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The biggest competition challenge 
Innovate UK has ever faced
The UK COVID-19 pandemic was first reported in December 
2019, and in January the World Health Organisation declared 
the outbreak a ‘Public Health Emergency of International  
Concern’. 

As part of the UK’s response to the crisis, the government has 
rolled out a number of measures, including a range of grants, 
loans and guarantees, designed to limit fiscal and economic 
damage over the longer term.

Government has made available £750 million in the form of 
grants and loans for R&D through Innovate UK. 

This White Paper describes how Innovate UK uses Analytics 
Engines’ grant management solution, Cobalt Grant Manager, 
to support and facilitate the UK’s national response to the COV-
ID-19 emergency. 

Deployed with Innovate UK since 2018, Cobalt Grant Manager 
has proven to be an essential tool for: protecting against fraud-
ulent application submissions; providing accountability; and 
delivering efficiency and effectiveness.
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Described as “the United Kingdom’s inno-
vation agency”, Innovate UK is part of UK 
Research and Innovation, a non-depart-
mental public body funded by a grant-in-
aid from the UK government.

Since 2007, the organisation has invest-
ed £2.2 billion to support UK business. As 
a result, more than 11,000 projects have 
received funding which in turn has cre-
ated around 70,000 jobs and added an 
estimated £16 billion of value to the UK 
economy.

In April 2020, Innovate UK managed a  
£20 million funding competition. This 
was set up by government to enable in-
novative businesses to help build the UK’s 
resilience against the long-term effects 
of COVID-19. 

Chancellor of the Exchequer Rishi Sunak 
said: “Britain is a global leader when it 
comes to innovation. Our start-ups and 
businesses driving research and devel-
opment are one of our great economic 
strengths and will help power our growth 
out of the coronavirus crisis.

“This new, world-leading fund will mean 
they can access the capital they need 
at this difficult time, ensuring dynamic, 
fast-growing firms across all sectors will 
be able to continue to create new 
ideas and spread prosperity.”
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The Challenge
As a rapid response funding call, the 
competition presented a host of unique 
challenges.

The competition opened on Friday,  
April 3rd and closed on Friday, April 19th,  
a period of just 16 days. A typical Smart  
competition is run over a 4 month period. 

16 Days

Innovate UK received almost 8,500  
applications for the competition. The 
organisation typically receives between 
9,000 to 10,000 applications annually. 

8,500 Applications Received
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Each application is reviewed by multiple 
asessors. Cobalt Grant Manager assigned 
more than 10,000 applications to assessors 
as part of the competition. 

10,000+ Assessor Allocations
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A Year’s worth of Applications in just 3 Weeks
Given the nature of the rapid response challenge, the 
biggest issue facing Innovate UK was time. 

“ This was an emergency funding round and we had a very 
tight turnaround time in which to process applications, then 
make and communicate decisions. Overall, we received a 
year’s worth of applications in less than three weeks. If we 
didn’t have the insight provided by Cobalt Grant Manager,  
it would have seriously impacted on our timelines. ”

Scaling Up & Meeting Targets
Cobalt Grant Manager will be an essential tool to help 
Innovate UK adapt and scale-up for the challenges ahead. 

“ We’re going to run competitions at a higher rate and more 
urgently than ever before. We need to maintain standards and 
Cobalt Grant Manager helps us do that. We will not be able to 
meet our targets without that ongoing AI support contained 
within Cobalt Grant Manager. ”

Identifying Fraud & Reducing Risk
Cobalt Grant Manager enabled Innovate UK to identify 
‘twins’ (similar applications in the same competition)  
and to pinpoint applications requiring review.

“ Identifying and reducing the risk of fraud is a primary 
concern for Innovate UK. Using Cobalt Grant Manager, we 
screened for potential fraud and duplicate applications in a 
very efficient and comprehensive way. Grant Manager gave us 
the assurance and confidence we needed to quickly move to 
the next stage of the process.”
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James Danek 
Applications and Assessment Team Leader 
Innovate UK



Process Automation
Cobalt Grant Manager automates the process of  
checking applications to help reduce fraudulent  
submissions and to more efficiently match  
applications against an appropriate assessor. 

Cobalt Grant Manager
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Natural Language Processing
Cobalt Grant Manager utilises Natural Language  
Processing to analyse applications, find relevant 
terms and match against appropriate assessors.

Scalability & Security
Cobalt Grant Manager is a cloud application built  
on-prem within Innovate UK’s AWS infrastructure. This 
has helped to reduce security and compliance concerns 
and will enable the solution to scale as their needs grow.

97% Accuracy
The accuracy with which Cobalt Grant  
Manager is able to match applications  
to assessors.

4 Days to Minutes
Average time saved allocating  
assessors using Cobalt Grant Manager.



Extract, Transform, Load 

New applications are quickly uploaded to 
the system and presented via an intuitive 
interface.

Identify Duplications 

Applications are scored against all 
previous applications, and a Natural  
Language Processing algorithm com-
pares sections within text documents.

Assign Assessors 

Using Natural Language Processing 
and Text Analytics, the platform match-
es applications topic areas with the skills 
and experience of the assessors to ensure 
a good fit.

Categorise 

Similar applications are categorised 
based on rules that can identify multiple 
submissions and resubmission of  
previously rejected applications.
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Fraud & Duplication
Working in collaboration with Innovate UK, Analytics 
Engines implemented rules and categories to identify and 
manage potentially fraudulent and duplicate submissions. 

Twins
Duplicate applications submitted more than 
once to the same funding competition. 

Double Dips
Previously funded applications resubmitted 
to acquire further funding. 

Shotgun
Multiple submissions of the same application 
across several competitions submitted to 
secure additional funding.

Triple Bites
Applications rejected two or more times are 
ineligible for funding.
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“ The COVID-19 Competition is the biggest challenge 
Innovate UK has ever faced in terms of competitions.  
We would not have met our deadline if it were not 
for the boost Cobalt Grant Manager provided. ”
James Danek 
Applications and Assessment Team Leader 
Innovate UK
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At Analytics Engines, 
we see data differently.
Our expert team delivers creative, agile 
data solutions, which are as unique 
as the challenges they solve.

For public sector organisations, purchasing and 
technical information on Cobalt Grant Manager can 
be accessed via the GCloud 11 Framework at this link.

To find out more about Cobalt Grant Manager and to  
view additional resources visit analyticsengines.com.

Talk to us today on 028 9066 9022 or  
email datajourneys@analyticsengines.com
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