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Innovation projects often require external 
collaboration - UKRI and its partner 
organisation KTN facilitate partnerships, 
such as with academia, that might otherwise 
fall outside a firm’s comfort zone.

Innovate UK provide funding and support for 
various stages along the innovation journey. 
A successful project could be an early-stage 
innovation through to scaling up a product 
or service.

The impact of an innovation project extends 
beyond the product. The IP will sit in the 
business for a long time, and learnings 
become embedded into a firm’s knowledge.

This had to be one of our most informative 
hangouts ever! Public and private enterprise 
came together as we partnered with UKRI (UK 
Research and Innovation) - Innovate UK, and 
KTN to explore funding for innovation projects 
and R&D in professional services firms. From 
cutting-edge tech platforms through to risky AI 
ventures, our panel of law and accountancy 
specialists revealed how Innovate UK funding 
not only jumpstarted and sustained their R&D 
and innovation projects but stimulated a culture 
of innovation far beyond the initial grant. 

STEPHEN BROWNING, 
NEXT GENERATION 

SERVICES CHALLENGE 
DIRECTOR

http://www.alternativeinsights.co.uk/
https://www.alternativeinsights.co.uk/
https://www.ukri.org/councils/innovate-uk/
https://ktn-uk.org/
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Poll results:

PROFESSIONALS  
WHO ATTENDED  
THE SESSION

        

INNOVATION AND R&D

Innovate UK & AI for services

We started with representatives 

from UKRI telling us how the 

organisation is structured, and 

how they support and fund 

innovation in professional 

services. 

 

Stephen Browning, Director of the 

Next Generation Services Challenge, 

UKRI, explained how UKRI’s main 

goal is to ensure that the UK has a 

good research development and 

innovation system. The organisation 

is comprised of research councils 

that fund research in specific areas, 

together with Innovate UK (which 

supports business-led innovation 

and R&D and provides grants and 

support for projects). The program 

that Stephen leads - Next Generation 

Services – supports the development 

and use of AI and data technologies 

into accountancy, insurance, and 

legal services. 

Astrid Ayel, AI for Services Lead at 

KTN (part of Next Generation 

Services), described how they 

connect professional services firms 

with AI and data businesses. ‘AI for 

Services’ is a 1400-member network 

of businesses, researchers, firms, 

and investors who work together to 

discuss the challenges and benefits 

of AI and data tech, as well as 

encouraging innovation transfer 

between sectors. Astrid provided 

examples of how connections are 

facilitated, such as the three-day 

Innovation Lab in 2019 that resulted 

in four funded projects totalling £8 

million. Their ‘matchmaking’ events 

were another success story, 

facilitating over 300 introductions 

between insurance, legal and 

accountancy firms, and high-

growth entrepreneurs. Firms can 

also access invaluable sector 

research, such as an in-depth study 

on the current state of AI and data 

in professional services  

(https://ktn-uk.org/news/ai-for-

s e r v i c e s - 2 0 2 0 - r e p o r t ) .  

“We included case studies of how AI 

and data have been applied in the 

sector,” said Astrid. 

19 /

KTN Brand Guide KTN LockupIdentity

KTN Lockup

KTN’s identity exists in a lockup 
format in both landscape and 
portrait orientations. These 
lockup identities should appear 
on joint venture projects and the 
accompanying collateral. 

Landscape lockup Portrait lockup

Identity

AI for Services
Showcase Report 2020

View 
now

1  Have you heard of 
Innovate UK/UKRI?

   54% 
   Yes 

 
   46% No 

2  Have you applied 
for an Innovate 
UK/UKRI grant?

   85% 
   No 

 
   15% Yes 

3  Has your firm 
undertaken 
or is currently 
undertaking 
R&D/Innovation 
projects?

   51% 
   Yes 

 
   49% No 

http://www.alternativeinsights.co.uk/
https://www.ukri.org/councils/innovate-uk/
https://ktn-uk.org/
https://ktn-uk.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/11263_London-Economics_AI-for-services-report_final_V2-1.pdf
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INNOVATION AND R&D 

Choosing the right R&D project

The success of any innovation project starts with identifying a viable use case. 

Our panellists shared the different routes that they took to selecting a use case 

- all leading to R&D projects with big impacts.

 

When Karim Derrick, Product and 

Innovation Director for Kennedys 

IQ, joined the law firm, they had 

already seen traction with a 

prototype around the notion of 

‘helping clients use lawyers less’. 

“This idea was basically built in a 

bedroom, but it gave the business a 

taste of the possible. So, they 

invested more around this idea of 

helping clients use lawyers less,” he 

said. The concept might be 

counterintuitive but, as Karim 

pointed out, their clients don’t want 

insurance lawyers - they want 

settled claims. Over a hundred 

ideas ended up being submitted to 

the ‘ideas lab’ that the firm set up to 

explore new products that 

embodied that principle. The two 

that were ultimately taken forward 

to explore innovation funding were 

AI-focused (carrying more risk) and 

needed external collaboration - the 

sort of barriers that Innovate UK is 

designed to help overcome. 

“Innovate UK facilitate partnerships 

that are outside of the comfort 

zone of a law firm - into academia 

and other businesses”, he said. 

 

 

For capitalise.com (a platform 

where accountants can support 

SME clients in raising, recovering, 

and protecting capital), the use 

case for what would become their 

‘Monitor’ product arose from 

accountants starting to look at how 

to provide advisory services outside 

of the usual corporate finance 

teams. “Those services were too 

expensive for many SMEs in their 

portfolios. So, we looked at how we 

could automate and use data and 

analytics to provide these services 

through a platform,” said Ollie 

Maitland, Co-founder, and Chief 

Product Officer at the start-up. “We 

started looking at cloud and open 

banking data to see how we could 

rank, analyse, and triage SME 

portfolios to identify products for 

which they might be eligible.” The 

project was of a speculative nature 

– and the funding provided by 

Innovate UK provided a safety net. 

“We had a gut feeling that we could 

do this, but not how. We had the 

opportunity to try things and know 

that it wouldn’t get pulled too 

quickly. Having a grant gave us a 

framework within which to run this 

innovation,” he said. 

 

For Moorcrofts, their experience 

with clients, and with their own 

jobs, led them to the idea that 

things could be done better - 

specifically the contracting process, 

according to Chris McCormick, a 

Tech & IP Law Paralegal with the 

firm. “We identified process issues 

and things that make legal services 

more inconvenient than they need 

to be, and more expensive. We 

wanted to see if we could innovate 

something so lawyers would be 

able to do more lawyering, allowing 

us to offer a better service and 

better value for money,” he said. 

And even though Moorcrofts is 

tech-heavy and tech-savvy in terms 

of their clients, their work, and their 

people, that inherent law firm 

conservatism still kicked in: “There 

was resistance. But we need to 

innovate to stay relevant; and it can 

open up business streams you 

wouldn’t otherwise have had.”

  

        

http://www.alternativeinsights.co.uk/
https://www.ukri.org/councils/innovate-uk/
https://ktn-uk.org/
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INNOVATION AND R&D 

Successfully running R&D projects

We then asked our panellists about their experiences of actually undertaking  

a funded R&D project, and any advice they could offer on getting it right.

            THIS ISN’T FREE 
MONEY; THERE’S A LOT 
OF ADMIN SO BE ON TOP 
OF THAT ASPECT. 
KARIM DERRICK,  

PRODUCT & INNOVATION, 

DIRECTOR KENNEDYS IQ

        
Ollie advised firms to ‘go big’ – 

since a bigger grant would have a 

bigger impact. “The Innovate UK 

projects have been expertly 

managed, but a project like this is 

time-consuming from an overhead 

perspective. The bigger the project, 

the smaller the proportion of the 

administration of that in the 

project,” he said. He also stressed 

the need for the project to be 

consistent with the strategy of a 

firm’s core service lines: “Otherwise 

you’ll struggle to live beyond the 

grant and the project.”

Karim emphasised the importance 

of getting buy-in from the top. 

“Kennedys has over 2000 staff, but 

200 partners scattered across the 

world. I have to treat them as 

investors; I spend time keeping 

them happy,” he said. And as to 

getting the right people around the 

table, his advice was to take on 

people who would challenge, and 

with diverse backgrounds (he 

himself draws from academia, and 

from clients). And with all innovation 

projects, he stressed the importance 

of repeatedly pitching the idea - 

testing it continually with each 

other, and with clients.  

“You might not end up where you 

intended to get to, there will be 

minor pivots along the way, but 

Innovate UK will accommodate 

those as long as you keep everybody 

informed,” he said.

Chris offered an important reminder 

about the amount of work involved. 

“This isn’t free money; there’s a lot 

of admin so be on top of that 

aspect,” he said. He also stressed 

the importance of building a good 

relationship with the monitoring 

officer: “If they prefer something be 

done a certain way, do it that way. 

They have a lot of experience.” 

http://www.alternativeinsights.co.uk/
https://www.ukri.org/councils/innovate-uk/
https://ktn-uk.org/
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The R&D impact

The positive impact of an R&D project can extend well beyond just a 
marketable product. Our panellists revealed the benefits that R&D 
investment had for their firms, including some pleasant surprises.

        
Moorcrofts’ project was so far 
removed from their core business 
that it wouldn’t have happened at 
all without Innovate UK funding, 
said Chris. And as they approach 
the end of their Innovate UK-
funded project, they have 
something they can take to the 
next level. “It was an R&D project; 
we were creating a prototype and 
trying to do market research to 
make sure that we had something 
worth pursuing. The project has 
given us a good indication that we 
have something that has the 
potential to be marketable,” he said, 
noting how their positive 
experience meant they would be 
happy to again turn to Innovate UK. 

Karim pointed out how for ideas 
outside of their comfort zone, 
Innovate UK enabled them to take 
those further, with reduced risk. 
“With the funded projects, we got 
clients engaged in the use cases for 
the application so we’re on our way 
in validating the use cases, and 
having a functioning product,” he 
said. The impact didn’t end there. 
“That project inspired us to create 
another one, so we’re currently 
running two grant funded projects 
- specifically looking at more 
complex areas of law. It’s enabled 
the lawyers to see that there is 
opportunity for extending their 
expertise deeper into our clients’ 
businesses, which is powerful stuff,” 
he said. The funding and support 
even impacted the firm’s structure. 
 
“We spun out the technology part 
of the business through the lifecycle 
of the grant funding,” he said, 
crediting Innovate UK with helping 
inspire the venture by giving the 
business both confidence and the 
realisation that there was an 
appetite for innovation.

For Ollie, the products of an 
innovation project become part of 
a firm’s fabric. “These pieces of 
intellectual property sit in your 
business and last for a long time, 
particularly the algorithms, and 
what you learn becomes embedded 
into the firm’s knowledge.” He 
advised firms to push themselves to 
the outer reaches of where they 
might be able to get to: “The great 
thing with Innovate UK grants is 
that you’re forced to deliver.”

When Stephen did a quick poll at 
the beginning of the hangout, only 
50% of the audience had heard of 
UKRI or Innovate UK. There’s no 
doubt that finding out or learning 
more about UKRI funding and 
support, and listening to all the 
success stories, inspired many 
attendees to go back to their firms 
and take a second look at those 
‘risky’ innovation ideas floating 
around. Innovate UK aims to 
stimulate innovation in the 
professional services sector and if 
this discussion was any indication, 
they are doing a terrific work in 
getting people excited about 
starting the journey.

            THE GREAT THING 
WITH INNOVATE UK 
GRANTS IS THAT YOU’RE 
FORCED TO DELIVER. 
OLLIE MAITLAND, 

CO-FOUNDER &  

CHIEF PRODUCT OFFICER, 

CAPITALISE

        

http://www.alternativeinsights.co.uk/
https://www.ukri.org/councils/innovate-uk/
https://ktn-uk.org/
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UPCOMING ALTERNATIVE EVENTS

ALTERNATIVE INSIGHTS REPRESENTS THE FOLLOWING PROFESSIONS

ALTERNATIVE HANGOUTS
 →  A digital community space for the 
professional services sector to socialise, learn, 
network and interact. 

View the schedule for our Alternative 
Hangouts at www.alternativeevents.co.uk/
alternative-hangouts  

ALTERNATIVE INSIGHTS 
 →  The home of professional services 
knowledge, insights and innovation 
Accountancy | In-House Legal | Law Firms 
| Management Consultancy | Real Estate & 
Property 

www.alternativeinsights.co.uk   

JOIN THE CONVERSATION  
ON SOCIAL MEDIA

  
www.alternativeinsights.co.uk 
www.alternativeevents.co.uk

UK Research and Innovation (UKRI) is the national funding 
agency investing in science and research in the UK.  

Operating across the whole of the UK with a combined budget of 

more than £6bn, UKRI brings together the seven Research Councils, 

Innovate UK and Research England. The Next Generation Services 

Programme is a £20 Million ISCF pioneer fund that supports the 

transformation of the accountancy, legal and insurance services 

sector with the use of Data and Artificial Intelligence. Forty projects 

have been awarded grant funding through this UKRI programme to 

pursue their ambition. AI for Services is the Innovation Network 

underpinning the programme and delivered by KTN. 

aiforservices.org
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In partnership with AI for Services 

(a UKRI activity powered by KTN)
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