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We chatted to North East Chair and Escher Group’s Head of UK 
Operations, Steve Blanks, about what Digital Leaders North East 
(DLNE) has achieved so far and what’s on the agenda for the group 
over the next twelve months. He also shares his views on digital 
innovation, artificial intelligence (AI) and the future role of the digital 
leader. 

Could you briefly describe what Digital Leaders is, why it was set up 
and what its primary objectives are?  

The basic idea behind Digital Leaders is to bring together experts 
from a cross-section of public and private sector organisations, as 
well as academic institutions, to debate and ultimately try and solve 
some of the big challenges facing organisations today in the onset of 
large scale digital transformation. Individuals are invited to take part in 
regular (usually monthly) salons, each dedicated to one overarching 
theme or topic. Ideas and opinions are shared and debated and the 

outcome is either a white paper or blog, which is submitted to relevant 
bodies such as government departments, to try and influence policy 
development. By following the Chatham House Rule – whereby no 
comments are ever attributed to any particular individual – open 
discussion is encouraged.  

Chair, Digital Leaders North East

Steve Blanks

Steve Blanks. Chair, Digital Leaders North East

Digital Leaders (DL) is a collaborative cross sector digital network established in 2008 
in London. Since 2013, other regional and national DL networks and hubs have been 
established in the UK, Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales as well as Digital Leaders 
Europe, based in Brussels. Collectively they comprise 27,000 individuals.   
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How is Digital Leaders North East different? 

DLNE was the first DL outside of London. Its aim initially was to focus 
on regional challenges by engaging with and influencing relevant local 
authorities. When I became Chair in May 2014, I decided to broaden 
the focus of DLNE. Although the primary objective is still to influence 
change in the region, by moving the focus of the salons away from 
trying to deliver specific digital solutions to instead tackling specific 
sector challenges, the subsequent blogs and white papers produced 
after each salon, have encouraged meaningful transformational change 
within particular sectors as well as at a local and central government 
level. DLNE’s aim is to inspire ‘high level local interventions’ within 
board rooms and at strategy or policy decision making level. If, as a 
result of this we have an impact nationally, that’s great.  

How do you decide on the theme of each salon? 

Our leadership group is tasked with setting the agenda for each 
salon. The group usually consists of around six or seven people at 
any one time during the year. Members can simply volunteer to join, 
but in doing so they must be prepared to take active ownership for 

organising and contributing to the salons. Sometimes the group 
might decide to re-visit a topic debated at a previous salon if it is felt 
more discussion around that subject is needed. A recent example 
was assistive technology, a subject originally raised at a salon last July. 
This year, we narrowed the focus to look more closely at smart apps 
in the healthcare sector and the difficulties around procuring services 
from SMEs. The subsequent salon feedback was relayed to the head 
of the Clinical Care Commission Group for Gateshead, to influence 
how digital and technology services could be procured in the future, 
to open up opportunities for SMEs. We always try to steer away 
from negative commentary (there’s enough of that in the North East 
already), and instead focus on helpful and positive recommendations 
to decision makers, such as how to leverage existing opportunities or 
how to achieve some ‘quick wins.’ 

How big is the DL network in the north east and how do you attract 
members?

We currently have a database of around six hundred people based 
in the region. Those are people who have either previously attended 
a salon or are contacts that we have approached as part of the 
preparations for a new salon. Gaining new attendees of salons is really 
driven by the salon topic. So, for example, the debate on how digital 
technology was affecting rural tourism generated a lot of interest 
from individual organisations such as Northumberland Tourism 
and owners of local businesses, such as B&Bs. These groups were 
important to the topic as their opinions were seen as really valuable. 
Identifying people who are designing digital technology or products, 
or using social media to engage with people in innovative ways, are 
other key stakeholder groups that are always vital to the mix of salon 
participants. Healthy debate is good and it’s extremely important for 
us to get a cross-section of people together who will sometimes have 
opposing views on the issues raised. 

 

“Healthy debate is good and 
it’s extremely important for 
us to get a cross-section of 
people together who will 
sometimes have opposing 
views on the issues raised.”
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Which themes at the salons have divided opinion the most? 
Conversely, which areas have led to the most collaboration and 
agreement? 

One of the most well attended salons last year focused on the role of 
digital platforms to improve the provision of business support. Since 
the demise of Business Link, much of the support infrastructure in our 
region has drifted into fragmented silos. This has made it difficult for 
SMEs in the region to find the support they need at the right time and 
place. The salon generated a lot of interest and debate resulting in 
wide agreement of the challenges and potential solutions from each of 
the attendees. Due to the volume of comments, we decided to follow 
up the salon with a more detailed focus group session at Newcastle 
University Living Lab. This session produced an outline white paper 
that was submitted to the Department for Business, Innovation and 
Skills (BIS) outlining how businesses could be supported through a 
digital framework. The same framework has since been referenced in 
the development of a digital platform for the North East Growth Hub, 
seen as an exemplar model by BIS for delivering business support. 
The salon that has generated the most diversity of opinion has been 
on NHS procurement of assistive technology. Historically, the NHS 
has relied on large technology companies to develop digital solutions. 
Our salon revealed that this process is actually stifling the introduction 
of real innovation into the NHS, which often comes from SMEs 
developing life and resource saving solutions. In addition, our salon 
highlighted that SMEs often view NHS procurement processes as 
cumbersome and expensive. There was a great deal of debate which 
proved to be largely inconclusive.   

Are you satisfied with the level of influence DLNE is having? 

Nationally, DLNE salons are generally regarded as being the best in 
terms of content and the fact that DL is often asked to take part in 
government consultations suggests that it is an increasingly respected 
and influential body. There are frustrations though, especially around 
routes to market and the limited resources we have, locally, to get our 
content read by a wider audience. Over the next twelve months we are 
aiming to improve how we circulate salon content and a key aspect of 
this will be to delve deeper into the granular challenges raised at some 
of our salons, to deliver a more targeted output. 

Regional dialogue tends to be very sector based and we want to shape 
the regional thinking around how technology can have multiple ‘quick 
win’ applications.  

In which sectors do you continue to see the most digital innovation? 
Which sectors are playing catch up? 

The NHS has the most to learn. For example, doctors are still using 
time consuming methods of recording patient data such as filling 
in paperwork and then having secretaries’ type information into 
computers. In addition, a lot of hospitals still rely on written faxes to 
verify patient details. Given the advances in proven technology today, 
this is very concerning in my opinion. Historically, the construction and 
manufacturing sectors have also been poor, but there has been real 
improvement in those industries recently with the use of technologies 
that help improve production of operational processes. Larger service 
sector companies are usually the most innovative. However, as one of 
our salons reported, the cyber security threat is still not taken seriously 
enough by many organisations; only a third of FTSE one hundred 
companies have cyber-security specialist on their Board.  
We are also seeing the role of the IT Director being re-defined, 

“Nationally, DLNE salons 
are generally regarded as 
being the best in terms of 
content and the fact that DL 
is often asked to take part in 
government consultations 
suggests that it is an 
increasingly respected and 
influential body. ” 
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whereby individuals are expected to have a much broader knowledge 
of not just technology but the strategic impact of IT aligned to the 
vision and strategy of the business. This requires a different skillset 
than that of the traditional IT Director. 

 
Can you give us an insight into the conclusions and actions that were 
announced at the annual review on 17th September? 

Cyber security, assistive technology and transport were a big focus 
this year and are topics we will revisit again over the next twelve 
months. With regards to cyber security, one of the key findings of our 
discussions was that small businesses need greater support and advice 
on how to develop the right strategy to protect themselves from 
cyber-attacks. It’s not just about developing technology solutions, 
but rather about helping smaller firms create basic processes and 

protocols to safeguard against data leaks and attacks. Following the 
assistive technology salon, we presented our salon feedback on the 
opportunities to develop smart apps within the healthcare sector, 
as well as our efforts to encourage greater sharing and leveraging of 
existing digital platforms for healthcare providers. On the subject of 
transport, the focus was on presenting the outcome of our debate 
around ‘How digital is shaping the future of transport overseas.’ A key 
area of the presentation was ‘the true integration of smart systems’ 
currently being used in places like France and Malaysia - innovations 
such as intelligent road side lighting and black box technology for 
cars – and how this technology can be implemented in the UK. 
An overview of our collaboration with BIS and the ongoing work 
supporting the North East Growth Hub also formed part of the event.  

Could you tell us a bit more about that collaboration? 

DLNE salons provide the ideal environment to network with a cross 
section of high quality individuals from all sectors. It was here that 
Escher Group and Cobweb first came together to discuss how we 
might collaborate. In November last year, the tender for the North 
East LEPs Digital Growth Hub was published. Escher already had 
some good ideas on a technology solution, but our tender response 
was brought to life by collaborating with Cobweb, who provided the 
essential content curation service. Because the North East LEP were 
the first in the UK to develop a digital Growth Hub, (Nationally, other 
Regional Growth Hubs have a physical location with employees based 
on site providing support to SMEs) the hub is viewed by Government 
as an exemplar model that other LEPs might one day follow. 
  

“...one of the key findings 
of our discussions was that 
small businesses need greater 
support and advice on how to 
develop the right strategy to 
protect themselves from cyber-
attacks.”



Nigel Wright Interview with Steve Blanks, Chair, Digital Leaders North East06

The Growth Hub houses a number of unique features that include a 
dynamic search tool where users can seek answers to commonly asked 
business related questions and obtain relevant, tailored answers. 
Secondly, the hub has a built-in social network, providing users with 
a peer to peer community to share ideas and challenges. The third 
aspect is a market place that makes it easier to connect and join up 
supply chains. The Growth Hub is designed to bring together the 
fragmented and siloed support landscape within the North East, and 
make it easier for SMEs to find the right help, at the right time and 
place. 

What is a Digital Leader? Is this a concept that will gradually become 
obsolete in the same way that, once upon a time, businesses used to 
have a Head of Electricity? 

A digital leader is someone who is championing and implementing 
digital change within their organisation. That person could be the 
CEO or any individual working in any discipline. I think it’s misleading 
and maybe even narrow minded to assume a digital leader will be 
a technologist, or a marketeer or even an IT Director. The latter of 

which, in my experience, are often the biggest barriers to change. 
Anyone with enough interest in and passion for digital can understand 
how it can either compliment or provide ‘game changing value’ to the 
overall strategy and direction of an organisation. Usually, individuals 
with a varied background are the most effective digital leaders and 
I think moving forward, avoiding pigeon-holing digital within one 
department or function will be a key lesson for any business seeking 
to develop an integrated digital strategy. I think it’s really difficult to 
predict whether or not the role itself will become obsolete. My feeling 
is that there will always be someone responsible for driving cross-
functional digital and technological change and transformation in any 
organisation, but I’m unsure what that role will ultimately be called. 

What aspects of the broad digital agenda are you most excited about?     

I think artificial intelligence (AI) is a really exciting area and it’s 
something that would provide the ultimate ‘killer app’ functionality 
if we could incorporate into the Growth Hub. One of the key 
challenges for our digital platform is trying to ‘match-make’ individual 
requirements with potential solutions that are highly relevant. At 
the moment this process requires vast amounts of human curation. 
Developments in AI could eventually result in some really valuable 
applications in this context, and it’s an area of technology that I am 
keen to monitor more closely. What’s interesting about the AI debate 
in general is the amount of scaremongering associated with it, which 
does not always help the general public’s perception. There will 
certainly be many positive applications of AI, however whatever your 
perspective on AI, it is sure to get people talking. It will come as no 
surprise that DLNE is thinking of hosting a salon next year around the 
‘opportunities and threats of artificial intelligence’. I suspect, due to 
the wide ranging implications of AI, this salon is likely to be particularly 
well attended.

“A digital leader is someone 
who is championing and 
implementing digital change 
within their organisation. That 
person could be the CEO or 
any individual working in any 
discipline.”


