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1.0 Introduction 

Enterprise is a vital engine of regional prosperity—driving economic opportunity, social 
inclusion, and place-based resilience across the North East of England. Yet its value is 
often narrowly defined by business growth, job creation, and economic output. While 
these metrics matter, they overlook the wider contributions enterprise makes: 
fostering resilience, building skills, enabling personal agency, and strengthening 
communities. 

This report, produced by researchers at Durham University Business School, Insights 
North East, and Innovation Catalyst in partnership with the North East Enterprise 
Agency, sets out to capture the full value of enterprise to the region’s development. It 
focuses on small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and the wider support 
ecosystem, offering a rich account of how enterprise contributes not just through 
turnover and productivity, but also through social value, skills development, and 
community impact. It presents a new model understanding enterprise in the North East, 
one that recognises its mutually reinforcing economic, social, environmental, and 
personal dimensions and benefits. 

To explore these dynamics, the report draws on a multi-method research programme 
conducted between July and September 2025. It synthesises case studies and 
evaluations from enterprise support providers across the region; integrates findings 
from a series of in-depth interviews with experts, entrepreneurs and enterprise support 
practitioners; and incorporates insights from a collaborative workshop held in July 
2025. These primary sources are complemented by a review of existing academic 
literature on enterprise, entrepreneurship and business support.  

The North East’s enterprise landscape holds significant promise but faces persistent 
structural challenges. It drives employment and innovation regionally, but is 
characterised by a low business base, lagging productivity, and uneven access to 
finance, skills, and infrastructure. Effective support must therefore go beyond 
stimulating growth to build resilience, capability, and inclusion. National and regional 
policy increasingly reflect this shift. The UK Government’s Industrial Strategy and SME 
support plan, alongside devolved initiatives led by the North East Combined Authority 
(NECA), are increasingly seeking to promote place-based investment and inclusive, 
coherent support systems. In that context, this report seeks to inform efforts, locally 
and regionally, by policymakers and enterprise support providers to design and 
implement a support system that works for entrepreneurs and enterprises, helping 
them maximise their contribution to society and the regional economy. 
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1.1 Report approach and structure  

This report moves beyond traditional growth indicators to propose a broader 
framework to understand the full value of enterprise and enterprise support to the 
region. It reframes understandings of the value of enterprise by examining its varied 
contributions through six lenses: 

• community and place-based growth; 
• growth as survival; 
• growth through opportunity; 
• skills and workforce development; 
• foundational growth; 
• sustainable growth. 

These lenses reflect the lived experiences of North East entrepreneurs and the 
structural realities they navigate, offering a more inclusive and accurate account of 
regional enterprise. By foregrounding these contributions, the report aims to inform 
future policy, practice, and evaluation frameworks that reflect the diversity and depth 
of enterprise in the North East and to support an inclusive, resilient, and place-sensitive 
approach to regional development. 

The remainder of this report is designed to aid both understanding and application. 
Section 2 sets the context, outlining the SME and enterprise landscape in the North East 
alongside national and regional policy frameworks. Section 3 reviews current evidence 
and academic research, moving beyond ‘traditional’ views of enterprise to show its 
diverse contributions to localities and regions. Section 4 introduces a new diffusion 
model for assessing the value of enterprise and support in the North East, while Section 
5 applies this model to highlight the key contributions identified through the research. 
Section 6 concludes with actionable insights for policymakers and practitioners. 

 

2.0 Context: the current challenges and policy 
frameworks 

2.1 Small and medium-sized enterprises in the North East  

SMEs play a crucial role in driving economic growth, creating and sustaining 
employment, fostering innovation, and contributing to sustainable and inclusive 
economic development (Ayyagari, Demirgüç-Kunt & Maksimovic, 2011). In the UK, SMEs 
comprised a total of 5.5 million businesses, contributed approximately £2.4 trillion to 
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the economy, and employed over 16.7 million people in 2023—representing 61% of 
private sector employment (Enterprise Research Centre, 2024). Despite their 
importance to the UK economy, SMEs encounter a variety of persistent, multifaceted, 
and complex challenges that constrain their ability to form, grow, and scale. Many of 
these obstacles—including access to finance, operational cost pressures, 
procurement, late payments, availability of talent, and digital adoption—cut across 
sectors and geographies and are influenced by uneven local and regional factors, 
conditions, and environments. 

Within this context, the SME business landscape exhibits strong traditional and 
foundational sectors because of deep historical heritage with primary, extractive and 
secondary industries creating long-lasting supply chains with large private and public 
sector foundational employers, and a workforce with strong practical and technical 
trades. The region possesses emerging and related industrial strengths in offshore 
renewables, advanced manufacturing and other niche sectors but remains hindered by 
a combination of interlinked structural barriers, including challenges with access to 
finance, skills, connectivity, and low productivity levels in comparison to the national 
average (North East Combined Authority (NECA), 2023). The North East exhibits a low 
business base and density relative to other UK regions, with productivity rates that lag 
the UK average (NECA, 2025). Almost 74% of enterprises are micro-businesses, 
proportionally lower than that for England excluding London (77%) (NECA, 2023). The 
region exhibits a comparable number of high-growth firms as a proportion of total 
firms. Indeed, 4% of firms were classified as high-growth in 2018–2021, compared to 
3.9% in England excluding London (NECA, 2023). 

In 2023, the North East registered 54,815 VAT or PAYE-registered private sector 
enterprises—equivalent to 443 private sector enterprises per 10,000 working-age 
adults, compared to 615 for England excluding London (NECA, 2023). In 2022, there 
were 7,250 new businesses formed in the region—fewer than in 2021 but the second-
highest rate since 2017 (NECA, 2022). There were also 6,795 business deaths, the 
highest rate since 2017. In 2022, business births outnumbered business deaths for the 
first time, enabled by the region’s small business base and scale (NECA, 2022). The 
survival rate of new businesses in the North East is broadly comparable to the national 
average, with 3 out of 4 new businesses surviving over the first two years of trading. 

Taken together, these trends reveal how, despite having significant potential for 
growth, enterprise in the North East faces significant challenges. Structural barriers, low 
business density, and lagging productivity continue to constrain enterprise formation, 
growth, and long-term resilience. These dynamics highlight the critical importance of 
getting support for the sector right. Yet, there has been limited reflection on why such 
support is pursued and how it is designed, raising questions about the underlying 
rationale and effectiveness of current approaches. There is a clear and pressing need 
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for a holistic enterprise support system that targets the specific needs and challenges 
facing SMEs and enterprise in the North East. 

 

2.2 Regional enterprise and growth: The national policy context 

The current national policy context for business and enterprise spans a multitude of 
strategies, frameworks, key initiatives, funding, and delivery mechanisms. At the crux of 
the current UK Government’s plans to stimulate business investment, boost enterprise, 
and accelerate sluggish economic growth at the national scale is a new modern 
Industrial Strategy 2025–2035 (Department for Business and Trade (DBT), 2025). Within 
the context of prioritising eight growth sectors, the strategy identifies the 
Government’s plan to support start-ups and to scale-up enterprises through: improved 
access to capital and R&D; expansion of the British Business Bank and tailored investor 
support; commitment to sector-specific skills and training programmes; and 
enhancing the enabling regulatory conditions and environment in support of enterprise 
(e.g. reforming planning, streamlining infrastructure, etc.). 

As with successive governments, the Labour Government has continued to prioritise 
and champion the role, growth, and impact of SMEs in the national economy. Building 
on the previous SME Action Plan 2022–2025, the “Backing Your Business” (2025) small 
business plan was launched to legislate in tackling late payments, unlock access to 
finance, provide digital and AI skills to businesses, enhance export guidance and 
procurement opportunities, establish a new Business Growth Service, and support 
organisations that comprise the everyday economy (DBT, 2025).  

The small business plan highlighted the role of SMEs in delivering everyday services, 
advocated for procurement reform to prioritise social value and local impact, and 
linked inclusive entrepreneurship to foundational sector renewal (DBT, 2025). The plan 
recognised the role of enterprise in the foundational economy to ensure that growth 
benefits all parts of society. Enterprise provides everyday goods and services that 
people rely on, strengthens local supply chains, sustains employment, and maintains 
and builds community resilience. 

 

2.3 From policy to practice: Regional enterprise in the North East of 
England   

At a sub-national policy scale, the devolution of economic development powers and 
decision-making from Whitehall has led to a combination of devolved strategies, 
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funding, institutions, and programmes that support entrepreneurship, innovation, skills, 
and business growth (MHCLG, 2025). Building on Strategic Economic Plans and Local 
Industrial Strategies, the North East Combined Authority (NECA) has continued to utilise 
a mix of place-based public, private, and voluntary, community and social enterprise 
(VCSE) partnerships and funding to address market failures.  Delivery includes local and 
regional enterprise and innovation programmes, workforce development initiatives, 
access to finance schemes, and wider regional policy interventions to enhance the 
business environment. 

The shift of devolution policy and powers to a sub-national scale by successive UK 
Governments has resulted in local support providers applying a place-based and 
localised delivery approach to enterprise support in the North East (NELEP, 2022). For 
instance, the Enterprising Sunderland, Enterprising Durham, and Enterprising North 
business support programmes, and the Business with Purpose social enterprise 
support programme, delivered by local delivery partners have provided a range of 
enterprise information, advice and guidance, pre- and post-start-up support, and 
award of micro-grant funding (Thrive Economics, 2023; Davinson, Wilkie & Thompson, 
2024; Ideas for Change, 2025).  

More recently, NECA has sought to work in partnership with local authorities and local 
delivery stakeholders to deliver a combination of place-specific, sector-led enterprise 
interventions and universal business support service provision. NECA has prioritised the 
support and growth of voluntary, community, and social enterprises (VCSEs) in support 
of inclusive regional growth. As a result, initiatives such as the Business with Purpose 
and Power to Change programmes delivered by the North East BIC and Power to 
Change have supported new VCSE start-up businesses and launched a £4m North East 
Flexible Social Finance scheme to provide flexible and repayable finance for social 
economy organisations (NECA, 2024). 

At a more general business support level, the North East Growth Hub project continues 
to provide free advice, brokerage, mentoring, and local funding-finder services to 
regional enterprises (NECA, 2025). Similarly, universal enterprise and start-up 
programmes, including the Enterprise Support in the North East initiative, were 
delivered to provide a service accessible to all individuals and organisations while 
remaining flexible to account for the diverse and demographic needs of the region 
(New Skills Consulting, 2023).  

The North East’s Local Growth Plan presents a fundamental challenge: how to balance 
investment in high-growth sectors with the needs of low-productivity, high-
employment sectors in the foundational economy. With limited resources, there is a 
pressing need to understand the needs and opportunities of the majority of North East 
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businesses that do not follow a high-growth trajectory, and to understand the nature 
and value of their contribution to the regional economy. 

3.0 Moving beyond traditional indicators: A 
review of current evidence 

The local and regional value of enterprise is often judged by narrow economic 
indicators of “growth”, yet these measures fail to capture the breadth of contributions 
businesses make to regional prosperity in the round. They also overlook how structural 
constraints and place-based conditions shape what enterprise activity looks like and 
what is achievable in different regions. Drawing on the latest academic evidence, this 
section moves beyond conventional definitions to reframe “growth.” It moves beyond 
growth as a single trajectory to incorporate a wider set of contributions that enterprises 
make to their localities and regions across different dimensions. Drawing together 
academic research on regional development, entrepreneurship, and inclusive growth, it 
examines six alternative lenses through which the local value of enterprises can be 
understood: community and place-based growth; growth as survival; growth through 
opportunity; skills and workforce development; foundational growth; and sustainable 
growth. Together, these lenses offer a more complete account of how enterprise 
shapes regional prosperity, one that recognises the varied pathways through which 
businesses grow, scale and measure success. 

 

3.1 Moving beyond traditional growth indicators  

Traditional indicators—turnover, productivity, gross value added (GVA), and the 
prevalence of high-growth businesses—have long dominated how regional enterprise 
success is defined, with policy and ecosystem design concentrating on cultivating a 
small subset of high-growth firms (Cörvers and Mayhew, 2021; Nightingale and Coad, 
2014). Yet longitudinal evidence shows that sustained scaling is rare and often 
episodic; many firms plateau or exit after expansion (Anyadike-Danes and Hart, 2018). 
Ecosystem designs built around these outliers risk misdiagnosing the experience of 
most firms, whose paths are incremental or stability-oriented (Stam, 2015; Brown and 
Mawson, 2019). Structural financing constraints, especially notable outside London and 
the South East, further impede capable firms from expanding even when market 
opportunities exist (Brown and Lee, 2019). 
 
Business formation rates present a similar paradox. The North East's early-stage 
entrepreneurial activity has grown from just over 4% of the adult population in the early 
2000s to over 10% by 2023 (Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, 2024). Yet higher levels 
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of entrepreneurship are weakly correlated with macroeconomic outcomes (Shane, 
2009). Over three-quarters of new firms lack high growth aspirations as traditionally 
measured, with only 47% surviving beyond three years and just 2% reaching £1 million 
turnover within that timeframe (Enterprise Research Centre, 2024; Global 
Entrepreneurship Monitor, 2024). In rural areas, resilience rather than high growth is the 
critical focus (National Innovation Centre for Rural Enterprise, 2024). A narrow focus on 
high-growth indicators therefore produces blind spots when applied to regions with 
more varied, locally embedded enterprise bases. 
 
These limitations are amplified by spatial inequalities and successive economic shocks. 
Place-blind enterprise support strategies privilege generic productivity targets over 
the situated assets and constraints that shape business trajectories (Haughton et al., 
2016; Bailey, Pitelis and Tomlinson, 2023). Where credit is unevenly distributed, large 
numbers of SMEs are excluded from mainstream finance, directly impacting jobs and 
turnover (Cowling et al., 2024). Brexit-related uncertainty, the COVID-19 pandemic, 
and the cost-of-living crisis have layered additional pressure, pushing many firms to 
prioritise continuity and risk management over expansion (Breinlich et al., 2020; 
Calabrese, Cowling and Liu, 2021; Owen et al., 2022). In this context, survival, job 
retention, capacity building, and community embeddedness represent material 
contributions that traditional metrics often undercount, despite their importance for 
regional resilience and opportunity. 
 
 

3.2 Enterprise and alternative forms of growth 

Based on the critique above, this report treats "growth" as a set of contributions rather 
than a single, high-growth trajectory. This conceptualisation is based on evidence that 
most firms follow incremental, discontinuous, or stability-oriented paths (Stam, 2015; 
Brown and Mawson, 2019), and recognises that what matters for regional prosperity 
includes who participates, what capabilities are built, and how benefits are embedded 
locally (Haughton et al., 2016; Bailey, Pitelis and Tomlinson, 2023). 
 
This approach draws on the analytical framework developed by Cymru Wledig LPIP: 
Rural Wales, the Local Policy and Innovation Partnership for Rural Wales (2025). Their 
research examines inclusive and sustainable development in rural contexts, developing 
a typology that moves beyond conventional growth metrics to capture the diverse 
ways enterprise contributes to regional wellbeing and resilience. This framework is 
particularly relevant for regions, like the North East, where structural constraints shape 
what enterprise can achieve and where traditional growth models may obscure more 
than they reveal. 
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The following subsections organise the evidence through six lenses adapted from this 
approach: 
 

1. Community and place-based growth: who engages and benefits; local 
recirculation and civic value, especially in underserved areas. 

2. Growth as survival: continuity of trading, adaptation through shocks, risk 
management and stabilisation effects. 

3. Growth through opportunity: new starts and side-ventures; transitions from 
unemployment/education into enterprise; widened access to markets. 

4. Skills and workforce development: enterprise skills, confidence, digital 
readiness and peer/network effects as mechanisms that underpin performance 
over time. 

5. Foundational growth: contributions in the foundational economy of everyday 
goods and services (social care, food, housing, transport) that underpin 
wellbeing and economic participation. 

6. Sustainable growth: adoption of greener practices and alignment with local 
net-zero and nature goals. 
 

 

Community and place- based growth  
 
Place-based development argues that outcomes improve when enterprise support 
aligns with local assets, institutions, and needs, rather than applying generic, "place-
blind" approaches (Haughton et al., 2016; Bailey, Pitelis and Tomlinson, 2023). Evidence 
on embedded enterprises, particularly social ventures, demonstrates value creation 
through social cohesion, local recirculation, and civic participation—contributions that 
growth-focused agendas often overlook (Kay, Roy and Donaldson, 2016; Baranova, 
2023). Community-based enterprises have demonstrable impacts on sustainable 
development and support for locally disadvantaged or “left behind” communities 
(Peredo and Chrisman, 2006). 
 
The scale of this contribution is substantial. In the UK, over 131,000 social enterprises 
employ around 2.3 million people, reinvesting significant profits and resources into 
communities to achieve social and environmental missions (Social Enterprise UK, 
2023). Over 32,500 registered Community Interest Companies operate across diverse 
sectors (CIC Regulator, 2024). Place attachment itself can be a productive asset, 
motivating entrepreneurs and legitimising community-facing business models (Al 
Mamun et al., 2025). 
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Growth as survival  
 
A large share of SMEs experience growth as continuity—keeping trading, retaining core 
staff, adapting offers, and managing risk across shocks (Anyadike-Danes and Hart, 
2018). Survival is shaped by structural finance frictions, with uneven credit access 
pushing under-collateralised firms into defensive financial positions, and by cumulative 
uncertainty (Brexit, COVID-19, cost-of-living) that shifts priorities from scaling to 
solvency (Breinlich et al., 2020; Calabrese, Cowling and Liu, 2021; Cowling et al., 2024). 
This body of work reframes survival not as failed growth, but as a developmental 
contribution that stabilises local supply chains and livelihoods (Nightingale and Coad, 
2014; Brown and Lee, 2019). 
 
Brush et al. (2009) identify four distinct growth pathways, emphasising that growth is a 
non-linear process: rapid, episodic, incremental, or plateau. When firms plateau, 
business as usual becomes the norm—a function of innovation approaches and 

 
 
 
These principles find practical expression in regional programmes that embed 
enterprise support within local institutional networks and target social as well as 
economic outcomes.  Enterprising Sunderland supported 600 clients (69% from 
socially excluded groups) through advice, workshops, and micro-grants, 
generating employability gains, confidence, and social capital alongside 
business starts. Enterprising Durham's county-wide model supported 800 
clients (75% from socially excluded groups), creating 178 new businesses and 
214.5 jobs through partnerships with 25+ organisations. The NEEAL network's 32 
place-embedded hubs tied activity to community outcomes and social value 
measures rather than only firm-level outputs. (Davinson, Wilkie and Thompson, 
2024; Ideas for Change, 2025; NEEAL, 2022). However, capturing community-
level impacts remains methodologically challenging, with wider impact captured 
through inconsistent use of case studies and other data collection.   
 

Evidence from the North East: 
Community and Place-Based Growth 
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business aspirations rather than failure. The UK Innovation Survey shows a sharp decline 
in innovation activity amongst small businesses, though the North East notably bucks 
this trend (Enterprise Research Centre, 2025). Importantly, even long-established 
businesses on a continuity path retain traditional growth potential that can be unlocked 
through appropriate interventions. 
 
 
 

  
 
 

 

Growth through opportunity 
 
The lens of opportunity shifts focus from firm expansion to the question of who gets to 
participate and progress. Opportunity creation via enterprise is often uneven across 
sectors and groups unless pipelines (education, networks, finance) are deliberately 
broadened; otherwise, it can amplify existing privilege (Carey et al., 2024). Social 
enterprise and inclusive development approaches document how widening access, 
especially for women, disabled, and ethnic-minority founders, converts enterprise 
activity into social participation and capability building (Hazenberg, 2021; Ovens et al., 
2024; Shabbir and Batool, 2025). Many policy-relevant reviews therefore emphasise 
targeted outreach, wrap-around support, and hybrid access routes (Brown and 
Mawson, 2016; Coad et al., 2025). 

Such entrepreneurial initiatives often operate in complex social contexts that require 
adapted approaches. Wainwright and Muñoz (2025) examine entrepreneurship support 
programmes amongst the prison population, where enterprise is used to reduce 

 

 

 

Regional evaluations capture enterprise support's stabilisation effects. ESNE2 
achieved an 86% one-year trading rate among starters, whilst NEEAL reported 97% 
one-year survival (2019-21), indicating that support helps firms withstand shocks 
and maintain income. Client evidence from Enterprising Durham shows how 
advisors prompted prudent strategy changes—simplifying offers, phasing growth, 
accessing grants—enabling ventures to keep trading by prioritising durability over 
rapid expansion (New Skills Consulting, 2023; Ideas for Change, 2025; NEEAL, 
2022). These numbers may not capture the full effect as businesses that required a 
lower intensity of support (under 12 hours) were not counted as participants in the 
programme (New Skills Consulting, 2023).  

Evidence from the North East: 
Growth as Survival 
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reoffending rates. Whilst these programmes support the agency of former prisoners, 
participants tend not to follow typical start-up processes. Similarly, Kimmitt (2025) 
demonstrates that programmes designed to reduce poverty through entrepreneurship 
must address both agency (opportunity) and process freedom (i.e., to have the 
appropriate tools at your disposal) to achieve transformative impact. 

 

 

  

 

 
 
 

Skills and workforce development 
 
Evidence from UK SMEs links workforce development and mentoring to increased 
performance, confidence, and agency, while warning that smaller firms often under-
invest, resulting in inequalities regarding career progression (Idris, Saridakis and 
Johnstone, 2020; Benassi, Durazzi and Fortwengel, 2021). The Employer Skills Survey 
2022 reports persistent job-specific skill gaps and uneven training access by region 
and sector, indicating that inclusive enterprise support must also function as a skills 
system (DfE, 2023). 
 
Skills and experience are widely recognised as crucial for the formation and success of 
new companies. Entrepreneurs anchor their business opportunities in problems 
identified from industries they have worked in (Shane, 2000), with evidence 
highlighting that age and industry experience are crucial to success amongst higher-
growth firms (Azoulay et al., 2020). 
 

 

Regional programmes demonstrate opportunity creation at scale. Business 
Compass Start-Up 2 engaged 1,315 people to enterprise-ready status and created 
150 new enterprises, with strong performance in disadvantaged areas. Enterprising 
Sunderland's outreach (69% socially excluded) and micro-grants lowered entry 
barriers, whilst Enterprising Durham integrated education and roadshows to 
simplify access. Across the NEEAL partnership, 18,420 people were supported to 
"get ready" for business (2019-21), with 3,543 unemployed people entering self-
employment (Thrive Economics, 2023; Davinson, Wilkie and Thompson, 2024; Ideas 
for Change, 2025; NEEAL, 2022).   

Evidence from the North East:  
Growth Through Opportunity 
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However, human capital approaches tend to focus on skills that can be deployed to 
meet business needs. While research has documented how entrepreneurship can also 
fuel a cycle of negative emotions, anxiety, isolation, shame, and guilt, which deteriorate 
individual self-worth through misalignments between expectations and reality (Muñoz, 
et al., 2023). This indicates that skills-building must extend beyond technical 
capabilities to encompass resilience, emotional capacity, and the ability to navigate 
the psychological challenges inherent in entrepreneurial activity.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 

Foundational growth  
 
The foundational economy comprises the sectors and activities that provide goods 
and services essential for everyday life. These include material infrastructure (utilities, 
food systems, and public transport) and providential services (health, education, care, 
housing, food) (The Foundational Economy Collective, 2019). The scale of the 
foundational economy is substantial yet often overlooked. In the UK, foundational 
sectors account for approximately 40 per cent of employment. (The Foundational 
Economy Collective, 2019). These sectors are characterised as "sheltered" (largely 
immune to international competition due to their inherently localised provisioning) and 
"inelastic" (demand remains relatively constant regardless of price fluctuations or 
income changes). 
 

Despite this significance, foundational sectors have been systematically undervalued 
by industrial and economic policy, which tends to prioritise high-tech, tradeable 

 

 

 

 

Regional programmes routinely and successfully integrate skills development. 
Enterprising Sunderland and Enterprising Durham report gains in confidence, 
employability, and business capabilities through mentoring, workshops, and peer 
learning. NEEAL partners delivered diagnostics, leadership training, and digital 
readiness support, helping 15,941 businesses develop and grow. These human-
capital gains represent both immediate outcomes and future capacity for 
productivity improvements, particularly when reaching under-served founders 
(Davinson, Wilkie and Thompson, 2024; Ideas for Change, 2025; NEEAL, 2022).  

Evidence from the North East:  
Skills and Workforce Development 
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sectors that form a much smaller part of regional economies. The foundational 
economy literature stresses that value in these sectors accrues through access, 
reliability, and local spend rather than major productivity leaps (Haughton et al., 2016; 
Kay, Roy and Donaldson, 2016; Baranova, 2023). Privatisation, market competition, and 
outsourcing over recent decades have frequently degraded service quality whilst 
squeezing wages and working conditions, particularly in care, food supply, and retail 
sectors. Yet these enterprises anchor communities, provide stable employment (often 
for groups facing labour market barriers), and circulate spending locally. The literature 
on community-embedded enterprise and the everyday economy therefore argues that 
policy should recognise and support these contributions as development, rather than 
viewing foundational sectors as residual or unproductive. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sustainable growth  

SMEs collectively account for 43–53 per cent of UK business greenhouse gas 
emissions and consume approximately 50 per cent of commercial and industrial 
energy, yet their role in climate action has been systematically overlooked by policy (UK 
Finance, 2024). Despite this significance, three-quarters of UK SMEs do not have net-
zero targets in place, and 76 per cent lack comprehensive decarbonisation strategies 
(British Business Bank, n.d.). This lag reflects not indifference but structural barriers: 
upfront costs, knowledge gaps, time and resource constraints, limited access to 

 

 

 

Regional programmes are critical in supporting the foundational economy. Micro-
grants and tailored advice address binding constraints for local food producers and 
service providers, helping sustain community needs and recirculate spending 
locally. Enterprising Durham's client journeys include decisions to stabilise rather 
than over-extend, preserving reliable local provision with social value in rural and 
peripheral places. NEEAL's Impact & Value analysis explicitly maps activities to 
social-value domains (skills, inclusion, health, environment), making foundational 
contributions visible alongside business outputs (Ideas for Change, 2025; NEEAL, 
2022). However, these interventions are rarely explicitly framed as foundational 
economy support, and consequently their distinctive value creation remains poorly 
understood. 

Evidence from the North East:  
Foundational Growth 
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finance, and uncertainty about return on investment consistently emerge as primary 
obstacles to adoption (UK Finance, 2024). 

Sustainability literature cautions against assuming “win-wins” between green practices 
and short-term profits. Instead, it highlights uneven adoption costs, time horizons and 
capability needs, alongside long-run benefits (e.g., resilience, market positioning, 
compliance) (O’Neill and Gibbs, 2016; Gennari, 2023). Place-based transitions thus 
depend on local advisory capacity, procurement signals and peer demonstration 
effects, tying environmental outcomes to skills and embeddedness.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

4.0 The diffusion model: Understanding the 
value of enterprise to individuals, business and 
society  

Building on the critique of traditional metrics and the six alternative lenses examined in 
Section 3, this section presents a new conceptual model for understanding and 
evaluating enterprise value in the North East. The diffusion model (Figure 1) captures not 
only a broader range of impacts but also recognises value created across the entire 

 

 

 

 

Enterprise support programming is only just beginning to offer support to business 
on sustainability as part of a core offering. NEEAL agencies report sustainable 
procurement guidance within their standard offer alongside case studies of 
environmentally oriented innovation, indicating that green practices are being 
normalised through advisory touchpoints rather than siloed projects. Enterprising 
Durham's specialist pathways include green-economy support, with networked 
referrals lowering capability thresholds for smaller firms to participate in 
sustainability transitions (Ideas for Change, 2025; NEEAL, 2022). However, there is 
need for a more coherent approach from enterprise support that understands the 
uneven adoption of green practices among businesses.  

Evidence from the North East:  
Sustainable Growth 
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enterprise lifecycle. It conceptualises inclusive growth as a set of contributions, from 
building individual skills and firm resilience to strengthening place and community, that 
diffuse outwards through interconnected levels.  
 

4.1 The diffusion model 

The diffusion model introduced in this report draws on diffusion theory, the process by which 
benefits spread through interconnected systems. Enterprise value emerges through iterative, non-
linear interactions across multiple scales, with feedback loops that amplify beneficial patterns. The 
diffusion model offers a framework for understanding the accumulative processes, 
mechanisms, and outcomes of an enterprise system over time through three 
interconnected lenses: individual, business, and society. Critically, non-linear feedback 
loops exist between these levels. An individual who develops skills through enterprise 
support may not start a business immediately but applies those capabilities in 
employment, volunteering, or future ventures. A firm that survives an economic shock 
stabilises local supply chains and demonstrates resilience to others. Societal-level 
outcomes, improved infrastructure, stronger networks, in turn enable new individual 
and firm-level contributions.  
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Understanding these dynamics requires both quantitative and qualitative methods, 
including case studies, social accounting, and storytelling alongside quantitative 
measurements (Frenken et al., 2023). The model emphasises place-based factors and 
knowledge spillovers, applying a longitudinal approach that extends beyond short-
term programme delivery to better capture the relationship between causality and 
outcomes at individual, firm, and societal levels. 
 
At the individual level, shown at the centre of the model, people and potential 
entrepreneurs represent the primary locus of value creation. Indicators of "internal 
development" can be measured as personal outputs, impacts, and outcomes (Frese & 
Gielnik, 2021). These include psychological and personality metrics (confidence, risk 
tolerance, creativity, innovation); behavioural and skill-based competencies (digital 
and financial literacy, leadership development, networking); and career journeys that 
transcend binary distinctions between self-employment and employment. 
Importantly, individuals who do not form enterprises still realise and recycle their 
personal gains through employment, family contributions, volunteering, and civic 
participation. 
 
The middle circle represents the firm. At the firm level, individuals who start or grow 
ventures translate their personal capabilities into organisational outcomes that extend 
beyond traditional economic outputs to encompass social, cultural, and environmental 
contributions. Success at this level can be measured by a firm's capability and 
contribution across multiple dimensions: stability (providing reliable local products and 
services), resilience (surviving shocks), innovativeness (adapting products and 
processes), and local embeddedness (linkages to local supply chains) (Koporcic et al., 
2025). By measuring business outputs, impacts, and outcomes across these 
dimensions, policymakers, funders, and support providers can understand how 
enterprises contribute to sustainable, traditional, community-based, survival, skills, and 
opportunity-based forms of regional growth. 
 
Individual and firm-level outputs and impacts can deliver immediate and long-term 
outcomes to society. These spillovers can be positive or negative and might include 
different components within the system, including contributions to economic 
performance (jobs, investment, infrastructure, multiplier effect of local growth etc.), 
social value (social inclusion, community participation, family, foundational impact, 
cultural change etc.), environmental (clean technology adoption, sustainable local 
supply chains etc.), innovation system (adoption and diffusion, capacity development 
etc.), and institutional capacity and capability (enhanced governance, collaborative 
learning etc.). The overall “health” of the network within the system directly and 

Figure 1. The ‘Diffusion Model’. Source: authors. 
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indirectly enables or constrains the transition towards long-term goals of society (i.e. 
inclusive economic growth, net zero, health and wellbeing, etc).   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Metrics for a new approach to evaluating regional enterprise    

The approach to measuring and understanding regional entrepreneurship and enterprise activity by policymakers, 
funders, and delivery agents has long favoured conventional quantitative, output-orientated indicators to evaluate 
economic performance at the firm and regional scale over a predetermined period. The diffusion model offers a new 
way of measuring the impact of enterprise support: 

Individual level: Personal development and capability 
People and potential entrepreneurs represent the primary locus of value creation, with "internal 
development" measured through personal outputs, impacts, and outcomes (Frese & Gielnik, 2021): 

• Psychological and personality metrics such as: confidence, risk tolerance, creativity, and 
innovation 

• Behavioural and skill-based competencies: digital and financial literacy, leadership 
development, networking 

• Career journeys beyond binary distinctions between self-employment and employment 

Individuals who do not form enterprises still realise and recycle their personal gains through employment, 
family contributions, volunteering, and civic participation. This could be captured through re-framing 
“failure” and producing consistent and coherent qualitative data on the outcomes of those that do not 
start businesses.  

Firm level: Organisational contribution and embeddedness 
Individuals who start or grow ventures translate personal capabilities into business outcomes that extend 
beyond traditional economic outputs to encompass social, cultural, and environmental contributions. 

• Success measured across multiple dimensions:  
o Stability: ability to provide reliable local products and services 
o Resilience: capacity to survive shocks 
o Innovativeness: creativity and adaptability in products and processes 
o Local embeddedness: linkages to local supply chains (Koporcic et al., 2025) 

• Understanding contributions to sustainable, traditional, community-based, survival, skills, and 
opportunity-based forms of regional growth 

Societal level: Spillover effects and systemic outcomes 
Individual and firm-level outputs and impacts deliver immediate and long-term outcomes to society 
through positive or negative spillovers. 

Contributions can be measured across multiple dimensions:  
 

• Economic performance: jobs, investment, infrastructure, multiplier effects 
• Social value: social inclusion, community participation, family impact, cultural change 
• Environmental: clean technology adoption, sustainable local supply chains 
• Innovation system: adoption, diffusion, capacity development 
• Institutional capacity: enhanced governance, collaborative learning 
• The overall "health" of the network enables or constrains progress towards societal goals, 

including inclusive economic growth, net zero 
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Research findings and discussion 
 

4.2 Individual outcomes 

Diversity of individual experience  
 
Individuals engage with business support from diverse backgrounds and experiences, 
leading to varied immediate personal outcomes regardless of whether a business is 
started. Those engaging may have extensive entrepreneurial experience or none, may 
seek to address a social problem or build a high-growth venture, and may be 
neurotypical or neurodiverse.  
 
Workshop and interview findings from the North East illustrate this diversity, 
highlighting both the value of enterprise in stimulating individual capacity to act and the 
challenges faced. Participants framed enterprise as opportunity: "taking control of 
your own future", "the opportunity to change lives", and "helping people to help 
themselves". Enterprise can provide a route to independence, assert control over 
uncertain conditions, remove barriers, and create opportunities.  
 
Research findings emphasised enterprise as a mechanism for personal empowerment 
and enhancing social capital, highlighting its ability to build "resilience", "self-
confidence", and "personal growth". As participants noted, enterprise can provide 
opportunities "even if it doesn't result in lots of new scalable businesses, just more 
people being enterprising has to be good for the economy and their life prospects."  
 
 
Diversity of experiences and backgrounds of entrepreneurs  

 
Entrepreneurs' backgrounds and experiences shape their support needs. Age 
influences entrepreneurship by affecting characteristics, motivations, and attitudes 
toward work, wealth, risk, independence, and societal contribution. The average age of 
a successful founder is 45 (Azoulay et al., 2020), with founding team experience crucial 
to new venture survival (Delmar and Shane, 2006). Older entrepreneurs prioritise 
autonomy, fulfilment, and wellbeing over intensive work effort, yet achieve better 
performance than younger counterparts (Levesque et al., 2026). This does not mean 
younger entrepreneurs will fail, but success may be less likely, and support should be 
structured accordingly. 
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Background also shapes the nature of ventures developed. The UK has 131,000 social 
enterprises, representing 1 in 42 businesses and 4 per cent of North East GDP. Social 
entrepreneurs typically have personal experience with the social problems their 
businesses address (Kimmitt & Muñoz, 2018), including traumatic life events such as 
domestic abuse, poverty, racism, or homelessness. This shapes both the type of 
business established, and the nature of support conversations required. 
 
Expectations are also critical. Entrepreneurs begin with diverse attitudes, aspirations, 
and expectations. In the UK, the fear of failure rate is 58 per cent, slightly higher for 
women who also perceive fewer available opportunities (GEM, 2024). Most 
entrepreneurs (around 22 per cent) do not expect to create many jobs, whilst around 80 
per cent believe high status is associated with success (GEM, 2024). These diverse 
aspirations and cultural expectations of success shape entrepreneurial journeys. 
 
Neurodiversity is also prevalent amongst the entrepreneurial population. Self-
employment is considered attractive for individuals with ADHD (Wiklund, Patzelt & 
Dimov, 2016). Whilst impulsiveness, high energy, and spontaneity can benefit early-
stage entrepreneurs, inattentiveness, lack of focus, and distractibility can hinder 
business performance (Lerner et al., 2018). Neurodiversity rates are higher amongst 
entrepreneurs than the wider population, with implications for how business support 
engages. 
 
 
Personal outcomes from enterprise engagement 
 
Engagement with enterprise produces varied personal outcomes regardless of 
whether a business is formed and/or is successful. Entrepreneurial self-efficacy—
perceiving oneself as capable of successfully performing entrepreneurial roles and 
tasks (Hmieleski & Baron, 2008)—leads to higher work satisfaction (Bradley & Roberts, 
2004). Entrepreneurship can also produce empowerment for marginalised groups (Ng 
et al., 2022), higher autonomy and wellbeing (Shir et al., 2019), access to networks and 
new relationships (Soetanto et al., 2018), and skill development through generative 
learning (Cope, 2005). Kimmitt (2025) identifies the freedom-enabling properties of 
entrepreneurship as opportunity and process, providing individuals with agency to 
prosper both individually and in business terms. 
 
An assessment of personal outcomes should reflect individual changes that go beyond 
business formation. Entrepreneurial failure—"the termination of an initiative that has 
fallen short of its goals" (McGrath, 1999)—can have negative but also positive learning 
outcomes. Individuals must experience loss or hardship for learning to occur leading to 
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personal growth (Jenkins & McKelvie, 2016). For an inclusive approach to enterprise, 
capturing learning and skills developed from non-starters or failed starters is important. 
 
Our research findings illustrated the linkages and transferability between enterprise 
and life skills. Beyond entrepreneurship, "problem-solving", "communication", and 
"finance" were referenced as important skill developments applicable across 
individuals' life course in work, family, and community contexts. Enterprise skills 
support employability and offer opportunities to pivot to alternative pathways. As one 
participant noted: "people will have [enterprise] skills for the rest of their lives… they can 
use them whenever they get to a fork in the road.” 
 
 
Identity and agency  
 
The concept of identity emerged as a critical theme. Participants referenced 
individuals with potential who were "enterprising" but could not see themselves that 
way, nor recognise their impact on connected people, organisations, and communities. 
Enterprise was seen as "a valuable tool to engage people who were economically 
inactive by capturing the imagination in a different way to finding a job." However, many 
people and communities in the North East "didn't know how to legitimise their 
enterprise" or "didn't realise [they] were being enterprising". Business support 
organisations were described as "not enterprising in our ability to connect those 
people with the opportunities available", highlighting gaps in how the region identifies 
and nurtures enterprising individuals." 
 
The power of agency directly contributes to enterprise through personal and 
professional spillover benefits, evidencing the importance of including people-led 
contributions in future regional enterprise frameworks, interventions, and evaluations 
of growth. 
 
 

4.2 Business outcomes  

At the business level, individual entrepreneurs and founding teams translate their 
agency into organisational outcomes. Traditional outcomes include establishing 
physical premises or online sales channels, developing supply chains, maturing service 
offerings, and generating increases in sales, profits, turnover, and job creation. 
Subsequently, firms may introduce innovations or pursue geographic expansion 
nationally and internationally. 
 

Business growth as non- linear  
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Research demonstrates that the journey from individual action to business formation is 
far from linear. Sarasvathy (2001) developed the concept of "effectuation", showing 
that entrepreneurs follow alternative decision-making principles compared to 
managers who plan and mitigate risk. Entrepreneurs focus on experimentation, building 
ventures from their available "means" (whatever resources they have). Rather than 
being "risk takers" (a common myth), entrepreneurs make decisions based on 
"affordable loss" while testing the market. This enables rapid experimentation and 
learning as they refine their customer value proposition and business model.  

Consequently, the start-up stage is non-linear, involving considerable pivoting 
between business idea and market fit, with a lag before clear business outcomes 
emerge. As one research participant noted, traditional metrics fail to capture this 
journey: "you could be taking somebody on a journey for eight, nine, ten months before 
they're ready to set up". This highlights the importance of understanding enterprise as 
"the vehicle [and] not the destination"—a process that requires measuring varied 
indicators over time rather than focusing solely on moment-of-formation metrics. 

Post start-up, growth remains similarly non-linear. Brush et al. (2009) identify four 
patterns: rapid, episodic, incremental, and plateau. Rapid growth—often most desired 
from a policy perspective—characterises high-growth firms or 'scale-ups', defined as 
firms whose turnover increases by 20 per cent year-on-year for three years while 
employing over 10 people (Deloitte, 2014). This usually involves rapid replication of a 
business model across numerous locations with strong digital components (Tippmann 
et al., 2023). However, while potentially impactful, scale-ups represent only 0.6 per 
cent of the SME population (Scale-Up Institute, 2024). 

Episodic growth describes companies with rapid beginnings that stagnate due to 
insufficient managerial capabilities. This is common amongst entrepreneurs reluctant 
to become managers or uncomfortable ceding control of businesses they worked hard 
to start. Companies can resume rapid growth when investments in labour force and 
management are made, or when senior management teams change (Bell et al., 2001). 

Incremental growth typically occurs due to market nature (highly competitive) or to suit 
entrepreneur and founding team ambitions. In contrast to episodic growth, this is a 
controlled and manageable form aligning firm aspirations, market conditions, and 
organisational capabilities. This is consistent with evidence that growth should emerge 
from high stability (Teasdale, 2023), with long-term growth more likely when starting 
from low growth but high profitability. Workshop and interview findings illustrated that 
enterprise value manifests through firms' capabilities to survive, grow, diversify, and 
adapt—all critical to sustaining and developing the North East's social, economic, 
political, and environmental landscape. Viewing business-led growth through a "mixed 
prism of alternative growth models" rather than privileging scale-up trajectories alone 
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enables policymakers, funders, and support providers to recognise these diverse 
patterns of contribution. 

Business resilience and foundational contributions 

Given growth non-linearity, it is important to recognise other business outcomes that 
support entrepreneurs across all growth trajectories. Business resilience is the process 
by which organisations build and use capabilities to interact with their environment in 
ways that positively adjust and maintain functioning before, during, and following 
adversity (Williams & Vorley, 2017). Resilience is critical for understanding how firms 
respond to adverse circumstances, from preparing for natural disasters (Muñoz et al., 
2019) or local civil unrest (Doern, 2016) to contexts of persistent uncertainty (cost of 
living pressures), areas of industrial decline, or situations producing precarity such as 
funding cuts (Korber & McNaughton, 2018). 

Research participants emphasised the importance of recognising SMEs that comprise 
the foundational economy in sustaining quality of life, community wellbeing, and civic 
identity. As one participant noted: 

 "Beneficiaries of enterprise support are often lifestyle type 
businesses… they really do support the foundational economy, 
which helps with pride in place and vitality on the high street". 

Research participant 

These businesses—often viewed through traditional metrics as low-ambition or non-
growth—make essential contributions to the everyday economy. Qualitative findings 
identified the need to support these businesses through capacity building, resilience 
support, financial assistance, innovation, and inclusive growth policy interventions that 
recognise their foundational role rather than measuring them against inappropriate 
scale-up benchmarks. 

Social entrepreneurs produce outcomes that are business-focused while enabling 
community resilience (Weber, 2012). The priority for social enterprises is their social 
mission delivered through new products, services, or processes. They generate 
business outcomes aligned with traditional models but also produce social outcomes 
not well accounted for in current business support systems. The growth trajectories of 
social enterprises are additionally complex as they balance both business and social 
outcomes (Muñoz & Kimmitt, 2019). 
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4.3 Societal outcomes  

At the macro level, businesses create both social and economic outcomes, with 
societal outcomes typically considered indirect effects of business activity. When 
firms succeed, they create jobs that sustain the wider economy and pay tax to the 
exchequer for reinvestment in business and infrastructure. However, as noted earlier, 
the relationship between enterprise activity and economic growth is mixed, and growth 
is rarely the sole goal of founders. Significant societal value is created by those firms 
that do not comprise the minority of high-growth firms.   

 

"It is this mass of 'everyday entrepreneurs' who generate the 
employment, the productivity, the innovation and the economic 
growth and regeneration of their communities, their regions and 
their countries.” 

 
Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (2024: 2)   

 

Research findings illustrated that enterprise delivers value beyond the individual and 
business to the societal level, stressing that enterprise "is not all about the money" and 
traditional forms of economic development, innovation, and competitiveness. Instead, 
enterprise contributes to social and community cohesion, building regional identity and 
resilience across society. Businesses sit at the nexus between people and society, 
shaped and influenced by internal and external factors and conditions. 

 

Enterprise as an enabler for community- led growth 
 

Research findings placed particular emphasis on social and community empowerment 
and the connections between individuals and firms in specific places—especially 
through social enterprises and community interest companies—to identify and deliver 
locally-led, self-generated solutions to social, economic, and environmental 
challenges. As one interviewee highlighted: "it's quite contagious, enterprise… you get 
people working together… it's very nice to be able to kind of observe how they all 
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support each other". This illustrates the value of socially embedded, community-led 
approaches to enterprise capacity and capability-building, which has the potential to 
generate exchange and spillover effects within communities. 

 

Korsgaard and Anderson (2011) identify that firms can be established to focus on 
societal and community-level impact, challenging growth conventions through 
political action and embedding sustainability principles into the wider community. This 
activity is most associated with social enterprises, where business outcomes can lead 
to longer-term community impacts such as improved health and wellbeing, access to 
financial services, and increased social capital. This community emphasis is critical in 
discussions of place-based change, particularly when considering how many jobs 
created by a company are for local residents or whether business growth plans include 
engaging and upskilling local communities. 

 

Place- based enterprise and regional resilience 
 

The place-based emphasis is visible in enterprise activity in rural areas, where 
businesses invest in initiatives promoting community health and wellbeing alongside 
environmental improvements (NICRE, 2024). This aligns with national evidence showing 
that almost three-fifths of entrepreneurs are pro-socially motivated 'to make a 
difference in the world', meaning their contributions are likely to be societal, economic, 
and environmental. 

Qualitative research findings highlighted the relationship between enterprise, regional 
identity, and resilience in two forms: partnership working and responses to external 
shocks. Despite shortened temporal funding periods and potential for increased intra-
regional competition, participants identified partnership working as a key regional 
strength, noting "the way the network works together in this region is one of those high 
spots". Then, external drivers and shocks to people, organisations, and communities in 
the North East — such as economic downturns, Brexit, and the COVID-19 pandemic — 
were highlighted by participants as serving both as challenges and opportunities to 
support regional resilience. 

Enterprise with a sustainable focus promotes longer-term transitions where 
environmental responsibility manifests at the local level through pollution reduction, 
resource conservation, and ecosystem restoration (Cohen & Winn, 2007). These 
businesses demonstrate that economic activity can coexist with environmental 
protection, often inspiring broader community adoption of sustainable practices. They 
contribute to community resilience by addressing climate adaptation and reducing 
environmental health risks. 
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Future regional enterprise frameworks should therefore include the contributions of 
enterprise towards social value and impact, environmental outcomes, and institutional 
capacity and capability over a longitudinal period to evaluate the contribution and 
impact of enterprise on the regional system. Enterprise outcomes extend beyond the 
business boundary, justifying a shift in metrics that includes social and environmental 
value alongside traditional economic indicators. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Implications for regional enterprise support  

The research findings point to several critical considerations for designing effective regional 
enterprise support that meets the needs of individuals and firms and achieves the desired 
societal spillover effects. 

Our research findings highlight the importance of: 

• Moving beyond "stop-start systems": There is clear value in transitioning towards 
coherent institutional-scale planning with clarity of outcomes. This requires building 
strong foundations for the enterprise support system that prioritises "starting and 
running successful businesses", with support categorised by geography and 
enterprise stage. 

• Addressing structural barriers: Structural challenges are particularly acute in the 
North East, which has some of the highest levels of adults with no qualifications, 
precarious employment, and zero-hour contracts, requiring targeted interventions. 

• Balancing scale and flexibility: Effective regional support requires sufficient 
geographical scale while maintaining flexibility to reflect firms' situational dynamics 
across different places in the North East and provide equitable access to SMEs 
across different phases of their personal and business journeys. 

• Targeted and bespoke interventions: Support should target underrepresented 
groups and communities, place-specific enterprise models in rural and peripheral 
communities that promote grassroots activity, and alternative programmes tailored 
to specific groups such as independent traders, all while maintaining coherent 
linkages between programmes that enable seamless navigation across the 
enterprise ecosystem. 
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5.0 Conclusion  

This report has demonstrated that enterprise acts as a vital bridge connecting 
individuals, businesses, and society across the North East of England. The diffusion of 
benefits through the enterprise process, from initial engagement through business 
formation to wider societal impact, translates individual ambitions and skills into 
ventures that harness talent in support of inclusive, enterprise-led growth. By 
examining enterprise through six alternative lenses (community and place-based 
growth, survival, opportunity creation, skills development, foundational contributions, 
and sustainable practices), the report has shown how value is created beyond 
traditional metrics of turnover, productivity, and high-growth firm prevalence.  
 

To catalyse inclusive growth and development in the North East, there is a compelling 
place-based justification for supporting the full spectrum of enterprise activity. Only by 
effectively supporting the complex, non-linear journey from individual to firm can the 
region achieve the spillover effects required to produce genuine inclusive growth.  
 

This demands a shift in how enterprise support is designed, delivered, and evaluated. 
Regional frameworks must identify how to move beyond stop-start funding cycles 
towards coherent and easily navigable systems with clarity of outcomes. Support 
systems need to be able to balance consistency across the region with place-specific 
flexibility, recognising that effective interventions require targeted approaches for 
individuals facing structural barriers, businesses operating in foundational sectors, and 
communities navigating persistent disadvantage.  
 

The diffusion model presented in this report offers a new framework for understanding 
and evaluating this multi-dimensional value. It recognises that enterprise contributions 
ripple outward through interconnected levels: individuals develop capabilities and 
agency regardless of whether businesses are formed; firms create stability, resilience, 
and local embeddedness alongside traditional economic outputs; and society 
benefits through enhanced social capital, institutional capacity, and progress towards 
inclusive growth, net zero, and improved wellbeing.  
 

Finally, there is a clear and pressing need for the evaluation of regional enterprise 
performance to go beyond traditional quantitative economic growth measures and 
apply a combination of research methods to capture outputs, outcomes and impact 
measures at the individual, firm and societal scale. And to effectively measure the 
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outcomes and impact of regional enterprise at a system-level, regional enterprise 
stakeholders must measure activity over a longer period. 
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