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This report showcases exemplars from a number of Midlands-based universities,
demonstrating the innovative, collaborative and multi-disciplinary ways in which the social
sciences are working to bring substantial regional impacts at scale in the Midlands. The
projects draw on the work of a number of universities and other partners, to whom we are
grateful for their help in developing this report.
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Foreword

This is an inspiring and timely collection of case studies from the Midlands Universities,
demonstrating the power of collaborative research between social science and other fields
in driving economic growth in their region, local businesses and the labour force.

Universities have always had an important role as part of local economies, alongside
the wider significance of their research outputs. Universities are often one of the largest
regional employers; they also provide facilities to local communities. And many of the
civic responsibilities of universities find a natural home in their social science faculty.

This collection goes further, showing what can be achieved by collaborations between
research facilities within and outside universities, regional government, and businesses.
It draws from the breadth of universities in the Midlands and underlines the benefits

to be gained from when universities work together with other sectors, at a time when
competitive pressures for university research are exceptionally high.

It is also a timely reminder that social science research plays a vital and complementary
role to STEM research in fostering economic development. The UK Government has set
reversing the country’s decades-long economic stagnation at the top of its agenda, and
research in social science is central to that goal.

The UK and devolved governments see universities as key drivers of economic
development; and UKRI has recently launched its new funding for Local Innovation
Partnerships to enhance multi-sectoral collaboration, attract investment from the private
sector, and add £700m to local economies.

In May 2024 we challenged the social science executive leaders in the Midlands to
show their collaborative impact. In this collection, we are delighted to see the response
to that challenge.

Dr Rita Gardner CBE FAcSS Stian Westlake FAcSS
Chief Executive Executive Chair
Academy of Social Sciences Economic and Social Research Council (UKRI)



Introduction

The Midlands

The Midlands, a former industrial heartland with associated innovation and skills, faces

a series of socio-economic challenges. The region has the UK’s second largest city and
an overall population of more than 11 million (according to the latest data from 2022). It
creates £289 billion Gross Value Added (GVA) which accounted for more than 14% of the
total UK GVA in 2022. The Midlands region also houses three of the ten most deprived
councils in England (Birmingham, Sandwell and Nottingham)'; it has the most ethnically
diverse population in the UK outside of London; and its unemployment rates are above
average and earnings below median rates for the UK. The region is home to more than
20 of the UK’s universities.

The West Midlands has been one of the UK Government’s ‘trailblazer’ regions for fast-
tracking greater devolution within England, having had its own combined authority and
elected mayor since 2017. This has led to additional powers and funding for this area but
has not been without its challenges for the Midlands region as a whole, with complex
public sector governance arrangements post-devolution and an uneven introduction of
combined authorities.

This report comes at a time when social, economic, health, place-based, and skills and
education issues are among the most pressing in nations and regions across the UK, and
when regional development is at the heart of UK Government policy. It focuses on the role
of Midlands universities as powerhouses of ideas, research and innovation that seek to
inform, identify and help to address some of the most pressing challenges in their region.
In short, universities bringing their expertise to bear in their region, for their region. The
cited exemplars highlight, in particular, how opportunities for growth in the Midlands region
can be capitalised upon whilst responding to long standing challenges.

The report draws on the strong history of regional collaboration among Midlands
universities and institutions in the context of the Midlands Doctoral Training Partnership
(DTP). Other existing collaborations between Midlands’ institutions include the Midlands
Engine Observatory, Midlands Innovation, Midlands Enterprise Universities and Midlands

Mindforge.

"Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government (2018 to 2021) - English indices of deprivation 2019 (2019)


https://midlandsengineobservatory.org
https://midlandsengineobservatory.org
https://midlandsmindforge.com
https://midlandsengineobservatory.org
https://midlandsinnovation.org.uk
https://midlandsenterpriseuniversities.co.uk
https://midlandsmindforge.com
https://midlandsmindforge.com

Demographics of the Midlands region

Table 1: Demographics of the Midlands region (Sources various compiled by Alice Pugh,
City-REDI, Birmingham Business School, University of Birmingham)

Gross Value Added (GVA):
2022 data

West Midlands GVA:

£160.4bn

(7th largest International Territorial
Level (ITL) region out of 12)

East Midlands GVA:
£128.8bn
(9th largest ITL region)

All England GVA:
£1940.3bn

All UK GVA:
£2246.1bn

Earnings: 2024 data

Midlands region as a whole:

median annual earnings of £34,9312.

7.7% below the:

All England:
median annual earnings of £37,617.

All UK:

median annual earnings of £37,430,
6.7% larger than the Midlands
median.

2Nomis - Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings (2024)
3Nomis - Annual population survey (2024)

Business: 2024 data

Midlands region as a whole:
398,165 businesses; 99.56% are
SMEs (396,430 businesses)

East Midlands (ITL):

182,030 businesses (45.7% of the
total Midlands business count);
99.56% are SMEs

West Midlands (ITL):

216,135 businesses (54.3% of total
Midlands business count); 99.56%
are SMEs

All England:
2,368,350 businesses
99.58% are SMEs

All UK:
2,724,770 businesses
99.59% are SMEs

Unemployment: 2023 data

Midlands region as a whole:
unemployment rate 4.1%

West Midlands:
unemployment rate of 4.5%

East Midlands:
unemployment rate of 3.7%

All England:
unemployment rate of 3.8%3.

All UK:
unemployment rate of 3.8%




Age demographic (2024): Ethnicity demographic

Ages 0-15; (2021 Census Data):

Midlands as a whole: Midlands:
18.8% (2.1m people) 21.9% of the population is BAME
All England: 18.5%* .

All UK: 18.3% East Midlands (ITL):

14.3% of the population is BAME

Ages 16-64:
Midlands as a whole:
61.9% (6.9m people)

West Midlands (ITL):
23% of the population is BAME,
outside of London this region has the

o 0,
All England: 62.9% largest BAME population

All UK: 62.8%

Age 65+:

Midlands as a whole:
19.3% (2.1m people)
All England: 18.7%
All UK: 18.9%

All England and Wales:
18.3% of the population is BAME

West Midlands has the youngest
population of the nine England regions.

Wider UK context

Universities in the UK play a vital role in their nations and regions over and above

their well-known national and international contributions to education and skills, and
research and innovation. They have long been anchor institutions in regional contexts,
supporting social mobility, driving economic growth, and fostering the unique culture of
their local communities. They serve the many students, from all backgrounds, who wish

to study locally and live at home; they are typically among the largest employers in any
region, drawing on a wide range of skills to service their activities and facilities; and they
substantially contribute to informing local public policy relating to society, economy, places,
communities, family, education, health and welfare.

Recognition of universities’ regional civic mission role was boosted by the work of

the Civic Universities Network and movement, which led to the development of civic
agreements which strengthened relationships between universities, government and
industries. Now, the importance of universities as key drivers of regional economic

growth and innovation sits at the heart of the current UK Government’s research and
development and industrial strategy agendas and is widely recognised by the governments
of the devolved nations and by the growing number of regional combined authorities and
mayoralties across England.

Further recognition of the value placed on university research to benefit a region lies

in the recent announcement of a new strand of UKRI funding for Local Innovation
Partnerships, which will support research collaborations between university researchers,
local authorities and local businesses. The partnerships will seek to attract additional
investment from the private sector, and to add £700 million of value to local economies.
“ONS - Estimates of the population for England and Wales (2024)



https://civicuniversitynetwork.co.uk/about-us/
https://www.ukri.org/what-we-do/browse-our-areas-of-investment-and-support/local-innovation-partnerships-fund/

It will also build on successful previous UKRI initiatives including:

* The Strength in Places Fund, which has helped create thousands of jobs in sectors
like semiconductors, advanced ceramics and media.

* Innovation Accelerators in the Glasgow City Region, Greater Manchester and the
West Midlands, which support fast-growing industry clusters.

* Local Policy Innovation Partnerships, which bring together the public sector, local
businesses and local communities to drive sustainable and inclusive economic
growth and reduce regional disparities.

The report

This report showcases exemplars from a number of Midlands-based universities, with

a specific focus on the social science disciplines. The exemplars are deeply applied,
focused on solutions and understanding changing regional contexts. They demonstrate
the innovative, collaborative and multi-disciplinary ways in which the social sciences are
working to bring substantial regional impacts at scale.

The triggers for this report are twofold. First, the UK Government’s mission-led and
place-based agenda, which will need to draw on multi-disciplinary expertise in the social
sciences and in other sectors at both national and regional levels. Secondly, the recent

UKRI drive towards regional collaboration, partly itself driven by the UK Government’s
agenda.

The applied research exemplars selected for this report each meet four criteria:

* It is applied research in the region, and primarily for the region, carried out by
Midlands-based universities and with clear regional impacts and beneficiaries.

» The work is deeply collaborative across universities and between universities
and regional government, business and, in some cases, communities.

* UKRI/ESRC is one of the main funding partners in each project, among other
funding agencies.

* The universities are all members of the ESRC (UKRI) Midlands Graduate School,
Doctoral Training Partnership (DTP).

The case studies in this report represent a very small sample of the total applied and
regionally collaborative and impactful research in the social sciences undertaken in the
Midlands’ universities. This spans a much wider scope than the exemplars chosen for
this report, which deliberately centre on economic growth and productivity, and on health,
wellbeing and inclusivity of workers.

To be able to demonstrate the impact of the work, most of the applied research highlighted
was undertaken between 2020 and 2023, thus some of it draws from the Covid-19 pandemic,

but all are underpinned by a clear understanding of the demographics and challenges of the
region (Table 1).

This report has been led by the Midlands region Pro Vice-Chancellor Social Sciences
Group, which comprises the leaders in institutions responsible for the social sciences in
their university. They led the call for cases and selected the exemplars from a longlist
of highly eligible projects, reflecting a mix of disciplines, methodological approaches,
challenge areas, and a diverse group of researchers. The examples that follow not



only reinforce the economic, social and cultural anchor role that universities play in the
Midlands, but demonstrate the value of, and greater potential for, regional collaboration
between social science faculties and schools, universities, and other institutional key
players in regional government, industry and the third sector.

) by A A
TR

The Midlands PVC-Social Sciences Group at the time of writing this report (October 2024)

L to R: Prof Teela Sanders FAcSS (University of Leicester), Prof James Hayton (University of Warwick),

Prof Zoe Radnor FAcSS (Aston University), Prof Nick Vaughan-Williams FAcSS (University of Birmingham),
Prof Tim Jay (University of Nottingham), Prof Rachel Granger (De Montfort University) and Prof Elizabeth Peel
(Loughborough University)



1. Boosting productivity

from below: addressing  Aston University

the productivity
challenges of
microbusinesses

BIRMINGHAM UK

The challenge

Microbusinesses are a vital part of our
economy, contributing an estimated £55
billion in turnover, yet they are often
overlooked in policy. The West Midlands
is home to a diverse entrepreneurial
community, with many microbusinesses
owned by ethnic minority entrepreneurs.
However, these businesses often

face significant barriers to growth and
productivity, including limited access to
resources, support networks, and tailored
business advice.

The research

The Productivity from Below (PfB)
Project, based at the Centre for Research
in Ethnic Minority Entrepreneurship
(CREME) at Aston University, aimed to
address these challenges by bridging

the gap between academia, policy,

and grassroots action. The project’s
overarching objective was to develop
evidence-based, productivity-boosting
interventions to support microbusinesses
and promote inclusive economic growth in
the region.

Unique in its approach, the PfB Project
academic team collaborated with four
practitioner partners to work hand-in-
hand with local businesses in the West
Midlands to identify the challenges they
face in the retail, catering and creative
sectors. In this way, the project team were
able to gain an understanding of what

Summary

Research conducted by social
scientists, in collaboration with
practitioner partners and local
businesses in the West Midlands, has
led to several programmes to help
ethnic minority owned microbusinesses
receive the support and policy
recognition they need to overcome
barriers to growth, increasing
prosperity for the region.

Lead researcher(s) & institution(s)
Professor Monder Ram FAcSS,
Centre for Research in Ethnic Minority
Entrepreneurship (CREME), Aston
University

Project duration
2019 to 2022

Funding
£800,000 (ESRC)

Key partners

Enterprise Research Centre (ERC),
City-REDI, Birmingham Business
School, University of Birmingham, ACH
(Ashley Community Housing), Citizens
UK (CUK), Punch Records, and the
Bangladeshi Network




“Our participation in the Productivity from Below (PfB) project has had a major
impact on our work and has delivered many benefits which has resulted in
us developing a new strategic focus on enterprise (as well as communities),
provided additional resources through our collaborative bid with CREME on
the Pathways to Enterprising Futures (PEF) project.”

Citizens UK

productivity means for ethnic minority-owned microbusinesses and their specific support
needs, leading to the development of customised business support programmes.

As a result of this insight, the PfB Project successfully developed three initiatives, each
worth £1 million, to provide better business support, enhance productivity, and foster the
development of inclusive support systems. These initiatives are Pathways to Enterprising
Futures (PEF), Migrant Business Support (MBS), and the Migrant Integration through
Locally Designed Experiences (MILE) project.

The PfB Project also played a crucial role during the Covid-19 pandemic through
supporting Bangladeshi caterers to implement social media strategies to boost takeaway
sales; and by supporting the Farm to Fork Food Resilience conference, hosted by CREME,
which was co-designed by Bangladeshi business owners, public agencies, and research
organisations, to raise awareness of the challenges facing the curry house trade.

In addition, the PfB Project also established The P Word, a peer support and leadership
development programme for creative businesses. This programme provided commercial
guidance to creative entrepreneurs and was featured in two documentaries, Black New
Street and SHE (See Her Empowered). CREME also launched the Business Leaders
Group as part of PfB to support local retailers and community groups in improving
business practices. This initiative was recognised by NESTA as an exemplar of grassroots
innovation.

The impact

Through the key interventions that were introduced as a result of the research, the PfB
Project has had a significant impact on various stakeholder groups in the West Midlands,
including ethnic minority microbusiness owners in the retail, catering, and creative sectors,
refugee and migrant entrepreneurs, women entrepreneurs, and local communities. The
project won the ESRC 2021 Impact Prize Award for Outstanding Business and Enterprise
Impact. The PfB project was also Highly Commended in the 2025 Financial Times
Responsible Business Education Awards.

“Engagement with PfB has had a transformational impact on my business
and the communities we work with. We have taken a new strategic direction
— enterprise support for creatives — with the support of CREME and the PfB
team... The most important impact from PfB is THE P WORD.”
Ammo Talwar MBE, CEO of Punch Records


https://mile-project.eu/
https://sway.cloud.microsoft/cUpPLj9RuoaAwAag?ref=Link
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RsYukuICGNA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RsYukuICGNA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fV5y2ypSIEA
https://media.nesta.org.uk/documents/Birmingham_Evaluation_Report.pdf
https://www.ukri.org/who-we-are/how-we-are-doing/research-outcomes-and-impact/esrc/esrc-celebrating-impact-prize/previous-winners-and-finalists-2021/
https://www.ft.com/content/2d017fa8-03db-4987-848a-8604ce5d67e4?shareType=nongift
https://www.ft.com/content/2d017fa8-03db-4987-848a-8604ce5d67e4?shareType=nongift
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“I am pleased to report that ACH have secured £1 million in funding to deliver
personalised business support to new and existing businesses, via an online
platform, open to 500 non-EU migrants in Bristol and the West Midlands. This
project has been a direct outcome of our collaboration with CREME as it
utilised the principles adopted for PfB in the design.”

Richard Thickpenny, Chief Innovation Officer, Ashley Community Housing

The PEF initiative supported over 600 individuals, including refugees, migrants, and the
long-term unemployed, by providing bespoke workshops, one-on-one guidance, and
online peer networks. The MBS project provided business support to 500 migrant-owned
businesses, with 157 developing into fully operational enterprises, and the MILE project
focused on promoting migrant integration across Europe.

To ensure the sustainability of support for microbusinesses, CREME secured an
additional £400,000 in funding to support four PhD students, helping to build future
capacity for practitioners in the region. The findings and recommendations of the

PfB Project have also influenced the West Midlands Combined Authority’s business
support provision, ensuring that the needs of ethnic minority microbusinesses are better
addressed. Following the release of CREME'’s report, Time to Change (TTC): A Blueprint
for Advancing the UK’s Ethnic Minority Businesses (EMBs), which is based on the core
findings of the PfB project, former West Midlands Mayor Andy Street announced £250,000
investment in ‘community hubs’ as a response to its recommendations. His successor,
Mayor Richard Parker, has also endorsed the report and is committed to working with
CREME on the implementation of the recommendations.

The significance of the social sciences to this work

The Productivity from Below Project illustrates the significance of social science research
in addressing regional economic challenges and promoting inclusive growth. The
project’s success in improving business practices, boosting productivity, and creating
more inclusive support systems showcases how the social sciences can drive tangible
economic and social change in the region. Whilst the project’s focus on fostering
partnerships, building future capacity, and reshaping business support provision highlights
the importance of community-driven, inclusive approaches to economic development.

Looking to the future

Building on the success of the PfB Project, CREME aims to further advance the
contribution of ethnic minority businesses (EMBs) to the UK economy, using their report,
Time to Change (TTC): A Blueprint for Advancing the UK’s Ethnic Minority Businesses
(EMBs), as a foundational aspect of this work. This report will be launched with regional
ecosystem leaders across the UK, as well as partnerships with UK Finance, the
Federation of Small Businesses, Business in the Community, Innovate UK, and Be the
Business.



https://www.aston.ac.uk/latest-news/new-aston-university-report-sets-out-blueprint-advancing-growth-potential-ethnic
https://www.aston.ac.uk/latest-news/new-aston-university-report-sets-out-blueprint-advancing-growth-potential-ethnic
https://www.aston.ac.uk/latest-news/aston-university-report-leads-ps250k-funding-boost-ethnic-minority-led-businesses-west
https://www.aston.ac.uk/latest-news/aston-university-report-leads-ps250k-funding-boost-ethnic-minority-led-businesses-west
https://www.wmca.org.uk/news/community-led-business-support-to-drive-economic-growth-in-diverse-neighbourhoods/
https://www.aston.ac.uk/latest-news/new-aston-university-report-sets-out-blueprint-advancing-growth-potential-ethnic
https://www.aston.ac.uk/latest-news/new-aston-university-report-sets-out-blueprint-advancing-growth-potential-ethnic

2. Shaping policy
to help city regions
grow: the WMREDI
story

UNIVERSITYOF
BIRMINGHAM

The challenge

Regional policymakers who are
responsible for local industrial strategies
often have difficult decisions to make
when allocating limited resources to
improve public services, the wellbeing

of citizens and productivity. And they
often lack the information and analysis
to help identify the investments which
are going to make the biggest difference
to the people living in their region.
Universities are a major source of the
skills and knowledge required to promote
economic growth and citizen wellbeing,
but there is often no bridge through
which to communicate this research from
academics to policymakers.

The research

The West Midlands Regional Economic
Development Institute (WMREDI) was
born out of a place-based collaboration
between the City-Region Economic
Development Institute (City-REDI) based
at the University of Birmingham and
multiple regional stakeholders, including
the West Midlands Combined Authority
(WMCA), GBS Chamber of Commerce,
numerous borough councils and other
regional universities. WMREDI was led

by the Directors of City-REDI with funding
from Research England being matched by
funding from the University of Birmingham
and regional stakeholders. Designed as

Summary

Social science research, as part of

a huge collaborative effort between
universities, local authorities and
public bodies in the West Midlands
region, has led to multi-million-pound
investments boosting the regional
economy in the face of challenges
including Brexit and the Covid-19
pandemic.

Lead researcher(s) & institution(s)
Professor Anne Green FAcSS and
Professor Rebecca Riley, both City-
REDI, Birmingham Business School,
University of Birmingham

Project duration
September 2019 to September 2024

Funding

£4.9m (Research England) and £8.9m
University of Birmingham and partner
funding

Key partners

Local authorities in the West Midlands
Combined Authority (WMCA) area,
Midlands Engine, Economic
Intelligence Unit



https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/research/centres-institutes/city-region-economic-development-institute/wmredi
https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/research/centres-institutes/city-region-economic-development-institute/wmredi
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a source of research, contextual data analytics and trends, and intelligence, WMREDI
aimed to inform and guide policy choices for regional and local policymakers by providing
evidence-led analysis of the various challenges and issues facing the West Midlands.

This research and analysis has been widespread. At the start of the Covid-19 pandemic,
WMREDI commenced production of the West Midlands Economic Impact Monitor,
providing information and intelligence for policymakers, analysts and the general public
across the region. Initially produced weekly, 120 Economic Monitors updated readers on
the effects of the shocks as they unfolded in real time, as well as making available the
latest national and international research as it emerged.

WMREDI also supported the development of various data analytics and toolkits, across
a wide range of subjects including a Civic Index, a Homelessness Prediction Tool, the
MIT Regional Entrepreneurship Acceleration Programme and on Public R&D in the West
Midlands.

In addition, WMREDI invested in the Socio-Economic Impact Model (SEIM-UK), a
powerful tool for evaluating changes in the national or regional economy. It provides

a highly detailed picture of economic circumstances, revealing the inter-relationships
between industrial sectors, UK nations and regions, foreign trade flow and an increasing
array of household characteristics. This has been used to measure the impact of the 2022
Commonwealth Games, local authority financial crises and the contribution of the BBC to
the West Midlands.

WMREDI work also informed and supported new networks and projects including the
Civic University Network, the University Policy Engagement Network (UPEN) and the
economic impact strand of the National Civic Impact Accelerator (NCIA). Drawing on
WMREDI experience and its recognised good practice, City-REDI hosts the UKRI-funded
Local Policy Innovation Partnership Strategic Coordination Hub (The LPIP Hub), which
seeks to address nationwide issues through local partnerships.

As a result of these various strands of research and projects, and more, WMREDI became
a regional centre of expertise in business cases, and worked across partners to support
the development of bids, monitoring and evaluation.

The impact

WMREDI work influenced and shaped investment in many of the West Midlands region’s
devolution deals and how they are implemented. This included a deeper devolution

deal of more than £1.5bn and the £2bn Midlands Rail Hub investment. Research from
WMREDI also helped secure £65m of funding for the regional Skills Deal, based on the
Regional Skills Plan evidence development, and £50m for digital infrastructure through
utilising research supporting the needs of the professional and business services sectors.
WMREDI helped partners win over £80m through providing business case project support
and contributed to the substantial redesign of the £1m West Midlands Innovation Fund to
stress the importance of business innovation to the local economy. WMREDI staff also
helped reshape consideration of “place” in the HM Treasury’s Green Book which is the
national guidance for business cases. This has helped to ensure that all government
funding is assessed for place impacts.



https://blog.bham.ac.uk/cityredi/category/west-midlands-weekly-economic-impact-monitor/
https://public.tableau.com/views/TheCivicIndexTheOfficialRelease/FrontPage?%3Alanguage=en-GB&%3Adisplay_count=n&%3Aorigin=viz_share_link&%3AshowVizHome=no#8
https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/schools/business/research/research-projects/city-redi/wm-redi/theme-5/homelessness-prediction-model
https://pure-oai.bham.ac.uk/ws/portalfiles/portal/230772960/Economic_Recovery_Post_COVID-19_-_The_MIT_Regional_Entrepreneurship_Acceleration.pdf
https://pure-oai.bham.ac.uk/ws/portalfiles/portal/230768156/Public_R_D_investment_in_the_West_Midlands_Dataset_.pdf
https://pure-oai.bham.ac.uk/ws/portalfiles/portal/230768156/Public_R_D_investment_in_the_West_Midlands_Dataset_.pdf
https://blog.bham.ac.uk/cityredi/project-spotlight-socio-economic-impact-model-for-the-uk-seim-uk/
https://blog.bham.ac.uk/cityredi/an-early-assessment-of-the-economic-impact-of-the-birmingham-commonwealth-games/
https://blog.bham.ac.uk/cityredi/an-early-assessment-of-the-economic-impact-of-the-birmingham-commonwealth-games/
https://pure-oai.bham.ac.uk/ws/portalfiles/portal/237243631/Policy_briefing_-_Addressing_the_local_authority_financial_crisis.pdf
https://www.bbc.co.uk/aboutthebbc/documents/the-bbc-in-the-west-midlands.pdf
https://www.bbc.co.uk/aboutthebbc/documents/the-bbc-in-the-west-midlands.pdf
https://civicuniversitynetwork.co.uk/about-us/ncia/
https://lpip.wpenginepowered.com/about-us/
https://lpip.wpenginepowered.com/about-us/
https://pure-oai.bham.ac.uk/ws/portalfiles/portal/239953329/WMREDI_Publication_report_-_Oct_2024.pdf

“Your analysis has improved our understanding of the region’s distinctive
exposure to different kinds of risks and therefore enabled a more effective
response to the disruptive effects of Brexit and Covid-19. City-REDI analysis,
particularly the ‘West Midlands Weekly Economic Monitor’, has tracked the
impact of Covid-19 on the various elements of economy, enabling members
of the Economics Impact Group to respond to pressures across the region
[...] We were able to highlight specific areas of local risk, with evidence and
data to support requests made of central government for funding and support
schemes for vulnerable sectors and communities.”

Andy Street, former Mayor of the West Midlands

The significance of the social sciences to this work

The WMREDI team was drawn from across the social science disciplines, with expertise
in economics, economic geography, skills policy, labour markets, innovation and public
sector governance/institutions. This was key to success in collecting and analysing socio-
economic data to support regional and national stakeholders across all of the various
research projects undertaken. In addition, this expertise supported the development of
a new model of collaboration in the region which levered a further £4m of funding from
partners and regional stakeholders alongside Research England and the University

of Birmingham funding. WMREDI also worked to build staff members’ experience in
collaborative, place-focused research, appraisal, monitoring and evaluation which has
continued beyond the funding period, and hosted over 30 paid student interns, who have
taken their experiences forward in employment with local partners, national government,
think tanks and consultancies.

Looking to the future

The learnings from WMREDI suggest that places need long-term infrastructure in order for
collaborative partnerships, which create knowledge exchange, to inform and lead policy
thinking — and react to it. They also need aligned partners from the university, public and
business communities at the highest levels. Despite funding for the WMREDI project
coming to an end, City-REDI, the core research institution behind WMREDI, remains
proactive and responsive to policy, funder, and partner needs in the region and beyond,
reinforcing the anchor role that universities play as a source of skills and knowledge

for successful regional growth. It continues to advocate for research and innovation

that enhances connections across the research and innovation ecosystem and delivers
economic, social and cultural benefits to all citizens.
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3. Mind the productivity
gap: reaching prosperity
through inclusive growth

in the West Midlands

%S UNIVERSITY

]
g O WARWICK

The challenge

The productivity gap between different
parts of the UK is significantly higher than
international standards. In 2019, labour
productivity in the West Midlands was 11%
below the UK average, and 33% lower
than London. This productivity gap can be
explained by a range of factors including a
shortage of skills, local industry structures,
levels of investment and management
practices, and additional shocks to the
economic system, such as the Covid-19

pandemic, only add further to this problem.

This was particularly highlighted in the
West Midlands region as, following the
onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, of the
ten hardest hit districts in the UK, four
were in Warwickshire. Addressing this
productivity puzzle requires policymakers
to understand what interventions will
remove barriers, unblock growth and
boost productivity.

The research

Research led by Warwick Business
School and the Warwick Manufacturing
Group at the University of Warwick, in
collaboration with City-REDI at the
University of Birmingham, sought to
understand the drivers of productivity and
performance in the West Midlands by
examining the factors that constrain firm
innovation and productivity throughout
the region. The research particularly
focused on the role of skills shortages,

Summary

Social science researchers, in
collaboration with regional
stakeholders, identified factors
contributing to the West Midlands
productivity gap and informed
interventions to boost productivity and
grow the regional economy.

Lead researcher(s) & institution(s)
Professor Nigel Driffield FAcSS,
Warwick Business School, University
of Warwick

Project duration
October 2018 to June 2022

Funding
£1.8m (ESRC, West Midlands

Combined Authority)

Key partners

Loughborough University, University
of Birmingham, University of Warwick,
West Midlands Growth Company,
Midlands Engine, West Midlands
Combined Authority (WMCA), three
Local Enterprise Partnerships, Jaguar
Land Rover, Aston Martin, CBI,
Chambers of Commerce, TUC and
Unite




“This [research] has been very important to enable the WMCA to identify plans
and priorities to grow its regional economy.”
Steven Heales, Innovation Policy Manager, WMCA

the importance of supply chains and the impacts of foreign direct investment (FDI).

At its heart, the project took a collaborative approach to working with regional
stakeholders, including the West Midlands Combined Authority (WMCA), the Midlands
Engine, three Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) and private sector firms including
Jaguar Land Rover and Aston Martin. This aligned with several local initiatives

taking place such as the West Midlands Combined Authority’s Productivity and Skills
Commission — and the subsequent development of a Local Industrial Strategy — which led
to the region’s plan for growth.

The research led to an enhanced understanding of how different activities either underpin,
through exporting or attracting investment, or support regional growth. From this, Local
Enterprise Partnerships were able to deliver relevant interventions, for example on inward
investment, support for supply chains, and on skills and business support, all of which
were better coordinated as part of the region’s Plan for Growth. A Covid-19 recovery plan
was also developed for the region, which linked together skills interventions, business
support, and internationalisation strategy. As a result, the project was designated a key
Covid-recovery project by ESRC.

“The research was fundamental to the formation of the Reset Strategy
Framework.”
Sarah Windrum for the Coventry & Warwickshire LEP (now the Growth Hub)

The impact

The project had a set of multi-layered stakeholders, ranging from Midlands Engine, the
West Midlands Combined Authority, and unitary and county authorities. The greater
understanding of the productivity challenge locally informed not only the West Midlands
Productivity and Skills Commission (of which Professor Driffield was the deputy chair) but
also fed into the Covid-19 recovery strategies that were adopted locally. As a result, the
research has had a range of influence with the findings contributing to various policy and
business-related discussions at the local, regional and national level including:

* Providing advice to the West Midlands Growth Company on how to become more
effective in their inward investment operations.

* Contributing to World Economic Forum guidance on outward foreign direct
investment to support firm development and maximise sustainable development.

* Influencing training of practitioners at various scales on a range of topics including
building productivity through supply chain resilience and inward investment.

» Supporting the OECD evidence base on the success of the Coventry and
Warwickshire region.
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* Contributing to the Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy’s
(now the Department for Business and Trade) paper on supply chain resilience.

» Supporting policymakers, as part of local enterprise partnerships, to understand the
links between sectors as part of the West Midlands region’s response to Covid-19.

“We were particularly interested in your work with the CBI, and how inward
investment is linked to productivity growth in our key sectors. We work in
collaboration with partners from right across our region and national government
[...] Increasing prosperity in our region is a goal that we all share and I'm glad to
have you as a partner in this ambition.”

Delma Dwight, Director of The Economic Intelligence Unit and Director
of Midlands Engine Observatory

The significance of the social sciences to this work

The project brought together the skills and insights from many social science disciplines
including labour market analysis, international business, economics, operations research,
decision sciences, human resources, innovation and entrepreneurship, among others.
This was central to the project’s success in understanding that skills policy, inward
investment, and supply chain support do not exist in isolation from each other, and
stakeholders benefitted from the expertise provided by the project team in shaping this
understanding. The collaborative approach taken by the project, especially towards inward
investment has enabled the relationships between stakeholders to be strengthened and
the project team remains involved in benchmarking the region’s performance and in further
developing the sector-based approach established.

Looking to the future

Professor Nigel Driffield is working in collaboration with the WMCA, Warwick District
Council, and Coventry City Council on the potential for a gigafactory to be built in
Coventry. This project could attract £2.5 billion in investment and create around 6,000
new jobs. Professor Driffield also joined the Board of the Coventry and Warwickshire LEP
(now Growth Hub), as economic advisor, and the Advisory Board of the Midlands Engine
Observatory, giving him opportunities to continue the dissemination of project findings and
collaborate with stakeholders on future initiatives. For example, he has recently advised
the Central Business District of Birmingham in terms of the post-pandemic strategy. He

is also on the board of the Investment Zone for the West Midlands, focusing on the value
proposition for advanced manufacturing investment, skills and jobs in the region.


https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cd17dke3re6o

4. Understanding the
regional impact of
Covid-19 through

tracking the economy

r University of
Nottingham

e
UK | CHINA | MALAYSIA

The challenge

In the UK, the onset of the Covid-19
pandemic was followed swiftly by the
imposition of local lockdowns, limiting
people’s movements, retail business
opening and hospitality sector activity.
This was implemented at the local
authority level using a “tier” system
and, very quickly, the attention of the
UK Government turned to understanding
how this lockdown policy was affecting
economic and social activity locally.

The research

In mid-2020, policymakers in the Treasury
were seeking data and analysis to
understand the effects of the lockdowns.
Supported by a UKRI Covid-19 Rapid
Response Grant, a research team led

by Professor John Gatherwood at the
University of Nottingham, along with
Professor Neil Stewart at the University of
Warwick, developed a set of partnerships
with different data providers which
enabled them to analyse and dashboard
a range of geo-granular data, sourced
from debit card spending transactions,
mobile phone locations and credit files, to
provide a picture of economic and social
activity in real time. This became known
as tracktheeconomy.ac.uk.

Working at the pace of a start-up
business, the team created data assets
and technology solutions which could be

Summary

Social science research developed a
data dashboard showing economic
and social activity in real time,
enabling local, regional and national
policymakers to use data-led insights
to inform better decision-making and
help drive growth across the country,
both during and after the Covid-19
pandemic.

Lead researcher(s) & institution(s)
Professor John Gathergood, University
of Nottingham

Project duration
June 2020 to July 2022

Funding
£358,361 (UKRI, ESRC)

Key partners

University of Warwick, Department

for Levelling Up Housing and
Communities, Department for Culture,
Media, and Sport, Economics Statistics
Centre of Excellence, Experian

UK PLC, Fable Data, Geospatial
Commission, Huq Industries, KPMG,
Mastercard, Office for National
Statistics

17


https://tracktheeconomy.ac.uk

18

Cluster
1

L-c I EUREE R

Figure 1: A characterisation of the
Midlands Engine economic area

using the six clusters developed by
Tracktheeconomy.ac.uk. Areas shaded
with the same colour share similar
economic characteristics

used to analyse the changing patterns in people’s movement, spending, consumer and
business financial resilience, and the spread of the virus. Tracktheeconomy.ac.uk provided
a real-time dashboard of this economic and social activity from the local authority level up
to the national level and allowed users to interrogate patterns in variables, track patterns
within a local authority over time and allowed comparison between local authorities. The
dashboard was made available to staff at His Majesty’s Treasury and the Bank of England,
who could then follow up with deeper dive questions of interest for the team to analyse.

As a result, a series of research pieces were published alongside the dashboard which
explored specific issues of interest, such as the displacement of consumer spending
across local authorities, the effects of reduced mobility on online vs in-person spending,
and the enduring effects of working from home on the economic and social life of the
population.

The impact

Through this project, the research team made lasting connections with UK Government
teams who were seeking to develop new assets and tools to analyse data at the granular
level. This has evolved into relationships with the Office for National Statistics (ONS),

the Department for Science, Innovation and Technology (DSIT), and other government
bodies, who now procure and analyse population movement data of the type used in the
tracktheeconomy.ac.uk project.

Following the pandemic, the emergence of levelling up as a policy concern came into
sharper focus with policymakers wanting to gain a deeper understanding of geographic
inequalities across the UK. With the depth of data and insight available from the
tracktheeconomy.ac.uk dashboard, the team developed a new set of insights and analysis
relating to levelling up, once again filling a data vacuum. The team began looking at
newer data sources and conducted various analyses, including re-analysing the funding
disbursements under the Shared Prosperity Fund and Levelling Up Fund, and examining


https://tracktheeconomy.ac.uk
https://tracktheeconomy.ac.uk
https://Tracktheeconomy.ac.uk

the economic coherence of regional economic partnerships, such as the Midlands Engine.

This provided specific insights on the economic make-up of the region, in particular the
Midlands Engine Economic Area, and highlighted that distinct geographies within the
region share similar characteristics (Figure 1). This work provided essential insight for
local authorities seeking to collaborate on joint initiatives and was used to support funding
bids to various levelling up schemes. The data and insights continue to be used by local
economic actors in forecasting and planning regional economic development.

The significance of the social sciences to this work

The innovative, adaptable approach taken by the team to analysing and displaying real-
time, geolocational data to meet the needs of local, regional and national policymakers
during the Covid-19 pandemic was central to the project’s success, providing a core piece
of data intelligence infrastructure. Social science methods and insights were crucial to
this work, which provides a lens for economic, political and sociological interpretation

of the underlying data sources. In particular, theories and narratives of local economic
geographies and their evolution over time are crucial for understanding the complex
picture of regional political and economic geographies. The evidence-led insights from
the team of social scientists have resulted in an ongoing, useful tool which provides
regional and local policymakers with fine grained, up-to-date information about their local
economies, enabling them to inform better decision making and help drive growth more
evenly across the country.

Looking to the future

The project team are now working with the Office for National Statistics to integrate the
data sources and analytical methods from the tracktheeconomy.ac.uk dashboard into the
ONS suite of experimental sub-national statistics, with the ambition of this approach to
analysing local data becoming the norm for UK statistics. The team continues to produce
regular briefings for policymakers at the national and regional level, including for the
recently formed East Midlands Combined County Authority.
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5. Enhancing
return-to-work
processes in the
Midlands region

Loughborough
7 University

The challenge

Poor mental health is one of the most
rapidly growing causes of long-term
sickness absence and costs the UK
approximately £8 billion annually for
employers, healthcare and wider society.
Managing workers on long-term sick leave
and supporting their return to work (RTW)
falls on the shoulders of employers with
the responsibility given to line managers.
Recommendations from the National
Institute for Health and Care Excellence
(NICE) indicate that organisations

should develop policies and procedures
that promote health and wellbeing and

a sustainable RTW. Yet information,
especially evidence-based resources,
regarding specific actions of how to
achieve this is limited.

The research

In response to the NICE
recommendations and lack of return-to-
work interventions, Professor Fehmidah
Munir and her team, at Loughborough
University, developed a return-to-work
toolkit called PROWORK (Promoting a
Sustainable Return to Work) and piloted
this with businesses and organisations
in the Midlands. The PROWORK toolkit
aims to support workers on long-term sick
leave and their managers in their return
to work, when used alongside existing
sickness absence and return-to-work
processes, particularly for small and
medium-sized enterprises.

Summary

Social scientists developed a new
toolkit to support workers on long
term sick leave, and their managers,
in their return to work, helping to

fill a gap in the resources available

in promoting health, wellbeing and
sustainable return-to-work processes
for businesses in the Midlands.

Lead researcher(s) & institution(s)
Professor Fehmidah Munir,
Loughborough University

Project duration
March 2020 to March 2024

Funding
£603,000 (Midlands Engine and

Department for Work and Pensions)

Key partners

Coventry University, University of
Birmingham, University of Nottingham,
University of Warwick, Affinity Health
at Work, Mind (mental health charity)



https://www.moneyandmentalhealth.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Too-ill-to-work-too-broke-not-to-1.pdf
https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/ng146/chapter/Recommendations#workplace-culture-and-policies
https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/ng146/chapter/Recommendations#workplace-culture-and-policies
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10926-011-9331-3

What the
toolkits
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Preparing for
return to
work

Step 3

Support back
at work

Who is this Toolkit for?

You might B of &2k lesy for @ number of oiffeent iessom:
= Wou may be off work because you might have been expanencng low mental weleng
or mare spec cally siress, anely, panc of depeEsion, o

= Woni ey be off woak dor angther resson, bul slso feel low, stresssd, ansious, o
cepeessed: & comeman for prophe who s unsell physically. To s B ence low
mvenital walbeing, i fact, mental bealth probibems af fect OHE M SIX workers oach yesr

Haw to s this toolkil

Thee it s Biwine main Shaps al Soppon you Sunng your S leave ed when
AEIEFRG 1 vl

Flep 1 miipl 30k lepue

Flep I Prapar g to rel i ko wink
Mep 3 Back B wrk

The: boolkit will Bolp you to:

& CRRLOVET wrgs b et your walbeing whilsl on Skl e,
& Fured wiigh Lo enoss forwand wo v aeniphe LEiks you Can 08 o your ouT, of sith e help
o Teimisdds o laimiby.
ManLamn 4 Paallny colaloimdeg wilh your weebplece durng ymu ek e and wie
e Fe TR
Theas toscdiil alsn has Bnks o iy and ko usefel ‘o wuppork yos
whilsl on ek beave.

P i A werilaos Cosch 5 meaisble 10 Belp you use Thi toolol, They will
SEBEE o A0, 15 help yau maln 8 dan. Thioughoot the 1eekil s
et &) Fed (Al he s shevd [Refe Bie SHME a8 R AOlES o
wemi b Hhunk @boid

Who is this toolkit for?

This toolkit is designed for the key person who s respensible
for supporting the employes on sick leave and who will be
managing thelr return back to work

Thisi coald b

= &n emploje

= Line maniger

® aman ncarcn adhingr
 Cezupstisnal bealh sdvast

This baolkat wll help you Support the ergloyes from 2 mentsl weBbeing or mental
friness forus. FOr oample, youe employes maght be on sk esve becaune

TRy Pl Dot @npetr wne i NTAHL, SRty ARk OF Sepration, of

Thiry aie physically unwall, bul may S be spesenceg ilis, aniely, pas o
dpreiilon I ik ostman for people wha doe uiwell physically, to #ho siganenis
P mentl walbeng.

Retunnng Lo work is not sesy f0or many emgloyees and moat need help on ebamng.
whethar it 5 back (o thay work Bbe or Back b bomisoniing.

Heral B pih and wellieing voppon B vt for & good rebem 16 wark, Hecause

# i sormenon bor people who see unwesll ploytzally 1o Bhe sxpersnce o menal
health, thes Eocllit 5 desigred 1o support the mendsl heah and welheing of all hypes
ol employees of Sk ledve, a5 pait of Bhe refuim B0 work peocess. You can find move
wlor oo about menial health ans vwelbeng Trom ACAS fer.

Hiavw b use this toalkit

Thee Lol (5 k0 b used T Ssuppoit the return of an smmployee who Besn on Sk leave
itar & Br STE S8y, 1 had Ehine mbn S18ps

Wap | Maraging indial 1k leve
Vien I Prparng for employee relum ks work, end
Wian | Manag g Uhe smplspes harll df work

Each $lop o3 2 persaa-ceninic approach in the actions @ asks you 1o take, This
Aeany Tt the Bctions you ke show the emploves that you Care, aE tryng 1
underiiand their SAUAGDN 3nd Wil sieppont them back into week.

O Developing a return to work action plan
’ Theie am twio important sheps that can belp you pepare for retming bo work
Phase 1: D youe prep woil

Phasa 3; Do wae groyndeon

Phase 1: Do your prop work

Before yon S50 yOU fetum bo work plan, you may went 15 find out about your
warkplace's Peludr B5 wirk pencess, Tha can help v deel 9 control

[[] creack wompiscs mrarst or esmpany handbeck

] Spesk to vour by contect st work for information sbout e company's rebem b
work proces

[[] # et aew rmtuming ta your placs of werk, ehent wieh pour welpiate how thay have
roaache (8 Late dor o B ewlunn Becauie ol COWV0-10, Soverrment irdormalion sbout
what your workplaoe should be dang can be fourd hare

' Gther plecod you can find infenmstion atecl roluln 18 work Sl e

Afper Sl VOUr peep wivk BoRe any & e ihink about who
yeuy et A0 B3 Ahout thede. Hy wolling Mmugh shat 560 vour mind 8 tan help besl
B coven 555 help pon teel better shout them

sl e

Fhise I: 06 your groundwan

SOMENIMEs. ¥OUT [N Manager of EMpRoyer May Not krow ail the detalls of what you do In
your job. it i impartant that you prepare for yOUr PETLET bo work 50 you Con dacuss with
e employer any changes yos Py feed when you feturn [e.g. Sis tmes, mose irequent
Braaln]l, e ampiover will e abie 2 comiister what would B halpdul far you slergaide
wihal thiry'e sbie 13 fo,

} ek 700 boogee & e of posaande wirk adjerrtments el oould be weelul

More et i on other wixk sSpuabments can be fourd by clicking on the Inks i the

bublbies belgw
Adhestments
far, athr
hearth
condition

Workplace

lar mental
health

21



22

“Our policy at the moment is not fit for purpose, it’s a very lengthy policy... | want
a more concise policy that supports me in terms of I'm doing the right actions,
| want to do the right actions to support my employee. But | need very clear,
concise information as to how to do that. And | think that is why we’re really
excited about it incorporating aspects of the toolkit into the sickness policy to give
them that clear guidance with the aim that we will then see accountability for our
managers in terms of this process.”

Food services, large organisation

The PROWORK toolkit was tested in a study involving nine organisations from the
Midlands, including 42 workers on long-term sick leave (= 15 days) and 39 managers. The
results indicated that those individuals who were part of the intervention group using the
toolkit had a lower median number of sick leave days compared to the control group, and
that symptoms of depression and anxiety were significantly lower among those using the
toolkit.

Following this, the project team conducted interviews with various businesses in the
Midlands to understand their sickness management policies. The findings highlighted
significant differences in the training and support provided to managers and workers
regarding return-to-work processes, underscoring the need for standardised support and
training to manage long-term sick leave effectively.

“The toolkit was good to go to reflect and just look at it. And when | was feeling
anxious or things like that, | could just relate to it. | think the whole toolkit at
every stage actually seeing in black and white in front of me. Made you stop
and think and pause and reflect on that stage that | was going through.”
Employee

The impact

The trial of the PROWORK toolkit was conducted in businesses collectively employing
over 11,500 workers. Following the trial period, eleven businesses implemented the
toolkit into their sick leave and return-to-work policies, with a further 31 organisations
who participated in the research showing intention to use the toolkit in their policies. The
reasons for embedding the toolkit included educating managers, improving understanding
of mental wellbeing, and creating a transparent and collaborative return-to-work process.

The PROWORK toolkit bridges a gap in current return-to-work interventions which
predominantly focus on the individual worker rather than taking a whole systems approach.

“You know you got an action plan that you can look at. So that it gives you a lot of
information...The toolkit was one place to come to where it was all really clear...
it just made me think a lot more. A lot more about her wellbeing rather than just:
‘well, thank goodness, she’s back.”

Manager



The toolkit was found to improve communication between workers and managers and
provided support that was previously lacking. As a result, the businesses that integrated
the toolkit reported strengthened policies and practices.

Based on the success of PROWORK, the research team received funding from the
National Institute for Health and Care Research (NIHR) to test a similar toolkit called
IGLOo which built on PROWORK to include senior leaders and key stakeholders, with
its focus being on the sustainability of work. This trial was run in South Yorkshire and the
Humber involving nine further organisations. Both the PROWORK and IGLOo toolkits
were presented to and shared with the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP).

“We’ve amended our return-to-work stuff so that the managers have more
involvement so it’s not just HR dealing with it. We’ve implemented a toolkit that
you know goes through the different stages and we’ve basically replicated what
you sent us and tied it into our own policy so that like | say the manager does a
bit of hand holding as well as HR.”

Education, small business

The significance of the social sciences to this work

The social sciences were central to this study, illustrating their importance in
understanding and developing return-to-work interventions by targeting the complex
interplay of individual, organisational and societal factors that influence the experience
and length of sick leave, and subsequent return-to-work outcomes. The PROWORK
toolkit and its implementation strategy provides a structured multi-level approach for
employers, managers and workers to managing long-term sick leave, improving wellbeing,
and productivity. This project has gone a long way in addressing the lack of council-led
services in the region, highlighting the need for such interventions to support businesses
and enhance working relationships.

Looking to the future

Building on the success of the PROWORK toolkit, the team is planning to develop a
guidance tool for human resources management and small employers to assess and
improve their sick leave and return-to-work policies. A similar study to that which took
place in the Midlands is also planned for the South Yorkshire region.
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6. Using real-time Nottingham Trent
insights to support ML University

the VCSE sector
beyond the pandemic

The challenge

The voluntary, community and social Summary

enterprise (VCSE) sector plays an Social science research used
important role in delivering public innovative data collection methods
services and place-based solutions for to capture real-time insights into the
the communities in which they are based, impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic on
contributing to the economy and fostering the voluntary, community and social
belonging in their local areas. There are enterprise (VCSE) sector, providing

an estimated 250,000 VCSE organisations valuable evidence for policymakers to
in the UK, with an estimated 4,000 of inform their decision-making to support
these located in the Black Country and the sector.

13,300 operating across Solihull and
Warwickshire. The first Covid-19 lockdown
in March 2020 had significant impacts

on the sector, with losses projected at
£4 .3 billion (DCMS, 2020). In the wake Project duration

of lockdowns, health concerns, rising June 2020 to December 2021
demand, and uncertainty much of the
sector’s operations were reshaped and
meeting the needs of their communities

Lead researcher(s) & institution(s)
Professor Daniel King, Nottingham
Trent University

Funding
£324,000 (ESRC)

against this backdrop proved challenging. Key partners
Sheffield Hallam University and
The research the National Council for Voluntary

To address this, the Respond, Reset, Organisations (NCVO)
Recover Project was launched to

capture real-time insights into the
sector’s experiences, both regionally and
nationally, in order to provide valuable
data for policymakers and practitioners to
inform their decision-making.

The project collected a range of data
including a monthly barometer tracking
finances, operations, staffing and thematic
issues in the sector; a panel survey
involving 412 organisations to explore



https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm5801/cmselect/cmcumeds/281/28103.htm
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crisis leadership; and over 300 interviews with a range of organisations and infrastructure
bodies working in the field. These datasets provided a clear and consistent picture of the
challenges the sector was facing, as well as the impacts on the sector and the lessons
learned from how different organisations responded to the challenges posed by the
pandemic.

The project team produced 13 monthly reports which focused on a variety of topics such
as staff and volunteer wellbeing, volunteering, equity and inclusion, sector finances, and
the sectors relationships with local authorities. These were generated within a week

of data collection and were complemented by an interactive dashboard which allowed
users to filter data by size, location, and purpose, with regional insights being able to be
compared with the national picture.

The impact

The research had wide-reaching impacts, providing real-time and accessible data to
researchers, policymakers and decision-makers to help them understand what was
happening in the VCSE sector during the pandemic and respond to the challenges posed.
Many local and national VCSE organisations also used the reports to help shape their

“During the Covid crisis we were in considerable dialogue with public sector
colleagues at local and regional level, highlighting the incredible flexibility
of the voluntary sector’s response. This prompted a local state of the sector
survey. Using the reports and dashboard from the Respond, Reset, Recover
Project allowed us to contextualise our local data against regional and national
information, which was helpful to those public sector discussions.”

Jules Sebelin, CEO, Nottingham Community and Voluntary Service
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“The information gathered through the ‘Respond, Recover, Reset’ Project was
highly comprehensive, and helped to clarify the key issues, challenges and
themes during this time. | also benefitted greatly from speaking to members of
the team to both understand the data from the project, as well as share my own
findings from more localised research, all of which helped to produce our own
local report around the State of the VCSE Sector in January 2021.”

Noel Singh, Funding Manager, Leicestershire County Council

understanding on how the sector as a whole had responded to the pandemic, enabling
them to better campaign for or allocate resources. Whilst the interactive dashboard
enabled decision-makers working in local government, both in the Midlands and across
the UK, to drill down into the data to understand how the impact of the pandemic varied
across organisational size, geography or purpose and feed this into decisions being made
to support the sector.

This project identified some key challenges in the VCSE sector, primarily a lack of data on
the sector, and what data there was being extremely fragmented, making it difficult for the
sector to communicate its needs to policymakers and funders. With local authority funding
facing increasing pressure, developing a stronger, data driven voice for the sector which
highlighted local and regional disparities became more paramount.

Nottingham Trent University built on the work of the Respond, Reset, Recover Project to
establish the VCSE Data and Insights National Observatory to consolidate sector data
and support informed decision-making. The Observatory runs a Quarterly Barometer
survey co-produced with 14 national organisations, which provides critical insights,
including the effects of the cost-of-living crisis on the sector. The findings have influenced
the Department for Culture, Media and Sport presentations to the Treasury, resulting in a
£100m allocation for the charity sector in England in the 2023 Spring Budget.

The significance of the social sciences to this work

The ability to work at speed, responding to sector needs and providing evidence to inform
policymakers and practitioners was central to this project. The rapid turn-around between
the research and publication of the research findings meant that the results were available
to be used as a way of responding to the changing nature of the pandemic and resulted
in the research team building relationships with VCSE organisations and policymakers

at regional and national levels. Social science was key to the innovative methods used

to bring together three data collection techniques to capture what was happening in the
national sector and feed these insights to decision-makers. Data democratisation and
open data research principals were key to this project, and this was recognised by the
Nottingham Trent University Open Research Awards.

Looking to the future

The VCSE Data and Insights National Observatory continues to build on the work of the
Respond, Reset, Recover Project, developing tools to improve VCSE data collection to
inform key local decision-makers such as local authorities, funders, and Integrated Care
Boards. In partnership with Nottingham and Nottinghamshire Integrated Care Board the


https://www.ntu.ac.uk/research/groups-and-centres/projects/respond-recover-reset-exploring-the-voluntary-sectors-response-to-the-covid-19-pandemic
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team are developing an interactive dashboard which connects researchers with under-
researched VCSE communities. Further research has also been awarded funding from the
Economic and Social Research Council to examine the feasibility of a data infrastructure
for social science research that draws on and strengthens data practices across the VCSE
sector and amplifies its voice in social science research and beyond.
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7. Making air travel
inclusive for all by

meeting the accessibility

needs of disabled
passengers

:'it DE MONTFORT
,,5 UNIVERSITY
LEICESTER

The challenge

In 2023/2024, 4.45 million special
assistance requests were received at UK
airports, a 21% increase over 2022/2023
figures (CAA, 2024). These requests can
be related to some or all aspects of the
air travel journey, including access to
and exit from airport terminal buildings
and their facilities, navigating within said
terminals, access to digital systems and
self-service kiosks; and access to, and
exit from, aircraft and other mobile assets.
Currently, special assistance services are
the responsibility of the airport operator,
not the airline the passenger is travelling
with, and are free at point of use. Given
an ageing population and growing
demand for special assistance services
by an increasing number of passengers
in recent years, understanding current
barriers to inclusive, accessible air travel,
whether they be regulatory, technical or
service dimensions, is vital to ensure the
needs of all passengers are met.

The research
Research led by Professor Lucy Budd
at De Montfort University (DMU),

collaborating with Professor Stephen Ison,
Dr Peter Jones (both DMU) and Professor

Fern Elsdon-Baker at the University of
Birmingham, aimed to inform the
development of inclusive air travel
accessibility in the UK by exploring the
aviation sector’s existing accessibility

Summary

Innovative social science research
has led to a greater understanding
of the accessibility barriers faced
by passengers living with a

range of disabilities, resulting in
recommendations for future policy and
practice at Birmingham Airport and
beyond in the Midlands and the UK
to make travel more accessible and
inclusive for all.

Lead researcher(s) & institution(s)
Professor Lucy Budd, De Montfort
University

Project duration
2023 to 2024

Funding
£146,219 (ESRC)

Key partners

University of Birmingham, Birmingham
Airport, and regional and national
disability charities.
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Image: Example

of a bespoke visual
communication book
developed by Dr Peter
Jones to enable interview
participation by non-verbal
interviewees.

challenges and examining how disabled passenger needs may be embedded into the
design and introduction of future airports, aircraft and accessibility regulations.

The project team worked in collaboration with Birmingham Airport to understand the
travel experiences of people living with a range of different disabilities. The project
adopted an innovative methodological approach to allow for participation in interviews by
non-verbal participants, and included the development of bespoke visual aids to ensure
that participation in the project was as inclusive as possible. The project has provided

a foundation for future work in air transport accessibility and helped support a national
network of air transport scholars and practitioners.

The impact

In addition to working with industry stakeholder Birmingham Airport, the project team
collaborated with a number of Midlands-based disability charities to explore opportunities
for engaging disabled users to identify issues they experience while travelling by air and
how they might be better addressed in the future to deliver more inclusive and accessible
air travel. The project made recommendations for future policy and practice to support
accessible and inclusive air transport for disabled travellers. This has extended beyond the
Midlands to other parts of the UK, and enabled direct dialogue with other airports, airlines,
travel agents, and national regulators. Full details of the findings and recommendations
are available in this report.

The significance of the social sciences to the work
The project adopted an empowering methodological approach to give a voice to a
community of passengers who are often marginalised when it comes to embedding
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transport needs. This work has supported scholars in various fields of social science
including disability studies, social policy, human geography, and transport management to
further develop applicable research and practice in this area.

This social science research project has put Midlands’ universities at the forefront of policy
innovation and knowledge exchange in transport accessibility studies, and has opened up
dialogue with other UK airports, with the potential for regulatory impact which may, in turn,
influence future technology and design.

Looking to the future

Follow-on work is expected with legal and public governance researchers working on the
formation and enforcement of disability rights legislation for transport, and with knowledge
transfer to aerospace engineers on the inclusive design of new advanced air mobility
assets and aircraft.



8. Improving workplace

mental health and
productivity using
longitudinal data

(4]
5]

UNIVERSITY
OFWARWICK

The challenge

Workplace mental health is a major
socio-economic challenge and a key
part of the UK’s productivity problem,
with Deloitte estimating that the cost to
employers of poor mental health is £51bn
per year. In 2019, The Midlands Engine
commissioned the Mental Health and
Productivity Pilot (MHPP) to address
this issue in the Midlands region. The
MHPP was a collaboration of Midlands
universities and other partners, led by
Coventry University, which aimed to
create a social movement around

mental health and wellbeing as a route
to better productivity. But baseline data
on workplace mental health in the region
was lacking.

The research

As part of the MHPP programme, the
Enterprise Research Centre (ERC) at
the University of Warwick undertook a
groundbreaking programme of research
to provide evidence on the link between
workplace mental health and productivity
which could be used to inform the
priorities and interventions that would be
delivered by the MHPP.

The initial employer survey took place in
early 2020 and involved approximately
2,000 Midlands-based businesses,
exploring their attitudes and practices to
managing employee mental health.

Summary

Groundbreaking social science
research surveying 2,000 Midlands-
based businesses informed
interventions aimed at improving
workplace mental health, reaching
800,000 employees in the region.

Lead researcher(s) & institution(s)
Professor Stephen Roper,

Dr Maria Wishart and Dr Vicki Belt,
Enterprise Research Centre (ERC),
Warwick Business School, University
of Warwick

Project duration
November 2019 to September 2025

Funding
£280,000 (Mental Health and
Productivity Pilot); £1.7 m (ESRC)

Key partners

University of Nottingham, Mind (mental
health charity), Chartered Management
Institute, Acas, and the Department for
Work and Pensions
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Shortly after the first survey was carried out the Covid-19 pandemic hit radically changing
working life for many in the UK. To explore the impacts of the pandemic on workplace
mental health and productivity, the ERC secured funding for a second survey in 2021. The
insights from both surveys fed into the MHPP’s work promoting the importance of mental
health and wellbeing to productivity, including using key data as part of a campaign aimed
at employers in the region, for example that firms impacted by mental health sickness
absence suffered a 25% hit to their productivity.

To build on the insights on this initial work, in April 2022, the ERC were awarded a major
research grant from the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) to lead a new
three-year study to understand how workplace mental health influences productivity, what
determines the adoption and implementation of mental health and wellbeing practices in
the workplace, and which actions deliver the strongest payoffs to productivity.

Three further surveys have been carried out with businesses in the Midlands in 2022,
2023 and 2024, as well as two surveys in Ireland and Sweden, enabling an international
point of comparison. In addition, the team have carried out an employee survey,
organisational case studies and interviews with leaders, managers and employees in



Midlands-based workplaces. This work is supported by a range of stakeholders, including
the mental health charity Mind, Acas, the Trades Union Congress and the Chartered
Management Institute. All of this has created a rich dataset tracking attitudes and
practices related to workplace mental health and productivity in the region over the past
five years, illustrating the extent of the problems employers face, and highlighting areas
most in need of attention.

The latest survey findings show a striking increase in long-term mental health absence
and extensive problems with ‘presenteeism’. They also show a growth in the proportion
of businesses taking action on employee mental health since the pandemic. However,
with only 57% of firms in the region currently offering mental health initiatives to their
employees, there remains considerable room for improvement, especially amongst the
smallest businesses.

The impact

The findings of the initial surveys fed into the design of tested workplace interventions
that were delivered by the MHPP in more than 1,130 organisations across the Midlands
between 2020-24, reaching 800,000 employees. These interventions included support

for organisations to achieve the Mental Health at Work Commitment (developed by the
mental health charity Mind), and the Thrive at Work Wellbeing Accreditation Programme,
as well as the Managing Minds at Work initiative which involved the development and
delivery of a digital training programme supporting line managers to promote better mental
health at work through a preventative approach. As a result, a substantial proportion of
Midlands employers were able to enhance their confidence and capability in terms of their
approaches to workplace mental wellbeing.

As well as influencing the interventions delivered by the MHPP, the team have produced
a range of accessible reports and have held several successful events directed at
businesses, employees, charities and other organisations supporting mental health in the
workplace, as well as policymakers.

The significance of the social sciences to the work

The ERC'’s research on workplace mental health and productivity shows how social
science research, in particular interdisciplinary research, can shed valuable light on major,
complex socio-economic problems such as productivity. The research findings powerfully
illustrate the extent of mental health issues being faced by businesses in the Midlands,
how employers are responding to these, and where there is scope for intervention.

Looking to the future

In 2025 there will be a sixth employers survey, and a final report that will bring together
the overall findings and make policy recommendations at regional and national levels.
Findings will be fed into the UK Government’s Keep Britain Working Review that will report
this year. The research has generated a unique, valuable longitudinal dataset that has
many possibilities for further research. The team will be seeking funding to maintain an
annual survey and to explore new avenues for analysis. In the longer term, it is hoped

the insights will be used to guide local action and establish the Midlands as an exemplar
region in creating mentally healthy, productive workplaces.
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9. Using Al to provide
preventative health
care to people with
disabilities

UNIVERSITY OF

LEICESTER

Loughborough
7 University

The challenge

Approximately 1 in 100 people are
identified as having a learning disability.
Of these, about two-thirds have two

or more long-term conditions and their

life expectancy is 20 years lower than

the UK average. Sometimes, physical
health symptoms in these individuals are
mistakenly attributed to either a mental
health or behavioural problem, or as being
an inherent part of the person’s intellectual
disability. All of this contributes to health
inequalities. To address this issue, there
needs to be improved coordination of care
between health and social services. But

a lack of understanding and inability to
predict the complex interactions between
long term conditions and the care needs
of different individuals with different
severities of intellectual disability, means
it is challenging to provide effective
person-centred, holistic care.

The research

Research led by Loughborough University
and the University of Leicester, in
partnership with the Midlands NHS
Trusts, used a multidisciplinary approach,
combining the social sciences, computer
science and health science, to understand
how machine learning techniques can
help identify the trajectories of various
long-term conditions in those with
intellectual disabilities to help develop
actionable insights to improve care.

Summary

Interdisciplinary research combining
the social sciences, computer science
and health science is using Al to inform
preventative health care actions for
individuals with learning difficulties and
chronic health conditions.

Lead researcher(s) & institution(s)
Professor Thomas Jun, Loughborough
University, Dr Michelle O’Reilly,
University of Leicester and Dr
Satheesh Gangadharan, Leicestershire
Partnership NHS Trust

Project duration
2022 to 2025

Funding
£2,810,206 (NIHR)

Key partners

University of Leicester, University of
Nottingham, De Montfort University,
Kings College London, Plymouth
University, Swansea University,
Leicestershire Partnership NHS Trust
(LPT)




“I like coming to the DECODE meetings because it is very inclusive. Anyone,

whatever their disability, can come and everyone’s opinions and ideas count. It

is very reassuring to know that there is help out there to keep us fit and healthy.”
DECODE participant

The research team analysed healthcare data on people with learning disabilities from
England and Wales to understand which long-term conditions are most likely to occur
together, what happens to these conditions over time, and the role that other factors, like
lifestyle choices, financial position, and social situations, play in them. The team worked
closely with people with learning disabilities, their carers, and the professionals who
support them to gain a deeper understanding of how chronic health conditions impact the
lives of people with learning disabilities and to inform the recommendations the research
advises on appropriate care.

Outcomes from the project, DECODE (Data-driven machinE-learning aided stratification
and management of multiple long-term COnditions in adults with intellectual disabilitiEs),
included a range of user-friendly visualisations of the outputs of the Al analytics that

are meaningful and transparent for professionals and for those with learning disabilities

to promote effective care. DECODE cumulated in a World Café event bringing all
stakeholders together to explore next steps, pathways to impact, sustainability issues, and
the ethical use of Al implementation. During this event, graphic storyboarding artists
captured the content as a way of representing what took place.

The impact

Ultimately, the DECODE project aims to create an Al system that healthcare professionals
nationally, including those in the Midlands region, can use to support the delivery of
preventative health care for people with learning disabilities and who are known to have
increased risk of developing chronic health conditions. This interdisciplinary research,
blending social and health sciences with informatics shows that Midlands NHS Trusts and
universities are paving the way for interdisciplinary solutions to global health problems.

The regional impact was enhanced through a series of workshops that included health
organisations, policymakers, experts by experience and other stakeholders to ascertain
how to best use the case scenarios, to account for the ethicality of the issue at stake, and
to explore the most appropriate contexts in which the Al might be implemented in practice.

The significance of the social sciences to the work

This research illustrates the significance of a social science approach in collaboration
with data science and design applications. It demonstrates the importance of sociology,
psychology and ethnography in practice by understanding people’s experiences of health

“Being in DECODE has helped me grasp how different needs and disabilities
can impact other people in their daily lives.”
DECODE participant
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“It is a friendly nice group. I like to learn about the research. It is good to find out
about what technology can do. | like to learn new information about different

health conditions.”
DECODE participant

and health care, their attitudes to Al in managing their health conditions, and the ethical
considerations around using big data. DECODE has important implications for addressing
health inequalities at a local and national level as it centres vulnerable people’s voices
and experiences putting them at the forefront of change. It also highlights the diversity of
communication needs regarding health information, and the importance of considering

how people consume information in the real world.

Looking to the future

The team are planning to build on the DECODE project further by developing and
evaluating the personalised communication tools and the predictive Al element of the
research with the intention of introducing this into annual health checks as a clinical trial.
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Local lessons and national
implications

Local lessons from the Midlands

What this report and the case studies illustrate emphatically is that the Midlands region
remains not just a powerhouse of social science expertise and innovation, but that this is
driving forward change at both a regional and national level.

The exemplar case studies, all of them focused on bringing about tangible benefits to the
world around us on critical issues facing society, share a number of key characteristics
that have enabled research to be translated into impact on the ground for the benefit

of places, communities, businesses, people and decision makers in the Midlands, and
beyond. They are a very small sample of the applied social science research-into-
evidence and research-into-practice that is going on in the Midlands’ universities.

Furthermore, the case studies also show the vital importance of collaboration with leading
organisations from public, private and third sectors in the region for the region, with
regional governance bodies, local beneficiary communities, and other universities. Often,
collaborations are led by the research teams in the universities, as inclusive regional
anchor or umbrella institutions, engaging and building bridges across different sectors,
disciplines and communities. This is echoed in the new UK Government guidance (Green
Book) for developing Local Growth Plans in England which now references the critical
importance of involving local businesses, higher education providers and funding bodies
such as UKRI.

Appendix A demonstrates the collaboration point by setting out the breadth and depth of

collaborators and beneficiaries in just the nine case study projects presented in this report.

This list also underlines the time and effort that has gone into building the collaborations
for each project. Multiply that by the scale of applied social science research taking place
across all the Midlands’ universities that is focused on the region, and it represents an
enormous network of regional knowledge and impact. It exemplifies too the willingness of
universities to work in partnership among themselves in support of the region. Enabling
research teams to have the time to build and sustain collaborations is vital given the
current pressures on universities.

The case studies also illustrate the importance of sustained, medium to long term
collaborations, including those with users, built upon trust and mutual respect. As shown
by several of the longer-running projects featured, this is important in sustaining impact
beyond the research project cycle, and in keeping knowledge in the hands of those who
are best placed to use it.

The research work and case studies also exemplify different types of impact, ranging
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from shaping policy through evidence-based data for policymakers, to creating tools and
interventions for practitioners and practice that make a real difference to staff, citizens,
and communities in the Midlands. In a setting where the Research Excellence Framework
continues to shape how research is perceived and rewarded, it is vital that impact is
broadly conceived.

The projects we have presented in the case studies are all working to step-up the UK’s
industrial ambitions and to place the Midlands as part of future thinking. With nearly
400,000 businesses across the Midlands, employment, work-force skills, economic
planning and a healthy society are at the heart of how social science can help navigate
complex local, regional and national dynamics. Yet these contexts are influenced by global
factors, mirroring the strength found in the diversity of our communities with the cultural
heritages and diaspora that makes up the Midlands.

Key to future success is that the Midlands’ political and civic governance has both the
tools and leadership required to build on the region’s status as a centre of world-leading
social science excellence.

National implications for the UK

As well as showcasing the particular regional strengths of the Midlands specifically,

the case studies also demonstrate the more general but fundamental role of the social
sciences, working in multidisciplinary ways, to help address economic and social
challenges at a regional scale and in contemporary settings. In this report alone, these
include regional growth and development, workforce planning, the productivity puzzle,
physical and mental health, transport, and inequality in our communities. Some of the
cases draw from wider disciplines too, most notably the humanities, health sciences and
computer science to create practical solutions.

We believe this is an important strand of a wider theme, of the UK’s social sciences
delivering tangible real-life impact at local, national and global scales — and providing
good value for money in doing so. Our social sciences are an area of genuine competitive
strength for the nation, with our social science departments and research being the envy
of large parts of the world. UK universities comprise one-fifth of the top 50 social science
universities in the world (including three in the top ten)°.

Alongside these important and well-understood economic, educational and civic roles

of our universities, however, we should also sound a note of caution about the current
vulnerable state of many universities. Much of the research in this report took place before
the current financial challenges hit many UK universities.

Recent data® from the Office for Students in England showed that 43% of institutions
were forecasting a financial deficit for 2024-25 — a situation which is clearly not
sustainable in the long-term. Elsewhere, figures from Universities UK’ indicate the scale
of university course closure, course consolidation and departmental closure in response
to financial pressures. Of greater relevance in the context of this report, is that 19% of

5QS University Rankings (2024) “QS World University Rankings by Subject 2024: social sciences & management”, QS / Top Universities

website.

8 Office for Students in England (2025) Financial sustainability of higher education providers in England: 2025, OfSE website, 8 May
2025.

7 Universities UK (2025) “Universities grip financial crisis — but at what cost to the nation?”, UUK website, 6 May 2025.
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UK universities have reduced investment in research and 79% are considering future
reductions. Alongside current plans to tighten visa restrictions on international students?,
and potentially tax international student fee income, all of these factors are contributing
towards a ‘perfect storm’ facing the nation’s higher education system. Whilst falling outside
the scope of this report, it is an important context for the future of research in the region
for the region.

There are some additional challenges specifically for social science research compared
to some other parts of the academic sector. Social science is both under-structured

and underfunded in a UK context, which makes it harder to get research done at scale,
develop and provide evidence bases that are produced with rigour and can be used with
confidence, to sustain well established collaborations for long-term benefits, and to attract
and keep the scientists who can make breakthroughs to improve society. Addressing
these areas is essential if the UK is to sustain and grow the immense benefits of
regionally-based research and public sector-academic collaborations, let alone the wider
contributions of the UK’s social sciences.

As we look to the future and the continuing need to build a strong tier of second cities and
regions in England and the devolved nations, knowledge and understanding led by the
social sciences in the region for the region will continue to play a vital role. Many social
science projects place emerging industries and business strategy at the forefront of growth
and look to nurture job creation and improve infrastructure to support the UK’s growth
mission.

It is hoped that this publication is a call to arms for the continuation of social science
funding so researchers can be ambitious in ideas and can continue to build diverse teams
and the skills base for collaboration with a wide range of stakeholders.

It is also a call for enhanced place-based or regional funding to support the development
of effective medium to long term collaborations addressing key issues for each region.
We commend UKRI on its growing portfolio of regionally-based research funding,
including the recently-announced Local Innovation Partnerships Fund, and hope these
can grow over time.

The impact of the case studies presented here demonstrate the power of working together
to create evidence, to design interventions and to influence change. These case studies
should be seen as exemplars of how diversifying our partners and working across
universities, industry, government and communities can provide expertise to help address
the emerging trends of today and the challenges of tomorrow.

Recommendations

Several recommendations follow from this report.

* For the UK Government and UKRI: To fully harness the social sciences’ potential,
both in a regional context and more generally, and based on this report and on funding
data analysis and contextual changes over the past nine years, the Academy of Social
Sciences recommends:

* Review the adequacy of the R&D funding levels for the social sciences sector,
including their involvement in multi-disciplinary, challenge-led research.

8Williams, T. (2025) “Graduate visa should be reduced to 18 months, says White Paper”, Times Higher Education website, 12 May 2025.
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* Give consideration to specific additional funding of applied social science research in
four ‘themes’ recognising their centrality to delivering on the UK Government’s stated
policy objectives.

* Regional scale economic growth in the UK;

* Education research to foster social mobility and enhance skills;
* The social aspects of health sciences and wellbeing;

* Net zero and sustainability.

* Grow new and ongoing UKRI regional funding initiatives, including the new Local
Innovation Partnerships Fund, and sustain them for a sufficiently long period to
generate lasting outcomes and impacts.

* Retain the UK’s involvement in the EU Horizon programme because of the essential
research collaborations and economic growth this supports.

* Sustain a sound balance in research funding, covering both ‘curiosity led’ and
applied research together with the ongoing contribution of QR funding to help
support this, as curiosity-led research underpins innovation and applications of the
future.

» Ensure the REF 2029 process is fully cognisant of, and recognises, the value of
excellence in regionally-based research that may have little resonance
internationally.

* For the Mayoral Combined Authorities:
* This report serves to illustrate the potential that universities hold, in every UK
region, to help build the capabilities of the MCA’s, through collaboration; whether in
technology, data, analytical skills, practical toolkits, research or innovation.

* For universities:

* This report serves to illustrate the immense benefits that can accrue from universities
working together to build regional strengths rather than simply competing.

* Universities themselves need to be part of any solution to finding (or working with
the private and third sectors to find) alternative sources of funding which can support
applied research to address key regional challenges.

* Enable research teams to have the time to build and sustain regional collaborations
under the current pressures faced by many universities.

If these hurdles can be addressed, we believe the UK would release more of the social
sciences’ potential to contribute to the social, economic and environmental wellbeing of
the nation, and help to understand and address many of the specific challenges we face
across individual regions and nations of the UK.
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Appendix

Collaborating and beneficiary organisations
Acas (Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service)
Affinity Health at Work

Ashley Community Housing

Aston Martin

The Bangladeshi Network

Birmingham Airport

CBI (Confederation of British Industry)

Cerebral Palsy Midlands

Chartered Management Institute

Citizens UK (CUK)

Civil Aviation Authority

Coventry and Warwickshire LEP

Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities
Department for Culture, Media, and Sport
Department for Transport

Department for Work and Pensions

Economic Intelligence Unit

Economics Statistics Centre of Excellence
Experian UK PLC

Fable Data

Geospatial Commission

Huq Industries

Jaguar Land Rover

KPMG

Leicestershire Partnership NHS Trust

Mastercard

Midlands Connect

Midlands Engine

Mind Charity

National Council for Voluntary Organisations (NCVO)
Office for National Statistics

Pocklington Trust (a Midlands-based sight loss charity)
Punch Records

Regional Mayors and other leaders

Warwickshire Council

West Midlands Combined Authority (WMCA) area
West Midlands Chambers of Commerce

West Midlands Growth Company

TUC

Unite
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