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Place Based 
Partnerships

At Tech South West, we support, 
connect and showcase the tech 
sector across the South West 
– including Cornwall and the 
isles of Scilly, Devon, Dorset, 
Somerset, Wiltshire, Bristol, and 
Gloucestershire.

We run in partnership with local clusters 
including Digital Plymouth, TechSPARK, Tech 
Cornwall, Digital Somerset, TechExeter and 
Silicon South.

We offer a platform for members, the region’s 
technology sector, education, government, 
businesses and other organisations keen to 
engage with the sector and support its growth.

We are the only member organisation dedicated 
to supporting and working with the whole of 
the technology sector across the South West of 
England.

When Microsoft was exploring how to deliver 
programmes and initiatives in the region to 
support the South West tech cluster to drive 
inclusive economic growth, it was clear that we 
should work together to achieve more. Microsoft 
has been a fantastic partner for us, bringing tech 
knowledge and experience, mentoring support, 
with wonderful and helpful discussions regarding 
emerging themes and technologies such as AI 
and the transformation it will bring.

Our partnership is reflective of how local 
expertise and community knowledge 
combined with a vision such as Microsoft’s, 
which is to help people and businesses 
throughout the world realise their full potential, 
can make amazing things happen.

This eBook is a reflection of what we have 
achieved together in the South West, but also 
shares Microsoft’s experience in other regions of 
the UK where local agendas and their vision have 
combined.
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Removing obstacles to opportunity  
in an AI-enabled economy
We know there is a huge digital 
skills gap in the UK, and therefore 
an urgent need to connect a 
diverse and untapped talent pool 
to the opportunities available.

The tech sector in the South West is set to grow 
to almost £20 billion gross value added (GVA) 
annually by 2026, creating over 125,000 new jobs 
in the region.

However, there is an imbalance between the 
high demand for skilled workers in the tech 
sector and an insufficient supply of talent which 
represents an opportunity to support more 
people. Together, we can help those from under-
resourced backgrounds to help secure the 
sector’s growth while addressing social mobility 
challenges.

For instance, Microsoft partners with social 
enterprise GetMyFirstJob, who are an entry 
level talent specialist that connects local people 
to local opportunities. Their platform shares 
apprenticeship and skilling opportunities 
between local candidates and local employers. 
This partnership helps find people from diverse 
backgrounds and encourage them to consider 
careers in digital.

Microsoft Connector 
(getintodigital.co.uk)

Microsoft believes that investment in AI skills 
will be critical to the UK’s growth and therefore 
want to ensure we enable skills training as widely 
as possible. As part of its recent £2.5 billion 
UK investment, it has expanded its AI skilling 
programme, which aims to equip 1m people with 
the skills needed to harness AI. Working with 
learning providers and non-profit partners, this 

programme will focus on building AI fluency, 
develop technical skills, and promote safe and 
responsible AI development. At Tech South West 
we are providing access to these courses to our 
membership community.

What is Social Value ?

Social Value legislation in the UK requires that 
governments’ suppliers evidence that they 
are delivering social good in their delivery of 
goods and services, and provide tracking and 
measurement to evidence they do so. Social 
value, as understood in contract terms, needs 
to be measured and assessed in such a way 
that public sector customers can understand 
the benefit they are receiving. Which means 
methodologies are required to understand the 
place based outcomes of social impact work.

Microsoft’s vision is to empower every person 
and every organisation on the planet to achieve 
more. It has always sought to create positive 
social impact and new technologies, including 
generative AI, hold promise for innovation that 
can help address the climate crisis. In delivering 
this vision and the transformational innovation 
of AI at a local level in local partnerships is how 
social value can best be provisioned and tracked.

“The South West’s economy is distinctively 
entrepreneurial. Businesses are rapidly 
harnessing the power of AI to turn the 
region into a tech powerhouse. Microsoft’s 
contribution in building skills and supporting 
start-ups is a key foundation of growth, 
equipping founders with the resources they 
need for an AI-enabled future.”  
—Richard Potter, Director of Digital Strategy, 
Microsoft UK

4Delivering Inclusive Economic Growth Through Social Value

https://www.microsoft.com/en-gb/industry/blog/education/2023/03/09/new-connections-how-were-bridging-the-uk-digital-skills-gap/#:~:text=A%20recent%20Microsoft%20study%20has%20revealed%20that%2082,skills.%20The%20skills%20gap%20is%20only%20getting%20wider.
https://www.microsoft.com/en-gb/industry/blog/education/2023/03/09/new-connections-how-were-bridging-the-uk-digital-skills-gap/#:~:text=A%20recent%20Microsoft%20study%20has%20revealed%20that%2082,skills.%20The%20skills%20gap%20is%20only%20getting%20wider.
http://www.getintodigital.co.uk


Having partners like Tech South West, who have boots on the 
ground and connections with local communities, provides 
me with the data to really understand the impact we’re 
having and track it using a well-recognised Four Capitals 
methodology. In the work we’re doing with Tech South West 
we’re aiming to embed this methodology across interested 
community members as they’ll be able to better understand 
their own role in creating a local, regenerative economy.
Sarah Fasey
Social Value Lead 
Microsoft
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Building partnerships 
with local government 
to address regional 
needs

Microsoft UK has built a strong 
framework for collaboration across 
local authorities. By supporting 
the adoption of technologies, 
local government can foster the 
capabilities needed to deliver 
skilling opportunities to help 
residents skill for the future.

Just as devolution deals empower local 
governments by offering greater autonomy, 
technological advancements have also 
provided local authorities with new tools to 
serve their citizens’ needs more effectively. 
For most regions, the priority is inclusive 
economic growth, with different approaches to 
how this can be achieved. The opportunity is to 
use social value investments in support of this 
priority.

To ensure the success of initiatives across the 
UK, it takes a collaborative approach that brings 
together experts from across public sector 
bodies, the not for profit sector and private 
sector; to create an opportunity to accelerate 
the adoption of AI and cloud technologies to 
enhance the UK economy but also ensure that 
their benefits are realised consistently across the 
communities local government serves.

Each region across the UK has different priorities 
and requirements depending on the skills 
needed and their local ambitions for the future, 
but consistent across them all is a desire for 
job creation, inclusive economic growth, equal 
opportunity, responsible AI adoption and climate 
action.
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Trusted partnerships: How Microsoft is 
supporting the ambition of the Greater 
Manchester Combined Authority
Last year, Microsoft joined forces 
with the Greater Manchester 
Combined Authority to address 
the digital skills gap and support 
30,000 people to enter the tech 
space in the region.

In their Digital Blueprint, the GMCA (Greater 
Manchester Combined Authority) sets out 
an ambition to create a world-leading digital 
city. The Mayor of Greater Manchester, Andy 
Burnham, is committed to digital upskilling in 
the region and wants everyone to benefit from 
digital opportunities. Microsoft’s Get On Greater 
Manchester initiative aims to address this 
ambition through boosting the local economy, 
creating new opportunities and improving 
diversity in the tech sector.

Through collaboration with the GMCA and 
educational institutions, Microsoft works to 
understand and identify areas it can make an 
impact by connecting local talent to digital 
opportunities. Microsoft collaborates closely 

with University Academy 92 (UA92), a new 
higher education institution in Old Trafford 
that is a joint venture between Lancaster 
University and the legendary Manchester 
United class of 92. Microsoft supports UA92 by 
co-designing degree programs, short courses, 
and bootcamps in computer science and 
other digital programmes, ensuring they are 
aligned with the Microsoft curriculum, provide 
access to industry certifications and the latest 
industry case studies. This partnership facilitates 
opportunities for students to connect with the 
workplace through mentors, work experience, 
guest lectures, and supports students formerly 
on free school meals with devices. Microsoft’s 
Manchester offices are based in the UA92 
building.

Through activities like CV workshops and 
cybersecurity bootcamps, Microsoft looks 
to create tangible benefits for local residents 
and demystifying careers in tech and create 
accessible pathways for those in the region 
– initiatives like Cyber Girls workshops, 
apprenticeship webinars, North West Regional 
Universities Hackathon and digital pathway 
sessions have been instrumental. As well as close 
collaboration with other educational institutions 
including FE & HE.
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Bridging the divide between people, 
technology, and place
Working in partnership with 
Sunderland City Council, Microsoft 
has designed several initiatives 
which aim to address the digital 
skills gap to ensure that no-one 
and nowhere is left behind. One of 
Sunderland’s key digital inclusion 
priorities is to ensure everyone 
has the ability to connect to the 
internet.

The digital divide across many regions in the UK 
is preventing people from having the confidence 
to use technology or access the internet. In 
collaboration with Sunderland City Council, 
we are running a 12-month campaign focused 
on digital inclusion which targets different 
communities and their needs.

Microsoft believes that the UK has an 
opportunity to be a responsible leader in the 
era of AI, and must ensure that communities 
have the skills to thrive in the digital economy. 
Alongside Sunderland City Council and Phoenix 
Software, Microsoft has offered a series of tech-
related sessions to businesses, local schools and 
the voluntary sector across the North East of 
England.

While technology is the enabler, the focus of 
Microsoft’s programme remains on individuals 
and communities; their needs and connecting 
local talent with opportunities. Those attending 
the TechHub, a new space equipped with fast 
connectivity and Surface hubs, will be able to 
gain different skills, regardless of their starting 
point. The TechHub will help young people 
and adults to gain the skills they need to start 
a career in technology through a range of 
workshops and training sessions. We want 
people to feel confident using technology, 
whether it’s for social engagement, exploring 
job opportunities in the tech sector, extending 
their Microsoft 365 skills, or learning about the 
transformative potential of AI.

Sunderland City Council is on a mission to create 
the UK’s smartest city by stimulating growth and 
reducing digital exclusion. We are delighted to 
be part of a dynamic collaboration which has 
called on citizens to shape its vibrant future. Part 
of Sunderland’s city centre has also been built 
in Minecraft – including the new Culture House 
development where students are being invited 
to participate in ‘Creating the Culture House’ a 
Minecraft competition, so they can play a vital 
role in the development of their future city. By 
asking young people to participate in the future 
of their city, we are hoping to empower the next 
generation with digital skills and encourage them 
to be involved in the regeneration of Sunderland.
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Driving growth with 
Tech South West
The South West of England’s tech sector 
is rapidly becoming a global leader in 
environmental tech, with internationally 
recognized firms, centres of excellence, 
science parks, university research, 
and innovation hubs. Specifically, the 
region excels in specialisations such as 
environmental science, marine tech, 
climate science, and cleantech.
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However, as clearly articulated in a recent 
report by the South West Social Mobility 
Commission (The Tech Frontier, April 
204), tech jobs represent a significant and 
growing proportion of employment in the 
region, yet employers are grappling with 
a significant skills gap. This gap is a missed 
opportunity with the report arguing that ‘If we 
could support more young people – especially 
those from under-resourced backgrounds – into 
tech careers, we could simultaneously secure 
the continued growth of this vital industry and 
address the region’s stark social mobility issues’.

Microsoft has been working with Tech South 
West for almost 18 months, relying on our local 
expertise, knowledge and connections.

Reflecting the recommendations of the report, 
Microsoft has committed to two core focus 
areas:

•	 Capacity building – with both skilling initiatives 
and support for startups/scale ups

•	 The blue/green and clean tech economies: 
industries that are flourishing in the South 
West where we can support with mentoring 
and innovation

Progress has been made across multiple 
sectors and programmes that has shown 
social value to SW businesses such as 40-plus 
tech startups being supported by Microsoft at 
the Growth Forge accelerator programme, over 
120+ business leaders to a new series of events 
to help educate them on the adoption of AI into 
their business, plus forging new relationships 
with the likes of The AgriTech Alliance, Plymouth 
Marine Cluster and Digital Skills Partnership.

So far in 2024, our partnership has enabled 
Microsoft to engage with over 700+ tech 
businesses across South West events, meetups 
and exhibitions.

Through a combination of face-to-face events, 
virtual gatherings, 1-1 consultations with business 
leaders and the provision of resources, Microsoft 
has helped us to provide targeted, impactful 
support to companies that need it.

One Cornwall-based tech leader, who has 
received a personal introduction and 1-1 
consultations with Microsoft through the Growth 
Forge programme, said: “I’ve had very specific 
questions and received very specific answers. As 
a result, I’ve been able to achieve what I set out 
to achieve”.

Through the Growth Forge programme and 
summits a number of businesses have sought 
help from Microsoft by applying to Microsoft 
Founders Hub and are in discussions with the 
Climate Innovation Fund to help South West 
founders demonstrate the viability of new 
technologies and scale new innovations.

Microsoft has supported our AI-focussed 
workshop series across the region providing 
thought leadership and perspective to the 
debate around responsible use of data and the 
way AI is becoming embedded into business 
operations.

Microsoft has provided speakers and demos for 
a number of events over the last year that have 
been designed to support our tech cluster – with 
Tech Cornwall, the Agritech Alliance and South 
West Business Council events and roundtables.
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Paving the way forward 
through social value

Microsoft’s focus on transforming 
public sector services is centred 
around empowering citizens 
with the skills they need. In the 
South West, Tech South West 
has provided the bridge to the 
local community to best support 
regional priorities, but as can be 
seen in the examples of Sunderland 
and Manchester, it is in the power 
of global and local that progress 
can be made.

This goes beyond technology and aims to 
address the social side of ESG which involves 
building social mobility, fuelling community 
development, and boosting employment in the 
tech sector.

Addressing a shortage of tech talent 
represents a big opportunity for Microsoft to 
help boost the UK economy and bridge the 
digital divide. We recognise that aspirations can 
be dramatically transformed when presented 
with the right opportunities, whether that’s 
individuals or businesses.

Working with industry leaders, policymakers, 
educators, businesses and community 
organisations enables Microsoft to create 
a system to help more people access the 
knowledge, skills, resources they need for 
tangible outcomes.
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