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Amazon Innovation Accelerator: Tackling
the SME Productivity Challenge 
Amazon is committed to supporting local economic growth, innovation, and productivity across the UK. The Amazon Innovation Accelerator (AIA) was
created to help tackle one of the UK’s most persistent economic challenges: low productivity among small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). 

SMEs make up more than 99% of UK businesses, yet many struggle to innovate due to constraints on time, capacity, and technology adoption. This has been
identified by the Productivity Institute as a central barrier to long-term growth. The Government’s June 2025 Industrial Strategy calls for stronger
innovation ecosystems, increased digital adoption, and practical support for scaling businesses - particularly at the local level – to help address this problem.

This report provides an overview of the Birmingham Accelerator and the impact of the programme for particiapants three months on.

Scaling innovation locally: Amazon’s role in strengthening the UK’s growth agenda. 
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AIA has been designed specifically to enable businesses to understand Amazon's approach to innovation and
digitalisation and how this best practice must be transferable to SMEs in order to improve their productivity.

Participants take part in immersive, on-site training at Amazon's fulfilment centres, which is followed by
$1,000 in AWS credits and access to the AIA SME Hub, a digital e-learning platform packed with resources to
help them apply what they've learned in their organisations, including an 11-module Digital Innovation Course.
The Hub offers exclusive fireside chats with industry experts, digital content from Amazon and AWS teams,
and community engagement events to encourage collaboration and peer-to-peer learning. 

Participants also have the opportunity to compete in the Innovation Challenge Prize, which rewards business
ideas with funding for proposals to innovate their businesses.

Collectively, this training makes Amazon's innovation playbook accessible and relevant to smaller
organisations. From principles like "Working Backwards" and "two-pizza teams" to the way in which Amazon
embeds AI and automation across all levels of its business, AIA equips participants with frameworks that are
proven, transferable, and grounded in real-world experience. Plus, the peer-to-peer collaboration among
SMEs from diverse sectors creates valuable opportunities for shared learning, challenge exchange, and
solution-building.

Neil Travis, Amazon UK Regional Director 

The Amazon Innovation Accelerator stands as testament to the
immense role that large companies can play in driving productivity and
growth in the economy, and it is my hope that its successes will create
the template for other corporates to follow the path we have blazed.” 

AIA’s Impact in Birmingham
The Accelerator came to Amazon EMA4, the state-of-the-art fulfilment centre in Minworth, Sutton Coldfield, on 27 June 2025. There were 24 SME
participants from 20 businesses representing a range of industries, including digital and tech (35%), construction (10%), marketing (10%), retail (10%), and
charity or third sector (5%), creative arts and design (5%), engineering and manufacturing (5%), food and beverage manufacturing (5%), green energy and
sustainability (5%), health and social care (5%), and life sciences (5%).
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Impact of the Amazon Innovation Accelerator: from day one to three months on

“Our biggest challenge is the time capacity versus the skills of our
team… leveraging innovation to improve efficiency is critical.”

Sally Wilson, Founder & CEO of Caterpillar
Crafts Ltd.

After the in-person day, participants reported stronger leadership capability and
understanding of innovative technologies. By the end of the day, there was an increase in
understanding of robotics (71%), digitisation skills (47%), leadership principles for
innovation (44%), and innovation frameworks  (40%). Participants also experienced an
increase in knowledge about artificial intelligence (29%), automation (29%), customer-
centric innovation (30%), and innovation culture (26%).

A survey was provided to each cohort three months on. For those who responded to this,
it was found that after three months of the Birmingham Accelerator, the benefits for
participating SMEs have been both significant and sustained. The follow-up analysis
demonstrated that the programme delivered lasting improvements in understanding
across key areas of innovation and technology, skills that directly influence an SME's
ability to adapt, grow, and compete.

The strongest uplift was in understanding robotics, which remained 100% higher than
before the in-person day, alongside an 83% sustained increase in digitisation skills.
Automation knowledge showed a 70% improvement, enabling businesses to streamline
processes, save time, and redeploy resources to higher-value work. Leadership principles
for innovation retained a 43% uplift, giving SME leaders practical methods to guide
change and inspire teams. Innovation frameworks remained 50% higher, providing SMEs
with structured approaches to identify opportunities, shape ideas, and bring them to
market more effectively. Customer-centric innovation, the skill of shaping products and
services around real customer needs, retained a 19% improvement, helping businesses
stay relevant in competitive markets.

We learned that resource and time constraints dominate SME concerns across the cohort. Businesses consistently struggle with balancing day-to-day
operations against investing time and resources in innovation activities, with one participant noting that "the biggest challenge is having the time and
resources to actually capture and use data effectively rather than just doing day-to-day tasks."

In addition, small businesses participating in the Accelerator also cited the following as top challenges when it comes to growth:

Scaling and Market Reach: Many SMEs identified difficulties in scaling their innovation beyond initial stages due to limited resources, market access, and
technical know-how. Rajesh Nair, Director of Raise Healthcare UK explained that "scaling innovation effectively is our biggest challenge...we need to
better understand how to innovate quickly."
AI and Automation Integration: SMEs recognise the potential of AI and automation but face uncertainty and skill gaps in effectively integrating these
technologies into their operations. Matt Guest, Founder of Composty shared, "one of the biggest challenges is dividing time between running the
business and doing the day-to-day tasks... leveraging AI could really help."
Data Accessibility and Usage: Accessing reliable, quality data remains challenging, particularly in sectors requiring precise analytics and technological
integration. This barrier prevents businesses from making data-driven decisions that could accelerate innovation.
Balancing Operations and Innovation: SMEs experience challenges aligning operational demands with strategic innovation initiatives, hindering growth
and agility. One participant described this as "the time capacity versus the skills of our team… leveraging innovation to improve efficiency is critical."

Across these challenges, SMEs are seeking practical guidance on how to embed innovation into their operations without requiring significant additional
resources. They want accessible frameworks, hands-on support with emerging technologies, and peer networks where they can learn from businesses
facing similar constraints.

What are their innovation challenges?



The Birmingham Accelerator presents valuable insights into the challenges and opportunities SMEs face in driving innovation, accessing funding, and driving
growth. The results three months on demonstrate sustained impact, with robotics knowledge remaining 100% higher and automation understanding 70%
higher than before the programme began. 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. The case study shows tangible outcomes, from embedding customer-centric frameworks into compliance projects to
revealing opportunities for the programme to better serve more established digital businesses.

All of these insights will help Amazon to develop a scalable model for the programme to run more events and widen access.

Amazon aims to significantly contribute to becoming part of the UK's innovation ecosystem to upskill and support SMEs to improve growth and productivity.

A full impact evaluation is due to be published in December 2025.

Summary

Ben Baruch | baruchbb@amazon.co.uk
Rupool Mazumder | rupom@amazon.co.uk

CONTACT.
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Case Study

Ketan Sharma is the Digital Automation Lead for A&O IT Group, an IT services and cybersecurity company.
His role is to streamline processes by replacing manual work with technology, both for internal
departments and for external clients. While innovation is already a core part of his specific role, he noted
that this culture varies across the different arms of the business.

Attending the Amazon Innovation Accelerator reinforced the value of the ‘Working Backwards’ and
‘Customer Obsession’ principles. While Ketan was already familiar with these concepts, the event provided
a deeper understanding that has since changed his mindset. He immediately applied this user-led
approach to a new compliance automation project, involving the client throughout the development
process. He believes this resulted in a more tailored solution that better fit the customer’s needs than if
they had simply repurposed an existing internal system.

The most significant impact has been on a major new product in development: an automated marketplace
for IT services designed to replace their existing, largely manual ticketing system. While the idea originated
before the programme, the AIA event and the opportunity to enter the Innovation Challenge Prize provided
the impetus to ‘Think Big’ and refine the product with a clear customer-first focus. The online SME Hub and
its drop-in sessions were particularly valuable, helping the team to strengthen their prize submission. The
programme has given Ketan a framework that he plans to embed as he expands his team.

Ketan Sharma, Digital Automation Lead, A&O IT Group


