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[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc792_2097188755]Executive Summary
This portfolio critically evaluates opportunities created by the continuing expansion of digital commerce in the United Kingdom, using Shopify as the company case rather than assuming that one platform is the answer to every SME problem. UK SMEs employed 16.9 million people and generated £2.8 trillion in turnover at the start of 2025, while online sales accounted for 28.8 per cent of retail spending in May 2026 (Department for Business and Trade, 2025a; Office for National Statistics, 2026). These figures establish economic relevance and persistent digital demand, but they do not prove that individual micro-businesses can adopt technology profitably. The analysis therefore focuses on the gap between technical availability and practical use.
Task 1 compares five opportunity areas: e-commerce enablement, measurable local marketing, integrated payments and inventory, local fulfilment, and supported adoption. The strongest opportunity is not another website builder. It is a narrow integration and onboarding service that reduces operational fragmentation. Task 2 develops LocalConnect UK, an independent Shopify-enabled venture. Its concierge minimum viable product combines guided setup, QR ordering, unified order visibility, click-and-collect and restricted delivery trials. Critical decision rules are included so that weak features are removed rather than defended. Illustrative unit economics show that a 20-merchant pilot would not be self-financing; partner funding or a larger paying base would be required. The final recommendation is therefore conditional: test adoption and willingness to pay first, add delivery only where route density is demonstrated, and scale only when merchant retention and contribution margins justify expansion.
[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc794_2097188755]1. Introduction and Methodological Approach
The pandemic accelerated digital purchasing, but the strategic issue is no longer emergency adoption. Customers now expect businesses to be searchable, easy to pay and clear about fulfilment. A bookshop, farm producer and personal trainer have different operating models, yet all must connect discovery, transaction, service delivery and follow-up. The scenario is therefore better understood as an integration problem than as a simple shortage of websites.
Shopify is a useful case because it combines storefront, payment, point-of-sale and fulfilment functions. Its 2025 annual report states that merchant solutions produced 76 per cent of total revenue, indicating that payments and related services are central to its model (Shopify, 2026a). However, this creates a methodological caution: analysing the market through Shopify may overstate the value of platform integration and understate lower-cost alternatives such as separate payment, booking or open-source tools. The portfolio consequently evaluates Shopify as an enabling infrastructure, not as evidence that the proposed venture is automatically viable.
The five stages of Design Thinking organise the work: empathise, define, ideate, prototype and test. Brown (2008) is useful for connecting user value, technical capability and commercial logic, while Buchanan (1992) and Dorst (2011) explain why complex problems must be reframed iteratively. Nevertheless, Design Thinking is not a guaranteed innovation formula. Johansson-Sköldberg, Woodilla and Çetinkaya (2013) show that the term contains different managerial and designerly traditions, while Micheli et al. (2019) identify variation in how organisations interpret and apply it. A linear reading of the five stages could therefore produce superficial workshops rather than evidence. To limit this weakness, the portfolio triangulates user research with official market data, uses Lean Startup experiments to challenge assumptions (Ries, 2011; Blank, 2013), and applies business-model analysis to costs and revenue (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010; Teece, 2010).
[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc796_2097188755]2. Task 1: UK Market Opportunities Through a Design Thinking Lens
[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc798_2097188755]2.1 Empathising with the Market
Empathy begins with tasks and constraints, not with a preferred technology. Small retailers need to attract customers, record payment, maintain stock and complete fulfilment without creating another administrative job. Local producers face fluctuating availability and collection schedules. Rural consumers may value local choice but still compare the experience with national platforms. Delivery partners need concentrated routes, accurate addresses and realistic collection times.
Official evidence supports the existence of adoption friction. The SME Digital Adoption Taskforce reports concerns about lock-in, unclear switching costs and process complexity (Department for Business and Trade, 2025b). Yet this evidence is broad: it does not identify which barrier is most important for the specific merchants LocalConnect would serve. Therefore, the market data justify investigation rather than the venture itself. The most credible opportunities are those where interviews, observed workflows and transaction data reveal repeated loss of time or sales.
[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc800_2097188755]2.2 E-commerce and Booking Enablement
E-commerce and booking enablement addresses a visible pain point, but the market is crowded and basic site creation is increasingly commoditised. A micro-business may need product photography, policy configuration, stock updates and booking rules more than it needs another template. Informal ordering through messages appears cheap until volume creates omissions, duplicated work or uncertain availability.
Cloud tools, payment links and mobile templates make deployment feasible. However, low technical barriers also make this opportunity easy for competitors to copy. A new venture would therefore need differentiation through sector-specific onboarding, time-to-first-order and ongoing operational support. Scalability is constrained by the human assistance required: standard templates scale, but bespoke catalogue cleaning does not. Consequently, e-commerce enablement is attractive as an entry service, not a defensible standalone venture.
[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc802_2097188755]2.3 Local Digital Marketing and Customer Relationships
Local digital marketing responds to weak conversion and customer retention. Many SMEs can generate attention but cannot attribute sales to a campaign or identify profitable repeat customers. AI-assisted content, email automation and simple analytics reduce effort, yet they also lower entry barriers for every agency and can produce generic communication.
The commercial gap is therefore narrower than “digital marketing for SMEs”. A stronger offer would connect campaigns to completed transactions and test small interventions against a baseline. Liedtka (2015) supports experimentation as a way to expose assumptions, but attribution remains difficult when customers move between social media, telephone and in-store purchase. This opportunity has low capital requirements and good template scalability, but limited defensibility. It should be bundled with commerce data rather than selected as LocalConnect’s core proposition.
[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc804_2097188755]2.4 Integrated POS, Payments and Inventory
Integrated payments, inventory and order visibility addresses a more persistent operational problem. When payments, stock and customer messages sit in separate systems, owners spend time reconciling records and risk selling unavailable products. UK Finance reports that cards represented 64 per cent of UK payments in 2024, confirming that digital payment acceptance is mainstream (UK Finance, 2025). Shopify’s platform can display online and POS orders together and its merchant-solutions revenue shows strategic commitment to this area (Shopify, 2026a).
The opportunity is feasible and recurrent, but it is not uncontested. Shopify, Square and other providers already integrate parts of the workflow, while app subscriptions can increase total cost. LocalConnect cannot differentiate by claiming to possess unique payment technology. Its advantage would have to come from configuration, migration, training and measurable reductions in manual work. Inclusion also limits a digital-only design: access-to-cash regulation recognises continuing reliance on cash, so pay-on-collection and assisted orders should remain available (Financial Conduct Authority, 2024).
[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc806_2097188755]2.5 Local Fulfilment and Last-Mile Coordination
Local fulfilment is highly desirable for consumers but commercially less certain. Low order density, waiting time and failed deliveries can make each drop expensive, particularly outside dense urban areas. Shopify can configure local delivery zones and pickup, reducing development requirements (Shopify, 2026b; 2026c). Nevertheless, software does not create route density.
The market gap is coordination rather than another courier: scheduled rounds, shared collection points and consolidated merchant orders. The main trade-off is between convenience and economics. Frequent delivery may attract customers but weaken margins and increase mileage; fewer rounds improve density but reduce convenience. Environmental benefit is similarly conditional. No sustainability claim should be made until miles per order and failed-drop rates improve relative to merchants arranging separate journeys. Fulfilment should therefore enter the pilot as a restricted experiment, not as the venture’s initial revenue foundation.
[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc808_2097188755]2.6 Supported Adoption and Digital Inclusion
Supported adoption addresses the distance between platform capability and owner confidence. Ofcom reports that full fibre reached 82 per cent of UK homes by January 2026, but infrastructure cannot solve uncertainty about pricing, data protection or workflow change (Ofcom, 2026). Rogers (2003) and Venkatesh et al. (2003) suggest that visible benefit, compatibility and manageable effort influence adoption.
Support can increase use of every other opportunity, but its economics are difficult. Human onboarding is valuable precisely because it is labour-intensive. As a standalone training business it may have weak recurring revenue; as an embedded service it can reduce churn and failed implementation. The critical design choice is therefore to standardise repeatable tasks while reserving human assistance for decisions that genuinely require judgement.
[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc810_2097188755]2.7 Opportunity Prioritisation and Critical Evaluation
Table 1 ranks the five areas using desirability, feasibility, viability and scale/sustainability. The scores are reasoned managerial judgements, not objective measurements. They are useful for comparison but sensitive to weighting. Payments and inventory remain strongest when feasibility or viability receives greater weight; fulfilment rises only when sustainability is heavily weighted and successful route consolidation is assumed. This sensitivity check prevents the matrix from disguising uncertainty as precision.
The analysis supports an integrated adoption proposition centred on payments, inventory and e-commerce setup, with marketing as an add-on and delivery as a conditional module. Monthly ONS data show that online retail remains substantial, but the 28.8 per cent figure does not isolate SMEs and may vary from month to month (Office for National Statistics, 2026). It therefore indicates structural demand, not LocalConnect’s addressable market.
The company case also needs comparison against plausible alternatives. A merchant could combine WooCommerce with a separate payment provider, use Square for POS, or continue with social-media ordering. These routes may have lower subscription cost or greater control, but they also increase integration and support responsibility. Shopify is therefore not selected because it is universally superior; it is selected because a single platform makes the pilot easier to configure and measure. This creates a trade-off between implementation simplicity and supplier dependence. The venture should record total merchant cost, including paid applications, so that platform convenience is not evaluated while hidden add-on expenditure is ignored.
A concise PESTEL and SWOT assessment reinforces the conditional recommendation. Policy support and improving infrastructure favour adoption, while consumer law, data protection and payment security raise compliance cost. Shopify supplies scale and ecosystem depth but also creates dependency on pricing and platform rules. Competitors can imitate basic setup services. According to Porter (1985), sustainable differentiation requires a system of reinforcing activities; for LocalConnect, that system would be guided migration, local merchant support, transaction-linked learning and disciplined fulfilment testing. The opportunity is credible only if these activities reduce merchant workload more than they increase service cost.
	Opportunity
	Desirability
30%
	Feasibility
25%
	Viability
25%
	Scale / sustainability
20%
	Weighted score

	E-commerce / booking enablement
	5
	5
	3
	4
	4.30

	Local marketing and CRM
	4
	5
	3
	4
	4.00

	POS, payments and inventory
	5
	5
	5
	4
	4.80

	Local fulfilment coordination
	5
	3
	2
	3
	3.35

	Supported adoption and inclusion
	4
	5
	4
	4
	4.25


Table 1. Weighted opportunity screen. Scores are author judgements based on the cited evidence.
[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc812_2097188755]3. Task 2: Developing a New Venture Through the Five Design Thinking Stages
[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc814_2097188755]3.1 Venture Concept and Goals
LocalConnect UK is proposed as an independent Shopify-enabled service for micro-retailers, local producers and selected service businesses. It is not presented as an official Shopify product. The venture would configure existing Shopify tools and add local onboarding, QR discovery, merchant support and limited fulfilment coordination.
Its primary goal is operational: a participating merchant should be able to accept and correctly fulfil a first integrated local order within one working day of onboarding. Secondary goals are to reduce reconciliation time, improve customer clarity about collection or delivery, and test paid retention. These goals are intentionally narrower than “digitally transform local business”, which would be difficult to measure and would encourage feature expansion without evidence.
[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc816_2097188755]3.2 Empathise
The empathy stage would combine observation, semi-structured interviews and journey mapping. Observation is important because workarounds often become invisible to the people using them. The researcher would follow real orders from discovery to payment and fulfilment, recording duplicated entry, waiting time, errors and help requests.
The sample would include approximately 12 merchants, 15 consumers and three delivery partners in one locality. It should deliberately include non-adopters and merchants who abandoned previous platforms, not only enthusiastic users. Otherwise, the research would overestimate willingness to change. Interviews would ask participants to reconstruct a recent failed or difficult order rather than speculate about a hypothetical service. Consumer recruitment should include people who need assisted ordering or use cash, because a smartphone-only sample would conceal exclusion.
The sample is suitable for discovering patterns but not for estimating market prevalence. Personas and journey maps would therefore be treated as provisional design artefacts, not as representative statistics. Findings would be triangulated with observed behaviour and pilot data. This qualification is important because empathy can become selective storytelling when a small number of vivid interviews are treated as universal evidence (Cross, 2011; Micheli et al., 2019).
[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc818_2097188755]3.3 Define: Problem Statement and Root Causes
The problem statement is: How might LocalConnect UK help time-poor micro-businesses convert local demand into paid, accurately fulfilled orders while limiting implementation effort and preserving access for customers who need assistance?
The Five Whys analysis in Table 2 reframes low online sales as a possible symptom of fragmented operations and unsupported change. However, Five Whys does not prove causality; each answer is a hypothesis to be tested. For example, low sales may result from weak demand or uncompetitive pricing rather than software fragmentation. Discovery interviews must therefore look for disconfirming evidence, and merchants with well-integrated systems but low sales should not be forced into the proposed explanation.
The definition sets boundaries. LocalConnect will not create a new commerce engine, promise national delivery or provide full-service advertising. It will test one locality and a limited set of workflows. These exclusions improve feasibility and make failure interpretable: if the pilot does not improve completed orders or workload, the team can reject the proposition rather than blame an unfinished national platform.
	Stage
	Working question
	Hypothesis requiring validation

	Problem
	Why are completed local digital orders inconsistent?
	Orders may be lost, delayed or abandoned.

	Why 1
	Why might this occur?
	Discovery, payment, stock and fulfilment use separate processes.

	Why 2
	Why are processes not integrated?
	Informal tools feel cheaper and integrated setup appears difficult.

	Why 3
	Why does difficulty prevent adoption?
	Owners have limited time, confidence and implementation support.

	Why 4
	Why is support limited?
	Providers optimise individual products rather than the merchant change journey.

	Caution
	What alternative cause must be tested?
	Weak demand, price or product quality may matter more than technology.


Table 2. Five Whys analysis. Findings are hypotheses for testing, not established causes.
[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc820_2097188755]3.4 Ideate: Generating and Selecting Alternatives
Ideation separates generating options from defending a favourite solution. A workshop would use spoken brainstorming followed by silent brainwriting so that confident participants do not dominate. Paulus and Yang (2000) found that written idea exchange can reduce production blocking. After a short incubation period, ideas would be clustered by discovery, transaction, operations, fulfilment and support.
Random entry transfers the logic of a car-park QR code to local commerce: scanning should reveal live availability, total cost and collection choices without an app download. Reverse provocation asks how to create the worst service hidden charges, duplicate data entry, compulsory apps and vague delivery and converts these failures into design constraints. An analogy with a scheduled bus route suggests pooled delivery windows rather than a separate journey for every order (de Bono, 1992).
Four strategic options emerge: a training-only service, a local multi-vendor marketplace, a delivery cooperative, and an integrated adoption service. Training is feasible but weak in recurring revenue; a marketplace improves discovery but requires costly demand generation; delivery is desirable but depends on density; the integrated service addresses merchant operations but risks complexity. LocalConnect selects the fourth option only after reducing it to modules: guided setup and order visibility form the core, QR discovery is a low-cost acquisition test, and fulfilment remains optional. This selection is a compromise, not an assumption that combining more features automatically creates more value.
[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc822_2097188755]3.5 Prototype: The Minimum Viable Product
The riskiest assumptions are not whether Shopify can process an order, but whether merchants will change routines, customers will complete local purchases and merchants will pay for support. The first prototype should therefore be a clickable journey and a manual service script, not custom software. A concierge MVP makes hidden labour visible before automation (Brown, 2009; Ries, 2011).
The 12-week pilot would recruit 20 businesses in one town or rural-suburban cluster. Each merchant would launch no more than 20 products or three bookable services. Core elements are guided catalogue setup, checkout, order-status visibility, QR and social links, and click-and-collect. Two scheduled delivery rounds would be offered only in defined postcodes. Staff may manually group orders and enter assisted telephone orders. Manual work is acceptable for learning, but every intervention must be logged because high support demand would weaken scalability.
The prototype deliberately excludes custom route software, advanced AI marketing and a full local marketplace. Those features could make the pilot look impressive while preventing the team from identifying which element creates value. Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010) and Teece (2010) are applied by linking each feature to a customer problem, cost, partner and revenue hypothesis rather than presenting a feature list as a business model.
[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc824_2097188755]3.6 Test and Refine
Testing prioritises behaviour over stated enthusiasm. Merchant onboarding measures completion time, catalogue accuracy, support contacts and four-week activity. The initial pass condition is that at least 80 per cent publish a usable catalogue with no more than two substantive support interventions. Failure would trigger a smaller catalogue or a narrower target segment, not additional features.
Customer tests compare QR posters, merchant social links and a simple local directory. Completed checkout, repeat purchase and contribution per order matter more than scans or page views. A high scan rate with weak purchases would suggest that interest exists but price, trust or fulfilment remains unacceptable. Short interviews at collection would help interpret the analytics.
Fulfilment tests measure cost per drop, orders per route, on-time performance, failed deliveries and miles per order. Delivery is paused if routes cannot reach the threshold defined in Table 3. Inclusion testing records assisted orders, accessibility issues and payment preferences. Personal data would be minimised and privacy considered during design, consistent with ICO guidance (Information Commissioner’s Office, 2026).
The pilot is too small to establish statistical certainty, so results should be interpreted as directional. A second location should use a different demographic or geographic profile to test transferability. This protects the venture from scaling a solution that works only because of one supportive merchant group or unusually dense neighbourhood.
	Assumption
	Evidence
	Decision rule

	Onboarding can be simplified
	Time, errors, support contacts and 4-week activity
	Redesign if fewer than 80% publish with no more than two interventions

	Customers will complete orders
	Checkout completion, repeat purchase and contribution per order
	Drop channels that create attention but not completed sales

	Operations become clearer
	Reconciliation time, stock corrections and support tickets
	Remove features that do not reduce manual work

	Delivery can reach density
	Orders per route, cost per drop, failures and miles per order
	Pause delivery if fewer than 8 drops per round after week 6

	Merchants will pay
	Paid conversion and three-month retention
	Do not expand if paid retention is below 60%


Table 3. MVP evidence and decision rules. Source: author’s analysis.
[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc826_2097188755]3.7 Viability, Risk, Sustainability and Implementation
Commercial viability requires a clearer calculation than positive feedback. Table 4 presents illustrative assumptions, not a forecast. At a £49 monthly support fee and £14 variable service cost, contribution is £35 per merchant. With assumed fixed operating costs of £4,000 per month, break-even requires 115 active merchants. Twenty pilot merchants would contribute only £700 per month, so the pilot cannot fund a coordinator without partner support, onboarding fees or a higher price. In an alternative case, a £69 fee with £19 variable cost produces £50 contribution and reduces break-even to 80 merchants. The comparison shows that price acceptance and support intensity are critical uncertainties. It also exposes a strategic choice: council or business-support funding could subsidise discovery, but recurring operations should not depend indefinitely on grants. An onboarding fee may improve cash flow, yet a high upfront price could discourage precisely the micro-businesses the venture intends to serve. The pilot must therefore test both payment timing and total willingness to pay.
The principal risks are adoption, service cost, platform dependence, compliance and delivery reliability. Familiar workarounds may remain preferable to merchants. Support may consume more time than subscriptions recover. Shopify controls core functionality and pricing, so LocalConnect should use clear contracts, exportable data and modular processes. Consumer rights, payment responsibilities and data protection require documented ownership and staff training. The ICO requires privacy and data protection to be considered from design through the service lifecycle (Information Commissioner’s Office, 2026).
Sustainability is assessed rather than asserted. Economically, the service should improve merchant resilience and retain paying users. Socially, assisted ordering and flexible collection reduce exclusion. Environmentally, delivery remains only if batching demonstrates fewer or shorter journeys. This reflects sustainable business-model research, which treats environmental and social value as part of the model rather than promotional language (Bocken et al., 2014; Geissdoerfer, Vladimirova and Evans, 2018).
Implementation has three gates: four weeks of discovery and prototype work; a 12-week pilot; and four weeks of evaluation. Expansion to a second location requires merchant retention, positive contribution after direct support cost, acceptable complaint levels and viable fulfilment. The risk of not acting is continued fragmented administration and dependence on marketplaces, but that risk does not justify scaling a weak model. Stopping or narrowing the venture remains a legitimate evidence-based outcome.
	Illustrative case
	Monthly fee
	Variable cost / merchant
	Contribution / merchant
	Fixed cost assumption
	Break-even merchants

	Base case
	£49
	£14
	£35
	£4,000
	115

	Higher-value case
	£69
	£19
	£50
	£4,000
	80


Table 4. Illustrative monthly unit economics. Values are planning assumptions, not forecasts.
[bookmark: __RefHeading___Toc828_2097188755]4. Conclusion and Recommendation
The UK environment supports continued SME digital-commerce innovation, but broad market growth does not remove venture-level risk. The central pain point is fragmented execution across discovery, payment, stock and fulfilment. Task 1 therefore rejects website building and generic marketing as sufficiently defensible standalone opportunities. It prioritises integrated operations and supported adoption, while treating delivery as conditional on route economics.
Task 2 converts this judgement into LocalConnect UK. The Design Thinking process is used critically rather than ceremonially: empathy findings remain provisional, Five Whys produces hypotheses rather than proof, ideation compares competing models, and the MVP removes non-essential features. Testing includes failure thresholds and a second-location check. Illustrative unit economics show that the initial pilot requires external support and that the venture needs approximately 80–115 active merchants under the stated scenarios to cover assumed fixed costs.
The recommendation is to proceed with a bounded pilot, not a full launch. LocalConnect should scale only when it demonstrates three outcomes simultaneously: merchants continue paying, manual workload falls, and fulfilment contributes value without creating uneconomic or environmentally inefficient journeys. This conditional conclusion is stronger than assuming that digital demand alone guarantees a successful venture.
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