
Hartlepool born, 

Oxford University 

law graduate, Joanna 

Berry, left the North 

East in the 1980s 

thinking she would 

never return. After 

practising law in 

apartheid South 

Africa for two years, 

Joanna moved to 

the bright lights of 

London and quickly 

settled into city life. 

But when her successful dot com business came to 
an end in 2002, she tentatively returned home to 
complete an MBA at Newcastle University Business 
School. Over a decade later, she is still there. 
In her current role as Director of Engagement, 
Joanna has been instrumental in building links 
between the Business School and global business: 
helping it grow its reputation for outstanding 
research, teaching and learning, in the UK and 
overseas. Here she chats to Nigel Wright about 
the importance of the ‘global experience’, how the 
School benefits regional businesses and why the 
North East, for her, continues to be an inspirational 
place to live and work. 

Could you tell us a bit about your current role at 
Newcastle University Business School?

My role is focused on ensuring two things: 
helping my research active colleagues produce 
research that is relevant to the real world; and that 
students graduating from Newcastle University 
Business School are employable. Any Russell 
Group University Business School must succeed 
in both of these areas. Students leaving Newcastle 
University Business School need to have a proper 
understanding of the real world and how it applies 
to business. So, I am tasked with setting up 
internships, placements, guest speakers and so 
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on, so that the learning process is rich with ‘real 
life’ experiences and insights, to complement the 
academic aspects of our courses. On the research 
side, I’m involved with establishing knowledge 
transfer partnerships (KTPs) and generally 
making sure that my research active colleagues 
get access to companies regionally, nationally 
and internationally, and that those companies 
benefit from the expertise that we have here. I 
also manage the Business School’s International 
Advisory Board (IAB), which meets in Newcastle 
twice a year. The board consists of the Director 
of School, myself and other relevant academic 
colleagues as well as twelve regional, national and 
international members all of whom are either senior 
business people or critical friends of the Business 
School. The board’s main responsibility is to ensure 
that the Business School remains current and 
relevant to the global world of work. 

The internationalisation agenda is obviously hugely 
important, why is that exactly?  

Students today need to acquire a global 
understanding of business because their world, 
whichever company they go and work for when 
they graduate, is going to be a global one. Through 
the impact of technology, the world has become 
more accessible, as a result, career opportunities 
aren’t limited, and they span both hemispheres 
and are just a ‘Google’ search away. From Europe 
to Asia, the USA to China, we need to make sure 
that when students leave here they are fit to 
work as global citizens in  international business 
environments by providing them with cultural 
context, information and job opportunities. We 
champion graduate recruitment and produce 
talented, commercially aware graduates, who can 
adapt, shape and, most importantly, have an impact 
in global industry and enterprise. As of September 
this year, 45 per cent of our undergraduates, 
postgraduates and research students will be 
from overseas. Ten years ago ninety percent 
were British, so that is an enormous change. At 
the Business School have 80 different countries 
represented across our undergraduate and 
postgraduate programmes, which is very diverse 
and adds to the experience for everybody. The 
focus for our future recruitment will continue to be 
quality and diversity.

What is the Business School currently doing to 
grow its reputation internationally?

Our core vision is to be an internationally 
recognised Business School and we plan to achieve 
our vision by being regionally rooted, nationally 
influential and globally respected. So, I work very 
closely with the Head of International Relations, 
the Director of Internationalisation as well as 
the Directors of the MBA and Executive MBA 
programmes, on various international initiatives. 

For example, the University has a strategic 
partnership with Xiamen University in China which, 
so far, has resulted in the creation of an executive 
education programme at the Business School that 
is delivered in conjunction with Xiamen University. 
Similarly, our University’s executive will be visiting 
Xiamen in November to discuss a collaborative 
research symposium we are holding in April next 
year. We’re also looking at Global Experience 
Opportunity (GEO) internships as well as a summer 
school at Newcastle for Xiamen students, next 
year. As well as China, we also recognise India 
and North America as huge market opportunities. 
Consequently, we recently established a North 
American Advisory Board and are in the process 
of setting up equivalent boards in China and India. 
In those countries we work closely with a variety 
of companies including the National Football 
League (NFL), Reserve Bank of India and Thomson 
Reuters. Giving our students the opportunity to 
find out about how to get employed by companies 
like that, what the culture is like when you’re 
there and what you need to know and understand 
in order to be successful within these global 
environments, is really important.

Does the Business School make an effort to 
encourage its international students to stay and 
work in the North East after they have graduated? 

Absolutely; I think there are some great 
opportunities in the North East for graduates. I 
was born and raised here and I’m an example of 
somebody who left the North East because I didn’t 
think there was anything here for me, but then 
subsequently returned and settled in the region. I 
have a huge drive, therefore, to try to find ways to 
ensure that those students, who are really good, 
get the opportunity to stay in the region. The most 
obvious way to retain graduates is to generate 
work placements. If a student gets a placement 
with Fenwick, Benfield Motors, Greggs, Nissan or 
Procter and Gamble, for example, opportunities 
for employment do exist once it finishes. We also 
sponsor a lot of business awards each year such 
as: The North East Business Person of the Year; 
the Young Business Person of the Year; the Young 
Dealmaker of the Year; and the Innovation Award 
at the North East Business Awards. These events 
provide the Business School with a forum to say 
‘the North East a good place to be, the quality of 
living is phenomenal and there are some really 
innovative, creative and clever people here too.’ 

There is a tendency though for students to get 
their qualifications here, have a fabulous time and 
then go to Liverpool, Manchester and London or 
abroad, so we constantly need to think of ways 
to retain their talents. While there is a balance to 
be had, of students pursuing opportunities on a 
global scale, we need to make sure that they don’t 
overlook the North East during their job hunts. 
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Why should people consider Newcastle University 
Business School over other international   
business schools? 

This is a really exciting time for Newcastle 
University Business School. Physically, I believe 
the new building consolidates the global ambitions 
of the School. We have a growing international 
reputation and the investment we have made in 
academic staff during the past year, signals a major 
commitment to provide our students with the very 
best academic support from international leaders 
in their fields. We are hugely engaged with the 
regional, national and the international business 
communities and have a number of international 
strategic partnerships through which we can give 
students the opportunity, not just to be qualified, 
but to be employable, because they leave with 
an understanding of the nature of business, on a 
global scale. We’re also very lucky in Newcastle; 
it is a hugely popular City and has twice been 
voted the most popular university-city in the 
UK. It is renowned for its architectural beauty, 
cultural scene, and lively nightlife, as well as the 
friendliness of local people. 

You’ve talked about how you support students, 
what about businesses? How do you help them  
to succeed?

We collaborate with companies in lots of different 
ways and provide them with an impetus and 
momentum to grow and be innovative. Through 
research and academic consultancy we assist them 
in innovation, strategy, and other areas of academic 
excellence. We generate a lot of academic 
consultancy work and executive education, 
particularly in design thinking, innovation, strategy, 
and marketing as well as operations management. 
We also work with businesses through KTPs 
to provide longer term support and ensure we 
generate a clear competitive advantage for them. 
Engagement also covers supervision of the 
International Advisory Board to ensure we have a 
clear and global perspective on the world of work 
for students and researchers. A key aspect of this is 
trying to bring business into the student experience 
in lots of ways - such as through internships, 
placements and guest speakers - which ensures 
that our students are more employable when 
they graduate, and at the same time businesses 
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are given the opportunity to talent spot excellent 
potential recruits. 

In your words, the Business School will always be 
‘regionally rooted’. How much awareness is there 
among local businesses, particularly the multitude 
of SMEs here in the region, of the assistance 
Newcastle University Business School can give  
to them? 

We work very closely with the Federation for 
Small Businesses and Science City and we are 
in the process of putting together a strategy to 
ensure that we support the SME community more 
openly. We can seem a little impenetrable to the 
SME market, especially those in the ‘S’ category. 
The ‘M’s’ aren’t so difficult, but your 10, 15 and 20 
man companies are so busy paying the bills, that 
it often doesn’t occur to them that the Business 
School would love to help them. So, together 
with the Federation of Small Businesses we are 
in the process of setting up a regular series of 
networking meetings. Science City also has a 
regular networking series that I get involved in. 
We also invite as many companies as possible 
(including SMEs) to all of the ‘open executive 
education’ events. These have been on topics such 
as ageing and health, sustainability, social renewal, 
innovation, ethics, digital debates and a variety 
of other topical issues where we can lend our 
expertise to the business community. These run 
across the course of the year, providing businesses 
with the opportunity to not only be exposed to 
what we can offer them, but to network with 
other companies. We had 2,500 attendees at our 
events last year, many of which were SME owners 
or people who worked in SMEs. So, awareness 
is good but we’re working on making it even better. 

Earlier this year Professor Roy Sandbach was 
appointed as the new David Goldman Visiting 
Professor of Innovation and Enterprise. What 
impact will this have on the Business School and 
the region’s business community? 

Roy is an innovation guru with unrivalled 
experience in building some of the world’s biggest 
brands and has already done a huge amount of 
work helping the Business School, its students and 
researchers, as well as regional businesses. His 
appointment is vital, because it is an opportunity 
for Roy to share his knowledge of strategic 
business innovation and how it supports enterprise 
for both wealth-creation and social benefit. He 
also attracts a diverse range of entrepreneurs 
to the Business School, who can demonstrate 
to our students how to make innovation and 
enterprise work in business. Similarly, having 
his expertise in the North East can encourage 
other entrepreneurs and innovators to embed 

themselves within the region, which I think is really 
important. He also works as the “innovation tsar” 
for the Local Enterprise Partnership (LEP), looking 
at what universities and business schools can 
do to stimulate open innovation. In terms of his 
regional impact, he believes that although we are 
a relatively small region, we have five universities 
each with its own specialism in innovation, growth 
and strategic intent. In his view, what we need to 
do is consolidate physical or virtual areas across 
the universities, where anybody can access 
specific information, advice, support or inspiration 
about how to innovate in their business, whether 
the expertise they require exists in Sunderland, 
Teesside, Durham, Northumbria or Newcastle. Roy 
is doing a huge amount of work in inspiring this 
particular route map. 

You’re someone who has been actively involved 
in the region’s business community for a number 
of years. From your perspective, what is the most 
exciting opportunity at the moment in the   
North East? 

It’s working with Roy Sandbach and the LEP on 
the innovation for growth agenda. Lord Adonis’ 
NELEP Independent Economic Review Report 
called for the development of strong ‘innovation 
and growth clusters’ to stimulate universities and 
their graduates, companies and public institutions, 
to create and finance new high growth enterprises 
and jobs. The North East is a hugely innovative 
region and home to some of the most inspiring, 
energetic and enthusiastic business people, 
graduates, companies and public institutions. I’ve 
mentioned the Federation of Small Businesses, but 
the CBI and the North East Chamber of Commerce 
are also huge evangelists - they do such a fantastic 
job for the region. 

Finally, what attracted you to Newcastle University 
and why should other people consider joining 
the organisation?

I originally came to Newcastle University in 2002 to 
complete my MBA, ended up staying to complete 
a PhD and was then offered a job as a lecturer 
in 2006. I’ve always recognised it as a chance to 
give something back to the region in which I was 
born. I love my job and the opportunity it gives 
me to make a real and measurable difference, to 
our students, to businesses and to disseminating 
the excellent research that we generate. The 
University’s focus on ‘excellence with a purpose’ 
is very important to me. It’s clear vision and its role 
as a civic university that is committed to supporting 
‘societal challenge themes’ like ageing and health, 
sustainability and social renewal makes me proud 
to be part of it.
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