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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.

In September, Amazon invited transport organisations to an exclusive Accelerator in Bolton to gain exclusive insights into how Amazon drives efficiency,
automation, and continuous improvement, and apply these strategies to their organisations. 

This report provides an overview of the Accelerator in Bolton and the impact of the programme.

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. 

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 Bolton
The Accelerator came to Amazon MAN3, the state-of-the-art fulfilment centre in Bolton, on 30 September 2025. There were 15 participants from 13 public
sector organisations representing transportation & logistics (69%) and government (31%). This transport and infrastructure cohort brought together
senior leaders and innovation specialists from across the UK's critical national infrastructure, including major ports, national and regional rail operators,
transport authorities, government departments, and infrastructure managers. 

We learned that organisational silos and bureaucratic inertia dominate innovation concerns across the Bolton transport cohort. Large bureaucratic
organisations have deeply established delivery routes and ways of working, with moving people and practices across these silos representing a
fundamental organisational challenge recognised across the sector. Whether managing critical national infrastructure, handling a third of EU trade or
coordinating stakeholders across half of UK local authorities, transport leaders face the persistent challenge that siloed thinking prevents breakthrough
innovation.

What are their innovation challenges?
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Impact of the in-person day 

"The demand for transport faces the same challenges that any large
bureaucratic organisation faces with regards innovation, which is that
we have been doing what we do for a long time... Change people across
those is this organisational challenge which is very normal"

After the in-person day, participants reported a stronger understanding
of innovation frameworks and innovative technologies. By the end of the
day, there was an increase in understanding of innovation frameworks
(35%), customer-centric innovation (31%), robotics (30%), and leadership
principles for innovation grew (22%). Participants also experienced an
increase in knowledge about innovation culture (21%), digitisation (13%),
artificial intelligence (4%), and automation (1%).

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

Data Infrastructure Deficits: Organisations have masses of very complicated, siloed data without the underpinning infrastructure, governance, or data
quality to support AI and digital innovations effectively deployed to customers. The challenge extends to recognising that AI sits atop a required
foundational version of truth around data that most organisations lack, jumping to AI applications before establishing data integrity.
Innovation Speed vs. Bureaucratic Process: By the time public sector organisations navigate committees, funding approvals, and ministerial sign-offs,
innovations become obsolete as the private sector has already implemented similar solutions. This creates a persistent challenge where transport
organisations remain behind the curve despite having innovative ideas and intentions.
Complex Stakeholder Management: Rail operators face approximately one-third of the House of Commons as stakeholders and half of UK local
authorities, with significant pressures pulling operations in conflicting directions. This complexity makes coherent, network-wide innovation extremely
challenging as organisations must balance competing demands whilst attempting transformation.
Legacy Mindsets Around Innovation: Perception that innovation simply means buying new technology or software without fundamentally changing
processes or ways of working represents a mindset barrier preventing genuine transformation. Long-tenured industry professionals need exposure to
how innovation happens in other sectors to break free from established thinking patterns.

Organisations told us they need Amazon's innovation methodology beyond technology purchases, seeking the thinking, culture, and decision-making
processes that enable continuous improvement at scale. They seek practical AI and data strategies that cut through hype to address foundational data
quality and governance challenges before deploying advanced analytics, approaches to navigating bureaucratic constraints, including stakeholder
pressures and approval processes that slow innovation velocity, and strategies for breaking down organisational silos across geographic boundaries and
functional departments. They require methods for shifting perceptions about innovation and bringing frontline workers along on transformation journeys
whilst sustaining technological adoption.

The Bolton Accelerator for transport and infrastructure presents valuable insights into the challenges and opportunities organisations face in driving
innovation, accessing funding, and driving growth within the public sector context. 

The programme demonstrated immediate impact, with participants showing a 35% increase in understanding innovation frameworks, 31% uplift in
customer-centric innovation, and 29% improvement in robotics knowledge. These results address the critical challenges identified by participating
organisations, particularly the need to break down organisational silos and bureaucratic inertia, establish data infrastructure and governance before
deploying AI applications, accelerate innovation implementation within bureaucratic approval processes, and manage complex stakeholder networks whilst
pursuing coherent transformation. Discussions underscored the need for stronger collaboration between policymakers, business support organisations,
and large local employers like Amazon to create an environment where transport and infrastructure organisations can thrive through digital
transformation, skills development, and strategic funding support. 

These insights will help Amazon 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 organisations to improve growth and productivity. 

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

Summary
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