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Task 1: Opportunity Area Analysis
1. Introduction
The COVID-19 epidemic forced the digital transformation of businesses in the UK, completely transforming how they communicate with clients and provide goods and services. The pandemic greatly accelerated the adoption of e-commerce platforms, digital payment systems, online booking services, and remote collaboration tools, especially among small and medium-sized firms (SMEs), even though digital technology had already been transforming trade. Businesses had to quickly adjust to be competitive in an increasingly digital economy as consumers switched toward online shopping and contactless transactions (Brown, 2008; BBC, 2023).
This change opened new opportunities for innovation in several industries, including digital marketing, retail management software, e-commerce, and logistics. As online shopping grew more common, courier services like Royal Mail and DPD saw significant increases in parcel volumes, underscoring the growing significance of effective last-mile delivery services in promoting digital commerce (Royal Mail, 2024; DPD, n.d.). To reach consumers outside of their traditional geographic markets, numerous independent retailers, regional manufacturers, and service providers simultaneously embraced social media and online platforms, illustrating how digital technologies can produce both new sources of competitive advantage and commercial resilience (Gov.UK, 2025).
This report analyses the potential resulting from this evolving corporate environment using the Design Thinking methodology. In accordance with the five phases of Design Thinking—Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype, and Test—the study first pinpoints important areas of potential for innovation in the UK market before creating a workable business effort that takes care of unfulfilled client wants (Brown, 2008; Gibbons, 2016). To assess how customer-cantered innovation may provide scalable, sustainable, and economically viable solutions within the developing digital economy, important innovation frameworks and systems thinking concepts are integrated throughout the conversation (Liedtka, 2018; Merrill, 2008).
2. User Pain Points
Before offering creative solutions, applying a design thinking approach starts with appreciating consumers' experiences, disappointments, and unfulfilled requirements (Brown, 2008). Several user groups, including SMEs, consumers, delivery services, and rural communities, encounter barriers that present chances for innovation in the context of the UK's accelerating digital transformation.
Lack of digital capacity is a major problem for SMEs. Traditionally, a lot of independent companies, small merchants, and regional suppliers relied on physical stores and had no knowledge of internet marketing, e-commerce, or digital customer interaction. Due to budgetary limitations, a lack of technical expertise, and a lack of digital capabilities, many companies found it difficult to set up efficient digital operations as customer behaviour quickly switched towards online purchasing (Gov.UK, 2025). As a result, businesses ran the danger of losing clients to bigger merchants with well-established online platforms.
Although consumers benefited from increased convenience, they also encountered difficulties. The client experience was badly impacted by delivery delays, irregular communication, few delivery options, and poor post-purchase assistance. According to Richardson (2010) and Mediahawk (2025), mapping the customer journey emphasizes that consumer happiness is dependent not just on making a purchase but also on dependable delivery, clear order tracking, and attentive customer care.
Because digital infrastructure and logistics networks are often less developed than in urban regions, rural consumers faced extra obstacles. A gap between client expectations and service performance resulted from longer delivery delays and less service availability, which restricted equal access to online buying (Royal Mail, 2024).
Delivery businesses also had to deal with operational challenges as workforce, transportation capacity, and distribution networks were challenged by the quickly rising parcel quantities. Finding operational barriers is crucial for improving organizational performance and preserving service quality during times of fast expansion, according to the Theory of Constraints (Balderstone and Mabin, 1998).
Instead of just delivering new technology, organizations may create customer-cantered innovations that meet real user needs by understanding these pain points. Successful design thinking is built on this user-focused approach, which also raises the possibility of creating solutions that are appealing, workable, and profitable (Brown, 2008; Orton, 2017).
3. Market Gaps
Several market gaps brought about by the UK's quick growth in digital commerce offer chances for innovation and the development of new businesses. Since many organizations embraced digital technologies both during and after the COVID-19 epidemic, many solutions were built quickly rather than deliberately because to the rapidity of this transformation. Because of this, there are still gaps in the quality of digital assistance offered to SMEs, especially those with little funding and technological skills (Gov.UK, 2025).
The lack of reasonably priced, full digital platforms created especially for small enterprises is one significant market gap. For online sales, customer service, payment processing, and delivery management, many SMEs rely on several systems. Using different systems results in higher expenses, decreased productivity, and a disconnected customer experience. So, there is a chance to create user-friendly, comprehensive digital solutions that streamline corporate processes and raise consumer satisfaction (Brown, 2008).
Serving remote customers and businesses is another area where there is a gap. Many rural towns still have fewer delivery alternatives, longer fulfilment times, and less access to digital services despite the rise of e-commerce. Companies are in a good position to address these unmet needs if they can enhance logistics coordination or offer more adaptable delivery options (Royal Mail, 2024; DPD, n.d.).
Furthermore, a lot of SMEs lack the expertise and self-assurance necessary to efficiently use digital technology. To help firms operate more successfully in the online marketplace, this generates demand for services that combine digital tools with advice, training, and continuous support (Liedtka, 2018).
From the point of view of design thinking, these market gaps offer chances to create customer-focused solutions that are both appealing and profitable. Entrepreneurs can develop solutions that produce value for users and create a durable competitive advantage by identifying unmet requirements (Gibbons, 2016; Orton, 2017).
4. Technological Enablers
Businesses have been able to change to the quick expansion of digital commerce in the UK thanks in large part to technological developments. In addition to ensuring business continuity, digital technologies foster innovation by increasing productivity, improving customer satisfaction, and reaching new markets. Technology serves as a facilitator within the Design Thinking framework, assisting in the transformation of consumer needs into useful and useful solutions (Brown, 2008).
The broad availability of e-commerce platforms, which enable SMEs to offer goods and services online with comparatively little spending, is one of the most important technology enablers. These platforms, when combined with digital payment methods, cloud-based software, and mobile applications, allow businesses to manage orders, interact with clients, and run more effectively wherever they are (Gov.UK, 2025).
By allowing online service delivery, virtual consultations, and remote working, cloud collaboration solutions have also helped enterprises. Tutors, fitness instructors, and professional consultants are examples of service-based businesses that have benefited greatly from this, as it has allowed them to continue serving clients while lowering operating expenses (BBC, 2023).
Digital commerce has been reinforced by developments in logistics technology. To increase delivery dependability and operational efficiency, courier services like Royal Mail and DPD employ parcel tracking systems, automated sorting technology, and route optimization software. These technologies assist delivery operators better handle increasing parcel quantities while also increasing customer transparency (Royal Mail, 2024; DPD, n.d.).
From the perspective of innovation, technology by itself cannot provide value. Organizations must integrate advanced technology with a solid understanding of user requirements. According to Orton (2017) and Merrill (2008), successful innovation happens when solutions are both technically and commercially practical, appealing to customers, and ensure that digital technologies create long-term company value instead of just adding innovations.
5. Potential for Scalability and Sustainability
The UK's digital economy is still expanding, which offers great potential for new venture creation that is both sustainable and scalable. Businesses that create customer-focused digital solutions can grow beyond local markets and serve clients across the country as consumers want easy online purchasing, quick delivery, and seamless digital experiences. This gives SMEs the chance to grow clients without paying the high expenses of creating new physical sites (ONS, 2023).
Digital technologies improve scalability by allowing organizations to expand operations at comparatively cheap additional expenses. Organizations can manage higher client numbers while retaining operational efficiency thanks to cloud-based technologies, e-commerce platforms, and digital marketing. According to innovation frameworks like the Innovation Ambition Matrix, companies should first focus on improving their core offerings before branching out into related industries and, as they develop, implementing transformative innovations (Skillicorn, 2021; Umbrex, 2026).
Business growth is not the only factor that influences long-term sustainability. Businesses must constantly adapt to shifting consumer demands, technology advancements, and competitive challenges. To assist companies, improve their goods and services and stay competitive in a changing market, Design Thinking encourages ongoing user feedback and continuous improvement (Brown, 2008; Gibbons, 2016). This customer-focused strategy promotes long-term competitive advantage and increases client loyalty.
Building strong company processes that can adapt to upcoming events is another aspect of sustainability. Systems thinking emphasizes the value of adaptability, teamwork, and ongoing education in sustaining organizational effectiveness throughout time (Espinosa, 2023). In the developing UK digital economy, new enterprises can achieve sustainable growth while generating long-term value for both companies and consumers by merging scalable digital technologies with continuous innovation and customer-focused development (Merrill, 2008).
6. Justification of Key Opportunity Area
The creation of an integrated digital commerce platform for SMEs is the most attractive prospect for innovation in the UK market, according to the examination of user pain points, market gaps, technology enablers, and scalability. This opportunity directly deals with the difficulties local manufacturers, service providers, and small retailers face in managing several digital systems while satisfying growing consumer demands for dependable delivery services and easy online purchasing (Gov.UK, 2025).
The suggested possibility is well-supported from a design thinking standpoint by data collected through comprehending consumer demands. While consumers anticipate flawless online experiences, safe payments, and clear delivery tracking, SMEs need accessible, user-friendly digital solutions. There is a clear gap that can be filled through innovation because current market offers often fall short of providing these features on a single, easily accessible platform (Brown, 2008; Richardson, 2010).
The opportunity is also supported by current technological developments. Delivering such a service is technically possible thanks to cloud computing, e-commerce platforms, and integrated logistics technology, and its commercial feasibility is increased by the ongoing growth of digital commerce (Royal Mail, 2024; DPD, n.d.). Additionally, the platform may support local SMEs at first before growing to serve enterprises throughout the UK through new digital services and cutting-edge technology, giving it a great scaling potential (Skillicorn, 2021).
All things considered, this opportunity is the best strategic option since it meets the three essential criteria of successful innovation: it is appealing to users, workable with current technologies, and profitable as a long-term business model (Orton, 2017). As a result, it offers a strong basis for the new project created in Task 2 and strongly follows to the customer-centred innovation principles promoted by Design Thinking (Liedtka, 2018).


Task 2: New Venture Concept via Design Thinking
7. Introduction 
This report suggests creating an integrated digital commerce platform for small and medium-sized businesses (SMEs) in the UK, building on the opportunities found in Task 1. By offering a single platform that integrates online store creation, inventory management, secure payment processing, customer contact, and courier integration, the company aims to assist independent merchants, regional producers, and service-based enterprises in streamlining their digital operations. The platform wants to increase operational efficiency while improving the overall customer experience by substituting several disparate systems with a single, user-friendly solution.
To develop this venture concept, the report applies the five stages of the Design Thinking framework: Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype and Test (Brown, 2008; Gibbons, 2016). Instead of relying on presumptions, this customer-centred approach guarantees that the suggested solution is founded on a comprehensive understanding of user demands. The venture's prospects for long-term success in the UK's developing digital economy will be increased by methodically moving through each stage and refining it into a solution that is appealing to consumers, technically possible, and financially successful (Orton, 2017; Liedtka, 2018).
8. Empathising with affected users (e.g., small retailers, rural consumers, delivery partners, etc.)
Small independent retailers in the UK are the main users of the planned integrated digital commerce infrastructure, with delivery partners and rural customers making up significant secondary stakeholders. By considering the scenario from their point of view rather than concentrating just on corporate goals, the empathize stage goals to comprehend these users' experiences, motivations, and difficulties (Brown, 2008; Gibbons, 2016).
The customer journey map, which shows the stages companies take while handling online sales, is a helpful tool at this point. For website management, inventory control, payment processing, and delivery scheduling, many small merchants employ different systems. This disjointed procedure takes a lot of time, raises the possibility of mistakes, and puts more strain on company owners who frequently oversee these operations individually. Their main requirements are cost, ease of use, and dependable technology that reduces administrative tasks so they can concentrate on expanding their companies (Richardson, 2010).
Consumers in rural areas have distinct frustrations. Despite appreciating the ease of online purchasing, they often experience lengthier delivery periods, fewer delivery alternatives, and little information about the status of their packages. Despite the availability of online products, these problems damage consumer confidence and lead to discontent (Royal Mail, 2024). Customer journey mapping states that even in cases where the ordering process is simple, delivery-related issues can have a negative effect on the entire purchasing experience (Mediahawk, 2025).
Increasing parcel quantities and the requirement to interact with multiple small shops using various ordering systems present operational issues for delivery partners as well. Effective order administration, precise shipment information, and efficient communication that facilitates on-time delivery are their top priorities (DPD, n.d.).
An empathy map also shows that retailers consider expanding their firms, are overrun by complicated digital systems, claim they require reasonably priced technology, and do spend a lot of time switching between various programs. By comprehending these requirements, the business can create a customer-focused platform that solves actual user issues rather than just implementing new technology. This illustrates the basic concept of Design Thinking, which holds that empathy and a full understanding of consumers' actual experiences are the first steps towards effective innovation (Liedtka, 2018).
9. Defining a clear problem statement
The define stage transforms the knowledge acquired during the empathize phase into a detailed problem description that directs the creation of a workable solution. Design Thinking wants to identify the fundamental issue that keeps users from accomplishing their objectives rather than concentrating on symptoms (Gibbons, 2016).
The primary problem, according to the empathy findings, is that small independent merchants in the UK find it difficult to manage their digital operations because they depend on several disjointed technologies that are usually costly, time-consuming, and challenging to use. Due to faulty communication, delayed order processing, and poor delivery coordination, this problem not only lowers operational efficiency but also negatively impacts the customer experience. These errors particularly affect rural consumers, and delivery partners have additional challenges when collaborating with companies that employ various digital procedures (Royal Mail, 2024; DPD, n.d.).
The problem statement for the proposed venture is:
"How might we help small independent retailers manage their online business through one affordable and easy-to-use digital platform that improves operational efficiency while delivering a seamless customer experience?"
This problem was chosen because it accurately captures the demands found during the empathize stage. Customer journey mapping suggested that while customers prefer dependable ordering, payment, and delivery experiences, retailers want more straightforward digital processes (Richardson, 2010; Mediahawk, 2025). The three requirements for successful innovation are also met by tackling this problem: the solution is viable because expanding digital commerce generates significant market demand, feasible because it can be developed using current technologies, and desirable because it addresses real user problems (Orton, 2017; Liedtka, 2018).
10. Generating innovative solution ideas
The ideate stage concentrates on coming up with a variety of potential solutions before deciding which one best solves the identified issue. According to Brown (2008) and Paladino (2021), Design Thinking promotes divergent thinking to investigate several concepts, followed by convergent thinking to assess and improve the most promising choice. Causal mapping can be used to find the underlying causes of SMEs' digital difficulties and the connections between them to facilitate this process. The map illustrates how disjointed digital systems result in ineffective business operations, which lower customer satisfaction and lower a company's ability to compete. This makes it more likely that suggested solutions deal with the root causes rather than the symptoms (Burge, 2015).
There were several possible solutions. The initial concept was an online training platform with business help and courses to improve SMEs' digital abilities. The second proposal was a shared logistics platform that connects independent shops with numerous courier companies to boost delivery efficiency. The third proposal was a complete digital commerce platform that integrates website construction, inventory management, secure payment processing, customer communication and courier integration under one system.
Each concept gives value but differs in its ability to deal with the defined problem. Although the training platform would increase digital literacy, managing several software systems would still be necessary. Although the logistics platform may improve deliveries, it would not solve the more general operational issues that SMEs face. By streamlining the entire digital business process, on the other hand, the integrated digital commerce platform addresses the underlying issues found during the empathize and define stages.
As a result, the integrated platform is chosen as the best option since it best meets the requirements of viability, practicality, and desirability. It can be produced using current digital technologies, meets real user needs, and has significant commercial potential within the growing UK digital economy (Orton, 2017). Additionally, it maintains agreement with Design Thinking's customer-centred approach while offering a scalable platform for future innovation (Liedtka, 2018; Merrill, 2008).
11. Proposing a prototype or minimum viable product (MVP)
The selected project is an integrated digital commerce platform designed for UK local manufacturers and small independent retailers. By combining necessary features into a single, user-friendly system, the platform promises to streamline digital business management. Retailers would access all these services via a single platform rather than utilizing different apps for online sales, stock management, payments, and deliveries. Customers would have a more seamless shopping experience, operational efficiency would increase, and administration time would decrease (Brown, 2008).
SMEs with little funding, technical skills, or time to handle complicated digital systems are the target users. Additionally, by offering a more dependable online shopping experience with safe payments, real-time order tracking, and enhanced communication, the platform would help consumers. Standard order information and improved integration between merchants and courier services will enable delivery partners, such as DPD and Royal Mail, increase delivery efficiency and accuracy (Royal Mail, 2024; DPD, n.d.).
The Minimum Viable Product (MVP) would only have the essential functionality required to address the most pressing issues facing users. These characteristics would include:
· an online shop builder with customisable templates;
· inventory and stock management;
· secure online payment processing;
· customer order management;
· integration with Royal Mail and DPD for booking deliveries and parcel tracking; and
· a simple dashboard that allows retailers to monitor sales, orders and customer enquiries in one place.
Complex capabilities like customer loyalty programs, marketing automation, AI recommendations, complex business analytics, and multilingual support would not be included in the MVP at this point. Only once the core platform has been successfully tested and user input verifies demand would these features be added. This strategy guarantees that resources are concentrated on the features that users value most while lowering development costs (Liedtka, 2018).
For SMEs, a basic business plan would be a monthly subscription with several price tiers according to the size of the company and the quantity of goods it manages. This keeps the platform inexpensive for smaller businesses while generating consistent revenue. The Design Thinking idea of learning via experimentation and continual improvement is reflected in the development of a basic MVP in advance of investing in additional features. This allows the venture to adjust the platform based on actual user experiences rather than assumptions (Gibbons, 2016; Orton, 2017).

12. Explaining how the solution would be tested and refined
The final stage of the Design Thinking process is to test the Minimum Viable Product (MVP) with real users and refine it based on their feedback. Continuous testing enables changes to be made prior to a full market launch, as opposed to presuming the initial version of the platform is complete (Brown, 2008; Gibbons, 2016).
About 20 to 30 UK SMEs, including independent merchants and regional producers, would participate in a pilot initiative to introduce the MVP. For four to six weeks, participants would utilize the platform to handle online sales, handle payments, and schedule delivery using integrated courier services like DPD and Royal Mail. To learn about users' experiences and pinpoint areas for improvement, user interviews, online questionnaires, and system usage statistics would be gathered throughout the trial (Royal Mail, 2024; DPD, n.d.).
A/B testing could also be utilized to evaluate many iterations of important elements, such the checkout procedure or dashboard layout, to identify which design is most user-friendly. Key performance indicators would include customer satisfaction, task completion time, order processing speed, and the quantity of technical help inquiries. Positive user feedback, shorter administration times, higher customer satisfaction, and more assurance in handling digital activities would all be indicators of success. On the other hand, high error rates, low usability ratings, or a high frequency of technical problems would suggest that more improvement is needed (Richardson, 2010).
Before the platform's commercial public introduction, feedback would be analysed to determine which modifications should be prioritized. Features that are often desired might be added, while functions that are useless or unclear could be simplified or eliminated. Development is kept focused on actual user demands rather than presumptions thanks to this iterative process (Liedtka, 2018).
A tiny test group might not accurately reflect all UK SMEs, which could be a drawback. Participants would be chosen from a variety of industries and company sizes to lower this risk, and testing would proceed in stages before a broader adoption. The development of a user-centred, profitable, and sustainable business is facilitated by this ongoing improvement (Orton, 2017; Merrill, 2008).

13. Conclusion
This report identified the quick digitalisation of UK SMEs as a significant opportunity for innovation and new venture creation. There is a significant need for solutions that streamline digital business operations, according to an examination of user pain points, market gaps, technical enablers, and scaling possibilities. The creation of an integrated digital commerce platform was found to be the best option among those taken into consideration since it meets the requirements of small independent businesses and improves customer and delivery partner experiences (Brown, 2008; Gov.UK, 2025).
The venture concept was developed in an organized manner by using the five stages of Design Thinking. Starting with empathy made sure that the suggested solution was founded on actual user needs rather than assumption. The Define stage made the main issue clear and Ideate promoted weighing several options before deciding on the best one. Planning user testing and creating an MVP showed how ongoing feedback can be utilized to improve the platform and lower the risks involved in starting a new business (Gibbons, 2016; Liedtka, 2018). By guaranteeing that customer needs, business viability, and operational performance were considered jointly, additional frameworks such as customer journey mapping, the desirability–feasibility–viability model, and systems thinking strengthened the analysis (Richardson, 2010; Orton, 2017; Espinosa, 2023).
The planned venture has not been validated by primary research with SMEs or consumers, which is a limitation of this report. Therefore, to assess the platform's effectiveness before commercial implementation, further study should incorporate user interviews, prototype testing, and market trials. In the UK's developing digital economy, these initiatives would offer stronger proof to improve the business and ensure its long-term success (Merrill, 2008).
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