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The south of England is home to worldclass
technology companies, and their success is vital if
the country is to continue to develop and sustain a
knowledge-based economy.
But what are the specific operational and strategic
issues which have an impact on their ability to grow
and achieve their potential? How is it possible
to build long-term value in a such a constantly
dynamic market?
Companies with market leadership credentials
as well as those with the ability to achieve that
position provide a barometer reading in a report
co-commissioned by MHA MacIntyre Hudson.
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ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE AND ethics.
Not a combination that people often
think about. As Martin Neale says: “At
the moment ethics is of only passing
interest. What makes people anxious
about AI is more likely to be viruses,
security, and worries about their jobs.”
But according to the managing director
of ICS.AI, this ethical perspective to AI
will more and more take centre stage,
largely thanks to government’s insistence
on its technology providers meeting it as
one of four principles - the others are
inclusion, accessibility and privacy.
With a mission of providing AI solutions
to government, specifically chat bots for
councils, universities and police forces,
ICS set out to create a “metastore” of
ready-made ethical standards. “For
example,” says Neale, “if a police force
wants a predictive model to identify
which cases to investigate, some social
groups might have a higher propensity
to commit a particular crime; but how
do you prevent bias against particular
groups?”
This social dimension has created a
whole new dynamic within the business,
he believes. “We have been through
massive expansion before – we were on
the Tech Track fast growth list for two
years – but it feels different this time.
People feel they are doing something
more than just making a buck. There is

a genuine human interest in what we
are doing that has not been seen in the
technology market for ever. You have to
go back to the beginning of Microsoft
to get the same sense of passion and
interest in the core technology.”
Chat bots are part of the public sector
mandate to communicate effectively
with ever-reducing resources, says
Neale. They provide 24/7 access to
information for citizens, employees and
customers of public sector bodies.
The first major customers were the Crown
Prosecution Service and the Department
for Business Integrity and Business
Strategy, both of which are using chat
bots internally. ICS are also working with
local authorities in Southampton and
Cheshire and with Nottingham Trent and
Sunderland universities, as well as with
the Bedfordshire, Cambridgeshire and
Hertfordshire police force. More than
half of British police forces registered
for a webinar the company organised.
What ICS have been developing is
a neuro engine, which has circuitry
to accelerate artificial intelligence
software which process images and
speech. Neale explains that Cognino
is like a brain, which can be trained to
analyse “impenetrable silos of data”
to come up with the connections that
people want. “It self-learns; if you ask it
something and it’s not sure it will say ‘I
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think you mean this, is that right?’ And
if you say yes it will then remember so
the next time somebody uses that term
it will find the result.”
To explain the difference, Neale goes
on: “If you go to a council website and
search how to dispose of plastic you
would get no answer as they are using
a traditional search method. If you ask
the same question of Google, it comes
back with hundreds of pages that have
the word plastic in them, and of course
nobody ever looks beyond page two on
Google results.
“Our system will show you seven ways
of disposing of plastic, summarised in
a concise form that can be delivered
by voice or text. You will be able to
ask Cognino any question and it will
summarise it accurately and will
actually answer you, a bit like chatting
online, as opposed to just giving a list of
results. It gives the more conversational
user experience, something better than
a search engine, and it also solves the
problems that come with unstructured
data.”
This “cognitive searching” is particularly
useful when looking for information
within an organisation, he says, as
websites are not indexed in the same
way as Google. “That’s why it’s so
hard to find information internally. For

example, if you search on the word
‘park’, you would get information about
car parks and municipal parks. But
cognitive search understands context
so the quality of the search enormously
improves. Similarly you could find the
specific information you need about your
company’s maternity leave policies, out
of hundreds of pages of HR information.”
Absolutely there’s no doubting Neale’s
sheer zeal and belief. Radically he
changed his company to commit to
artificial intelligence.
ICS were established in 1994 and worked
as a traditional Microsoft Gold partner
on SharePoint and Office 365 projects,
before launching a digital workplace
tool in 2014. But when they launched
the Flex chatbots in June 2017, ICS
decided not to continue the existing
business and focus exclusively on the
new technology.
“It was a pretty brave thing to do,”
Neale says. “But as a general IT service
business, we had the usual mix of
different technologies and, having tried
to diversify the business previously,
we realised it was almost impossible
to escape from the constraints of that
legacy. We did a few million in licence
sales of an automated SharePoint tool
but it was competing for resources with
other elements of the business; there
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was internal jealousy because people
thought it was over-invested in. We
would’ve been better off selling and then
starting again, which is essentially what
we have done now. Starting a business
from scratch is better than trying
to evolve too far from your original
trajectory.”
He believes the alternative would have
been to stay in a comfort zone which,
knowing the potency of the opportunity
which wasn’t being effectively pursued,
would have caused the company to
stagnate. “There is a natural timeline to
a business; once it starts to mature, it
gets stale unless you bring in fresh new
talent and it’s harder to do that as a
business gets older.
“I’m excited and motivated by innovation,
and we can now really obsess about
something specific that we believe in
and are passionate about, and we can
position ourselves to customers as such.”
Neale says that the reinvention of the
business made it in some ways a startup. “Of course in reality it wasn’t, as
we had twenty staff and some legacy
customers from the outset, and we
already had a strong catalogue of chat
bot technology. And because of our
historic work we were able to go straight
to G Cloud, the government purchasing
framework. And from day one we were

Microsoft’s highest category partner and
normally that takes years. It all meant
we had an eighteen month lead over a
normal start-up.”
Although no longer a traditional
Microsoft partner, ICS use Microsoft’s
cloud infrastructure and AI cognitive
tools such as language and image
recognition. Microsoft give the ICS
developers access to code that is then
used to “stitch together” eleven different
technologies.
Neale likens it to making a cake.
“Microsoft sell us the flour and eggs and
we devise the recipe and then make the
cake – positioned as a Microsoft product
in the case of the police bot.”
The Microsoft relationship also brings
a lot of sales. “One of our accolades is
that we are Microsoft’s only AI inner
circle partner in the UK, and one out of
forty-five worldwide,” says Neale. “We
get deep access to their development
teams and to what’s going on with
their technology. Being a co-seller
partner means we have been vetted
and Microsoft, which get more than
half of their revenue in the UK from
government, actively recommend us for
our government technology.”
With IBM, Google, Amazon and Facebook
all developing AI and there being no
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marked
technological
differences
between them, Neale says ruefully that
potentially it could become a “bunfight”.
But he adds: “They haven’t the same
effective record as Microsoft have in
working through partners. Microsoft is
in a good position as most organisations
already use their technology and they
have always been clever with crosslicences so a user buys one thing and
then gets another bolted on, which can
lock out the competition.”
Interestingly, when it comes to artificial
intelligence, the public sector, which
used to be one of the slowest buyers
and payers, is now one of the fastest,
observes Neale, with a lead time which
can be as little as three months. “By the
time a company in our position has its
fourth or fifth local authority, it will be
the go-to provider, and will a have a
market niche that is defendable from a
variety of competitors.”
Neale says the one of the initial goals
of the nascent business was to generate
enough interest to be sustainable. “We
are now at the point where we can
say yes, enough potential customers
are interested,” he explains. “For us to
maximise the opportunity it has to be
low-cost and we have a fixed-price
proof of concept entry-level product
at £7000, a complete working platform
that the customer can test before they

buy. Question two is can we continue
to increase customers’ spend through
providing them with additional services.”
Neale now wants to scale up with
investment to double sales and
marketing spend in the UK and
enhance the technology even further
to take advantage of some “massive”
opportunities. The strategy is to add
other types of customer in the public
sector, particularly health, where the
technology stack is the same, though
the training is different. And there is
potential for sales to the public sector in
other countries.
Getting the investment to achieve those
goals will require placing a valuation on
the business - here are crazy valuation
ranges in our neck of the woods - and
will involve giving up some equity, Neale
accepts. “I think it will require us to be a
more substantial organisation to realise
the opportunities. We are still assessing
the best way forward. I will manage the
first round of expansion, then it could be
in three years someone else might take
over from me and take it to the next
level.”
Meanwhile, a shortage of experienced
data scientists in the UK means that the
Cognino team, which handles hard-core
machine learning, will continue to be
based in Brazil. “But for the chat bots
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and automation we have deskilled the
system so it’s easier to train up nondata scientists to gain the technical
knowledge needed,” says Neale.
On that subject, is AI going to put
people out of work? “I don’t know
if it will,” Neale ponders. “Artificial
intelligence is so much more than just
process automation and will have a big
impact on everyone. There is certainly
a potential for a reduction in customer
service personnel but we’ve only had one
project where the goal was to remove
people. Typically the goal is to offer
more services with the same resources
and get greater customer engagement,
so there is no business case for making a
reduction in staff.
“There has never yet been a technology
that didn’t result in increasing the size
of the pie. Will this be the first one?
Maybe. It’s hard to make a call on that.”
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MHA MacIntyre Hudson – your partner in the technology sector

Your partner in the technology sector

The growth of a technology firm is unlike anything else, and we have vast experience of supporting businesses in
the UK technology sector.
From an understanding of each client’s individual needs, our specialist technology sector team at MHA MacIntyre
Hudson enables companies to navigate the unique challenges they face.
We’re agile enough to support early in the lifecycle while offering scale as the business accelerates through to
growth. This includes providing coordinated global support via our international network wherever in the world you
do business.
We understand each technology company is different, with individual needs and growth strategies; we work as a
partner to support those ambitions.
From enterprise software to FinTech, from AI to blockchain technologies, and many other sub-sets of technology,
MHA MacIntyre Hudson provides strategic advice and accounting services to help innovative businesses achieve
their growth potential including:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Buy-side and sell-side advice through partial or full exit, to trade or private equity
Fundraising advice for fast-growing businesses
Complex revenue recognition
Maximising tax reliefs through investment schemes such as EIS and incentives such as R&D, Patent Box and
Capital Allowances
Location protection and recognition of Intellectual Property (IP)
Maximising the return on human capital through incentivising and retention ideas
Managing the risks associated with cross border trading and international operations
Controlling access to markets

Contact a specialist from our technology team to start a conversation:
For Audit & Assurance enquiries please contact:
Jason Mitchell, Partner
Jason.Mitchell@mhllp.co.uk
For Corporate Finance enquiries please contact:
Tallat Mahmood, Director
Tallat.Mahmood@mhllp.co.uk
For Corporate Recovery enquiries please contact
Mick Sanders, Partner
Mick.Sanders@mhllp.co.uk
We are also members of:

For Tax enquiries please contact:
Chris Denning, Partner
Chris.Denning@mhllp.co.uk
For Human Capital enquiries please contact:
Chris Blundell, Partner
Chris.Blundell@mhllp.co.uk

