
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 

Policy Briefing, October 2023 

INCLUSIVE INNOVATION: 

Increasing attention is being given to the impact of innovation-led growth policy and practice 
on inequality, community cohesion and social mobility.  

While the North East has secured significant benefits from investments over recent decades in 
new research infrastructure, evidence shows that the outcomes from investments in research, 
development and innovation (RD&I) have disproportionately accrued to highly qualified, well-
paid professionals, large well-financed businesses and a few ambitious entrepreneurs.   

Our starting point with this work has been to ask what can be done differently to secure more 
inclusion-rich approaches and outcomes in the future, particularly in places where these 
investments have replaced industries that traditionally provided employment for local people? 

This policy briefing is based on the findings of a programme of research on the Helix Industrial 
District in Newcastle.  It sets out a working definition of what inclusive innovation is and 
identifies actionable outcomes for policy development by which should be considered in the 
design and development of innovation plans and strategies where inclusion concerns are likely 
to be prominent. 

ACTIONABLE INSIGHTS 

• Make inclusion strategic intents as explicit and as early as possible in the formulation 
and design process – and seek to embed them in the goals and purposes of the 
programme or project. 

• Build relevant inclusion indicators into the operational performance management,
monitoring and evaluation systems, with a clear baseline starting point. 

• Agree at an early stage ‘touchpoints’ for communities of place and interest
involvement, and the degree to which they have agency in the leadership and 
management of the initiative. 

• Ensure that the intervention is strongly aligned and connected to wider local/regional 
strategic priorities, with clear links to local innovation, enterprise, skills, infrastructure, 
and community eco-systems. 

• Establish and promote core inclusion and sustainability standards and proactively 
curate activity with tenants and other actors to drive and assure inclusion impacts. 

Designing and delivering innovation-led growth 
in the North East to optimise inclusion outcomes 

AT A GLANCE



 2 Insights North East Policy Briefing: Inclusive Innovation 

CHALLENGE 
The clustering of innovation-driven 
businesses and the provision of targeted 
support and funding within innovation 
districts undoubtedly brings direct 
economic benefits and jobs to those 
sectors as well as knowledge spillovers, 
and indirect economic benefits to 
surrounding firms and the wider economy.  

However, there is also growing evidence 
that persistent low levels of productivity 
and employment in some locations 
represents a challenge to innovation 
districts with the perception that the 
benefits of these places are not reaching 
the wider population.  

The response to this is a growing sense 
that innovation districts, as the vehicles 
for place-based, government enabled 
innovation, can do more to focus on 
solving societal challenges that manifest 
themselves within the local communities 
that they are located in and near. This idea 
is being reinforced by mayoral combined 
authorities, which are increasingly turning 
to innovation districts and other place-
based initiatives, such as Freeports, to 
address both economic and societal 
issues. 

In the North East, which has some of the 
most acute economic and societal 
challenges in England, ensuring the 
significant investments in research and 
innovation the region attracts does not 
entrench or even augment inequalities is 
critical. 

If we can understand how innovation 
districts and their leaders influence the 
direction of innovation, then we can also 
start to influence (and increase) levels of 
inclusion and the more equitable 
distribution of the benefits. 

BACKGROUND 
The Helix is 24-acre city centre former 
Brewery site acquired in 2005 as a major  

part of Newcastle’s response to 
Government’s Science City initiative. It is 
branded as a new innovation district and 
city quarter with a collaborative eco-
system and tested for sustainable urban 
living, open for all and designed to 
connect businesses, research and 
communities. 

It has had a complex history, but has now 
grown to over ten buildings, residential 
plots, streets, and public areas, all with 
very high environmental standards. It 
hosts three National Innovation Centres, a 
National Institute for Health Research, 
Urban Observatory, and innovation-led 
businesses, especially in life sciences, 
data and digital. 

Ownership, leadership, and management 
has evolved since the 2005 acquisition. 
Helix’s owners and major partners are now 
Newcastle City Council (NCC), Newcastle 
University (NU), Legal & General (L&G), a 
very large financial services company. 

During late 2022 and early 2023 we 
conducted a study of Helix, including 
extensive desk research and interviews 
with around 20 key actors from the 
partnership, on-site initiatives, and wider 
community with the aim of identifying 
practical steps that innovation districts 
can take to become more inclusive. 

Who will find this briefing useful? 
Local actors who are involved in the design 
and delivery of place-based innovation 
programmes, including: 

• Local and combined authorities
• University leadership teams
• Public and private investors
• Innovation District managers
• Local communities
• Business organisations
• National research and technology

organisations 



 3 Insights North East Policy Briefing: Inclusive Innovation 

FINDINGS 
Helix reveals reasonable evidence of 
inclusive and, especially, green growth 
benefits during construction and in 
connecting neighbouring communities to 
the city centre. Its occupancy rates have 
strong indicators of success in many 
orthodox innovation/science-led growth 
metrics. It can be presented positively as 
a dynamic city centre/urban quarter.   

The collaborative model with L&G 
involvement is novel and potentially 
replicable and scalable. It is branded by 
L&G as an inclusive capitalism exemplar. 
Standards like a good work pledge have 
been set, and there are some specific 
outreach programmes. But there are 
opportunities to significantly strengthen 
this by aligning with and contributing 
directly to the new city Inclusive Growth 
Strategy. 

There is no specific measurement system 
yet for purposeful inclusive innovation 
goals or for incidental impacts. Whilst 
some strong community linkages have 
been established, 

these tend more to the informal and 
project-based. However, there is strong 
interest in making tangible progress in all 
these areas going forward. 

AN AGENDA FOR PROGRESS 
Shaped by the perspectives of key 
stakeholders, we identified a number of 
steps innovation districts can take to 
progress an inclusive innovation agenda: 

-Establish a shared purpose, values, and
measures of success with core partners 
by agreeing on a (small) number of 
inclusive innovation goals and embed 
them (including performance 
management indicators) in plans and 
strategies. 

-Put more emphasis on community 
inclusion through accelerating the 
animation of outreach and engagement 
activities, involving tenants who want to 
include communities in their activities. 
Consider the creation of community 
spaces and on-site community 
enterprises to anchor these activities. 

-Align the economic and social 
interventions of the ID with wider city and
regional strategies to maximise support, 
leverage funds and position Helix in the 
wider regional eco-system to address 
issues such as scale-up. 

-Strengthen the links with local 
businesses and education providers to 
promote regionally relevant research and
identify skills, training, and employment 
opportunities. 

-In terms of the residential quarter, design 
principles that encourage community use, 
clear wayfinding, pedestrianisation, 
walking and cycling will help connect 
homes to other tenants and the wider city. 

DEFINING INCLUSIVE INNOVATION 

Our study suggests three features 
that can support an innovation 
district to be truly inclusive: 

1. Desired outcomes: Innovation
infrastructure and services make a 
contribution to the challenges that 
affect people’s lives 

2. Distribution of benefits: Local 
citizens and businesses receive 
some level of benefit from the 
investment in innovation projects 
and programmes 

3. Involvement and ownership: 
Local communities have some 
agency/influence in shaping the 
priorities and activities of 
innovation. 
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