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Background and objectives

Over the past few years, the challenges facing the UK economy
have been similar to many countries: a slowdown in productivity
growth, the spatial imbalance in prosperity and economic
growth across the country, a lower rate of innovation in SME’s
compared to other countries; these challenges created the
need for change and also were addressed in the UK
Government’s Industrial Strategy. During this period, a key
element of the strategy was the importance of building a
regional presence and the need for ‘Levelling up the UK’:
building in places with economic growth potential, cultivating
economic growth through addressing needs such as skills,
business support, encouraging innovation opportunities and
maximising existing infrastructure at a local level.

In a similar timeframe, the Government’s aims to invest in the
best capabilities and people to sustain and build a globally
competitive measurement infrastructure focussed on getting
better connected to end-users to deliver impact.
Acknowledging the principle of good measurement practice,
assurance and trust in data and reliable processes underpins
economic growth and prosperity.
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In response, the National Physical Laboratory (the UK’s National
Measurement Institute) embarked on its own regional strategy,
leading to the establishment of regional centres and a Strategic
Partnership with Academia. Each critical to driving a
programme of regional engagement serving stakeholders across
the UK by leveraging expertise in measurement science to
advance economic, social, and environmental benefits tailored
to the unique needs of local communities. Our aims were as
follows:

« To grow collaborative R&D activity with industry and
academia across the UK, resulting in technology and focused
products and services informed by regional needs.

« To act as a catalyst for local Innovation and growth, building
shared facilities, funding and communities.

« To address skills requirements by creating a pipeline of
talent and training provision in metrology.

With the benefit of experience, evidence and analysis down the
line, this case study aims to show that, when done well, regional
engagement can transform organisations and unlock potential
through funding, skills, service and growth.



Support mechanisms

We have an array of support mechanisms which underpin our regional delivery. We will
highlight the following components:

* Governance
Senior executive level support from both University and NPL is vital in driving
successful place-based partnerships. Our structured approach and establishment of
steering committees allows for a joint vision to be created, strategies developed and
monitoring and review processes to be implemented.

* Culture
The Importance of NPL’s overarching One NPL ethos, brand and philosophy cannot be
understated. It ensures NPL maintains the connectivity of all the hubs to the wider
laboratories and organisational headquarters in South West London. It also helps to
connect all the hubs whilst recognising and celebrating the different skill sets,
demographic and strengths of each regional office.

* Funding
Accelerator funding has been sought and used to incentivise collaboration (for
example UK Government’s Impact Accelerator funding won by Manchester and
Glasgow has helped catalyse collaboration in these areas). Accessing local industry
has also been fundamental to secure funding for collaboration with many centres
partnering either through consultancy work, joint studentship programmes and
collaborative Research and Development.

National Physical Laboratory
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People

Building critical mass in regions has had several benefits. It has allowed NPL
to retain staff under staff mobility initiatives moving people to areas with
centres of excellence in key research fields. It has also led to the
recruitment of new talent and diversified our workforce by recruiting
outside of London in more affordable areas with now more than 40 staff
placed in regional centres, over 30 joint appointments and over 100 visiting
appointments.

Ecosystem

Being flexible and adapting to each place or region has meant that each
centre has developed its own unique culture, creating impact in different
ways. The ecosystem with each partner is different albeit with common
features; shared Board level positions, legal template agreements, bespoke
funding models or service access, visiting positions for example. Each place
and associated stakeholders requires careful management, strong
communication and input from all actors within that centre for example NPL
play a leadership role in the Technology and Innovation centre at the
University of Strathclyde and likewise in Huddersfield’s 3M BIC building,
helping to build networks and foster longer term connections.

Academic engagement and University Liaison Manager roles are a vital part of
the support system, helping to drive the governance structure, create
opportunities, foster engagement and build closer links between the
research communities.
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Activities

NPL’s initial investment in key regions was specific and
targeted to specific research areas. This has developed over
time and expanded to follow Government priorities, national
challenge areas and investment drivers.

In what can be described as a hub and spoke model, NPL
established four regional centres at various levels of scale,
each linked to a local university and focused on research
strengths and centres of excellence. Notably, the placement
of NPL regional centres anchored in Higher Education
Institutions, has helped to establish strong networks, transfer
knowledge readily and build access to supply chains quickly
across the UK was key to driving a culture change and
ensuring the remit of a national lab was visible.



Our centres are:

NPL-Scotland

Based in University of Strathclyde, with a team that is currently
focused on Advanced Manufacturing (including Digitally
Enabled Supply Chains and Additive Manufacturing), Data
(specifically trustworthy data and standards) and is also
undertaking collaborative R&D with large industrial partners.

NPL-South of England

Based at the University of Surrey and builds on collaborative
working between existing NPL and university staff due to its
proximity to Teddington. The centre focusses on developing
capability in the areas of 5G and satellite technology, with
contract services being delivered via the joint N3M labs.

NPL- East of England

Based at the University of Cambridge, is working in the areas of
collaborative research also in data science. We have examples
of direct SME’s engagement via our consultancy offering that
resulted in £300K worth of local productivity improvements.

©2025 University Industry Innovation Network B.V.

NPL- North of England

Our longest established centre, located alongside the
University of Huddersfield. It offers commercial testing services
and training in precision dimensional measurement, which
supports the high-density SME population in this locality and
their associated advanced manufacturing supply chains.

In the last few years and building on this success, NPL has
extended its regional presence to Manchester, Birmingham and
Cranfield, taking a lead from Government and national priorities
such as quantum, national telecommunications and security and
resilience.

Through these centres and placement of staff, NPL offer a variety

of mechanisms including service delivery, workshops,
conferences, collaboration on bids and skills programmes to

academics and customers alike.



Outcomes, impact and ecosystem

Key outcomes over the past few years include the creation of
physical services, networks and placement of staff in the
regions. We will highlight a few of the short-, medium- and
long-term successes.

Short term

In Manchester, most recently we have relocated staff and
equipment (key inline Raman Spectroscopy and optical
microscopy capabilities) at the University’s Graphene Energy
and Innovation Centre and at the Pankhurst Institute
respectively. This move has allowed for recruitment of local
talent and the ambition to build more resource and capability
in these fields in the near future.

Medium term

Over the last few years, NPL North’s regional team has created
support for the local SME community through the creation of a
Manufacturer Measurement Network (MMN) which was formed
in Oct 2016 as a means to provide an opportunity for NPL to
engage with and support smaller manufacturing businesses in
the UK. It also helps NPL to play a part in the government
levelling-up agenda by sharing knowledge, capability where
needed & local expertise around Northern NPL sites. Access to
NPL & other experts speed up the adoption of industry best
practice & knowledge, this is supplied in “bite-size” pieces by
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the MMN which then encourages organisations to delve deeper
into topics of interests (e.g. Materials Testing, Medtech, Future
transport). The community is now over 200 members strong.

Long term

NPL is the home of UK Time which provides accurate timing,
traceable to UTC (Coordinated Universal Time), NPL Time® is
supplied to key locations. The National Timing Centre (NTC)
programme with university partners paves the way for trusted
and assured time and frequency to be made available across
the UK, by developing the first nationally distributed time
infrastructure, which aids the acceleration of new technologies
such as time-critical 5G and 6G applications, factories of the
future and connected autonomous vehicles. Working in
partnership with each University, NPL is developing projects for
industry that benefit from the traceable and high accuracy
Timing Signals provided by the Innovation Nodes to develop
novel solutions and products.

Joint collaboration reports with each University Partner have
been created and act as a means to track outcomes,
communicate success and inform potential future activities.
These track joint activity, publications, funding and
studentships with each partner university.



Challenges and success factors

The main challenges (and ultimately success factors) of regional engagement, fall into three categories; levels of funding, autonomy and
communication, with each factor having the potential to be either a barrier or a catalyst to effective engagement.

Addressing all factors at once can be difficult, however an organisation’s regional strategy with support and visibility across the business,
is one way to overcome this. Due consideration is needed as follows:

Funding can be addressed at both a research and at a regional level, through large scale bids for collaborative activities or capital
investment with each partner benefiting. As a result of efforts in regional engagement, NPL has benefitted from significant additional
funding and resource, for example over £10M joint bids with our two Strategic Partners and increased involvement in 17 of the UK’s
Centres for Doctoral training across the UK. NPL has also co-invested in approximately 500 joint PhDs with over 35 Universities,
supported by key external partners providing third-party funding and creating a talent pipeline for industry.

Regarding autonomy, it is important for those based in region to have access to levers, are able to make decisions on topics that
effect long term plans and can direct future opportunities. Key stakeholders and effective leadership are vital here, rewarding
excellence and recognising the immense value that academia can bring to a regional agenda. Success in this regard has seen NPL
Huddersfield celebrate 8 years of its Manufacturing Measurement Network, NPL Scotland team driving outreach in partnership with
the Glasgow Science centre, and regional events driving collaboration in Cambridge and Manchester.

Finally, communication underpins any success and can be challenging at the best of times, factor in multiple agendas over different
research sectors and the challenge increases. However, with regular forum, strong internal and external engagement, working closely
with Communication and Partnership teams, a lot can be achieved. For each regional centre, we provide a strong narrative for
Government, case studies for all parties and place-based communication which reflects and celebrates the success of those
involved.

The success of our academic engagement is evidenced in staff communications, with the creation of the aforementioned NPL partner
collaboration reports, reflecting the impacts of each partnership.

©2025 University Industry Innovation Network B.V.



Conclusion and
future outlook

With a change of Government, there is an opportunity to feed into
evolving government strategies. Addressing all at once will be
difficult, although adapting our regional strategy and confirming
commitments across the business, is one way to address this. NPL
will ensure that existing infrastructure and impactful partnerships
continue to be recognised.

The future development of NPL as a publicly funded research
establishment, will take shape in the years to come. A key driver
will be to deepen existing engagements, enhance skills and
partnerships with industry and this can only be done through
regional engagement. Our place-based impact has never been
more important and will continue to support universities and
business through our strategic priorities, capability development
and in building critical infrastructure to improve measurement,
performance and productivity for the UK.
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Ready for change?

Discover solutions for your external

engagement challenges by booking a one-
on-one chat with our experts today.

Contact us now
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