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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. The
Productivity Institute has identified this 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 first thematic Accelerator in Leeds for women founders and SME leaders, and the impact of the programme one
month 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 Leeds
The Accelerator came to Amazon LBA5, the state-of-the-art fulfilment centre in Leeds, on 3 October 2025 for an exclusive day for women founders and SME
leaders. There were 20 SME participants from 19 businesses representing a range of industries, including education (21%), software & internet (16%),
healthcare (11%), manufacturing (11%), professional services (11%), childcare or adult social care (5%), gaming (5%), marketing & advertising (5%), media &
entertainment (5%), other (5%), and retail (5%). 
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"Being such a small business, it's cash flow capital and being able to
safely put our customers' trust in the hands of something without
much wiggle room in terms of money to spend and money to lose."

Rebecca Hopwood, Director, Youbee
Media
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Impact of the Amazon Innovation Accelerator: from day one to one month on

After the in-person day, participants reported a stronger understanding of innovation frameworks and leadership
principles. By the end of the day, there was an increase in understanding of innovation frameworks (50%), leadership
principles for innovation (23%), robotics (22%), and customer-centric innovation grew (18%). Participants also
experienced an increase in knowledge about innovation culture (11%) and automation (5%).

A survey was provided to each cohort one month on. For those who responded to this, it was found that after one
month of the Leeds Accelerator, comparing participants' knowledge from their initial onboarding to one month later,
the results show that the benefits for participating businesses 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 a business's ability to adapt, grow, and compete.

The strongest uplift was in understanding innovation frameworks, which remained 81% higher than at onboarding,
providing businesses with structured approaches to identify opportunities, shape ideas, and bring them to market
more effectively. Leadership principles for innovation showed a 30% improvement, giving women business leaders
practical methods to guide change, inspire teams, and make faster decisions. Robotics and digitisation knowledge
each retained a 21% improvement, enabling businesses to understand automation thinking and digital
transformation without requiring massive infrastructure investments. Innovation culture sustained a 15% uplift,
providing the foundation for embedding continuous improvement across organisations. Customer-centric innovation
showed an 11% improvement, helping businesses shape products and services around real customer needs and stay
relevant in competitive markets. Artificial intelligence and automation understanding remained 7% and 3% higher,
respectively, equipping businesses with tools to streamline processes and explore efficiency opportunities.

We learned that cash flow and capital constraints were primary concerns across the Leeds cohort. Female founders and SME leaders operate with less
margin for error than their male counterparts, making cash flow the lens through which all innovation is evaluated. Multiple founders cited cash flow as their
primary challenge, with the added pressure of limited "wiggle room" to test innovations or invest in untested solutions, particularly acute for bootstrapped
female entrepreneurs.

In addition, these were also cited the following as top challenges when it comes to growth:

Imposter Syndrome and Confidence Barriers: Several women expressed feelings of doubt despite impressive track records, revealing the
psychological dimension of scaling as a female entrepreneur. Despite leading million-pound turnovers and award-winning innovations, women founders
consistently question their capabilities, whilst male counterparts with less achievement display unshakeable confidence, a pattern requiring conscious
confrontation.
Gender Bias in Male-Dominated Industries: Women founders and leaders in IT, live music venues, and technical sectors specifically face persistent
credibility challenges. "Being a female in a very male-dominated industry, you've always looked at—oh, can you speak to your IT guy?" noted one
participant. This barrier affects access to suppliers, partners, and investment opportunities.
The Day-to-Day Trap: Wearing too many hats as solo founders or small teams prevents focusing on strategic innovation. Daily operations devour
innovation capacity, with founders struggling to context-switch between CEO, operations, product development, and finance roles. Without a
deliberately carved-out space, innovation remains a theoretical aspiration rather than an operational reality.
Growing Too Fast to Keep Up: AI and tech companies experiencing explosive demand struggle to scale operations, find investors quickly enough, and
build teams that can match growth trajectory. The challenge intensifies when operating with limited capital and needing to prove ROI faster than
better-funded competitors.

Other topics were discussed such as the need for protected space and time away from daily operations to focus on strategic innovation, frameworks for
translating engagement and enthusiasm into sustainable revenue streams, practical AI applications that cut through hype to deliver real operational
efficiency, and peer support networks where women founders and SME leaders can share vulnerabilities and draw strength from each other's journeys.
They seek Amazon's innovation methodology beyond the "what" to explore the "how" and "why" behind decisions, connections with potential collaborators
who understand unique pressures of female entrepreneurship, and tools for building confidence whilst confronting persistent imposter syndrome.

Discussions highlighted the urgent need for government action: fixing Access to Work fund deficiencies, reducing childcare costs, and enabling part-time
career progression. Participants also called for policies that recognise flexible working as standard and actively create opportunities for small businesses.
The message is clear: practical, accessible support that works around real-life responsibilities is essential for women's businesses to thrive.

What are their innovation challenges?



The Leeds Accelerator for Women in Business presents valuable insights into the challenges and opportunities women founders and SME leaders face in
driving innovation, accessing funding, and driving growth. The programme demonstrated both immediate and sustained impact, with participants showing
an 81% sustained increase in innovation frameworks understanding and a 30% uplift in leadership principles one month after the programme, alongside 21%
sustained improvement in both robotics and digitisation knowledge. These results address the critical challenges identified by participating women
founders and SME leaders, particularly the need to operate with constrained cash flow whilst pursuing innovation, overcome imposter syndrome and
confidence barriers despite impressive track records, navigate gender bias in male-dominated industries, and break free from day-to-day operational traps
to focus on strategic growth. 

The case study demonstrates tangible outcomes, from introducing Amazon Leadership Principles to develop organisational behaviours, to empowering
teams through one-way/two-way door decision-making frameworks that shift culture away from founder dependency. 

Discussions demonstrated the need for stronger collaboration between policymakers, business support organisations, and large local employers like
Amazon to create an environment where women-led businesses 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, particularly thematic, 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
CONTACT.

4
3

Case Study

Fiona is the CEO of Gamstop, a not-for-profit organisation that operates the UK's national online self-exclusion
scheme for gambling. She launched the service nearly eight years ago after leaving a role at a gambling
operator to fulfil a new licensing requirement. The service allows over 550,000 registered users to block
themselves from all licensed online gambling sites for free. Despite being a small team of 20, Gamstop operates
like a "big company" due to the sensitive nature of its work, the immense volume of data it processes, and the
need to maintain trust across consumers, the gambling industry, regulators, and the safer gambling sector.

Fiona found the in-person "Women in Business" AIA launch “extremely positive" and inspiring. As a female leader
who has historically experienced imposter syndrome, she valued the "safe space" to share experiences with
like-minded women in business, noting a distinct, empathetic atmosphere. The most valuable practical
takeaways were Amazon's Leadership Principles and the "one-way vs. two-way door" decision-making
framework. She was also impressed by the warehouse tour, describing the efficiency of the operation as "mind-
blowing," although she noted that large group sizes made it difficult to hear the tour guide at times.

The programme has started to influence Gamstop's internal culture and strategy. Fiona has already run a
leadership team session to introduce the Amazon Leadership Principles as a model for developing their own
behaviours, a crucial step as the organisation matures from a startup to an established business. She is also
using the "one-way, two-way door" concept to empower her team to make faster decisions, helping to shift the
culture away from a reliance on her for everything. While time constraints prevented her from applying for the
Innovation Challenge Prize or fully utilising the online hub, she intends to revisit the materials. The PRFAQ
framework has also changed her approach to internal reporting, encouraging her team to focus on outcomes
("the endpoint") rather than just tasks.

Fiona Palmer, CEO, Gamstop


