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[bookmark: _Toc103799144]Executive Summary
[bookmark: _Int_TpxuafTH]This portfolio evaluates three connected opportunity areas: rural last-mile delivery, rural farmers/producers selling direct to consumers, and local micro-SMEs needing affordable digital tools. UK e-commerce and digital payments are well established, but the benefits are not evenly shared. The rural consumers face unreliable delivery and higher charges, producers lack integrated logistics and sales support while micro-SMEs rely on fragmented tools with limited digital confidence. The proposed venture, RuralLink is a community anchored platform connecting producers, rural customers, delivery partners and community hubs. Its MVP tests the core value proposition in one region before wider scale-up, focusing on collection, consolidated routes, tracking, digital payments and a simple SME dashboard.
Task 1 evaluates the three opportunity areas through pain points, market gaps, technological enablers and scalability/sustainability. Task 2 develops RuralLink through Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype/MVP and Test/Refine. It is important to note that test may not be the last stage, it could go back to any of the above-mentioned stages. 
[bookmark: _Toc971292010]Task 1: Opportunity Area Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc1393619717]Introduction to Task 1: sector focus and design thinking lens
This portfolio is concerned not with e-commerce in general, but with the infrastructure that allows it to work for underserved users such as rural households, local producers and micro-SMEs. These groups sit at the intersection of digital demand, physical distance, limited capacity and fragmented tools, so their experience of e-commerce is shaped by delivery unreliability, higher fees, payment friction and the burden of managing multiple channels.
Design Thinking is the main framework because it begins with user experience rather than technology. Brown (2008) presents it as a human-centred approach balancing desirability, feasibility and viability, while Liedtka (2015) argues design-led approaches reduce innovation risk by making assumptions testable. This matters because rural delivery and SME digitalisation cannot be solved simply by adding more apps, the key is identifying real user needs, structural market failures and technologies that can work together to address these needs.
The analysis also uses gap analysis and the value proposition canvas to link user jobs, pains and gains to possible products and services (Osterwalder et al., 2014). Each opportunity is assessed through four criteria — pain points, market gaps, technological enablers and scalability/sustainability while allowing the final choice to emerge from evidence rather than assumption.
	Opportunity area
	Main users
	Core unmet need
	Initial judgement

	1. Rural last-mile delivery
	Rural consumers, delivery partners, rural SMEs
	Reliable, fairly priced and locally accessible delivery/collection
	Strongest strategic fit because it links directly to physical barriers and local economic inclusion.

	2. Rural farmers and local producers
	Small farms, farm shops, market traders, CSA schemes
	Simple route to sell, take payments and fulfil local orders without complex systems
	High social value and strong fit with sustainability but needs delivery infrastructure to work.

	3. Local SMEs and service businesses
	Village retailers, trades, salons, tutors, food businesses
	Affordable digital sales, payments, reconciliation and customer communication
	Scalable digitally, but adoption depends on trust, ease-of-use and training support.



[bookmark: _Toc568806360]Opportunity Area 1: Rural last-mile delivery and collection
[bookmark: _Toc614861700]User pain points
Rural consumers do not always need fast urban-style delivery but rather a reliable, trustworthy, fair and easily accessible one. Villages and remote areas often have fewer collection alternatives and less transparent tracking. Ofcom's (2025) parcel research found continuing concern with residential delivery experience, while Citizens Advice's (2025) Parcels League Table shows delivery failure remains a significant consumer issue rather than a minor inconvenience.
The impact is especially severe for elderly people, low-income households and individuals with limited mobility. For these groups, a missed delivery may lead to an additional journey, extra expense or delayed access to essential goods. Consumer Scotland (2025) notes that postal services can be particularly important in rural communities, where residents are more likely to be affected by changes in service provision. Delivery drivers also face longer routes and less predictable earnings, while local SMEs experience the business consequences of failed deliveries through increased fulfilment costs and reduced customer satisfaction.
[bookmark: _Toc1088687922]Market gaps
[bookmark: _Int_PUTCju4E]The core market gap is the mismatch between conventional parcel economics and rural geography. Major operators are designed around scale and route density, which suits cities but not dispersed rural settings. The Department for Transport (DfT, 2020) defines last-mile logistics as movement from hub to the final destination, but rural users typically value predictable service and transparent pricing more than urban-style speed.
The Scottish Government (2026) confirms that rural and island communities often pay more for parcels, and some operators refuse delivery altogether. This is a structural, place-based gap rather than simple under-provision, however a community hub model, using shops, farm shops or community centres as collection points is a plausible way to improve access while keeping the model practical.
[bookmark: _Toc1117017990]Technological enablers
Several technologies make an asset-light rural delivery model viable. GPS tracking, mobile driver apps, cloud-based route optimisation, digital proof-of-delivery and QR-code collection systems reduce the need for a firm to own a national fleet. Technology should support existing local trust networks rather than replace them, since rural users are often more comfortable collecting from familiar shops and community locations. The strongest enabler is therefore not any single tool, but the combination of app-based coordination, hub locations, routing logic and clear communication.
[bookmark: _Toc1704031407]Scalability and sustainability potential
This model is scalable if it remains asset-light and repeatable, beginning in one county and expanding through partnerships with councils, farmer networks, community shops and independent drivers. Commercial sustainability depends on route density and social sustainability depends on fair driver pay and prices rural users can reasonably access.
Consolidated routes and hubs can also reduce failed deliveries and unnecessary mileage, aligning with the DfT's (2020) emphasis on lower-emission delivery, though electric vans or cargo bikes will not suit every remote context and environmental claims need to be tested locally.
[bookmark: _Toc1469871910]Opportunity Area 2: Rural farmers and local producers
[bookmark: _Toc839927535]User pain points
Rural producers increasingly need to reach customers beyond traditional markets, but many lack the time, confidence or logistics support to run a professional e-commerce channel. A small grower may rely on Facebook posts, manual bank transfers and delivery after farm work — a hidden administrative burden easy to underestimate. Pain points include unpredictable demand, short shelf life, lack of low-cost fulfilment, payment chasing and limited reach outside market days. What producers need is an integrated way to list stock, take orders and communicate without adding another layer of work.
[bookmark: _Toc1772730405]Market gaps
The market gap lies between informal social selling and full e-commerce infrastructure. Large platforms are generic, fee-based and not designed around perishability or shared local delivery, while farmers' markets and CSA schemes build trust but are geographically limited. The missing layer is a system letting producers sell directly while sharing fulfilment and collection infrastructure — closely linked to rural delivery rather than separate from it, since producers only benefit from direct sales if customers can conveniently receive orders, and delivery has weaker community value without local supply.
[bookmark: _Toc315037558]Technological enablers
Mobile-first storefronts, QR-code ordering, digital wallets, open banking and simple inventory or messaging tools all reduce barriers for small producers. UK Finance (2025) reports that almost four in ten UK payments were made by contactless methods in 2024, while Open Banking Limited (2025) reported 13.3 million active open banking users by March 2025, suggesting account-to-account payments are becoming mainstream. The British Business Bank's (2026) Small Business Finance Markets 2025/26 report similarly reinforces the importance of accessible digital tools for small firms. These technologies let RuralLink automate stock updates, payment confirmation, delivery status and simple sales reporting — the design principle being that a farmer should not need specialist digital skills to sell a vegetable box.
[bookmark: _Toc337108731]Scalability and sustainability potential
This opportunity has clear social and environmental value, supporting local food systems and shorter supply chains, with commercial scalability depending on producer and customer density in a given area — suggesting a cluster strategy starting with one local food corridor rather than scaling nationally from the outset. The main risk is seasonality, requiring flexible product categories, pre-order windows and shared marketing so demand is not tied to a single farm's output.
[bookmark: _Toc310530562]Opportunity Area 3: Local SMEs and service businesses
[bookmark: _Toc53616674]User pain points
Local SMEs such as retailers, cafés, trades, tutors and food businesses often adopted digital tools in a fragmented way during and after the pandemic. For example Instagram for promotion, WhatsApp for enquiries, a card reader for payment, spreadsheets and paper notes for delivery and record keeping. The Department for Business and Trade (DBT, 2025) reported 5.7 million UK private-sector businesses in 2025, the vast majority small, while the OECD (2021) notes continuing barriers to digital adoption in skills, finance, cybersecurity and management capability. The central issue is not resistance to technology but the lack of usable, affordable and integrated tools that owner-managers can use easily to save time and labour.
[bookmark: _Toc1080539928]Market gaps
There is a gap between free informal tools and expensive enterprise systems, a middle layer is needed that would be professional enough for orders, payments and communication but simple enough for busy owner-managers without specialist support. This is especially relevant in rural areas, where standard e-commerce platforms often fail to reflect mixed fulfilment patterns such as farm-shop click-and-collect or twice-weekly van delivery. The opportunity is to design around local operating reality rather than forcing SMEs into urban-style digital models.
[bookmark: _Toc1057158245]Technological enablers
Existing technologies such as Cloud collaboration tools, low-code website builders, mobile POS systems, payment APIs, simple CRM tools and AI-assisted, escalation-capable customer support tools all lower the entry barrier. The challenge is integrating them into a single solution that combines the essential functions of payments, orders and deliveries, while saving owner-managers time and labour.
[bookmark: _Toc1934978373]Scalability and sustainability potential
[bookmark: _Int_oqDKVYcR]SME digital support can scale as software-as-a-service since it is not tied to one place, though adoption is strongest where local onboarding and trust-building are available. Affordable subscriptions combining with partnerships and training is essential. Commercially, low fixed fees before value is proven reduce risk for micro-SMEs; socially, the model supports local resilience without moving away from community-based service.
[bookmark: _Toc569975322]Comparative evaluation and justification of key opportunity area
[bookmark: _Int_Uvmm6rQC]The strongest opportunity lies in the intersection of all three areas but rural last-mile delivery is the central enabling constraint. Farmers and SMEs can build storefronts and accept payments, but unreliable delivery breaks the customer experience and undermines the whole value proposition. For that reason, RuralLink is strongest as an integrated model rather than a single-feature tool.
[bookmark: _Int_46PFy1dv]The final choice is justified because it addresses a verified pain point, fills a clear geographic and service-design gap, uses accessible technology and offers a credible route to both commercial and social sustainability. A single chatbot or payment dashboard would be narrower and less capable of solving the underlying delivery problem.
	Criteria
	Rural delivery
	Rural producers
	Local SMEs
	Evaluation

	Pain-point intensity
	[bookmark: _Int_oN0qqZLT]High: delays, surcharges, missed deliveries and limited collection options.
	High: fragmented selling, fulfilment and payment chasing.
	Moderate to high: digital patchwork and admin overload.
	Delivery is the most immediate constraint because it affects households and business fulfilment.

	Market gap
	Clear place-based gap in low-density regions.
	Gap between informal social selling and full e-commerce.
	Gap between free tools and enterprise systems.
	The three gaps connect; a platform can combine them if the MVP remains focused.

	Technology readiness
	[bookmark: _Int_5b9FWJtX]GPS, routing, mobile apps, hubs and digital proof-of-delivery are mature.
	[bookmark: _Int_BqUqQXmL]Mobile storefronts, payments and stock templates are available.
	[bookmark: _Int_xiBnKvsF]Cloud, APIs and low-code tools are available.
	Technology readiness is sufficient for an MVP; the risk is adoption and operations.

	Scalability
	Regional cluster model can be replicated county by county.
	Scales through producer clusters and seasonal product categories.
	Scales digitally, but onboarding remains important.
	Best strategy is regional replication, not instant national rollout.

	Sustainability
	Can reduce repeated failed delivery and support fairer access.
	Supports local food and shorter supply chains.
	Supports local business resilience.
	Strong social sustainability; commercial sustainability needs route density and fair pricing.



[bookmark: _Toc21693320]Task 2: New Venture Concept via Design Thinking
[bookmark: _Toc1529580936]Introduction to Task 2
[bookmark: _Int_0iQ3kKvJ]The venture developed here is RuralLink: a mobile and web platform connecting rural consumers, farmers, local SMEs, community hubs and delivery partners, making rural commerce more reliable through consolidated routes, trusted pickup points, tracking, digital payments and an SME dashboard. It follows from Task 1, taking rural delivery as the enabling constraint supported by digital sales and payment tools for farmers and SMEs, and develops through Design Thinking's five stages.
[bookmark: _Toc1751364346]Design Thinking flow for RuralLink
Empathise: understand rural consumers, farmers, SMEs and drivers → Define: state the delivery and local-commerce problem → Ideate: generate alternative solutions → Prototype/MVP: build a small platform pilot → Test/Refine: measure reliability, cost, adoption and trust
[bookmark: _Toc1855008444]Stage 1: Empathise
Empathise means understanding users in context rather than designing from the office. Key users are rural consumers, farmers/producers, local SMEs, delivery partners and community hub operators. Evidence from Ofcom, Citizens Advice, Consumer Scotland and the Scottish Government suggests rural delivery is an ongoing problem of cost, trust, access and uncertainty rather than simply speed.
The personas below are evidence-informed hypotheses, not real interview data, and should be tested through primary research; they translate market evidence into human-centred design requirements.
	Persona
	Context and needs
	Frustrations
	Design implication

	Aisha – rural consumer
	Lives in a village, shops online for household items and sometimes essential goods. Needs predictable delivery and fair charges.
	Unclear tracking, missed deliveries, surcharges and limited collection options.
	Provide reliable status updates, local pickup hubs and transparent pricing.

	Tom – small farmer/local producer
	Sells vegetables, eggs or preserves through markets, WhatsApp and repeat customers. Needs simple order and delivery support.
	Time spent confirming orders, chasing payments and planning deliveries after farm work.
	Offer a simple storefront, pre-order windows, payment confirmation and shared route planning.

	Priya – village retailer/SME owner
	Runs a small shop or service business with limited staff. Needs online visibility without complex systems.
	Uses several disconnected tools and has little time for admin or technical setup.
	Provide low-configuration dashboard, customer messages and collection/delivery status.

	Daniel – local driver
	Works flexible hours and knows local roads. Needs fair earnings and clear route information.
	Long distances can reduce earnings and unclear delivery instructions cause stress.
	Use route optimisation, transparent payout information and proof-of-delivery tools.

	Community hub operator
	Village shop, pub, community centre or farm shop. Needs footfall and manageable workload.
	Cannot become an unpaid parcel depot without incentives and process clarity.
	Provide hub commission, scanning process and clear liability rules.



An empathy map across these users reveals four themes: users want fair delivery, local access and less admin. They see current services as designed for cities and larger businesses which can be frustrating especially when technology adds workload. To work around this, they rely on WhatsApp groups, ask neighbours to receive parcels on their behalf, or drive into town to collect misdeliveries. RuralLink should prioritise predictable windows, fair fees, trusted local collection and simple communication rather than copying urban same-day promises.
[bookmark: _Toc1431267089]Stage 2: Define
The Define stage converts empathy findings into a problem statement that is neither too broad ('improve rural e-commerce') nor too narrow ('build a delivery app'), since either would lead to vague or premature solutions.
Point-of-view statement: Rural consumers, farmers and local SMEs in underserved rural areas need a reliable, affordable and locally trusted way to send, receive and manage orders because conventional e-commerce logistics and digital tools are often designed around urban density, larger businesses and technically confident users.
How might we statement: How might we help rural consumers, farmers and local SMEs access reliable delivery, local collection and simple digital order/payment tools by using existing community assets and local delivery capacity?
This links the three Task 1 opportunity areas: delivery reliability is the core pain point, farmers and SMEs need digital sales support, and communities need a model built on existing trusted spaces rather than distant infrastructure.
[bookmark: _Toc1313902560]Stage 3: Ideate
A SCAMPER and brainstorming process generated alternatives: substituting home delivery with hub delivery, combining delivery with producer storefronts, adapting routing to rural clusters, converting payment tools into a simple SME dashboard, repurposing community hubs, and eliminating unnecessary enterprise features. The table below compares ideas using desirability, feasibility and viability — criteria associated with IDEO (2015) and Brown's (2008) framework.
	Idea
	Description
	Strength
	Weakness
	Decision

	Community parcel hubs only
	Use village shops and community centres as pickup/drop-off points.
	Highly desirable and low-tech.
	Does not solve ordering, routing or producer support alone.
	Include as core feature, not stand-alone venture.

	Farmer online marketplace
	Local producers list products and take orders online.
	Supports local food and rural income.
	Fails if delivery and collection are not solved.
	Include as SME/producer module.

	Driver-only route app
	Optimises routes for local independent drivers.
	Feasible and operationally useful.
	Too narrow; does not build customer demand or hub network.
	Include as driver module.

	AI customer chatbot for SMEs
	Answers customer questions across social channels.
	Scalable software idea.
	Less directly linked to rural delivery pain; risk of trust issues.
	Use later as optional feature.

	RuralLink integrated platform
	Combines local hubs, route optimisation, producer/SME dashboard, payments and tracking.
	Best fit with all evidence strands and user groups.
	More complex to pilot; requires partnerships.
	Take forward as MVP.



RuralLink is selected as the strongest fit: more desirable than a purely technical tool because it addresses lived rural experience, more feasible than a national fleet because it coordinates existing local capacity, and more viable than a single-feature app because it creates multiple value streams — delivery fees, SME subscriptions, hub commissions and potential local authority support.
[bookmark: _Toc576321474]Stage 4: Prototype / Minimum Viable Product
Following Ries's (2011) MVP logic, RuralLink should begin with one rural pilot area, a limited group of SMEs/producers, a small number of community hubs and a small pool of vetted drivers rather than a polished national platform. The MVP has five core functions: an SME/producer dashboard for listing and order confirmation; a customer interface for choosing home delivery or hub collection; a driver app for routes, delivery details and proof-of-delivery; hub scanning via QR code; and integrated payment confirmation to reduce manual chasing.
The MVP deliberately excludes full AI chatbots, national advertising, loyalty schemes, drone delivery, autonomous vehicles and warehouse integration — these may be future options, but including them now would distract from testing the core question: can a community-anchored platform make rural delivery and local commerce more reliable, affordable and trusted?
	MVP element
	Included in first pilot
	Excluded at MVP stage
	Reason

	Customer ordering/booking
	Basic mobile web page for delivery or hub collection.
	Native apps for every platform.
	Mobile web is cheaper and faster to test.

	SME/producer dashboard
	Orders, delivery status, basic stock notes and payment confirmation.
	Advanced accounting and ERP functions.
	Avoids complexity for micro-SMEs.

	Delivery operations
	Vetted local drivers, route planning, proof-of-delivery.
	Owned fleet or national courier integration.
	Tests asset-light viability first.

	Community hubs
	Village shop/farm shop/community centre scanning process.
	Automated lockers in every location.
	Human hubs are more realistic and trust-based for MVP.

	Payments
	Card/open banking payment confirmation and simple reconciliation export.
	Full finance platform or credit product.
	Supports cash flow without overbuilding.



A suitable pilot area is a rural county or district with delivery concerns, active producers and accessible community spaces, running for 12 weeks with around 30–50 SMEs/producers, 3–5 hubs and 8–12 drivers. Accessibility should be prioritised throughout: simple language, clear pricing, telephone support and printed guidance for hub operators.
[bookmark: _Toc1751870364]Stage 5: Test and Refine
Testing should combine quantitative performance data with qualitative feedback from customers, farmers, SMEs, drivers and hub operators, since delivery time alone would not capture trust, affordability or usability. Methods include onboarding interviews, the 12-week live pilot, post-delivery customer surveys, weekly driver feedback, app-usage analytics, route-efficiency data and end-of-pilot interviews, with A/B testing comparing delivery versus hub-collection prompts, messaging and pricing structures.
	Measure
	Target or test question
	Why it matters
	Refinement response

	First-attempt completion
	Can the service achieve above 90% completion through hubs and planned windows?
	Tests reliability, the core user pain point.
	Adjust route planning, delivery windows or hub locations.

	Customer satisfaction
	Do users rate reliability and clarity better than their usual experience?
	Tests desirability and trust.
	Improve communication, tracking and complaint handling.

	SME/producers active use
	Do at least 50% of onboarded SMEs use the system repeatedly?
	Tests adoption beyond curiosity.
	Simplify dashboard, pricing or onboarding.

	Delivery cost per order
	Can route consolidation reduce cost compared with ad hoc delivery?
	Tests commercial viability.
	Refine route clusters and minimum order thresholds.

	Driver earnings and retention
	Are driver payouts fair and routes practical?
	Prevents exploitative gig-work assumptions.
	Change pay formula, route limits or onboarding.

	Hub workload
	Can hubs manage parcels without excessive disruption?
	Tests community sustainability.
	Add commissions, better scanning or parcel limits.



Success looks like repeat use by SMEs/producers, improved customer confidence, fewer failed deliveries, fair driver earnings and manageable hub workload. Failure — low repeat usage, price complaints, unreliable drivers, hub overload or thin order density — would still be valuable in Design Thinking terms, since it identifies which assumption was wrong: demand, pricing, operations, usability or partnership model.
Key risks requiring ongoing monitoring include data protection (customer addresses, payment and delivery records), delivery-partner employment status and insurance, safeguarding and liability at community hubs, seasonal producer supply (managed through flexible categories and pre-order windows), and digital exclusion, which may require phone support or assisted hub booking for customers unable to use the online interface easily.
[bookmark: _Toc1827591455]Business model sketch for RuralLink
	Element
	RuralLink model

	Value proposition
	Reliable rural delivery, trusted local collection, simpler digital ordering and payment support for rural producers and SMEs.

	Customer segments
	Rural consumers, small farmers, farm shops, local retailers, service SMEs, community hubs and local delivery partners.

	Channels
	Mobile web app, local business networks, farmer associations, community hubs and local authority/enterprise partnerships.

	Revenue streams
	Per-delivery fee, small SME subscription, producer marketplace commission, hub partnership model and potential local enterprise support.

	Key resources
	Platform, routing data, hub partnerships, trusted local drivers, payment integration and customer support.

	Key partners
	Community shops, farm shops, local councils, rural business networks, payment providers and insurers.

	Cost structure
	Technology build, insurance/legal compliance, onboarding, customer support, marketing, driver payments and hub commissions.

	Social/environmental value
	Supports rural inclusion, local producers, reduced failed deliveries, shorter local supply routes and community footfall.



[bookmark: _Toc979200067]Conclusion for the Portfolio
This portfolio identifies rural delivery, farmers/producers and local SMEs as connected opportunity areas within UK e-commerce and digital transformation. Rural last-mile delivery is the strongest final opportunity because it is the enabling constraint on local commerce, though delivery cannot be separated from producer sales, SME payment tools and customer communication. The proposed venture, RuralLink, therefore combines logistics and local-commerce support in one focused platform.
Design Thinking prevented a purely technology-led answer: Empathise translated market evidence into user needs, Define clarified the central problem, Ideate generated options before selection, Prototype/MVP kept the concept practical, and Test/Refine provided a way to learn from real users. Gap analysis and the value proposition canvas helped connect user pains to specific features rather than general claims about innovation.
The main limitation is reliance on secondary evidence; before launch, RuralLink needs primary research with consumers, farmers, SMEs, drivers and hub operators. The next step is a 12-week pilot in one rural region with clear measures for reliability, affordability, adoption, driver fairness and hub workload, refining and scaling region by region if demand and operational feasibility are confirmed.
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[bookmark: _Toc945585978]Appendix A: Evidence-to-design traceability
	Evidence/pain point
	Design response in RuralLink

	Rural delivery delays, surcharges and limited collection options.
	Community hubs, transparent pricing and planned delivery windows.

	Farmers/producers lack simple sales, fulfilment and payment support.
	Producer dashboard, pre-order windows and payment confirmation.

	SMEs face fragmented digital tools and limited time.
	Low-configuration dashboard with only essential features.

	Drivers face inefficient rural routes and unpredictable earnings.
	Route optimisation, route clustering and transparent payout rules.

	Hubs need incentives and workload control.
	Hub commission, scanning process and clear parcel-volume limits.



