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Early in 2017, we published DigitalCity: Catalyst for Growth, a report 
which outlined a vision for how DigitalCity would support individual 
businesses, and our region as a whole, to seize the opportunity for 
growth presented by technology. 

Since then DigitalCity, in partnership with Tees 
Valley Combined Authority, has been hard at work, 
making sure that businesses and individuals get 
the support they need to thrive in our digitally 
focused world. 

With financial support from both Tees Valley 
Combined Authority and the European Regional 
Development Fund, we have substantially boosted 
the number of individual businesses we’ve worked 
with, as well as widening the scope of the help 
we provide from tech start-ups to more mature 
businesses across other sectors. 

We believe that sharing our achievements in 
powering up the digital capability of the region’s 
businesses is the best way of ensuring that 
companies and individuals continue to look to the 
University and DigitalCity as their partner for a 
digital future. 

This is the purpose of our report: by showcasing 
the breadth, depth and impact of our work, we 
want to inspire more people to come and find out 
how we can help them prosper and grow. 

We were pleased in the past year that this area 
twice received recognition from Tech Nation for the 
strength of the digital eco-system – one of just 30 
identified across the whole of the UK. And Teesside 
University picked up the Knowledge Exchange/ 
Transfer Initiative of the Year trophy at the 2018 THE 
Leadership and Management Awards (THELMAs), 
for the contribution of DigitalCity and its partners 
to economic growth in the area. But we also believe 
there is so much more our area can achieve by 
harnessing the potential of digital. 

So please, don’t just read this report: share it and 
use it to get people and businesses you know to take 
action and work with us to shape their digital future.

 

 

Seizing the Digital Opportunity 
for Tees Valley

Professor Jane Turner OBE, DL
Pro Vice-Chancellor, Enterprise and 
Business Engagement
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DigitalCity –  
digital catalyst 

1Driving our start-up  
culture forward  p4

Providing a growth path from idea to start-up is 
critical to keeping digital talent in the Tees Valley

2 Supporting scale-ups that are  
key to local economic growth p6

Building on our start-up culture means providing 
better support for businesses that are ready to grow

3Driving up business  
competitiveness for our region p8

Putting technology to work can boost performance  
in the sectors that are key to the local economy 

4Developing skills fit for  
the future p11

Increasing skills in all areas of the workforce 
is key to a thriving local economy 
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1

Driving our start-up 
culture forward 

Launchpad FUEL – 
new impetus for our 
entrepreneur incubator

Housed within Teesside University, Launchpad is at 
the core of our start-up community. It’s a space where 
students, alumni and partners can test and develop 
new ideas.

We have moved this concept further this year with the 
introduction of Launchpad FUEL. It’s a new programme 
designed to help graduates of the University who 
are in the early stages of developing a business idea. 
Successful applicants receive a grant of up to £10,000 
to progress their concept. The scheme also gives 
entrepreneurs up to £6,000 to cover their living costs, 
up to £3,000 for a co-founder, dedicated office space 
for six months, and access to specialist mentoring and 
business workshops.

So far, 34 teams of entrepreneurs have pitched their 
ideas, with 11 entering the scheme. Some, including 
Big Nasty (see box out), have already gone on to 
achieve significant success and growth. 

Providing a growth path from idea 
to start-up is critical to keeping 
digital talent in the Tees Valley

Helping digital businesses to start up and grow is 
something we do well in the Tees Valley. There are 
now over 970 digital media companies here with 
a combined GVA of £380million. These businesses 
have recognised that they don’t have to move 
elsewhere to start or build their business. They 
have based themselves in Middlesbrough, Stockton, 
Darlington, Hartlepool and Redcar and thrived.

This is important. We need a vibrant start-up 
economy to drive innovation and growth. And we 
need to keep valuable talent and skills in the area to 
make sure the growth doesn’t stop.

This is what DigitalCity is for. It is a key driver of 
economic growth and digital transformation, fully 
aligned to the goal of increasing start-ups by 25% by 
2025 in the Tees Valley. 

In the last 12 months, we’ve taken new steps 
to ensure we help Tees Valley hits those targets 
through the support we offer in our Launchpad and 
DigitalCity Fellowship programmes. 

The help we’ve received from 
Teesside Launchpad and DigitalCity 
has been invaluable. As well as 
affordable office space, we’ve had 
support and mentoring as well 
as financial assistance from the 
DigitalCity Fellowship.
Josh Bamforth, Creative Director, Big Nasty. 
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DigitalCity Fellowships:  
the next step to growth and success 

Big Nasty: Support from 
Digital City gives a platform 
for growth

Case study

Like many Teesside start-ups, the company has achieved 
success by applying games technology to a business 
problem, and has developed Project Viz, a visualisation 
app that is used as a sales tool to demonstrate products 
to customers as they would be operated in real life. 
The app allows users to zoom, pan and rotate the 
products and swipe between different product skins to 
showcase different colours and materials. In its work 
with AkzoNobel, Big Nasty is adapting this technology 
to showcase technical information in an easy-to-access 
visual format.

“The collaboration with Big Nasty will help convey 
multifaceted information into a simpler, more visual 
format for our end-use customers. They have managed 
to take our complex requirements and provide a 
bespoke solution whilst understanding our needs and 
what benefits they can carry to our customers,” says Mo 
Chowdhury, technologist in AkzoNobel’s transformative 
research team. 

In 2017 Big Nasty – a tech start-up founded by Teesside 
University graduates – clinched a major contract 
to develop an innovative digital sales platform 
for multinational paint and performance coatings 
manufacturer, AkzoNobel. 

Big Nasty is now designing an app to showcase the 
application of specialty chemicals used to prevent fouling 
on boats and marine structures.

Starting their growth path with help from Launchpad 
FUEL, Big Nasty went on to become a part of the 
DigitalCity Fellowship scheme – a good example of how 
the joined-up support works for digital entrepreneurs in 
the Tees Valley.

“The help we’ve received from Teesside Launchpad and 
DigitalCity has been invaluable. As well as affordable 
office space, we’ve had support and mentoring as well as 
financial assistance from the DigitalCity Fellowship. It’s all 
been of enormous benefit,” says Josh Bamforth, creative 
director at Big Nasty.

the fantasy board game market, founded by three 
Computer Games Animation graduates from Teesside 
University. Since joining the programme, Hobgoblin 
has attracted interest from across the world and has 
signed cross-promotional deals with Prusa, a major 
manufacturer of 3D printers, and Filaprint, a leading 
filament manufacturer.

Open to any eligible young tech companies, 
Fellowships make a real difference to individuals and 
business prospects: they’re a key part of our strategy  
to grow the start-up culture.

Tech start-ups that have been operating for 12 months 
have the option to continue their growth in the 
Tees Valley by applying for a DigitalCity Fellowship. 
This scheme offers further funding and support to 
companies that have tested their ideas and developed 
a viable commercial proposition.

In 2017, fifteen new fellowships were awarded, taking 
us to a total of 344 start-ups over ten years, a number 
that will grow further once the 2018 application 
process is complete. The 2017 cohort includes 
Hobgoblin 3D, a 3D printing business targeting 

From left – Josh Bamforth, 
Adam Davies and  

Jack Fletcher

page 5DigitalCity – Catalyst for Growth   

https://thedigitalcity.com/


The launch of  
DigitalCity SCALE
Once they have reached a certain level of maturity, it’s 
common for businesses to wonder what they can do to 
drive future growth.

DigitalCity SCALE is a new three-month programme for 
technology companies in the Tees Valley that seeks to 
close this scale-up gap.

The first cohort of 14 successful applicants completed 
the programme in January 2018. It is delivered by 
DigitalCity with support from the Tees Valley Combined 
Authority and European Regional Development Fund. 
It works with digital companies to drive innovation 
and growth and fulfils the needs of owner-managers 
struggling to meet the demands of the day-to-day 
running of the business while helping it to grow.

The programme consists of workshops every fortnight, 
including sessions on:
• Strategy Formation
• People and Leadership
• Execution
• Finance2

Building on our start-up culture 
means providing better support for 
businesses that are ready to grow

Scale-ups are companies that demonstrate 
consistent growth and have the greatest potential 
to create jobs and grow the economy. Scaling 
them involves identifying and putting in place the 
processes and systems to ensure that they reach  
this potential. 

The UK’s future economic prosperity depends on 
this happening. The ScaleUp Institute has calculated 
that improving support for scale-up businesses 
can deliver up to 150,000 additional jobs by 2034 
across the UK, as much as £225bn (net) towards UK 
GDP, and increase productivity in all sectors of the 
economy (source ScaleUp Institute Website).

There are still many challenges in this area, though. 
According to the ScaleUp Institute’s Annual Scale 
Up Review 2017, almost half of businesses with 
potential to scale worry whether the UK will 
continue to be a good place to grow a business. 
Five in ten do not think they have the right business 
support across the private and public sector for their 
growth plans. 

DigitalCity is helping address these challenges for 
local digital businesses by providing them with  
the support and mentoring they need in their next 
stage of development. By doing so we will are 
ensuring that more innovative entrepreneurs stay 
in the region – contributing both jobs and local 
economic growth. 

Supporting scale-ups that are 
key to local economic growth

With support from Teesside University, cloud computing company Circle 
Cloud has seen its turnover rise from £120,000 to £440,000 in a year. Pictured 
are founder Tomas Roberton (left) with service desk analyst Alan Green.
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Case study

In addition to attending these workshops, every 
entrepreneur is also paired up with a dedicated 
business mentor who helps to formulate a 
bespoke action plan to help realise business 
aspirations – making it a unique programme with 
a distinctive focus on peer-to-peer learning. 

Companies taking part in the first cohort of 
DigitalCity SCALE are:
• Espresso Web
• Better Brand Agency
• Sock Monkey Studios
• Edward Robertson
• Big Bite Creative
• Eighty 8 Design
• Viral Effect
• Kraken IM
• Circle Cloud
• Calm Digital
• Pulse Technologies
• Spearhead Interactive
• National Safety Passport
• Bondgate IT

A second cohort of businesses participating in 
DigitalCity Scale is due to start before the summer 
of 2018.

Our programme will enable these 
businesses to meet common 
growth challenges and equip 
them with all the tools necessary 
to scale their business. Making 
sure that our tech companies 
realise their full potential for 
growth is a major priority for 
DigitalCity and for the Tees Valley.

David Dixon, DigitalCity Investment Programme Manager. 

Espresso Web: ScaleUp 
support provides shot in  
the arm

Middlesbrough-based digital marketing agency Espresso 
Web was one of the first companies to take part in 
DigitalCity SCALE in 2017/18. 

Stephen Robinson, the director of Espresso Web, said  
the course has given him the confidence to continue 
with the growth of his business as he plans to expand his 
company to 50 people this year. 

Entrepreneurs on the programme are paired with a 
dedicated business mentor to help formulate  
a bespoke action plan to help them realise their  
business aspirations.

There are also regular fortnightly sessions which include 
talks from business leaders. 

“The programme has given us confidence that we’re 
heading in the right direction, also giving us the tools  
to help us grow and know when we should implement 
them. We’re now have a three-year growth in place  
and plan to grow to 50 staff over the next year,” says 
Stephen Robinson. 

Stephen Robinson of 
Espresso Web
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In The Tees Valley Combined Authority’s Sector Action 
Plans, seven priority sectors are identified as vital to 
future economic stability and growth:

• Advanced Manufacturing
• Culture & Leisure
• Digital & Creative
• Health & Biologics
• Logistics
• Process, Chemicals & Energy
• Professional & Business Services

In the past 12 months we have we have helped 64 
businesses across these sectors to improve their digital 
knowledge and compete more effectively.

We have done that by providing innovation support 
which has given each business the right combination of 
academic knowledge, technical expertise and student 
resource they need in order to overcome business 
challenges and unlocking a path to future growth.

Driving up business 
competitiveness for our region

3

Putting technology to work can 
boost performance in the sectors 
that are key to the local economy 

The government’s Industrial Strategy, published 
in 2017, recognises that in a world dominated 
by technology, the future for all businesses is 
digital. Whether it is through the deployment of 
automation, data-sharing, the use of immersive 
technologies or artificial intelligence, the way  
that business is done in every sector is already 
being transformed.

In the Tees Valley, we are fortunate to have 
organisations already making significant advances 
in this area. They are innovative small- and 
medium-sized firms that support the Tees Valley’s 
major industrial businesses as well as organisations 
in newer sectors.

However, many more companies could benefit  
from putting technology to work to improve  
their productivity, efficiency or ability to access  
new markets. The knowledge provided by the 

University has allowed us to 
develop a new and innovative 
product which we are now 
showing our customers.

David Orr, Managing Director of Hazdet. 
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Digital impact 
across our region

Hazard Detection Solutions: New digital 
platform unlocks new capacity for growth

Gas and fire detectors are critical to the safety of 
companies in the oil, gas and petrochemical sectors.
Stockton-based Hazard Detection Solutions (Hazdet) 
works with these companies to ensure detectors  
are deployed effectively and in a way that gives 
optimum coverage.

Working with Teesside University, Hazdet has used 
computer games technology to cut the time taken 
to carry out detector coverage assessments from ten 
weeks to one week.

By updating its fire and gas software to a high-
performance 3D platform, the company has totally 
transformed a process which previously relied on 
the manual input of calculations and could only be 
operated by a developer.

As a result of the changes, Hazdet has not only reduced 
the risk of error but overcome a significant barrier  
to growth.

David Orr, Managing Director of Hazdet says:
“The knowledge provided by the University has 
allowed us to develop a new and innovative product 
which we are now showing our customers. It has also 
shown how computer gaming technology can benefit 
businesses in the oil and gas sector.”

Hodgson Sayers: New product development 
drives up sales

Building and roofing specialist Hodgson Sayers Ltd is 
expected to turn over an extra £10 million in revenue 
over the next three years, thanks to its collaboration 
with Teesside University.

The company, based in Stanley, County Durham, drew 
on the University’s expertise in Building Information 
Modelling and Enterprise Resource Planning to see 
how they could be deployed in the business to improve 
its systems and processes.

As a result of their successful implementation and 
improved operational efficiency, the company is 
now able to bid as a Tier 1 contractor for higher-
value contracts, including in the public sector. The 
introduction of new digital planning and management 
processes also enabled the company to develop a new 
product range of patentable security doors.

Mike Wade, Financial Director at Hodgson Sayers, says 
the work with the University has significantly improved 
the company’s operations. 

“As a business within the construction sector, changing 
management practices can be challenging. The 
exposure of existing staff to new ways of working has 
had a significant and positive impact on entire culture 
across our organisation. As well as the commercial 
benefits, it has quickened cultural change and 
encouraged more open thinking.”

From left – Professor Nashwan Dawood, Kin Ma and Mike Wade

From left – Tyrone Davison, Teesside University academic,  
David Orr, Hazdet and Cameron Cotterill, KTP associated/graduate
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PSI Global: Technology dramatically cuts  
time taken for product testing 

PSI Global, based in Bowburn, County Durham, 
manufactures filters and separators for the 
compressed air and vacuum industries.

According to Lloyd Cochrane, the company’s technical 
manager, before it worked with the University to 
improve the way it built and tested products, the 
process was highly resource-intensive.

“In the past, we had to rely on physical prototyping 
and testing which was extremely labour, time and cost-
intensive,” says Cochrane.

“We now have a system whereby early stage design of 
new vacuum pump systems can be trialled, improved 
and validated, prior to proto-typing. This has had an 
enormous impact on our company.”

As a result of the work, Cochrane says the company is 
in a position where it can respond more effectively to 
client needs and bring new products to market more 
quickly, having cut development time by around 70%.

WhiteWash Laboratories: Digital know-how 
powers commercial growth

Some businesses come to Teesside University asking 
for support in more than one area. One such business 
is Billingham-based WhiteWash Laboratories who 
wanted support in building their online marketing 
capability for a new product range and in enhancing 
their research and development capability.

Working with Teesside University graduate Megan 
Lillie, the company was able to put in place a new 
strategy for online sales.

The University also helped WhiteWash with technical 
mentoring support as it set up a studio for research 
and development and small-scale manufacturing.

As a result of these two initiatives, the company has 
recorded a substantial increase in web traffic, reach 
on social media and sales from email marketing which 
have gone up by 140%. The R&D studio will allow the 
company to understand and meet operational, health 
and safety, quality and legislative requirements for  
its customers.

From left - Nausheen Basha, Lloyd Cochrane and Dr Faik Hamad.

Megan Lillie
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Developing skills fit 
for the future

4

Increasing skills in all areas of  
the workforce is key to a thriving 
local economy

According to TechNation’s 2018 research there are 
already some 7,194 digital tech jobs in the Tees Valley. 
Between now and 2024 it is anticipated that more  
than 17,000 of the projected jobs in the Tees Valley  
will be new roles that demand fresh skills and 
knowledge – and well over 50% of those will  
require higher-level skills. 

This is a skills gap that needs to be filled if we  
want to make sure that businesses in the Tees Valley 
are competitive.

At the same time, if we can bolster the number of 
people with specialist digital skills in Tees Valley,  
we can will further strengthen the reputation of the 
area as a destination for businesses seeking this kind 
of expertise. 

These are challenges that we are tackling head-on with 
a range of initiatives that will help to fill local skills 
gaps and ensure local industry reaps the benefits. Here 
are five schemes that have started in the last year:

Delivering the digital 
leaders of tomorrow

Analysis from the UK Commission for Employment  
and Skills shows that the majority of new jobs in the 
Tees Valley over the coming years are likely to  
be in high-skill managerial, professional and  
technical occupations. 

This year Teesside University launched its Centre for 
Professional and Executive Development (CPED) to 
help ensure that local workers are able to meet the 
skills challenge. The centre’s Continuing Professional 
Development (CPD) programmes have started with a 
focus on skills for the health sector and with courses 
for entrepreneurial leaders and managers to be 
delivered by Teesside University Business School. 

Long term, the Centre will become a regional and 
national hub of lifelong learning for the professions, 
offering CPD across disciplines, and clearly aligned 
to regional needs and the relevant pillars of the 
government’s Industrial Strategy. CPED will also be 
home to a range of accredited and non-accredited 
management qualifications, including Teesside 
University’s Leading Growth and Management Catalyst 
courses. These are of particular use to SME owner/
entrepreneurs within the digital sector who have  
come from a technical background and are looking  
to augment their management skills as they grow  
their business.
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A dedicated and hard-working group of student 
volunteers have been recruited from across academic 
disciplines. They are currently collaborating with Web 
Development students in the School of Computing, 
Media & the Arts to produce an innovative web 
platform. This will link students with digital and 
tech employers in the Tees Valley with the aim 
of raising their awareness, aspirations and skill 
levels before graduation. This has been widely 
welcomed by local employers who see significant 
benefits from an initiative such as this. The group 
are passionate about the issue of graduate success 
in the digital sector and are working closely with 
local employers to develop the best product they 
can. They themselves are benefiting significantly 
from the experience, developing new skills and 
capabilities as well as growing their own social capital 
with respect to their tech sector collaborators. 
 
The group’s sustainability strategy is based on an 
ongoing programme involving tech/digital employers 
on campus weekly through term time, engaging and 
interacting with student in new and innovative ways, 
all focused on employability gain. Tech talks, skills 
workshops, show-and-tells, and skills challenges 
from local digital and tech employers will all help all 
students to understand and improve the ‘contemporary 
skills’ employers really want whilst giving those 
employers vital early access to student talent.
 
A further goal for the platform is to provide  up-to-
date information  for educators in local primary and 
secondary schools on careers opportunities in the Tees 
Valley’s exciting tech sector, to support them in raising 
the awareness and aspirations of their pupils.

The development of the platform has been the focus 
for the 17/18 academic year and the rollout and 
engagement campaign will launch in September 18.4

Tackling the shortage  
of web engineers
For many years Teesside University has fed digital 
skills into the local economy through a supply of 
graduates with specialist digital knowledge and 
capabilities. But this alone will not fill future skills 
gaps. We now need to do more to up-skill those  
who are already employed. 

This year we have pushed this agenda forward  
by introducing a new Degree Apprenticeship (DA)  
in Digital and Technology Solutions that  
allows employees to study for a BSc (Hons)  
(web engineering) whilst they are working. 

The DA Digital and Technology Solutions has been  
co-designed by Teesside University and local 
employers to develop web engineers who can 
define, design, build and test web-centric software 
solutions following industry standards. The aim is 
to allow companies to have their own staff trained 
up to degree standard. The first cohort started their 
studies in 2017. 

Employer Engagement 
and Graduate Skills 
Development

DigitalCity created a new student board in 2017 to 
develop and deliver a student focused employability 
strategy as digital businesses recognised the need 
across the cluster and wanted to get involved. Their 
value proposition was that the more employers 
are involved in the development of student skills, 
the more likely they will be to get the graduate 
employees they are looking for to scale and grow.

page 12   DigitalCity - Catalyst for Growth   

https://thedigitalcity.com/


A new hub for digital 
skills in 2019 
Next year sees the opening of the National Horizons 
Centre, a ground-breaking multidisciplinary skills and 
innovation facility for the national bioscience sector 
that will deliver new jobs and economic growth.

A key focus at the Centre will be on bringing digital 
skills to the biologics, biotechnology and health sectors 
and capitalising on our expertise in areas like Artificial 
Intelligence, informatics, visualisation and simulation. 

The Centre will also be used to help deliver the £5m 
THYME project to develop the bioeconomy across the Tees 
Valley, Yorkshire and the Humber region. In collaboration 
with the Universities of Hull and York, the project aims 
to boost the region’s economy, create jobs and deliver 
major environmental benefits. In particular, it will draw 
upon Teesside University’s strengths in bioscience and 
digital technologies, including bioprocess engineering, 
biomimetics, sustainable technology for carbon 
mitigation, environmental protection, sustainable energy 
modelling, artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning.

Academics and students will collaborate with industry 
partners to develop creative multidisciplinary solutions 
to business challenges. From apprenticeships and new 
undergraduate and postgraduate programmes to a 
wide portfolio of industry-specific courses, the NHC will 
also drive the embedding of digital skills in bio-industry 
training provision.

Ultimately, the centre will cement Tees Valley’s 
reputation as the place to come for businesses who are 
looking for talent in a sector that is vital to our future 
economic growth. 

Sharpening business 
skills in young people
Young people with digital knowledge also need business 
skills to make their ideas viable. We continue to develop 
these business skills through live project work in clinics 
and studios and by creating events such as Health Hack 
Tees – a competition where students were given 24 
hours to come up with a range of solutions to problems 
identified by South Tees NHS Trust.

In 2017 this resulted in the creation of a student-led 
business that is developing an innovative app allowing 
patients to scan the labels on their medications and 
cross-check their prescriptions. The business, Health+, 
is receiving financial support from the Teesside 
Launchpad FUEL programme and is now exploring a 
possible partnership with South Tees Hospitals NHS 
Foundation Trust.

In 2017 we also extended our relationship with 
South Tees Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust with 10 
computing graduate interns employed on a project 
designed to develop digital healthcare and education 
products. The interns spent three months working 
in a bespoke digital studio on various projects and 
helped to produce an online tool kit and animation to 
help teach clinicians about rehabilitation. The intern 
scheme improves graduates’ skills in a real-world 
business environment, as well as their employability. 

DigitalCity 
student board
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Conclusion 

We are making great strides here in the Tees Valley on digitisation – but 
there is so much more to do to ensure that this economy, as part of an 
innovative and prosperous UK, takes full advantage of the opportunities 
that digital has to offer to business growth and development.

 
Firstly, Tees Valley is on an exciting trajectory with 
some major developments that offer the prospect of a 
step change for our area. Working with the Mayor and 
Combined Authority, DigitalCity and the University are 
helping to shape the digital sector action plan and an 
ambitious digital programme for the future. Digital 
plays a huge part in them all. We have to be proactive, 
working together as private, public and third sector 
partners, in placing the digital agenda front of centre, 
to give Tees Valley the best possible platform for 
growth across all its key sectors and developments. 
 
Secondly, the role of universities in working with 
business has never been more prominent in 
government policy. There is clear scope to reinforce 

Teesside University’s anchor institution role in 
building the area’s reputation for digital, through 
the contribution it makes through its talent, facilities 
and knowledge base, by driving up understanding 
among businesses, individuals and stakeholders of the 
potential it offers for development and growth.

Finally, it is critical that we capture the opportunities 
presented in the Industrial Strategy for digitisation 
of industry, linking closely to the place agenda. We 
have to ensure that the enormous contribution that 
digital has to make to economic growth is reflected 
nationally, and that Government understands the role 
of DigitalCity in university-business engagement and 
regional economic growth. 

Professor Jane Turner OBE, DL
Pro Vice-Chancellor, Enterprise and Business Engagement
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We are here to help make your digital ambitions happen in your business. 
Get in touch with our team to find out how on 01642 384068.

thedigitalcity.com
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