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AMAZON INNOVATION ACCELERATOR:
HELPING SMES TO INNOVATE AND GROW

The Amazon Innovation Accelerator (AlA) is a unique training initiative
that invites small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), public sector
organisations, and non-profits into Amazon's operations to understand
first-hand how the company has scaled. In turn, it provides participants
with unique best practices on how to innovate and grow.

Launched as a pilot in 2023, AIA expanded to seven events in 2024,
providing training to help boost organisations' leadership and
management capabilities and digital readiness. AlA is designed to help
businesses understand and apply proven digital strategies, such as machine
learning and automation, to drive efficiency, scale smarter, and compete
more effectively in today's fast-moving economy.

In 2025, the programme will scale to 19 fully Amazon-led training
programmes, reinforcing the employer's commitment to support local
economies in the communities where it operates across the UK. Growth
Studio serves as a delivery partner, ensuring seamless execution while
assessing and measuring the programme’s impact.

This initial report presents key insights from SMEs participating in the
South East programme, highlighting the challenges they've encountered,
the opportunities they're exploring, and observations on the broader
business support ecosystem. It also reflects on how initiatives like the
Accelerator can inform more effective policy interventions to strengthen
SME innovation, productivity, and long-term regional growth.

RESPONDING TO THE NATIONAL PRODUCTIVITY CHALLENGE

Policymakers have long identified low productivity among small
businesses as a major barrier to the UK's economic resilience and growth.
Addressing this challenge is key to unlocking SME potential and raising
living standards. Large employers like Amazon can offer valuable,
real-world insights into overcoming productivity barriers,
particularly through technology, innovation, and scalable systems.
This reflects the Government's Industrial Strategy, which highlights the
importance of increased knowledge diffusion across the UK economy as a
route towards enhanced productivity and growth.
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THE KENT AMAZON INNOVATION ACCELERATOR

The Kent Accelerator held at Amazon's state-of-the-art Dartford Fulfilment
Centre (LCY3) brought together 22 leaders from 17 diverse SMEs, all keen to
explore how innovation could support their growth and transformation.

The day was packed with insights and hands-on learning. SMEs toured
Amazon's cutting-edge fulfilment centre, seeing first-hand how automation
and efficiency drive a global operation. But the real value came in the
workshops. Amazon's innovation experts led dynamic training sessions on
how to embed a culture of innovation within organisations, focusing on
Amazon's Working Backwards methodology as well as on the company's
innovation-focused leadership principles.

The momentum doesn't stop there. Participants now have access to the AIA
SME Hub, a digital platform packed with resources to help them apply what
they've learned in their organisations. This includes an 11-module Digital
Innovation Course, teaching businesses how to utilise Amazon's mechanisms
for scaling, problem-solving, and customer obsession—all leading to an AIA
Innovation Leadership Accreditation. In addition, the Hub offers exclusive
fireside chats with industry experts, digital content from Amazon and AWS
teams, and community engagement events to foster collaboration and peer-
to-peer learning.

Beyond the learning, tangible support is available. Each SME has access to
$1,000 in AWS credits in order to experiment with cloud solutions and the
chance to enter the Innovation Challenge Prize with prizes across several
categories, totalling £100,000, designed to reward bold, scalable innovation
ideas.

Participants were joined by Amazon's Senior Vice President of Global Affairs &
Legal, David Zapolsky and Regional Director, Ruzanna Sargsyan, as well as
policymakers, including Jim Dickson MP, Gareth Thomas MP, Minister for
Small Business and Exports and Madeleine Burns, Deputy Director,
Department for Business and Trade.

This programme isn't just about learning—it's about equipping SMEs with
real-world strategies to think bigger, move faster, and innovate like industry
leaders.
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"At Amazon, we know that small businesses are an
engine of innovation and we're proud to work with
nearly 100,000 UK small and medium sized businesses
who sell through our store. But we're also proud to
support other types of small businesses throughout the
region and share our practical tools and knowledge to
contribute to their growth and the economic prosperity
of the UK"

David Zapolsky,
Senior Vice President of Global Affairs & Legal
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The Dartford AIA Innovation Day gathered SME leaders from a broad
spectrum of sectors, including digital and technology, construction,
engineering and manufacturing, agriculture, retail and health and social
care. The attending organisations varied in age and scale, ranging from
long-established firms to newer startups, reflecting a shared ambition to
innovate in increasingly competitive and complex markets.

PROFILE OF THE PARTICIPATING SMES

The Dartford AIA event brought together
22 SME leaders from 17 organisations
across key sectors.

SME SECTOR BREAKDOWN
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Attendees represented a broad mix of
industries, with the majority operating in
Digital and Tech (59%) and others

sotaia e spanning Retail (12%), Engineering and
Manufacturing (12%), Agriculture (6%),
Construction (6%), and Health and Social
Care (6%).

In terms of organisational size, 47% of
businesses employed between 11-50 staff,
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NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES IN PARTICIPANT BUSINESSES

with 51-100 employees, each representing
12%. One large organisation with over 300
employees (6%) also attended, alongside
one company that did not disclose its size
(6%). The annual turnover of the
businesses was varied, with 35% under
£500,000, 18% between £500,001-£1m,

ANNUAL TURNOVERS OF PARTICIPANT BUSINESSES
IR ;o0 between £1-£5m, 6% between £5-
6

10m and £10-25m, at 12%.
s
| 4 I
3
2 .

0
Less than £500k £AneimTur66re£10m  £10m-£25m

The cohort demonstrated a wide range of
scale and experience, from long-established
firms dating back to the late 19th century
to recently founded ventures navigating
early-stage growth. This varied group
represents the growing appetite for
structured innovation across the Dartford
SME ecosystem. Businesses are
increasingly seeking ways to embed
customer-centricity, adopt Al and
automation tools, and build cultures
that support scalable innovation.
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Attendees were primarily looking to understand how to integrate
innovation within their organisations, improve internal processes,
and unlock the potential of technologies such as Al and automation.
For many, the opportunity to learn from Amazon'’s structured
methodologies and connect with peers facing similar challenges
was a key motivation for attending.

The Dartford Amazon Innovation Accelerator created a collaborative,
forward-looking environment that allowed SMEs to reflect on their own
innovation journeys and return to their businesses with practical ideas,
frameworks, and renewed energy for change.

WHY DID SMES APPLY TO THE SOUTH EAST AIA?

The motivations for participating in the Dartford AIA Innovation Day reflected a
strong appetite for practical learning, exposure to global best practice, and the
opportunity to apply proven innovation frameworks in their own contexts.

The most significant draw was the onsite training day and behind-the-scenes
tour of Amazon's Dartford Fulfilment Centre. This accounted for nearly 30% of
all weighted motivations, with many attendees citing the value of seeing
innovation principles in action and understanding how these could translate to
their own businesses.

Closely following was the desire to gain insights from Amazon professionals on
scaling an SME. Representing 27.5% of the weighted total, participants were
keen to learn directly from those leading innovation at scale, applying those
lessons to drive strategic growth within their own organisations.

The opportunity to win funding for their innovation strategy was also a
significant motivator, representing 23.7% of responses. This underlines the
importance of accessible support to help SMEs bring their ideas to life and
overcome financial barriers to implementation.

Structured learning was another key theme, with 14.1% of attendees selecting
the AIA Innovation Leadership certification training course as a top reason for
joining the programme. This highlights the appetite for formal development
pathways that build innovation capability and leadership confidence.

Finally, networking with other SME innovation leaders accounted for just under
5% of responses, pointing to a continued but secondary interest in peer learning
and community-building.

Taken together, these data reflect a cohort that was drawn to Dartford for its
promise of practical frameworks, expert insights, and the potential to unlock
both financial and strategic support for their innovation journeys.



WHAT ARE THE TOP 5 CHALLENGES PARTICIPATING SMES
FACE WHEN IT COMES TO GROWTH?

On the day, we facilitated discussions with the participating SMEs to learn about their challenges and what they need to innovate effectively in their organisation in the region.

Adapting to the
Pace of
Technological
Change

For SMEs, the pace of technological
evolution—particularly in Al and
machine learning—is making long-
term planning more complex than
ever. The challenge is to stay agile,
continuously invest in upskilling, and
keep innovation strategies
responsive to change.

Scaling with
Al-Driven
Operations
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Many SMEs are not just exploring Al
—they're already applying it across
functions, from inventory and
pricing to customer service. The
challenge now is building on this
foundation to personalise at scale,
reduce waste, and move faster.

Transforming
Products and

Capabilities in
Tandem

For SMEs, innovation is not
confined to product development;
it must extend to internal systems,
skills, and processes. Businesses
are seeking to evolve both what
they offer and how they operate,
using innovation to improve
efficiency, scale operations, and
modernise working methods.

Missed
Opportunities Due
to Lack of Internal
Tools

Innovation isn't only about new ideas
as much as it's about accessing new
markets, maintaining product
differentiation, and ensuring
operations are ready to scale. For
many SMEs, the challenge is aligning
these strategic ambitions with the
tools and time needed to realise
them.
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Driving Purpose-
Led Innovation at
Scale

For some SMEs, innovation is more
than efficiency or profit—it's about
achieving meaningful, long-term
impact. The challenge lies in
scaling transformative ideas that
shift what's possible for
communities and society, while
balancing commercial viability.

"With the current evolution of technology,
especially Al and ML, it is very challenging to
have a 5-year vision ... we need to move at
a higher speed than ever before.” — Nicola
Cogotti, Alpha Cogs

WHAT WAS THE IMPACT OF THE AIA
INNOVATION DAY ON PARTICIPATING SMES?

Businesses were asked to assess their digital readiness
and readiness to innovate before and after attending the
AIA Innovation Day. Initially, participants scored 78% for
digital readiness, reflecting a solid preparedness for
adopting new technologies, and 80% for innovation
culture, indicating readiness to adopt new ideas. We will
survey these scores again after three months to determine
the programme’s impact on the participating businesses.

We will survey these scores again after three months to
determine the programme’s impact on the participating

businesses.

OF PARTICIPATING
SMES WOULD

“We already use Al and automation to
streamline operations ... we'll build on
this foundation to scale faster, reduce
waste, and deliver even better, more
personalised experiences.” — Nadine Al-
Seeraullee, Houseof.com
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RECOMMEND THE
PROGRAMME

“We see innovation transforming both our
product offering, as well as our in-house
capabilities, in working methods, efficiencies,
scaling etc...”

— Jake Levell, Alpaca Global Solutions Ltd

feedback loops, co-creation, and
user-driven design into product
and service development (52%
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improvement).

"We need to use innovation to unlock new
business models that we currently do not
access ... we need innovation to transform
our operations so we can scale.” — Peter
Shearman, Purple Transform

calculated risk-taking, and long-term
innovation strategies (69%
improvement in leadership
principles).

"Through innovation our capacity to deliver and
test and learn will grow exponentially ...
allowing us to affect real and impactful change
to benefit society.” — Max Stewart, Caution

Your Blast
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In addition, SMEs saw significant knowledge and capability improvements across key areas of innovation and technology
adoption learned about during the workshops.

Enhance automation and process
efficiency by integrating technology
to streamline workflows and
improve scalability (35% increase
in automation knowledge).

Accelerate digital transformation
efforts by adopting digital tools,
automating processes, and
leveraging data for smarter
decision-making (25% increase in
knowledge in digitisation)

These uplifts highlight the impact of AlA in equipping businesses with practical insights, industry best practices, and direct access
to Amazon's innovation expertise, helping them take actionable steps towards growth and efficiency.




KEY TAKEAWAYS FOR POLICYMAKERS AND BUSINESS LEADERS

AlA presents valuable insights into the challenges and opportunities SMEs face in driving innovation, accessing funding, and driving growth. Discussions underscored the need for stronger collaboration between
policymakers, business support organisations, and large local employers like Amazon to create an environment where SMEs can thrive through digital transformation, skills development, and strategic funding support.

Innovation
Accelerator
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We've identified five key takeaways that can help inform policy and business strategy to accelerate innovation and economic development in the South East region.

Many SMEs continue to face
challenges in embedding
innovation into their everyday
practices. While enthusiasm is
high, innovation efforts are often
informal and unstructured. Time,
capacity, and cultural inertia limit
experimentation and iteration.
Structured frameworks such as
Amazon's "Working Backwards"
method provide accessible models
for SMEs to integrate innovation
into core business functions.

Rapid advancements in Al and
machine learning are reshaping
how businesses operate. SMEs are
finding it increasingly difficult to
plan long term, with the pace of
change outstripping internal
capacity to respond. Tailored
support is needed to help SMEs
invest in digital skills, adapt faster,
and evolve their business models
in a changing landscape.

Innovation depends on mindset
and leadership. Many SMEs
identified cultural resistance and a
lack of internal alignment as
barriers. Providing leadership
development, promoting the
adoption of simplified innovation
principles, and encouraging
communication across functions
can help embed innovation more
deeply within organisations.

While many SMEs have adopted Al
and automation for internal
efficiency, they also see innovation
as a driver of differentiation and
growth. Support initiatives should
recognise this dual ambition:

Some SMEs are looking beyond
efficiency gains to use innovation
for social and environmental
benefit. These firms need targeted
support to translate bold,
purpose-driven ambitions into

sustainable business models. Grant
funding, mentoring, and peer
learning networks can play a vital
role in enabling these ideas to take
root and scale.

helping businesses scale through
streamlined processes while also
supporting product and business
model reinvention.
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“Brilliant to see the Amazon Innovation
Accelerator in action yesterday. | met a
range of businesses benefiting from
support that the accelerator offers,
including training workshops at Fulfilment
Centres, networking opportunities and
peer-to-peer learning. This Government is
committed to making sure that small
businesses have the capabilities they need
to unlock growth - from digital skills to
data-drive decision making - and business-
led initiatives like this are an excellent way
to build those capabilities. Thank you to
Amazon for hosting me and
demonstrating how you are helping
businesses around the UK innovate and
grow."
Gareth Thomas MP,
Minister for Services, Small
Businesses and Exports
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“Brilliant to see Dartford small businesses
getting support and training to boost
their growth as part of the Amazon
Innovation Accelerator programme. Small
businesses really are the backbone of the
UK economy and essential to how we
work as a country. Small businesses in
Dartford sold nearly 1,000,000 units on
Amazon in 2024, a credit to the
innovation of both sides and the
determination of Dartford local
businesses to keep growing and working.
| also spoke in depth with local
businesses about the challenges they
face — and how we can go about solving
them.”

Jim Dickson MP,
Dartford

The borough's Economic Development Strategy 2025-2027 sets out its ambition to
become a prime location for business growth, with a strong focus on innovation,
opportunity, and Net Zero alignment.

SMEs in Dartford benefit from a supportive ecosystem that includes the Kent & Medway
Growth Hub, which offers funded advice, export support, and innovation programmes.
Active funding streams such as the Kent and Medway Business Fund and Dartford's Low
Carbon for Business grant provide targeted financial support for innovation and
sustainability.

The region also drives digital transformation through initiatives like Made Smarter South
East, offering match-funded grants for adopting industrial digital tech, and digital skills
development via Kent's Skills Bootcamps. Support from organisations such as Locate in
Kent and Produced in Kent further bolsters investment, sector development, and local
enterprise visibility. Within this environment, the Amazon Innovation Accelerator
complements regional efforts by helping SMEs build scalable innovation capability,
applying Amazon'’s leadership principles, tools, and technologies to real-world
growth challenges.


https://www.linkedin.com/company/amazon/

MOVING FORWARD

The programme highlighted the need for more structured support to help SMEs
embed innovation into everyday operations, transition from R&D to commercial
models, and access funding to scale. Addressing knowledge gaps, improving access
to strategic guidance, and creating stronger links between SMEs and corporate
infrastructure will be essential. By aligning efforts across policymakers, business
networks, and partners like Amazon, the region can foster a more resilient,
innovation-driven SME ecosystem.

IN SUMMARY

The Amazon Innovation Accelerator is driving real impact for UK SMEs,
demonstrating the major role large corporates can play in local economies.

The programme has highlighted strong demand for Al integration, digital
transformation, and strategic support in commercialising innovation. By sharing
best practices, digital tools, and industry insights, Amazon is empowering SMEs to
enhance productivity, competitiveness, and long-term resilience.

A detailed impact report, including case studies, will be released in October 2025

Through innovation our .
capacity to deliver and "
test and learn will grow \
exponentially ...

--Max Stewart, Caution Your Blast
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