their involvement with GX has acted as 
an important catalyst for change within Indigo 
Multimedia:

‘This represents a real shift for our 
business...they’ve helped change our 
thinking around potential opportunities 
across a number of sectors; acting as a 
catalyst for change as well as providing 
real support to help us take these 
opportunities forward. Traditionally we’ve 
been a service business but through GX 
we’re increasingly shifting to be more 
proactive, thorough the development of 
innovative marketable products which 
have real potential for driving our business 
forward’.   

www.indigomultimedia.com

KEY IMPACTS
•  Prototypes developed for two new 

products and services

•  Product/services viability tested 
and demonstrated in a working 
environment C
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Open Innovation is widely accepted as a way 
to accelerate innovation within businesses and 
various industries and expand the market for 
collaboration with external suppliers. Encouraging 
North East SMEs to develop new products and 
services that meet industrial, technological or 
societal needs is a key part of the North East 
LEP’s innovation strategy. Building on the networks 
of public and private organisations that partnered 
with GEOTN, the GX Project sought to identify 
specific innovation needs and challenges within 
those organisations and communicate those 
challenges through a series of facilitated and 
interactive sessions between a challenge provider 
and solutions providers. Once a challenge had 
been identified and defined, the Innovation 
Challenge workshops followed a tried and tested 
design sprint format to generate new ideas and 
solutions. Most Innovation Challenges sessions 
were then followed by targeted support to 
selected SMEs to develop potential new products 
and services. 

Over the course of the project, six Innovation 
Challenges were delivered: the last mile challenge 
with Nexus; Newcastle’s waste challenge with the 
Waste Commission; an archiving challenge with 
Tyne & Wear Archives & Museums (TWAM); the 
mobile office challenge with Ford and Northumbria 
Water Group;  the Innovation in Ageing Challenge 
with the National Innovation Centre for Ageing; 
and a Smart Energy challenge with Siemens.  
These challenges differed in scale and process, 
but all have enabled businesses to test their ideas 
and explore new product and service opportunities 
with potential clients across key sectors within the 
regional economy. 

The availability of seed funding and the calibre 
and profile of organisations posing the challenges 
were central to securing the participation of SMEs, 
with many highlighting these as the factors behind 
their decision to participate:

‘The challenge provided something 
tangible, it was a real opportunity to 
secure work with a leading company’

Collectively and individually these challenges have 
acted as a catalyst for innovation, attracting a 
significant numbers of SMEs and encouraging 
them to collaborate and develop new ideas and 
providing the opportunity to access and potentially 
work with a number of high profile organisations.  
The role of the GEOTN was key in securing the 
engagement of challenge owners with TWAM a 
GEOTN delivery partner and Siemens one of the 
events major sponsors.

INNOVATION CHALLENGE:  
TYNE & WEAR ARCHIVES & 
MUSEUMS (TWAM)
Digital technology is not used to its full potential within an archive 
settings, with many organisations nationally and internationally using 
technology that is no longer fit for purpose. Focusing on archives 
for future generations, this challenge sought to address these 
issues and identify specific digital solutions to enhance functionality, 
accessibility, audience experience, storage capability and cost 
effectiveness. 

The Challenge brought together TWAM and other national sector 
stakeholders with over fifty NE SMEs, providing an opportunity 
to collaboratively explore sector needs and develop and refine 
potential approaches for digital archiving. TWAM received eight 
SME proposals to pilot a proposed solution. They selected two 
projects to focus attention on in the first instance and have 
identified potential funds to support this development. The longer-
term objective is to develop a holistic solution for digital archiving. 
This will continue as a legacy of GX.
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INNOVATION CHALLENGE:  
SIEMENS ENERGY
Siemens is working with Keele University to develop a decentralised 
smart energy system, enabling it to monitor, analyse and manage 
its energy consumption across the largest campus in the UK. This 
Innovation Challenge brought selected data and digital SMEs 
together with Siemens with the opportunity to develop a ‘Smart 
Energy Demonstrator’ application to support effective visualisation 
of a range of complex data. Participating SMEs were provided with 
the opportunity to pitch their ideas and approach to Siemens, with 
Siemens appointing and funding an SME to develop their preferred 
solution with the project due for completion at the end of 2019
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12  MAADIGITAL were commissioned to develop ‘How Will you Fly’ an 
augmented reality experience which allowed users to create their 
own wings as part of the Great Exhibition of the North Trail.

‘We heard about the Innovation 
Challenges through ISN who suggested 
we get involved. We have an ongoing 
relationship with ISN so they often flag 
things of interest. We work regularly with 
large corporate clients and we're interested 
in increasing our portfolio within the 
service sector. The potential to work with 
Siemens was an Innovation Challenge we 
could not turn down - they had been on 
our radar as a potential client for quite a 
while. It was great to get the opportunity 
to get in front of Siemens and pitch how 
we would tackle a real data visualisation 
challenge for their business’.

Aligning with the GEOTN was key to GX securing 
the participation of key partners like Siemens 
and their commitment to commissioning through 
the Challenge served to differentiate the GX 
Innovation Challenges from other similar activities:

‘Unlike other activities and events like this 
the GX Project was clear on what came 
next in terms of timings and budget. There 
was the clear opportunity of something 
tangible to come out of it’.

Involvement with the GX Project has had a direct 
impact on MAADIGITAL and has the potential to 
develop further opportunities in the future:

‘We’ve secured work through this process 
and we’ve built an excellent working 
relationship with Siemens which may 
result in further work. GX has helped our 
company to move into a new sector, add 
a prestigious client and expanded our 
portfolio, presenting a number of future 
opportunities for a future growth and 
development’. 

www.maadigital.co.uk

16 / 17

KEY IMPACTS
•   New business generated

•   Product viability confirmed in a 
new market sector

•   Collaboration with a major partner 
in the GEOTN

MAADIGITAL, are a Newcastle based digital 
design studio who specialise in the creation and 
definition of mobile apps, augmented reality, 3d 
animation and video production. 

The company have had extensive involvement 
with the GX Project and the wider GEOTN of 
the North, from being commissioned to deliver 
part of GEOTN12, to participating in two of GX’s 
Innovation Challenges and being involved in a GX 
Collaborate Project with Teesside University. 

The company was successful in securing work 
with Siemens Energy through the GX funded 
Siemens Innovation Challenge in June 2019.  
Managing Director, Colin Kelly highlights the 
opportunity to work with Siemens as the principal 
catalyst for their involvement with the Innovation 
Challenge:
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Grants were available for NELEP based SMEs 
looking to develop a new product or service in 
one of the Smart Specialisation Sectors and 
areas of opportunity13, with £1,000-£12,50014 
ERDF available for 50% of the total costs to fund 
external expertise, consultancy and specialists 
advice to bring the proposed new product or 
service closer to market. Match funding of 50% 
was provided by supported SMEs. 

A total of 27 GX Grants were allocated over three 
waves between December 2018 and September 
2019, resulting in a total projected investment of 
£160,645 which leveraged a commitment for a 
further £175,646 of private sector investment 
through match funding.  The SMEs supported 
varied in size and maturity ranging from start-ups 
to a 19 year old business with 35 staff and a £3m 
turnover, although half had a single director, while 
at least half were digital sector businesses. 

Grants were used to support the progression 
of new products and services through the 
Technology Readiness Levels (TRL) Scale towards 
commercialisation. Specialist areas used to 
advance projects to proof of concept, testing and 
validation in a range of environments, prototypes, 
or minimum viable products, includes software and 
application development incorporating Augmented 
Reality (AR), Virtual Reality (VR) and Artificial 
Intelligence (AI). 

The project had a catalytic  

role in terms of SME participation 

and investment in innovation  

with analysis of available data 

showing that:
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only 33% of SMEs 
receiving a GX 
Grant had product or 
process innovations in 
the last 3 years;

33%

only 25% had made any 
financial investment in 
R&D in the last complete 
financial year with six 
out of ten reporting 
increased investment in 
R&D and innovation as a 
result of the grant;

25%

78%

78% of the 18 SMEs 
surveyed reporting 
increased employment, 
with 10 jobs created 
as of October 2019;

64% reporting 
increased turnover; and

64%

64% reporting 
increased profit. 

64%

The funding  

has contributed 

to the growth  

of supported 

SMEs with: 

SMEs supported 

with a GX Grant 

also report 

high levels of 

additionality with:
13  Including passenger vehicle manufacture; subsea and offshore 

energy; life sciences and health; creative, digital, software and 
technology based services; and health innovation, business 
information modelling and immersive technologies.

14  The maximum grant differed between waves with Wave 1 having 
a maximum of £12,500 and Waves 2 and Wave 3 with a maximum 
grant of £5,000. 

29% of 
those surveyed 
believe that their 
product or service 
innovation would 
not have advanced 
without it;

41% believe 
the support 
enabled their 
product or service 
innovation to 
progress at a 
quicker rate;

and 30% believe that the GX 
Grant has improved the quality (12%) 
or scale (18%) of their product or 
service innovation. 

TECHNOLOGY 
READINESS  
LEVELS:  
SUMMARY
1: basic principles developed

2: principles designed

3: proof of concept

4: technology or approach tested

5: Technology or approach operational

6:  technology or approach 
demonstrated in a working 
environment

7: prototype operational

8: system or approach complete

9:  commercialisation of product,  
service or process
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The majority of SMEs surveyed feel 

that over the next 3 years the GX 

Grant will result in their company 

employing more people (81%), 

increasing turnover (81%)  

and profit (63%). 



MyProPass, a North East based SME seeking to 
develop a secure, digital and verified professional 
passport to replace the physical CV and simplify 
continued professional development (CPD) and 
training records. Targeted at individuals and 
organisation like training providers and professional 
associations, such as chartered institutes, the 
development of the product is being supported 
through a GX Grant to fund the development  
of the initial phase 1 web based application of  
the product.

Pia Osseforth, Director of MyProPass feels the GX 
Grant came at an important time for the fledgling 
business and enabled them to adopt an alternative 
funding model:

‘We were looking for investment in the 
product for around 18 months. While we’ve 
worked closely and received guidance and 
support from agencies such as Sunderland 
Software City we hadn’t been able to 
secure the funding we needed to turn our 
idea to a functioning product’. 

The support of GX has proved integral to the 
company, helping them to work with an external 
specialist to take forward their idea to a ready for 
market product:

‘The GX Grant has been great for our 
company. It’s enabled us to work with a 
software development company to develop 
the initial web based application of the 
product. Once this has been completed 
we’ll be launching this first version of the 
product to market’. 

Involvement in the GX Project has also provided 
the company with marketing opportunities:

‘The project team have offered a great 
amount of support... they helped us to 
refine our product pitch and ISN have put 
us forward to showcase the product at 
VentureFest North East in November 2019’. 

While yet to launch the product, Pia is now more 
confident about the future and potential of the 
product:

‘Following the launch we may be looking 
to employ up to 3 full-time members of 
staff over the next year, as we look to 
market our product and support further 
external technical development in-house’

The innovation journey will continue for MyProPass 
as they look to secure additional follow-on 
investment to develop the product further and 
extend its potential client base to include HR 
Departments and professional institutes. Pia feels 
the support from the GX Project puts them in a 
stronger position to secure this investment:

‘We’d be nowhere near launching the 
product without the GX Grant and the 
GX Project. The support has allowed us to 
develop and commercialise the first phase 
of the product and gives us something 
tangible to show to investors as we 
look to take the product to phase 2 and 
provide additional functionality’. 

www.mypropass.co.uk

So to Company Ltd are in the process of 
developing Karekot, a new and innovative product 
which aims to provide a safer, soft-sided cotbed, 
with a unique dropside, which removes the 
potential hazards present in existing cotbeds and 
associated products. Following the experiences 
of her young daughter with a traditional 
wooden-barred cot and discovering the potential 
suffocation risks with cot bumpers; founder 
and director Katharine Paterson was inspired to 
develop Karekot. 

With the product patented in the UK, France, 
Ireland, Germany and USA; and with major 
retailers expressing an interested in the product, 
Katharine was successful in securing a GX Grant 
to take the product forward and move it closer to 
production by: 

•  Supporting the final stages and refinement of 
product design; and 

•  Development of a new high quality product 
prototype which possesses all of the products 
safety features within a well-designed piece of 
furniture. 

Katharine feels the GX Grant was essential for 
moving her innovative product closer to market, 
providing investment that enabled her to work 
with the specialists that were essential to 
delivering a high quality marketable product:

‘Despite retailer interest it has been 
difficult to secure funding to move the 
product on from an idea and an initial 
rudimentary prototype. We’ve been 
seeking to develop the product and secure 
investment for a number of years and 
having a workable, high quality prototype 
is essential to the business being able to 
take the next step forward. This really 
required specialist design and development 
expertise that we just couldn’t invest in 
without GX...  
the Grant has helped us to redesign 
Karekot in light of market research 
and select the appropriate textiles and 
materials for the product to ensure it is fit 
for market’.

With the support of a GX Grant, Katharine was 
able to work with a product designer, a textile 
expert and a Test House to develop a high quality 
pre-production prototype. She is now engaging with 
manufacturing experts on some potential adaptions 
that will decrease potential production costs. 

By funding this specialist input the GX Grant has 
enabled Katharine to access expert support at a 
critical stage of the business and product journey:

‘I now have a prototype which I’m proud 
to show to potential investors to secure 
funding which will enable Karekot to be 
manufactured and brought to market...
There is no way I could have done this 
without them, GX has helped me to 
make significant steps forward which will 
hopefully enable Karekot to get to market 
sooner, enabling babies to sleep more 
safely and soundly, which is what Karekot 
is all about’.  
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•  Product to move from TRL Scale  
Level 2 ‘Principles Designed’ to  
Level 9 ‘Commercialisation’.

•  Access to specialist expertise 
integral to product development

KEY IMPACTS
•   Product to move from TRL Scale 

Level 2 ‘Principles Designed’ to 
Level 7 ‘Prototype Operational’

•   Access to specialist expertise 
integral to product development

https://www.mypropass.co.uk


This workstream of the project provided 100% 
funding up to the value of £11,000, to enable 
local SMEs to commercialise or move towards 
commercialising research through collaboration 
with a number of regional research institutions 
(RIs) which were successful in bidding to be part 
of a framework. As well as funding and direct 
innovation support the GX Collaboration approach 
brokered relationships between eligible SMEs and 
approved research institutions, providing a clear 
pathway and specialist support that enabled SMEs 
to test new ideas, products, services or processes 
and progress them towards commercialisation.

As a consequence this workstream provided a 
pathway into the economic exploitation of new 
ideas and a clear incentive for regional SMEs 
to access knowledge transfer opportunities 
to enhance the TRL scale of their innovations, 
while increasing their innovation capacity and 
capabilities. The approach was also developed 
to provide benefits to participating RIs including 
improvements to the ‘pull-through’ of their R&D 
activity; and providing an additional conduit for RIs 
to engage with SMEs and enhance the accessibility 
of their academics, expertise and facilities. 
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GX COLLABORATE MODEL
Four RIs were appointed to the framework, 
with Teesside University, Sunderland University 
and Northumbria University successful in 
securing Collaborate projects (with 7, 5 and 4 
projects, respectively). 

SMEs became involved by submitting an 
initial expression of interest to an open 
call for projects. A total of 46 Expressions 
of Interest were submitted with 23 SMEs 
shortlisted. Each SME was then provided with 
the opportunity to meet and discuss their 
requirements with the RIs on the framework 
at a GX event with each provided with the 
opportunity pitch to the other. SMEs then 
refined their briefs in collaboration with GX 
Innovation Managers before these were 
issued in a mini-competition to framework 
providers, who then worked with the SMEs 
to understand their requirements and submit 
detailed proposals for the opportunities they 
were interested in.  Proposals were then 

assessed with 16 successful collaborations 
signing a GX Collaborate Partnership 
Agreement. Requiring approval by the RI  
and SME involved in each collaboration,  
this Agreement clearly defined the work plan, 
milestones, deliverables and outcomes for 
the project. Delivery started end of spring 
2019 with most projects finishing between 
September and October 2019. 

Regular monitoring is provided with GX liaising 
regularly with participating SMEs and RIs 
throughout the delivery process to ensure in 
order to ensure projects are progressing. The 
project completion process was also designed 
to ensure that expectations have been met 
and deliverables achieved, with RIs required to 
submit timesheets showing project inputs and 
activity and evidence of agreed outputs. RIs 
are also paid directly by the project within the 
GX Collaborate model, thereby minimising the 
administrative burden on supported SMEs. 

SMEs accessing support through GX Collaborate 
that were surveyed by the evaluation team found 
each of the following aspects either good or very 
good:

•  GX Project staff understanding your business 
needs;

•  The level and quality of technical and scientific 
expertise provided by the University;

•  University facilities and technical equipment;

•  Ongoing communications and relationship 
management from the GX Project. 

To date, each project has made positive progress 
with expert input supporting each proposed 
product or service to progress their TRL. 

The support delivered has therefore had a positive 
impact with a third of SMEs consulted by the 
evaluation team believing their GX Collaborate 
project will result in their company employing 
more people in the next three years, while two 
thirds believe their turnover will increase. Indeed 
while the majority of projects are still to complete 
one supported SME has already reported the 
creation of new jobs and increased turnover as a 
result of GX Collaborate support. The approach 
has helped local SMEs to diversify and develop 
their product or service offering within existing or 
new markets or sectors, helping to enhance their 
competitiveness and potential for growth.

Supported SMEs reported high levels of 
additionality with half of those consulted believing 
that their project would not have gone ahead 
without GX Collaborate funding, and the other 
half believing that their project would have gone 
ahead later and progressed at a slower speed 
without GX. The approach helped increase the 
accessibility of University R&D to SMEs with a 
third of those supported feeling that they would 
not have accessed University R&D without GX 
Collaborate while half stated that they would 
not have known how to access University R&D 
expertise or facilities without the project.  

The GX Collaborate approach also ensured that 
supported SMEs retained all IP developed through 
their collaboration and were not required to give 
up any equity in their business as part of the 
process, something which a number of SMEs 
highlighted as playing an important role in their 
decision to participate:

‘What particularly interested us was the 
fact that we would retain all IP developed 
as a result of the R&D process. This really 
set GX Collaborate out from a number of 
other University opportunities we’ve seen. 
The project is a commercially sensitive 
development for our company so we 
don’t want academics publishing about 
the research and we want to retain full 
ownership over the company and the IP 
developed’. 

The evidence therefore shows that GX 
Collaborate has provided a process drive model 
and coherent interface to facilitate effective and 
output driven RI-SME collaboration and innovation, 
from initial relationship brokering to quality 
assurance of RIs through a framework agreement 
and proactive monitoring and support to ensure 
delivery to time, budget and expectations. The 
approach provided SMEs with the opportunity to 
access support from a range of RIs and assess 
their proposed approaches to and suitability for 
providing support for the development of their 
product or service innovation; thereby marking out 
the approach from a number of other innovation 
focussed projects in the region which are aligned 
to a single RI.  
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Durham based Martel Instruments provide custom 
thermal printers to equipment manufacturers and 
suppliers across the world. Having manufactured 
these products for over 20 years the company is 
looking to diversify its offer and ensure its ongoing 
growth. 

As part of this process the company secured 
GX Collaborate funding to work with Teesside 
University on the development of a proposed 
new to market product. ‘Vida’ is an innovative 
technology product which will automate digital 
data recording within a laboratory environment; 
working with and providing connectivity to existing 
standalone lab equipment and removing the need 
for manual transcription and providing reliable, 
error free recording that is compliant with quality 
management systems. 

However, the company was presented with a 
number of challenges, as outlined by Commercial 
Manager, Joanne Hockaday:

‘We decided to initially target the product 
at the US market but we need to comply 
with legislation15 from the Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA). This has significant 
costs and we need to ensure we have 
a viable product before we meet these. 
The problem is we are moving into a 
new market and didn’t have access to 
commercial laboratory environments to  
test it’. 

Funding from GX Collaborate enabled Martel to 
address a number of challenges and access a 
wide range of support to progress the innovation 
journey of ‘Vida’, including access to a working 
laboratory to undertake beta trials within a 
commercial environment; independent and robust 

pilot testing of the Vida prototype; and addressing 
gaps in the evidence base to ensure compliance 
with US legislation.

Although support is ongoing the company has 
already decided to progress US accreditation and 
is investing heavily in product development:

‘The support has given us the confidence 
to take the product forward and launch 
in the US. We’ll be investing £50,000-
£75,000 in the 6 months to Quarter 
1 2020, and that doesn’t include and 
recruiting an engineer. 

Joanne feels the GX funded collaboration has 
provided significant added value:

‘We wouldn’t be where we are today 
without GX Collaborate... University 
involvement increases shareholder 
confidence in the product and they’re 
helping us to create links with private 
companies and Universities and Colleges in 
the US, which will hopefully lead to trials... 
We already have two US Fortune 500 
companies looking to trial the product’.

Martel had previously tried to access support 
from Universities across the region but found it 
challenging to progress:

‘We’d already tried to contact the local 
Universities but finding the right person 
to talk to and being taken seriously is a 
challenge. It can be difficult to get them to 
engage. We definitely wouldn’t have been 
able to access this kind of support and 
these facilities without GX’.

www.martelinstruments.com 

Label Says Ltd are a Northumberland based start-
up company who have developed a new quick 
response augmented reality software application 
for the food and drinks manufacturing and retail 
markets. To support this process Label Says 
secured GX Collaborate funding to work with 
Sunderland University to develop a working patent 
pending prototype of their innovation application 
and test its viability. 

The application works through scannable codes 
which provide manufacturers and retailers with 
creative ways to provide a range of product 
information to customers and stakeholders and 
help reduce packaging and waste. This could help 
clients to respond to the rise of the conscious 
consumer and provide a range of information on 
issues including product sourcing, ingredients and 
production as well as potential products uses, such 
as recipes. 

Sunderland University have provided Label Says 
founder Peter Woods with academic support 
and student placements to deliver a wide range 
of activities to progress his idea to a prototype 
of a potentially viable and marketable product, 
including:

•  ‘Concept to market’ research to make an 
informed and validated decision to target its 
prototype;

•  Utilising and adapting Quick Response 
Augmented Reality Software into a viable 
prototype with both features and benefits 
designed for the food and drink manufacturing 
and retail markets;

•  Equipping the company with the knowledge and 
skills to make a commercially viable proposition 
to potential customers;

•  Providing access to potential commercial 
clients, including participation in the University’s 
International Food Safety Conference on 4 
September 2019.

This extensive support has been integral to the 
development of the product, with the University’s 
commitment and networks adding considerable 
value to the project:

‘I would’ve struggled to get as far as I 
have without the funding from GX, it has 
enabled me to access extensive support 
from the University, from their technical 
expertise to their networks  
within the industry...they’ve opened 
up doors and give potential clients or 
investors greater confidence...they’ve 
exceeded my expectations, providing a 
nurturing and supportive environment to 
take my idea forward...at the end of this 
process I have a viable product and a 
clear pathway to market’.

Peter is now actively seeking contacts in the 
food and drink industry who are interested in the 
product.  

www.labelsays.com 
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 15 Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) Title 21.

KEY IMPACTS
•  Product to move from TRL 

Scale Level 2 ‘Principles 
Designed’ to  
Level 7 ‘Prototype 
Operational’

•  Access to specialist 
expertise, equipment and 
working environment integral 
to product development  
and launch

•  Supporting transition into a 
new market sector

KE
Y

 IM
PA

C
TS •  Product moved from TRL Scale 

Level 1 ‘Basic Principles Developed 
to Level 7 ‘Prototype Operational’.

•  High quality prototype of an 
innovative new product/service

•  Access to specialist expertise 
and networks integral to product 
development

•  Access to potential clients  
and funders

https://martelinstruments.com/
http://www.labelsays.com


DroneOps Ltd, is a Gateshead based business 
specialising in R&D to develop new capabilities 
for the application of drones and robotics within 
commercial, security and defence settings. The 
company was successful in obtaining GX 
Collaborate funding to enable its consortium of 
partners to work with Northumbria University on 
R&D relating to the use of drones (unmanned 
aerial vehicles - UAVs) as a flying platform 
carrying ground penetrating radar (GPR) 
for finding anomalies under the ground. The 
technology has the potential to dramatically 
improve the efficiency and safety of landmine 
detection processes in a number of ways, including 
removing the need for an expert to translate GPR 
data and the potential future ability to operate in 
GPS-denied environments. 

The proposed innovation builds on DroneOps’ 
participation in the Army Warfighting Experiment 
2018 and enabled the company to work with 
academic experts to undertake a complete 
package of simulations for the GPR antenna 
and provide proof of concept of the product and 
inform the development of Artificial Intelligence 
(AI) used to interpret GPR data. As a result, Ben 
Mawhinney, Head of Software Development at 
DroneOps thinks that GX Collaborate has played 
an important role in the product’s innovation 
journey:

‘GX Collaborate has acted as a 
springboard for us to tap into university 
expertise...it gave us proof of concept and 
we now have robust evidence to enable 
us to demonstrate the technology, how it 
saves time, reduces cost and removes the 
need for personnel to analyse the images 
produced by GPR...GX Collaborate acted 
as seed funding, providing a stepping 
stone for growth and further development...

there is no way our staff or consortium 
partners could have undertaken this  
work alone’

By providing robust proof of concept for a core 
part of the technology GX Collaborate de-risked 
the proposition for potential future investors. 
Ben therefore feels that the collaboration played 
an important role in the company securing a 
place on the forthcoming Seraphim Space Camp 
accelerator programme, which provides the 
company with an opportunity to further enhance 
the product proposition; develop networks and 
potential commercial relationships with key sector 
organisations; and potentially secure significant 
investment to take the product forward:

‘I don’t think we would have got on the 
programme without the support from 
GX and the work of the University... our 
journey would have taken a lot longer 
and our proposition wouldn’t have 
been as strong. Their involvement adds 
considerable weight...’

Ben also highlighted the added value of their 
involvement, with the GX Project helping the 
company to extend their networks. For example, 
GEOTN Executive Director, presently Director of 
Major Events and Festivals, Carol Bell brokered an 
introduction to the Reece Group, which is already 
involved in land mine clearance vehicles. 

The company intend to continue working with 
Northumbria University on subsequent stages 
of product development, with DroneOps also 
now working with other areas of the University 
and different academics to explore potential 
commercialisation of R&D in two different fields.

www.drone-operations.com
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KEY IMPACTS
•   Product to move from TRL Scale 

Level 2 ‘Principles Designed’ to 
Level 5 ‘Technology or Approach 
Operational’.

•   Access to specialist expertise 
integral to product development 
and extended networks

Electromagnetic fields from a Ground 
Penetrating Radar antenna

http://www.drone-operations.com
http://www.drone-operations.com
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Business Innovation Support Overview of SME Participation

Financial Support

Events Reach

Outcomes by end of September 2019

Impact

GX Grants 
GX Collaborate 
GX Network Connect & Network; 
Showcase 
Challenges

Catalysing more than £500,000  

direct investment in product innovation, with:

£160,645 committed to SMEs through GX Grants

£175,646 of private sector investment committed through GX Grants

£168,686 invested in SME-University Collaboration.

Net additional 
economic 
impacts 16

35 events held 1,240 website subscribers

1,946 page views

235 pieces of media coverage 

on the Northern Powerhouse 

Summit across 16 countries.

• 12 
 SMEs supported to introduce  
new to the market products

• 13  
SMEs supported to introduce  
new to the firm products

• High levels of additionality in Grants and Collaborate

• Increased SME exposure to large organisations 

• At least 3 SMEs accessing new supply chain 
contracts, supporting these SMEs to move into new 
sectors and create further commercial relationships.

• Technology Readiness Level progression for 16 
new products;

• Expected creation of at least 3 Knowledge 
Transfer Partnerships;

167  
NE-based SMEs engaged

78 
NE-based SMEs supported 

by the end of Sept 2019

43 
projects to support SMEs 

to increase the Technology 

Readiness Level of new 

products or services, of which:

27  

SMEs receiving a GX Grant –  

with 20 completed to date

16  
SME-University GX Collaborations 

brokered and funded

NEW!

Showcase

10 6

2

17

Challenge

Collaborate

Connect and Network

66% 50% 72%

of SMEs have a much 
better understanding of 
innovation opportunities

16  It should be stressed that these are provisional figures, which will be subject to review 
on receipt of additional data from NGI.  It should also be noted that the FTE jobs 
include projections that are not claimable as ERDF outputs. Figures provided are net 
of deadweight, which takes into account what would have occurred in any case in the 
absence of the GX intervention.

have a much better 
understanding of how 
to work with local 
universities

are much more likely 
to access external 
expertise to collaborate 
to innovate

are much more likely  
to invest in innovation

89%

Measure NELEP England
Employment (full time equivalents) 26.3 41.1

Gross Value Added £1.4m £2.3m

Turnover (£000s) £2.7m £4.2m
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At least 200 SMEs engaged

90% of SMEs found the events 

beneficial to their company

New relationships created, 

new ideas generated and 

new collaborations initiated



The learning from the GX Project is diverse in 
nature and ranges from areas of good practice 
and opportunity to areas of challenge and 
potential improvement. These are summarised 
below.

5.1 GEOTN Integration 
The GX Project formed a core part of the GEOTN 
business engagement activity and its integration 
with this nationally significant event was an 
important element of the project’s USP and a 
reason why NGI, as lead delivery organisation and 
accountable body for GEOTN, were funded to 
deliver an ERDF innovation project. 

Alignment with the GEOTN was clearly of benefit 
to GX, providing the opportunity to elevate the 
project and raise its profile. It helped to enthuse 
and energise the project, its participants and 
stakeholders and generate a level of interest 
and participation that a new project delivered by 
an organisation relatively new to the economic 
development field would not have been able to 
generate on its own. The GEOTN therefore helped 

the project to attract public sector partners, 
large corporates and other organisations, such as 
Innovate UK, that added value to the project and 
helped to attract participation. 

GEOTN proved particularly successful in 
securing participation of large corporates in the 
Northern Powerhouse Summit and GX Innovation 
Challenge events, which in turn was an important 
incentive for securing SME participation in these 
events. Without the GEOTN it is highly unlikely 
that organisations such as LNER would have 
been involved with the GX Project and provide 
commercial supply chain opportunities. The 
project’s alignment with the Great Exhibition of 
the North clearly contributed to the attractiveness, 
effectiveness and impact of the Project.  

It is important to recognise that the GX 
Project also played an important role within 
the GEOTN, providing the event’s principal 
business engagement and participation function 
and tangible opportunities for regional SMEs 
to access support to drive forward innovation 
and growth, making a clear contribution to the 
Exhibition’s legacy within the local business 

community. Integration with the GEOTN was 
therefore of considerable value to both GX and 
the Exhibition itself, demonstrating the value 
and benefits of aligning an innovation focussed 
economic development project with a high profile 
public event. However, this was not without 
its challenges with the need to balance the 
competing but complementary agendas of GEOTN 
stakeholders and GX Project funders. 
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5.2 Multiple Workstreams
A strength of the project was the adoption of an 
integrated approach to the promotion of business 
involvement and investment in research and 
innovation, which simultaneously sought to: 

•  Raise awareness and understanding;

•  Enhance capabilities;

•  Increase capacity & investment;

•  Facilitate collaboration;

•  Support progress towards commercialisation.   

The project therefore sought to support SMEs 
through the entire innovation journey, from 
stimulating and inspiring ideas to supporting TRL 
progression of new products and services. This 
helped to create an enabling environment to both 
stimulate and facilitate attitudinal and behaviour 
change among NELEP region SMEs.

Access to multiple pathways for SME involvement 
were central to the project. These provided SMEs 
with the opportunity to engage and access support 
that was most appropriate to their needs with 
project activity delivered through various methods 
and at differing levels of intensity. This ranged 
from lighter touch engagement, celebration and 
awareness raising activity through Showcase and 
Connect & Network, to more intensive one to one 
support to help drive product and service innovation 
within supported SMEs through the GX Grants and 
GX Collaborate workstreams. 

The less intensive event focussed activity provided 
an effective means to help secure engagement  
of SMEs and develop a project pipeline for more 
intensive support, while the availability of supply 
chain opportunities through Innovation Challenges 
and investment to drive product and service 
innovation through GX Grants and GX Collaborate 
provided practical opportunities for SMEs to 
progress their ideas. 

By combining approaches and activity to stimulate 
demand for innovation support and providing 
resources to deliver such support, the GX Project 
created the potential to generate a significant 
collective impact greater than each workstream 
or cross cutting theme could have achieved in 
isolation. However, disruptions to project capacity 
and a focus on delivering the Showcase and 
Network & Connect activities throughout 2018 
resulted in delays to development and delivery 
of more intensive support workstreams. As a 
consequence throughput between the workstreams 
was not as structured or facilitated as effectively 
as it could have been.

Showcase

Connect & Network

Innovation Challenges

Grants

Collaborate

Reach

Intensity
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5.3 Facilitating Collaboration
Through GX Collaborate the project successfully 
piloted an approach to provide clarity and 
simplification to the university or research 
institution (RI) and SME interface. Despite ongoing 
improvements, engaging with RIs is a challenge 
for business, particularly for SMEs who by nature 
have limited capacity, and different implementation 
timescales. Approaches to this interface differ 
between universities, who themselves experience 
inherent difficulties engaging SMEs. 

In recognition of these mutual challenges, the GX 
Collaborate approach sought to pilot a collective 
solution to enhance the visibility of NELEP RIs R&D 
expertise and facilities and provide a clear conduit 
for SMEs to access their support. Both RIs and 
supported SMEs highlighted the clear benefits of 
the approach, with key components identified as:

•  Independent brokerage of relationships and 
facilitating relationship building between SMEs 
and potential RI partners;

•  Development of a framework agreement of 
RIs with Collaborations approved for funding 
issued as mini-competitions to which RIs apply, 
ensuring RIs remain competitive and clearly 
articulate how they propose working with the 
SME, their expertise and experience;

•  Shared Partnership Agreements, clearly defining the 
support and outputs that will be provided through 
the Collaboration and the timeframe for delivery, in 
order to ensure mutual clarity and understanding 
among the project delivery team and beneficiary, 
prevent ‘scope creep’ and to effectively manage 
joint expectations from the outset;

•  Regular, consistent and ongoing client contact 
and relationship management both within the RI 
and by the external broker. This was informed by 
ongoing case conferencing or dialogue between 
academic and technical staff and business 
development or client relationship management 
staff, thereby ensuring SME clients are kept up 
to date with developments and any revisions to 
project timescales and any risks are managed 
effectively and proactively; 

•  RIs being paid directly on achievement of 
agreed outputs. This ensured a focus on timely 
achievement of outputs and minimises the 
administrative burden on SMEs, as the RIs 
receive payments directly from the project  
and are responsible for managing risks and  
the delivery process, alongside the  
independent broker;

•  Ensuring SMEs retain the IP developed through 
their Collaboration, a factor which secured 
participation from a number of SMEs.  

Through these core components GX Collaborate 
has gone some way to addressing a number of 
the challenges encountered by other projects 
supporting SME and RI collaboration, and 
therefore presents a potential model of good 
practice that could be refined and implemented on 
a larger scale. 

However, the workstream was not without its 
own challenges. In particular the timeframe made 
available for responding to the mini-competitions 
was perceived as insufficient. It takes time 
for RIs to coordinate academic staff to build 
a relationship with SMEs and understand and 
challenge their requirements, whereas within GX 
Collaborate this process was required to happen 
in less than a month. Therefore if the approach is 
to be repeated, the time made available for this 
developmental stage should be extended. There is 
also the potential for such a model to implement 
a more challenging diagnostic process, to ensure 
proposed projects are truly innovative and the 
requirements outlined by SMEs enable them to 
fulfil their objectives. 

As well as its impact on the SMEs supported the 
pilot has demonstrated the positive impact of this 
approach on participating RIs, including:

•  Generating relationships that have led to 
further collaboration and potential commercial 
income, with at least three Knowledge Transfer 
Partnerships expected among participating RIs 
and SMEs;

•  Providing opportunities for academics to engage 
with businesses and evidence commercial 
applications for their research activities 
and generating curriculum enhancement 
opportunities;

•  Improving intra-RI collaboration and 
relationships. 

Clearly the success of the model requires effective 
internal project management and coordination within 
RIs, with lessons identified through the experiences 
of GX Collaborate including the need to:

•  Allocate a dedicated RI side project manager for 
each project to coordinate the internal project 
management and monitoring, and drive the 
project forward;

•  Secure buy-in and participation from Heads of 
School to ensure academic involvement;

•  Be flexible in terms of the approach, adapting 
the RI offer to suit the specific needs of each 
project. 

All RIs involved in the project agree with the 
principle of a shared conduit for providing 
innovation support to SMEs and there is clear 
potential for the model to be replicated and 
refined on a larger and broader scale, building 
on models such as SetSquared17, and potentially 
forming part of the emerging and potential NELEP 
Innovation Business Growth programme.

17 www.setsquared.co.uk 
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5.6 Strategic Alignment
Alignment with the broader policy context and the 
innovation infrastructure has played an important 
role within the project. Effective integration 
ensures the project has a strong understanding 
of and is shaped by the wider innovation offer 
available to SMEs and helps to reinforce and 
shape a project’s USP. 

Within an ERDF funding context, integration and 
alignment with the wider innovation and business 
support infrastructure is largely left to the project 
delivery body, and NGI utilised its own networks 
alongside those of its principal delivery partner, 
ISN, to the benefit of the project.

From the outset the project sought to ensure it 
was stimulating innovation to support regional 
priorities by focussing on SMEs within the Smart 
Specialisation sectors and national priorities 
by focussing Emerging Tech workshops and 
innovation challenges on these and the Grand 
Challenges outlined within the UK Government’s 
Industrial Strategy project. In addition the delivery 
team have sought to work with regional innovation 
assets such as PROTO and agencies such as RTC 
North. However, competition is always a potential 
stumbling block to greater integration with other 
funded interventions.  

NGI and partners understood the value of 
integrating with the wider support infrastructure 
in order to provide external pathways for 
supported SMEs to take their innovations forward 
through subsequent TRLs beyond the end of 
project support. This included some signposting 
or relationship brokering for the next stages of 
their innovation journey through Venture Capital 
or Accelerator Programmes or other funding 

and commercialisation support, while some GX 
Collaborate projects are exploring the potential 
to continue their journey through a KTP or other 
commercial relationship with their RI. The project 
also provided signposting to unsuccessful GX 
Grants and Collaborate applicants to enable 
them to apply for alternative funding to take their 
proposed products or services forward. 

However, despite such efforts it is clear that the 
innovation landscape is unnecessarily complex, 
particularly for SMEs. While GX Collaborate 
helped to demonstrate a simplified approach, 
it is essential that strategic considerations are 
taken into account to avoid duplication, address 
any gaps and provide clear entry points and 
pathways for support throughout the innovation 
journey. Regional policy is shifting in this direction 
through the NELEP Innovation Programme, with 
the emerging Industrial Strategy and Innovation 
Development Framework (IDF) with Innovation 
Business Growth programme and Innovation 
Delivery Partnerships set to play important roles.
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5.4 Investment in 
Innovation
Financial investment in product and service 
innovation through GX Grants and GX Collaborate 
has been key to the project’s successes, providing 
early stage or seed funding to enable businesses 
to progress the TRL of their proposed innovations. 
Grants and Collaborate de-risked innovation for 
supported participants, helping SMEs to progress 
their innovative ideas and make them more 
prepared or ready for further investment. Indeed 
a number have since secured or moved closer to 
securing further investment to take their product 
to or closer towards commercialisation. 

Levels of demand for support exceeded 
expectations with over 150 applications submitted 
across the first two waves of the GX Grant 
programme. The progress made by SMEs and 
innovations funded through the GX Project have 
clearly demonstrated what can be achieved 
for modest levels of investment, with the GX 
Grant programme acting as a catalyst for SME 
innovation.  

5.5 Focussing on 
Supply Chains
The focus on providing supply chain opportunities 
through Innovation Challenges and other events 
has been key to the success of these elements 
of the project. The availability of tangible 
opportunities for SMEs to innovate and supply 
new products or services has ensured an impact 
from a number of these events and helped secure 
the participation of many SMEs, facilitating 
innovation in action and helping successful 
SMEs to move into new markets and sectors, 
as demonstrated by the case studies within this 
report. 

Involvement of large corporates with real life 
challenges they are willing to invest in, was central 
to the success of these events, providing a clear 
opportunity for innovators to take forward their 
proposals and ensuring these events resulted 
in new products, services and commercial 
relationships. 

Matching supply chain opportunities provides a 
pathway for progressing ideas generated through 
open innovation challenge events and workshops, 
and should be embedded in the process where 
possible. It is arguable that the Emerging Tech 
events would have had a clearer purpose had they 
been directly aligned with such opportunities or 
GX Grant funding.  

The lessons learned in delivering such 
opportunities through GX Innovation Challenges 
and the Business Summit can inform current 
NELEP development work around open innovation 
challenges. 
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The project has also delivered a less tangible 
legacy by inspiring SMEs to innovate and 
enhancing their awareness of how to do so and 
the benefits of utilising expertise to drive this 
forward. Additionally, while the project clearly 
benefitted from its alignment with the GEOTN 
it is also important to recognise that GX itself 
significantly contributed to the legacy of the 
GEOTN, particularly among the region’s business 
community. 

NEW!
Supporting 12 SMEs to  

create new to the market 

products and 13 to create  

new to the firm products

Facilitating change among 

participating Universities’ 

approaches to engaging and 

supporting SMEs and internal 

approaches to facilitating this;

Increasing SME R&D investment 

and their ongoing commitment 

to investing in innovation. 

Supporting at least 3 regional 

SMEs to develop significant 

supply chain relationships with 

corporates or public sector 

agencies, enabling them to 

develop new products and 

services and move into new 

growth sectors;
Facilitating collaboration 

between 16 SMEs  

and 3 regional Universities, 

with an expectation this will 

lead to ongoing relationships 

through at least 3 KTPs;

Supporting 40 SMEs to 

enhance the TRLs of their 

service or product innovations 

through GX Grants and GX 

Collaborate18;

The GX Project has delivered a tangible legacy by:
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18  There are 3 SMEs that are beneficiaries of 
both GX Grants and GX Collaborate.



Looking to the future it is clear that lessons 
learned in delivering the project can also make a 
significant contribution to the project’s legacy and 
it is essential that these are not lost. This includes 
experience of Innovation Challenges and the clear 
benefits of structuring these around practical 
business challenges with clear supply chain 
opportunities; in order to attract SME involvement, 
act as a catalyst for innovation and provide 
practical financial opportunities for ideas to be 
turned into funded solutions. These lessons are 
particularly important given the NELEP’s current 
work exploring regional approaches to open 
innovation challenges and it is essential that  
they help to shape this work. 

Delivery of GX has also enhanced understanding 
of how large scale showcasing events such as 
GEOTN can inspire participating SMEs to innovate 
within their business or the wider market, and 
facilitate the involvement of large corporates 
and public sector players, who in turn add to the 
appeal of an event. However, the experience also 
highlights the need for such events to have a clear 
purpose and target legacy, with the provision of 
practical opportunities to innovate and collaborate 
being key to this. 

Through GX Collaborate the project has piloted 
an approach to streamlining the SME-University 
interface in order to provide a clearer pathway 
and brokerage for SMEs to access the specialist 
academic support and facilities best suited to 
supporting their proposed innovations. The model 
was valued by participating SMEs and Universities 
alike, serving to enhance accessibility and visibility 
of participating Universities expertise, assets and 
facilities and providing funded opportunities to 
begin collaborative relationships with innovative 

regional SMEs which in a number of instances 
have led to ongoing commercial relationships 
and wider collaboration. Such a model clearly 
has ongoing potential to shape and inform the 
ongoing development and improvement of the 
University-SME interface within the region and it 
is essential that the lessons learned in delivering 
GX Collaborate are taken forward into future 
innovation activity. 

The role and experiences of the GX Project within 
the wider innovation context within the North 
East, highlights the relative complexity of the 
current innovation support landscape with a high 
number of support projects and a discontinuous 
and disconnected support across the stages 
of the innovation journey. There is a clear need 
for a more coherent and integrated innovation 
eco-system approach with fewer integrated 
programmes and greater collaboration between 
institutions, support providers and assets. This 
is something recognised by NELEP and they are 
currently working with regional stakeholders to 
take this forward through the development of their 
emerging Innovation Delivery Framework (IDF). 

While NELEP and partners continue to work 
towards the IDF, it is envisaged that it will be 
structured around the following three core  
delivery programmes:

1.  Place to Innovate  
focussing on delivering the range of specialist 
assets to support innovation-led growth;

2.  Innovation Business 
Growth Programme 
providing a shift towards a commissioning 
model with a smaller number of integrated 
programmes across the innovation pathway;

3.  Innovation Delivery 
Partnerships 
with each partnership bringing key 
organisations together within a formal 
legal structure to act as a single point of 
coordination for regional activity and delivery 
of holistic support focussed on a specific 
and focussed innovation challenge or area of 
opportunity.  

The GX Project and the experiences of delivery 
partners should clearly help inform and shape 
current work to develop this Framework, 
particularly in terms of the development of revenue 
based innovation support activity within the 
potential Innovation Business Growth Programme. 
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The evaluation and this insight report were delivered by Centrifuge 
Consulting (www.centrifuge.coop) on behalf of NGI in October 2019

The GX Project was guided by an advisory steering group, with 
representation from the following regional stakeholders and project 
delivery partners:

The project is receiving £661,830 of funding from the England European 
Structural and Investment Funds Growth Programme 2014-20

http://www.centrifuge.coop
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