
 

 
 
 

Innovate UK 

Transport Technology Forum 

Tranche 2 

Local Authority and SME Working 
Relationships 

  

Final  |  1 March 2021 
 

 

This report takes into account the particular  

instructions and requirements of our client.   

It is not intended for and should not be relied  

upon by any third party and no responsibility  

is undertaken to any third party. 

 
Job number    266211-06 

  

 

Ove Arup & Partners Ltd 

Rose Wharf 

78 East Street 

Leeds 

LS9 8EE 

United Kingdom 

www.arup.com 



 

  | Final | 1 March 2021  

HTTPS://ARUP-MY.SHAREPOINT.COM/PERSONAL/ZOE_HENDERSON_ARUP_COM/DOCUMENTS/INNOVATE UK/LOCAL AUTHORITY AND SME WORKING RELATIONSHIPS FINAL.DOCX 

 
 

Document Verification 
 

 
 

   Job title Transport Technology Forum Tranche 2 Job number 

266211-06 

   Document title Local Authority and SME Working Relationships File reference 

266211/06/2/3 

  Document ref   

    Revision Date Filename Report.docx 

    Draft 1 19 Feb 

2021 

Description First draft for client review 

 Prepared by Checked by Approved by 

Name Zoe Henderson Tom Somers Arlene Goode 

Signature    

    Final 1 Mar 

2021 

Filename  
Description Final submission 

 Prepared by  Checked by Approved by 

Name Zoe Henderson Tom Somers Arlene Goode 

Signature 
   

      Filename  
Description  

 Prepared by Checked by Approved by 

Name    

Signature    

      Filename  
Description  

 Prepared by Checked by Approved by 

Name    

Signature    

  Issue Document Verification with Document  ✓  
 

 



  

Innovate UK Transport Technology Forum Tranche 2 
Local Authority and SME Working Relationships 

 

  | Final | 1 March 2021  

HTTPS://ARUP-MY.SHAREPOINT.COM/PERSONAL/ZOE_HENDERSON_ARUP_COM/DOCUMENTS/INNOVATE UK/LOCAL AUTHORITY AND SME WORKING RELATIONSHIPS 

FINAL.DOCX 

 

 

Contents 
 
 Page 

1 Introduction 0 

2 What are the benefits of SME and local authority collaboration? 1 

3 What is working well? 2 

4 Areas which could be strengthened 3 

4.1 Relationships 4 

4.2 Culture and capacity 6 

4.3 Procurement 8 

4.4 Data 12 

4.5 Articulating and understanding value 15 

5 Impact of COVID-19 16 

6 Overall recommendations 17 

Annex A: Research methods 18 

Annex B: Reference reading, resources and case studies 0 

 
Figure 1: Stakeholders engaged in this research ...................................................... 1 

Figure 2: What are the main reasons, other than lack of funding, that SMEs are 
not progressing further than discussions with local authorities? ............................. 4 

Figure 3: Size of SMEs engaged - number of employees ...................................... 18 

Figure 4: The age of the SMEs engaged - years .................................................... 18 

Figure 5: SME primary funding routes .................................................................. 19 

Figure 6: Map of local authorities SME have engaged with ................................. 20 

 



  

Innovate UK Transport Technology Forum Tranche 2 
Local Authority and SME Working Relationships 

 

  | Final | 1 March 2021  

HTTPS://ARUP-MY.SHAREPOINT.COM/PERSONAL/ZOE_HENDERSON_ARUP_COM/DOCUMENTS/INNOVATE UK/LOCAL AUTHORITY AND SME WORKING RELATIONSHIPS 

FINAL.DOCX 

Page 0 

 

1 Introduction 

Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) have the potential to revolutionise 

local authority services by introducing new ways of working, new technologies 

and solutions, and a flexible approach to services and solutions. During a 

challenging time for local services, and an ongoing pressure to achieve better for 

less, now is an opportune time for this potential to become a reality. The objective 

of this study is to gain a deeper understanding of how local authorities and SMEs 

are currently working together; what are the benefits of these collaborative 

relationships; what are some of the challenges and barriers to engagement; and to 

provide guidance on what can be done to improve the representation of SMEs in 

local authority supply chains. 

Over the past few years there has been an explosion in UK GovTech, an emerging 

business sector aimed at making the public sector more innovative, dynamic, and 

people-orientated. Tech Nation found that in 2018 “Tech for Social Good” 

companies were worth £2.3 billion, with a total turnover of £732 million – 

generating more than the UK’s manufacture of consumer electronics (£634 

million).1 

As the public sector, at all levels, has become increasingly digital, there has been 

significant growth and investment from specialists and large Venture Capital 

firms. For example, Bethnal Green Ventures and Public, respectively led by 

Daniel Korski, ex-deputy head of the No.10 policy unit and venture investor, 

Alexander de Carvalho. 

This ongoing growth and its resultant influence on UK public service delivery is 

best exemplified by the GovTech Catalyst, funded using Innovate UK’s Small 

Business Research Initiative (SBRI). Started by UK Government in 2018, and 

now in its third iteration, the Catalyst programme’s £20 million fund pays 

suppliers to solve public sector problems through innovative digital technology. 

The GovTech Catalyst has already seen tangible value, even in its early stages. 

For example, Leeds City Council and smart home specialist HomeLINK have 

partnered on a large-scale trial of IoT devices for safety, maintenance and 

wellbeing in social housing. 

However, there are also real challenges for SMEs who want to make an impact on 

the frontlines of Government delivery, local authorities. During the course of this 

study, over 100 organisations, including SMEs, local authorities, and ecosystem 

stakeholders across the country were surveyed to understand how local authorities 

and SMEs work together on service delivery and what opportunities exist for 

enhancement. Literature review was also carried out on existing approaches and 

programmes and interviews carried out with a wide range of stakeholders, as 

shown in Figure 1, in order to gain a deeper and more nuanced insight into their 

challenges, opportunities and experiences. 

 
1 https://technation.io/insights/tech-for-social-good/  

https://bethnalgreenventures.com/
https://www.public.io/
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/govtech-catalyst-information
https://www.ukauthority.com/articles/leeds-city-council-plans-project-on-iot-for-social-housing/
https://technation.io/insights/tech-for-social-good/
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Figure 1: Stakeholders engaged in this research 

One of the most striking results to emerge from the data was that the majority 

(55%) of local authorities surveyed indicated that they do offer support to SMEs, 

while only 25% of the SMEs who responded to the survey had received any 

support from a local authority. This result suggests that there may be differing 

opinions between SMEs and local authorities – potentially between the type of 

support that available, and the type of support that SMEs need. Another 

explanation may be a general lack of awareness of the opportunities that are 

available to SMEs for support. Either way, 76% of the local authorities and 81% 

of the SMEs we surveyed agreed that more support is needed for each party to 

respectively collaborate on service delivery. 

The document sets out the findings of the research work and guidance for local 

authorities and SMEs to create enhanced working relationships and to potentially 

provide a platform for better service delivery. 

2 What are the benefits of SME and local 

authority collaboration? 

SMEs are usually defined by the public sector as any business with fewer than 

250 employees and turnover of less than £50 million. In 2020, 6.0 million SMEs 

were recorded in the UK, accounting for over 99% of all businesses. In addition, 

the UK recorded 5.7 million micro-businesses, comprising of 0-9 employees and 

accounting for 96% of all businesses. For the purposes of this report, the term 

“SME” shall refer to both SMEs and micro-businesses.  

SMEs, particularly in their early years, are primarily driven by the need to build a 

customer base; validate their market position; and, to create opportunities for 

recurring revenue. This allows them to establish themselves and grow without the 
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need for outside investment.2 For those with a focus on more rapid growth, an 

additional primary driver is the ability to attract capital. Many high-growth 

businesses will typically be spending money faster than they earn it, for example 

on product development, hiring and sales, requiring capital infusion. In this sense, 

respondents noted that local authorities are excellent potential customers for 

SMEs, as they are reliable clients with long term ambitions. 

Collaborating with SMEs has dual benefits to local authorities; directly in terms of 

the ability to deliver services more efficiently and effectively, and a broader 

impact with respect to their local economies, particularly when contracting to 

local SMEs. 

In terms of creating dynamic local ecosystems, the Local Government Association 

(LGA) note in their 2018 National Procurement Strategy for Local Government in 

England that: 

“SMEs play a major role in creating jobs and generating income for those 

on low incomes; they help foster economic growth, social stability, are a 

source of innovation and contribute to the development of a dynamic 

private sector. With the potential localisation of business rates, it will be 

even more important for local authorities to encourage the establishment 

and growth of SMEs in their areas.”3 

Federation of Small Businesses (FSB) research shows that local authority 

spending has a greater impact on local economies when money is spent with small 

firms. For example, every £1 spent by a local authority with local SMEs generated 

an additional 63p of benefit for their local economy, compared to just 40p 

generated by large local firms.4 

It should also be noted that while many of the businesses this research has spoken 

to are clearly driven by values and social purpose, they are almost exclusively 

profit-driven. It may be worth undertaking additional research into the growing 

number of not-for-profit firms, such as Beam, engaged in front-line social service 

delivery - formally registered as either Community Interest Companies or 

Companies Limited by Guarantee. 

3 What is working well? 

It is first important to recognise the progress that SMEs and local authorities have 

made to improve service delivery over the last few years. There is a common 

perception, reflected in the tone of several reports, criticising local government in 

its pace of innovation implementation. However, this research challenges these 

assumptions, with a majority of the SMEs engaged considering local authorities to 

be driven to innovate in at least some of their key services, such as transport and 

adult social care, as well as increasingly technologically capable. 

 
2 https://www.bcg.com/publications/2017/public-sector-agency-transformation-why-startups-dont-

bid-government-contracts  
3 https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/11.137%20NPS_V04.pdf  
4 http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/WrittenEvidence.svc/EvidencePdf/1832  

https://beam.org/
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2017/public-sector-agency-transformation-why-startups-dont-bid-government-contracts
https://www.bcg.com/publications/2017/public-sector-agency-transformation-why-startups-dont-bid-government-contracts
https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/11.137%20NPS_V04.pdf
http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/WrittenEvidence.svc/EvidencePdf/1832
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When asked about the benefits of working with local authorities, the majority of 

SMEs were of the view that they are extremely good clients, describing them as 

organisations which are led by solving a worthy set of problems, and are focussed 

on delivering social value. 

The speed of decision-making was a recurring theme in the conversations with 

SMEs, which will be discussed further in this guidance. However, it was raised 

that local authorities are often slow for good reasons, with SMEs recognising that 

they clearly have a more challenging set of variables to consider than a private 

sector client including wide groups of customers with complex needs, regulatory 

pressures and a difficult financial environment. Additionally, it was noted that this 

more considered approach to decisions is often what makes local authorities much 

more reliable clients, who are less likely to retract their previously agreed 

obligations. 

While several SMEs discussed some of the challenges associated with breaking 

into the market, they all recognised the value of engaging and working with local 

authorities. In particular, SMEs noted that they are well networked and this 

presents significant opportunities for their businesses to scale. This was echoed by 

the SMEs that had successfully established contracts with local authorities, noting 

the importance of word-of-mouth recommendations as well as being able to 

identify and access the right people and key champions within the organisation. It 

was also suggested that local authorities are well placed to deal with multi-

stakeholder issues, which in the case of more transformational innovation, may 

provide additional value to an SME beyond the contract itself, such as access to 

data or convening power. 

Numerous participants also highlighted the increasingly strong innovation cultures 

within several local authorities – often led by the proliferation of innovation teams 

and leaders with a passion for leading change in the way things are done. It is 

clear that more authorities are becoming mature innovators, as evidenced from the 

legacy of earlier efforts, such as the UK Autodrive project in which Coventry and 

Milton Keynes councils supported the early testing of self-driving cars; or through 

long running initiatives such as the London Borough of Camden’s ongoing 

commitment to Open Data. Both SME and local authority respondents noted the 

importance of funding bodies such as Innovate UK in providing the opportunities 

for these types of projects to take place. 

4 Areas which could be strengthened 

While there is much enthusiasm across both local authorities and SMEs for joint 

working and new methods of delivery; there is also a general consensus that there 

are still improvements to be made if these collaborations are occur as easily and as 

often as each party would wish. 

Several broad themes emerged from the engagement with stakeholders including:  

• Difficulties establishing and developing relationships;  

• Challenges with incentives and innovation cultures within local authorities;  

http://www.ukautodrive.com/
https://opendata.camden.gov.uk/
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• Onerous procurement processes; 

• Barriers around data and IT systems;  

• Misunderstandings around how to express value. 

4.1 Relationships 

Respondents across both local authorities and SMEs agreed that relationship 

building is an extremely important facet of working in the sector.  

This is particularly true for SMEs who are both new market entrants and have 

innovative solutions. For these SMEs, the ability to establish and maintain 

relationships with senior leaders within local authorities is considered vital to their 

development, as it creates opportunities for pilot studies, enabling SMEs to create 

case studies and collect important feedback for product improvement. 

For more mature businesses, word-of-mouth recommendations from senior 

champions within local authorities were considered the best form of marketing in 

the sector. Several start-ups mentioned that these kinds of relationships were key 

to them securing partners for grants, such as SBRI funding competitions. 

While SMEs who have been successful in nurturing these relationships speak 

highly of their partner organisations, many consider these relationships to be 

incredibly difficult and costly to both initiate and develop. This was reflected in 

the survey responses, as seen in Figure 2, whereby “a lack of access to the right 

people” was ranked as the second most common reason, after funding issues, for 

initial conversations with local authorities to not progress. 

 

Figure 2: What are the main reasons, other than lack of funding, that SMEs are not 

progressing further than discussions with local authorities? 

 

Conservatism Lack of communication/understand of benefits

Uniqueness Lack of access to the right people

Onerous procurement processes Covid-19

Lack of interest
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In particular, it was mentioned by several parties that senior leaders in local 

authorities are busy and time constrained and are generally available for the kinds 

of introductory conversations required at a very select number of sector events. 

While these can pay dividends, the ticket prices are often several hundred, or even 

thousands of pounds, with exhibition stands regularly running to the tens of 

thousands. For an SME this is often prohibitive, and they regularly find that these 

conferences are sponsored by a large incumbent business, who will have direct 

access to decision-makers. Indeed, several respondents considered the heavily 

relationship-based nature of the sector as being detrimental to SMEs and new 

market entrants. 

4.1.1 Recommendations 

At the heart of this challenge is the concern held by SMEs that they do not get the 

opportunity to showcase their solutions to local authorities. There are a number of 

ways in which this could be reasonably addressed: 

- Local ecosystem engagement; 

- Horizon scanning, or innovation ecosystem engagement; 

- Spread decision-making power and have champions for SMEs within the 

Authority. 

Local events for SMEs to meet senior stakeholders can enable the development 

not only of valuable relationships, but also create opportunities for creative 

thinking around local challenges. Many local authorities already offer great 

resources to SMEs in their area – this could very straightforwardly be augmented 

with anything from straightforward discussions around service delivery 

challenges, up to Civic Hackathon-type events.  

Civic Hackathons are events which gather diverse groups of people, including 

entrepreneurs, developers, local government colleagues and service users, in order 

to consider, discuss and sometimes prototype solutions to societal challenges. 

Organisations such as the Connected Places Catapult are experienced in running 

them. 

This type of engagement will both help to develop a greater level of 

understanding between stakeholders in the local businesses and Government 

communities, it will also help local SMEs to integrate with a local authority’s 

existing supplier ecosystem. This type of engagement is encouraged by the 

National Procurement Strategy for Local Government in England, which states 

that in an Innovative Local Authority “there is strong understanding of the SME 

sector and the social and financial value they bring to the local area.”.5 

It is important that this engagement activity is led by service delivery teams and 

budget holders who can discuss real user needs with local SMEs, however there is 

the need for buy-in from senior leadership. 

 
5 https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/11.137%20NPS_V04.pdf  

https://cp.catapult.org.uk/
https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/11.137%20NPS_V04.pdf
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Horizon scanning activity is an approach to market engagement which is 

focussed primarily on building an awareness of impending trends, technologies 

and suppliers which are likely to become relevant to your organisation. This is an 

ongoing process which enables better strategic decision-making around 

procurement decisions and collaborations. 

There are a number of key places where innovation ecosystems can be directly 

engaged with for the purposes of horizon scanning: 

- Innovation programmes – accelerator/incubator programmes, such as those 

run by the Catapult Centres, bring together SMEs around challenges set by 

sponsors. Most will have Pitch Days and Demo Days, events where 

participant SMEs pitch to sponsors and investors. 

- Industry events – particularly those focussed on technology and 

innovation, such as the GovTech Summit and Transport Data Initiative 

events. 

- Ecosystem partners – there are a number of organisations whose role it is 

to develop relationships between innovators and larger organisations, 

including local authorities, such as the Disruptive Innovators Network.  

It is recommended that this work to be led by Innovation or IT teams in order to 

ensure that they have sight of emerging businesses in strategic areas for the 

particular authority. 

Additionally, something which local authorities could do is to improve the 

number and breadth of staff who are able and empowered to build relationships 

with SMEs. Improving skillsets such as tech literacy, systems-thinking, and the 

ability to lead change will enable a broader group of colleagues to act as effective 

champions for SME collaboration across local authorities. This is particularly true 

of early-career colleagues who are more likely to move around the organisation – 

allowing for the opportunity for new relationships and ways of thinking to be 

spread across many parts of the organisation. Nesta’s Skills, attitudes and 

behaviours that fuel public innovation provides a framework of what those 

skillsets might look like. 

The SMEs engaged universally recommended that any SME looking to break into 

the sector build relationships with key people in local authorities. This 

approach allows for an SME to gain an understanding of the needs of the local 

authority and allows them to do things such as bring a supporting authority in as a 

partner on SBRI applications which require private/public collaboration. 

4.2 Culture and capacity 

In general, there was a sense amongst interviewees that innovation cultures within 

local authorities are improving, often led by Innovation Managers and Directors. 

However, there is still the perception, both from SMEs and local authority 

representatives, that innovation often tends to exist within pockets, driven by a 

few key individuals. 

https://catapult.org.uk/
https://www.govtechsummit.eu/
https://disruptiveinnovatorsnetwork.co.uk/
https://media.nesta.org.uk/documents/Nesta_CompetencyFramework_Guide_July2019.pdf
https://media.nesta.org.uk/documents/Nesta_CompetencyFramework_Guide_July2019.pdf
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A common view amongst interviewees was that local authorities can often appear 

siloed, comprising of numerous sub-departments which each execute relatively 

disjointed activities. As such, it was suggested that innovation functions, where 

they exist, can often seem removed from operational activities and decision-

making. This is not a new phenomenon, nor is it limited to local government or 

public sector. The Harvard Business Review wrote in 2010 of a disconnect 

between innovation teams and the “performance engine”, or operational teams in 

corporate businesses, causing tension, a loss of efficiency and ironically, stifling 

innovation.6 In this case, some SMEs have noted that they have struggled to gain 

traction with operational teams even after successful pilots led by innovation 

teams, who generally do not hold substantial budgets themselves. A lack of 

funding was the most cited reason why SMEs failed to progress beyond their 

initial engagement with local authorities (cited in 44% of cases), and for pilot 

studies to not progress to a commercial agreement (cited in 38% of cases). 

Respondents felt that there is a lack of incentive to innovate within local 

authorities, instead tacitly encouraging an environment in which individuals are 

likely to stick with tried-and-tested suppliers and larger providers. This view was 

echoed by a number of interviewees who perceived a desire within local 

authorities to buy “off the shelf” solutions, and a “buy boilerplate” culture, 

implying a lack of ownership of the decision-making process. This culture directly 

disadvantages SMEs who are often the challengers to incumbent suppliers and are 

particularly interested in competing to bring innovative solutions to market. 

However, it would be unfair to infer that cultural challenges are only experienced 

by local authorities and not SMEs. Several of the more experienced SME leaders 

we spoke to over the course of our interviews stressed the need to understand and 

appreciate the culture of local authorities and how they differ from other clients, 

suggesting that they are far more driven by values, regulatory challenges and 

protecting vulnerable people, as opposed to bottom line growth. Additionally, 

some local authority respondents, including some well-known innovators, pointed 

out that they regularly speak to SMEs, particularly high-growth tech businesses, 

who appear to have an apparent lack of understanding of local authorities and 

their expertise in service delivery. At times, these responses seemed dismissive of 

organisations with multi-million-pound budgets and recognised leadership in 

digital delivery. 

4.2.1 Recommendations 

In cases where innovation and SME collaborations are more widespread within 

local authorities, interviewees believed that this was often developed from the 

senior level and across departments by influential leaders. Local authority 

interviewees in particular drew attention to the need for senior people within their 

organisations to set a tone and a culture which encourages new ways of thinking 

and active risk management. This is reflected in research by McKinsey which 

finds that leadership is the best predictor of innovation performance.7 

 
6 https://hbr.org/2010/07/stop-the-innovation-wars  
7 https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/strategy-and-corporate-finance/our-

insights/leadership-and-innovation  

https://hbr.org/2010/07/stop-the-innovation-wars
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/strategy-and-corporate-finance/our-insights/leadership-and-innovation
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/strategy-and-corporate-finance/our-insights/leadership-and-innovation
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Recommendations from successful collaborations are to have senior leaders 

within local authorities who are actively involved in innovation and have the 

budget to make it happen. Additionally, the broader executive and political 

leadership should be clear about their support for innovation and SME 

collaboration and set measurable goals for both. 

Something which was raised several times was the need to better incentivise 

innovative thinking within local authorities. In Google’s Project Aristotle, in 

which they investigated how best to build a team, they found that psychological 

safety (the feeling that someone will not be punished or embarrassed for 

suggesting and idea or asking a question) was the most important element in 

helping individuals to be creative in the workplace. Google have created a toolkit 

which can help organisations to build and reinforce psychological safety in their 

teams. 

Additionally, Nesta has published an extremely useful Competency Framework 

for those looking to further build innovation into their public sector organisation. 

A recommendation from several parties was the need to better integrate 

innovation teams into operations and use them to push for improvements which 

are genuinely needed by service delivery teams. Several SMEs pointed to the 

growing number of specialist innovation functions as being extremely useful to 

them starting to work with local authorities and launching pilots, however that 

they could struggle with getting buy-in from operational teams in implementing 

solutions after pilots. Better integration should include a reasonable assessment of 

how innovation teams can help operational teams, rather than putting more work 

on them, and to ensure that any SME pilots or trials are carried out with oversight 

from both parties. The Harvard Business Review provides an excellent guide on 

how to achieve this. 

There were a number of strong recommendations for SMEs looking to 

collaborate with local authorities in terms of their own culture. SMEs with 

experience of the sector suggest developing a genuine understanding and 

appreciation for local authority working cultures. As mentioned above, a number 

of local authorities feel that some SMEs don’t fully respect the capabilities and 

approach that they take to provide vital services to their populace. It is 

recommended that any SME wishing to work in local authority service delivery 

get some experience of how that service is presently delivered and gain an 

understanding of why this is the case. This may require SMEs to have people in 

their teams who have past experience of working in the sector, something which 

we found from many successful entrepreneurs who work with local authorities. In 

one case, an SME has separate business development teams for their local 

authority and private sector clients, which they reported as being successful. 

4.3 Procurement 

A recurring theme in the interviews was a sense that procurement processes are 

difficult for SMEs to engage with, and that challenging requirements acted as a 

barrier to working with local authorities. Several respondents noted that they 

avoid responding to local authority tenders due to the time required during the 

process – pointing out that the requirements, even for smaller and lower-risk 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/2666999?origin=JSTOR-pdf&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2666999?origin=JSTOR-pdf&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://rework.withgoogle.com/print/guides/5721312655835136/
https://media.nesta.org.uk/documents/Nesta_CompetencyFramework_Guide_July2019.pdf
https://hbr.org/2010/07/stop-the-innovation-wars
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projects, can be disproportionately detailed. This mood appears reflective of a 

wider feeling – only 5% of Confederation of British Industry members feel that 

procurement incentivises innovation8. 

For some, this was compounded by the costs associated with bidding. It was 

suggested that overheads are often harder for SMEs to absorb and small bids can 

quickly become uneconomical due to the disproportion amount of time needed to 

navigate seemingly excessive bureaucracy. It was raised that local authorities do 

eventually bear the cost of over-engineered processes, as these additional costs are 

inevitably recouped as part of the fees charged by winning bidders. Numerous 

SMEs consider the process to be an inherent advantage to larger businesses, 

which can more easily absorb overheads and who often employ bid specialists. At 

least one SME engaged regularly uses tender response consultants to manage the 

process. 

This feeling is shared by several local authority respondents, who find their 

procurement teams to be extremely conservative in their interpretation of 

guidance. It was noted that procurement professionals may feel that they are 

incentivised to err on the side of caution both by their organisations and by 

regulations and official guidance. A number of those interviewed however do not 

believe that local authority procurement processes are designed to make SME 

collaboration easier – this feeling is reflected in several other sources, notably a 

House of Commons Communities and Local Government Committee finding 

which considered that local authorities were “applying EU regulations over-

zealously” in a way which allowed them to “retain overly bureaucratic 

approaches”.9  

A particular symptom of this approach has been raised by several SMEs and a 

number of local authority innovation professionals – they are able to successfully 

prove value on a trial or pilot and are then forced to route back to a procurement 

process which the SMEs believe actively disadvantages them. At best, our 

respondents find that this tends to mean that the positive momentum from the 

successful trial is lost, at worst it renders the trial period valueless despite a large 

amount of effort and goodwill from both sides. 

SMEs also noted that the processes and requirements vary substantially between 

different local authorities – meaning that it is challenging to scale a solution even 

once it has been proven to work with one or more other authority. One Housing 

Strategy Manager mentioned that new solutions successfully implemented in 

other public sector organisations would be regularly blocked by their processes. 

Something discussed by some sector stakeholders as a route to market for SMEs 

is as a part of a consortium alongside one or more larger partners. Several SMEs 

engaged were put off by this approach – both because it subjects them to two 

levels of potentially time-consuming due diligence, and because of concerns or 

experience of being “cut out” of the work by larger lead partners once it is won. 

 
8 https://medium.com/challenging-procurement/innovation-block-the-problem-with-procurement-

3a5f4a805997  
9 https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmcomloc/712/712.pdf  

https://medium.com/challenging-procurement/innovation-block-the-problem-with-procurement-3a5f4a805997
https://medium.com/challenging-procurement/innovation-block-the-problem-with-procurement-3a5f4a805997
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmcomloc/712/712.pdf
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Communication and openness of tender opportunities was also raised as an issue. 

A common perception among SME interviewees was that not all opportunities are 

made visible or accessible to them, as they are either awarded as part of 

established frameworks or posted in retrospect. This is backed by research from 

the Institute for Government which found that in 2018, only 39% of tenders were 

published on Contracts Finder. Whereas 76% of central government tenders were 

advertised on the portal, the figures for local government were 30%, although it 

notes that the CCS has been working to address this10. Regardless, interviewees 

expressed that even when they are aware of and able to bid for opportunities, it 

often feels like local authorities already have a clear idea of who they want to 

engage. This is also reflected in research -  Spend Network, an organisation which 

specialises in analysing procurement data, have discovered that around 23% of UK 

tenders only receive one bid.11 

4.3.1 Recommendations 

One of the clearest recommendations to come out of this research is for local 

authorities to implement a clear set of innovation and collaboration-focused 

guidelines for procurement, which are well understood across the organisation. 

It is important not to scapegoat procurement teams as part of this work – as 

reflected in the Culture section of this report, this challenge is a cultural one 

requiring strong leadership from senior and political leaders within local 

authorities in order to change behaviours and incentives. 

While some local authorities have indicated that they are constrained by 

government guidance and legislation, this landscape has been changing over the 

last few years, with a focus on giving authorities more choice in how they take 

forward procurements. The local authority sector is already making strong moves 

in the right direction to take advantage of this, with a number of pieces of work 

done on the subject in the last couple of years. The most notable of these include: 

• The Local Government Association’s National Procurement Strategy for 

Local Government 

• The London Office of Transformation and Innovation (LOTI) and Public’s 

Innovation in Procurement Toolkit 

• The GovTech Catalyst, a £20 million fund to pay suppliers to solve public 

sector problems using innovative digital technology. The public sector 

proposes complex problems (or ‘challenges’) that up to 5 suppliers are 

funded to work on for 3 months. If results are promising, up to 2 of those 

suppliers will continue to work on it for a year. 

All of these developments are welcome and are recommended for those local 

authorities wishing to further improve their capabilities when looking to procure 

with SMEs. 

 
10https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/IfG_procurement_WE

B_4.pdf#page=23 
11 https://medium.com/challenging-procurement/innovation-block-the-problem-with-procurement-

3a5f4a805997  

https://www.spendnetwork.com/
https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/efficiency-and-income-generation/procurement
https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/efficiency-and-income-generation/procurement
https://www.notion.so/84ea8097ae604bbb9cab8e29e84762d8?v=82e6cbfaa3a94c1c9d554d9628c9a2a2
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/govtech-catalyst-information
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/IfG_procurement_WEB_4.pdf#page=23
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/IfG_procurement_WEB_4.pdf#page=23
https://medium.com/challenging-procurement/innovation-block-the-problem-with-procurement-3a5f4a805997
https://medium.com/challenging-procurement/innovation-block-the-problem-with-procurement-3a5f4a805997
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It is recommended that local authorities look to create as much alignment as 

possible between their procurement processes. This will not only allow for the 

sharing of best practice, it will also enable SMEs who have proven value with one 

authority to more quickly scale across more – creating a more dynamic market 

which will be good for local authorities and residents by providing better service 

and prices. The National Audit Office has found a more collaborative approach to 

public sector procurement to offer better value for money, as well as reducing 

complexity for all stakeholders.12 

Another factor which has come across from several respondents is the usage of 

Dynamic Purchasing Systems (DPS). A DPS is unlike a traditional procurement 

framework, it is an electronic system which suppliers can join at any time. An 

'open market' solution, a DPS is designed to give buyers access to a pool of pre-

qualified suppliers. This approach is proven to speed up and simplify the 

procurement process and improve accessibility to SMEs.13 This concept is not 

new, however has had mixed uptake – it is suggested that local authorities who 

have not yet implemented this approach look to do so. Central Government is 

particularly supporting of using this approach to bring disruptive SMEs into the 

supply chain, as evidenced by the Spark Technology Innovation Marketplace, a 

DPS launched by the Crown Commercial Service focussed on innovative 

technologies. 

An example of how a DPS can help with the provision of public services is the 

collaboration between Plentific (themselves an SME) and a number of Housing 

Associations, including Peabody, Notting Hill Genesis and L&Q. This repair and 

maintenance platform provides landlords with smart capacity management 

through a flexible and competitive SME labour force. The innovative solution 

constantly adapts trade mix and coverage to meet portfolio demands, 

geographically and through the seasons – providing huge flexibility compared to 

large traditional management contracts. 

A recommendation which both local authorities and SMEs can adopt is early 

market engagement, or ‘pre-tender market engagement’ (PTME). This type of 

pre-procurement engagement has been under-utilised due to concerns about 

contravening regulations, however it is in fact recommended in official guidance 

as “best practice which helps to maximise value for money”.14 Talking to 

suppliers before progressing with a procurement exercise is noted in government 

guidance as having the following benefits:15 

• understand your requirements better; 

• write clearer requirements to publish to suppliers; 

• understand how much the work could cost; 

• understand how long the work could take; 

• write a better business case for spending controls or internal approval. 

 
12 https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-

content/uploads/2010/05/A_review_of_collaborative_procurement_across_the_public_sector.pdf  
13https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/4%2030%20DPS%20Guidance_04_Web.

pdf  
14https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file

/62097/PPN-Procurement-Supporting-Growth.pdf  
15 https://www.gov.uk/guidance/talking-to-suppliers-before-you-buy-digital-marketplace-services  

https://www.crowncommercial.gov.uk/agreements/RM6094
https://www.plentific.com/en-gb/resources/insights/property/lq-pilot-innovative-new-approach-to-responsive-repairs-and-maintenance
https://www.plentific.com/en-gb/
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/A_review_of_collaborative_procurement_across_the_public_sector.pdf
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/A_review_of_collaborative_procurement_across_the_public_sector.pdf
https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/4%2030%20DPS%20Guidance_04_Web.pdf
https://www.local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/4%2030%20DPS%20Guidance_04_Web.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/62097/PPN-Procurement-Supporting-Growth.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/62097/PPN-Procurement-Supporting-Growth.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/talking-to-suppliers-before-you-buy-digital-marketplace-services
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Additionally, this approach is likely to enable SMEs to bid with substantially 

more confidence, knowing that their solution is likely to be of interest. The 

exercise should be broadly advertised to local SMEs in order to ensure that they 

are aware of it – as the vast majority of SMEs either engaged, as well as those 

surveyed by LOTI were either not invited or not aware of engagement events.16 

4.4 Data 

Over recent years there has been an increasing spotlight on the use of data 

analysis within local government for all facets of service delivery – including the 

LGA’s work on predictive analytics17, Nesta’s Datavores of Local Government 

paper18, and Data Science for Local Government from the Oxford Internet 

Institute at the University of Oxford.19 Regularly highlighted examples of 

forward-thinking approaches to data include Glasgow’s Future City programme 

and Leeds’ Data Mill North, which allows SMEs to engage with city-wide data.  

This data-driven approach to government has clear potential for SME 

collaboration; substantial depth of technical skill and resource are essential 

elements when interrogating large datasets, which can be challenging for many 

local authorities. SMEs have repeatedly shown themselves to be uniquely capable 

of using new data sources to develop solutions and insights, as shown by the 

remarkable growth in Open Banking – which as seen an ecosystem of 300 fintech 

businesses develop, with a userbase of over 2.5 million people and businesses 

around the UK.20 What was originally seen as a measure aimed at consumer and 

business banking has increasingly also been used to benefit public services, as 

HMRC is seeking to collaborate with SMEs on tax compliance21, and the Open 

Banking ecosystem has quickly developed products to assist businesses and 

individuals during the COVID-19 pandemic22. 

However, while the value of data is recognised by both SMEs and local 

authorities, there have been several challenges raised around data and data 

sharing. SMEs in particular spoke about how it is still often very difficult to 

access local authority data, even after an agreement to collaborate has been 

signed. Multiple SMEs noted that data was a regular issue when collaborating 

with local authorities – interviewees spoke about the amount of time and 

resources that is often required to negotiate access to specific datasets, even when 

discussing low-risk non-personal data. 

In one case, an SME spent 18 months trying to gain access to data, despite the fact 

that they had buy-in from the client and were able to demonstrate secure methods 

of data handling and storage. On a number of occasions, IT managers were cited 

 
16 https://www.notion.so/Engage-Deeply-With-the-Supplier-Market-

7eaaf01332a44e58a9cf37fe640007db  
17 https://www.local.gov.uk/using-predictive-analytics-local-public-services  
18 https://local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/research-paper-datavores--d1a.pdf  
19 https://smartcities.oii.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/64/2019/04/Data-Science-for-Local-

Government.pdf  
20 https://www.openbanking.org.uk/about-us/latest-news/three-years-since-psd2-marked-the-start-

of-open-banking-the-uk-has-built-a-world-leading-ecosystem/  
21 https://www.contractsfinder.service.gov.uk/Notice/7f73f4d6-d221-48bc-8a35-8a4f286639df  
22 https://www.openbanking.org.uk/insights/power-of-the-network/  

https://futurecity.glasgow.gov.uk/
https://datamillnorth.org/
https://www.notion.so/Engage-Deeply-With-the-Supplier-Market-7eaaf01332a44e58a9cf37fe640007db
https://www.notion.so/Engage-Deeply-With-the-Supplier-Market-7eaaf01332a44e58a9cf37fe640007db
https://www.local.gov.uk/using-predictive-analytics-local-public-services
https://local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/research-paper-datavores--d1a.pdf
https://smartcities.oii.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/64/2019/04/Data-Science-for-Local-Government.pdf
https://smartcities.oii.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/64/2019/04/Data-Science-for-Local-Government.pdf
https://www.openbanking.org.uk/about-us/latest-news/three-years-since-psd2-marked-the-start-of-open-banking-the-uk-has-built-a-world-leading-ecosystem/
https://www.openbanking.org.uk/about-us/latest-news/three-years-since-psd2-marked-the-start-of-open-banking-the-uk-has-built-a-world-leading-ecosystem/
https://www.contractsfinder.service.gov.uk/Notice/7f73f4d6-d221-48bc-8a35-8a4f286639df
https://www.openbanking.org.uk/insights/power-of-the-network/
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as potential barriers to data sharing, having rejected projects on data security 

grounds, or a concern that data would be devalued. While data security was 

recognised as a valid and important issue, interviewees expressed a frustration that 

requirements to demonstrate data security were often strenuous, even for low-risk 

projects. 

Some interviewees suspected that this reluctance to give SMEs access to data 

stemmed from a lack of data validation processes, leading to datasets that were 

often incomplete or of low quality. In these cases, interviewees thought that those 

responsible for managing the data may feel quite guarded, even though these 

SMEs were often well placed, and willing to collaborate on resolving these issues. 

An additional challenge raised, which echoes findings elsewhere23, is that 

incumbent sector IT suppliers can often be an impediment to interoperability of 

data, as they are unable or unwilling to provide suitable APIs. Indeed, in their 

survey APIs for the Public Good, UK Authority found that the "highest scoring 

barrier was ‘Restrictive contracts with legacy suppliers’ (2.8 stars), closely 

followed by ‘Charges from legacy systems suppliers for individual APIs’ (2.7 

stars)."24 

While the majority of respondents agreed that local authorities needed to be more 

transparent with regards to data, others also expressed caution. In particular, it 

was noted that blanket requirements for public sector projects to provide open 

access to both data and models is not necessarily a sustainable business model, 

especially for SMEs who have to be careful with their Intellectual Property. 

4.4.1 Recommendations 

Practical and cultural challenges around data can be overcome by structuring 

collaboration in ways which observe privacy, confidentiality and information 

treatment standards. It should be noted that while concepts such as Big Data and 

IoT get a lot of the attention in this space, much of the data that interests SMEs is 

data which local authorities have held for years. 

Local authorities should ensure that they have a good understanding of the data 

they hold, how and why they may wish to share it, and the value it holds. 

Everyone (correctly) assumes that their data is valuable – however it does not 

produce any value until it is shared and used.  

This requires thinking around the ways in which local authorities wish to share 

their data, if at all. The ODI developed a Data Spectrum25 (further developed by 

founder Gavin Starks26), which breaks the types of data down as follows: 

- Open Data: data that anyone can use, for any purpose, for free; 

 
23 https://www.notion.so/Guide-To-Promoting-Interoperability-and-Data-Access-

e173a7d14cf64ec9bc7e1a56ae5140ce  
24 https://www.ukauthority.com/articles/apis-the-plumbing-for-digital-delivery/  
25 https://theodi.org/about-the-odi/the-data-spectrum/  
26 https://www.dgen.net/0/2019/05/06/the-data-spectrum-defining-shared-closed/ 

https://www.notion.so/Guide-To-Promoting-Interoperability-and-Data-Access-e173a7d14cf64ec9bc7e1a56ae5140ce
https://www.notion.so/Guide-To-Promoting-Interoperability-and-Data-Access-e173a7d14cf64ec9bc7e1a56ae5140ce
https://www.ukauthority.com/articles/apis-the-plumbing-for-digital-delivery/
https://theodi.org/about-the-odi/the-data-spectrum/
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- Shared Data: data that has pre-emptive licences for specific use-cases, 

and open data descriptions of both the data and the licence conditions; 

- Closed Data: data that requires a per-use, custom licence, negotiated on a 

case-by-case basis (or cannot be shared or licensed), 

These data types are then underpinned by a robust approach to data access and 

interoperability. 

Open data has become an increasingly popular concept in local government, 

particularly since the Release of Data and the Breakthrough Funds from 2013 to 

2015 were used by Government to support the wider release of data in the public 

sector. Due to the extreme transparency of the concept, it is worth local authorities 

considering what data they wish to be in the public realm – however experience 

has shown that bravery in this space is rewarded. 

Open data can allow for collaboration with SMEs, without the need for complex 

agreements, with Transport for London actively encouraging private companies to 

utilise its data sets since 2007. Research by Deloitte has shown that by making 

data readily accessible, TfL generates economic benefits and savings of up to 

£130m a year.27 TfL data is now used in over 600 apps (most famously 

Citymapper) – with 42% of Londoners using an app powered by TfL data.  

A number of local authorities were mentioned by SMEs as being ahead of the 

curve on open data – notably Manchester, Leeds and London (particularly 

Camden). The fact that these are all city authorities may be relevant with regard to 

resources or availability of data, however this would require more research. In 

order to create best value from open data local authorities should ensure that 

they are providing data which is in a standard format, is available and 

updated consistently, can be linked with other data, and is traceable to 

ensure accuracy. 

The concept of pre-emptive licencing for shared data opens up some real 

possibilities for local authorities, however it has some requirements. This model 

allows for the Authority to have a level of control over who accesses a data and 

for what, without having to draft a new agreement each time. This works where a 

Local authority identifies a dataset or source which it does not see as being 

suitable for full public usage, but which is of low risk (does not contain personal 

data) and high-potential for innovation in a particular are of service delivery – for 

example building maintenance records could be used by an SME to better develop 

better approaches to asset management. In order to make this approach work it 

requires that there is a clear and open catalogue of data, a set agreement and 

straightforward guidelines setting out who can use the data and for what. The 

AWS Data Exchange is a good example of how this has increased collaboration 

between organisations without the need for onerous management. 

Where the sharing of closed data is required, for example for personal data, it is 

suggested that joint teams of operation, IT/ data, procurement, legal and 

innovation/ transformation colleagues work with the desired partner in order to 

design an agreement which is reasonable for all concerned in the least possible 

 
27 https://content.tfl.gov.uk/deloitte-report-tfl-open-data.pdf  

https://open-data-mcr-council.hub.arcgis.com/
https://datamillnorth.org/
https://data.london.gov.uk/
https://opendata.camden.gov.uk/
https://aws.amazon.com/data-exchange/
https://content.tfl.gov.uk/deloitte-report-tfl-open-data.pdf
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time, without creating any data security issues. Our discussions with Local 

authorities indicate that most of the challenges arise when one of the key 

stakeholders in that list are unsighted during the design phase of a project and as 

such are unable to input concerns or advice. Engaging governance colleagues 

early should allow for a more open discussion around how best to meet the data 

needs of a project. While GDPR is often cited as a blocker for data sharing 

projects, digital tools such as Dapian (developed by public sector solution 

designers, Looking Local, in collaboration with 12 public sector bodies) 

increasingly allow Data Protection Impact Assessments (DPIAs) to be done 

quickly and with confidence. 

All of the above approaches to data sharing are immaterial if there are more 

fundamental issues with data access and interoperability. As mentioned above, 

this is a particular challenge where data is not owned by the local authority and 

instead sits with an incumbent supplier without either the capability or the 

inclination to provide access. Local authorities have reported instances where they 

have been quoted extortionate fees to access data they consider to be theirs. Much 

of this rests in the legacy of having a small number of providers with closed 

ecosystems of products, not designed for interoperability with outside products, 

such as those developed by SMEs. 

The Local Digital Declaration, drafted in 2018 and co-published by 45 public 

sector organisations sets out the following: 

"We will ‘fix our plumbing’ to break our dependence on inflexible and 

expensive technology that doesn’t join up effectively. This means insisting 

on modular building blocks for the IT we rely on, and open standards to 

give a common structure to the data we create."   

It is as such important for Local authorities to pay close attention to data sharing 

provisions when commissioning digital products. The Guide To Promoting 

Interoperability and Data Access, published by LOTI and Public sets out an 

extremely useful approach to better delivery on this challenge – see Annex B. 

4.5 Articulating and understanding value 

The concept of value was discussed at length by several interviewees. The main 

challenge identified is the different ways in which different types of organisations 

articulate their challenges and opportunities. The consensus was that SMEs and 

local authorities communicate in fundamentally different ways. 

 

SMEs noted that visibility of the kinds of challenges that local authorities face is 

low and that local authorities do not tend to include actionable challenge 

statements as part of tender documents, meaning that procurement is often 

orientated towards specifications and solutions opposed to value-based outcomes.  

 

1. This type of wording in tenders is often restrictive in terms of the types of 

interventions required, not allowing for innovative SMEs to suggest new 

ways of doing things in order to better address challenges; 

2. This approach tends to benefit incumbent suppliers. 

 

https://dapian.uk/
https://localdigital.gov.uk/declaration/
https://www.notion.so/Guide-To-Promoting-Interoperability-and-Data-Access-74ded21285fb457881e5a698be59b406#d4b71c0afc874ad3929a1beee10d24cb
https://www.notion.so/Guide-To-Promoting-Interoperability-and-Data-Access-74ded21285fb457881e5a698be59b406#d4b71c0afc874ad3929a1beee10d24cb
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Several local authorities engaged with have clear roadmaps for how they are 

looking to develop their services, which often stretch for a number of years, 

linked to strategy. However few authorities make this roadmap public, meaning 

that SMEs are unable to input or to prepare for challenges. 

 

Additionally, local authorities have found that SMEs who pitch to them often do 

not understand the challenges which they face. Multiple local authority 

respondents mentioned that they find that startups can get overly complex in their 

explanation of their product or service, rather than focusing on the value to a local 

authority and service users. 

4.5.1 Recommendations 

A clear recommendation is for local authorities to publish clear and open 

roadmaps for future service development and needs. This will not only make it 

easier to engage with the market earlier and with clearer purpose, it should 

also enable SMEs with innovative solutions the ability to proactively engage with 

authorities with solutions which they know to be relevant. 

Something which would help SMEs better understand the value of a given tender 

is for the local authority to have a clearly articulated statement of user needs. 

This will enable all parties to be focused on the desired outcome from the 

intervention, as opposed to the delivery mechanism. Additionally, it provides the 

prospective supplier with clarity on who the end user is and their requirements. 

This requires the local authority to undertake user research when commissioning 

products and services, however this should lead to both longer term cost savings 

from a more efficient service, and a better-quality service all round. The 

Government Service Manual provides useful guidance on how to undertake user 

research, analyse findings and express them. 

Veteran SMEs recommended newer entrants have a clear picture of how their 

solution directly addresses local authority challenges. As discussed in Section 

4.1, this may require either having experience of local authority working in the 

team, or close relationships with champions in the sector. In addition to this it is 

recommended that rather than focus only on the technical details of the product or 

service, that entrepreneurs also focus on the values of the outputs, as well as how 

it helps a local authority comply with regulations. Something raised by several 

respondents was the increased interest in social value from local authorities, 

which SMEs should be well placed to address. 

5 Impact of COVID-19 

In the midst of the current pandemic local authorities are understandably 

refocusing their efforts, providing additional support to communities and 

prioritising essential services. Respondents were asked if the impacts of COVID-

19 had hindered SME collaboration during the national lockdown.   

45% of respondents felt that Covid-19 has negatively impacted their organisation's 

capacity for SME collaboration, and this impact might continue for the 

foreseeable future. The feedback received can be categorised into three groups:   

https://www.gov.uk/service-manual/user-research
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• Networking – reduced opportunities to share ideas and network with other 

local authorities, user groups and with new sections of industry.  

• Trial feasibility – public participation within pilot projects has been halted, as 

public and authorities’ requirements have altered project scopes and possible 

outcomes are being reviewed and revisited.   

• Resources – the national lockdown has generated significant additional 

workloads upon authority departments, staff time is increasingly allocated to 

core recovery initiatives. Funding is constrained due to the pandemic as it is 

redirected, putting the deliverability of current and future projects at risk.   

Whilst the pandemic has undoubtably constrained local authorities, making 

normal core public services difficult to deliver, it should be noted that the rapid 

innovation, testing and deployment of new ideas has also been evident during the 

last 12 months across the public sector and its partners. 

6 Overall recommendations 
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Annex A: Research methods 

This research surveyed 78 SMEs and 30 local authorities, to understand how they 

have historically engaged with each other, and ways in which these relationships 

could be opened up. Of this cohort of SMEs, 60 were comprised of less than 20 

employees, as seen in Figure 3, 69 had been registered for less than 10 years, as 

seen in Figure 4, and the majority (51%) were primarily self-funded, as seen in 

Figure 5, suggesting that most responses came from relatively small and emerging 

enterprises. 

 

Figure 3: Size of SMEs engaged - number of employees 

 

 

Figure 4: The age of the SMEs engaged - years 
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Figure 5: SME primary funding routes 

The majority representation of these relatively small and emerging SMEs 

demonstrates that the insight emerging from this research is also representative of 

the challenges and enablers experienced by those who are either trying to or have 

recently broken into the local authority market. 

The sample was also representative with respect to both the local authorities that 

responded to the survey, as well as the local authorities that the surveyed SMEs 

had engaged with, as seen in Figure 6, providing a robust sample of experiences 

from across the UK. 

 

Seed Funding - early stage Venture/ Angel

Venture Funding - Series A+

Bootstrapped / Self-funded

Friends / Family funding

Other
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Figure 6: Map of local authorities SME have engaged with 

In addition to the survey, this research conducted interviews with a wide range of 

stakeholders, including SMEs and local authorities, in order to gain a deeper and 

more nuanced insight into their challenges, opportunities and experiences. 
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Annex B: Reference reading, resources, and case 

studies 

Procurement: 

The Connected Places Catapult’s Challenging Procurement series, with input from 

various public sector stakeholders. 

UK Government, Government Technology Innovation Strategy 

Institute for Government, Government procurement: The scale and nature of 

contracting in the UK 

Centre for Local Economic Strategies (CLES) 

Spend Network, an organisation which specialises in analysing procurement data. 

URBACT Procure – a European Action Planning network led by Preston City 

Council looking to harness the spending power through procurement of public 

institutions in the partner cities to bring about economic, social and environmental 

benefits. 

By working in partnership, developing new spending tools and changing 

spending behaviours public service organisations in Preston including the 

City Council, Lancashire County Council, the police service and local 

education bodies have grown the portion of their procurement pound spent 

in city and the county from 5% to 18%, and 39% to 79% respectively. 

The Social Value Portal – a tool for measuring, managing and reporting social 

value. 

CC2i - a public sector co-funding and collaboration platform enabling public 

sector bodies to co-fund solutions to their shared digital challenges. 

Public Service Transformation Academy – not-for-profit social enterprise which 

aims to drive better outcomes for people and communities by developing the 

local, civil, social and health sectors’ capabilities to collaborate, innovate and 

lead. Runs the Commissioning Academy. 

Data: 

The Guide To Promoting Interoperability and Data Access, published by LOTI 

and Public sets out the following approach to better delivery on the data sharing 

challenge: 

Strategy 

- Engage the market on data & APIs - assess the state of data & API 

maturity of suppliers in the market you are hoping to buy from. What APIs 

do suppliers offer and at what price? How open are they for other users 

and what standards are used? 

https://medium.com/challenging-procurement
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-government-technology-innovation-strategy/the-government-technology-innovation-strategy
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/IfG_procurement_WEB_4.pdf
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/sites/default/files/publications/IfG_procurement_WEB_4.pdf
https://cles.org.uk/
https://www.spendnetwork.com/
https://urbact.eu/procure
https://cles.org.uk/tag/the-preston-model/
https://cles.org.uk/tag/the-preston-model/
https://socialvalueportal.com/
https://cc2i.org.uk/
https://www.publicservicetransformation.org/
https://www.publicservicetransformation.org/commissioning-academy/
https://www.notion.so/Guide-To-Promoting-Interoperability-and-Data-Access-74ded21285fb457881e5a698be59b406#d4b71c0afc874ad3929a1beee10d24cb
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- Define your data & API needs - if suppliers don't all offer seamless and 

free access to data, through APIs or otherwise, it is necessary to 

understand which data is most important for you and others in your 

ecosystem to access. 

Design 

- Ensure clarity for API and data requirements – integrate requirements into 

the tender document. LOTI have developed a Tender Requirement for 

Data Access and APIs template which provides useful clauses for this. 

Management 

- Assess your incumbent supplier's ability to deliver on your data access & 

interoperability needs. 

- Procuring data integration services - In some cases, it may be impossible 

for a supplier to deliver the data access features you need at a price that 

works for the local authority. In those cases it may be more effective to 

commission separate API and data integration services from a third party 

provider. 

Nesta, Datavores of Local Government 

Open Data Institute (ODI), Using Open Data to deliver Public Services 

- Case Studies 

- Open Standards for Data 

Oxford Internet Institute, Data Science for Local Government 

Local Government Association, Toolkit and Data Standards 

- Case Studies 

London Office for Technology and Innovation (LOTI), Information Governance 

- Information Governance Process for Data Collaboration Projects 

- Dapian – Data Privacy Impact Assessment tool 

- Information Sharing Gateway 

- Tender Wording for Data Access and API Requirements 

Icebreaker One, Understanding Data Sharing 

Local Digital, The Local Digital Declaration 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/16fvdl7Nq1PnAmFZR8mscDb5cqwu87eImSLgS7n-wiw0/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/16fvdl7Nq1PnAmFZR8mscDb5cqwu87eImSLgS7n-wiw0/edit
https://local.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/research-paper-datavores--d1a.pdf
https://docs.google.com/document/d/10NIjyeYitZC5BVi1Ol2bjArfgoFnwM-PwRbO-vDjo6I/edit
https://theodi.org/projects-services/projects/public-service-delivery-case-studies#1527168650599-ae3e3b8c-e22a42f4-a4e1
https://standards.theodi.org/
https://smartcities.oii.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/64/2019/04/Data-Science-for-Local-Government.pdf
https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/guidance-and-resources/data-and-transparency/better-use-data/tools-and-services
https://www.local.gov.uk/our-support/guidance-and-resources/data-and-transparency/making-open-data-work-you-case-studies
https://loti.london/projects/informationgovernance/
https://docs.google.com/document/d/12kS7Dapu7J3NY_9JdSXHL5C-WaqVhBN7TpCYkwcgwXE/edit
https://dapian.uk/
https://www.informationsharinggateway.org.uk/
https://loti.london/resources/tender-wording-data-access-api/
https://icebreakerone.org/what-is-shared-data/
https://localdigital.gov.uk/declaration/

