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The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated a transformation that was already taking place within the UK economy: the movement from predominantly physical commerce towards digitally enabled retail, services and customer relationships. Lockdowns, social-distancing requirements and restrictions on physical retail forced consumers and businesses to adopt online channels rapidly. However, the significance of this transformation extends beyond the pandemic itself. Consumers have retained expectations of convenience, home delivery, digital payments and online interaction, while businesses have increasingly recognised digital technology as a requirement for competitiveness rather than simply an optional investment.
This continuing shift is evident in current UK market data. Office for National Statistics (ONS) data indicate that internet sales represented 27.4% of total UK retail sales in 2025, compared with 19.2% in 2019 and 30.7% at the pandemic peak in 2021 (ONS, 2026). Meanwhile, Ofcom reports that UK parcel volumes reached approximately 4.2 billion items in 2024–25, a 7.1% annual increase and around 4% above the pandemic peak (Ofcom, 2025). These figures suggest that the behavioural changes described in the scenario were not simply temporary responses to lockdown.
Design Thinking provides an appropriate framework for analysing this environment because it starts with human needs rather than technology alone. Brown (2008) argues that Design Thinking can be applied to products, services, processes and strategy, while the Stanford school model structures the approach around Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype and Test (Brown, 2008; Stanford school, 2026). This analysis therefore combines the five-stage model with the Design Council's Double Diamond, Value Proposition Canvas, Business Model Canvas and Lean Start-up principles to identify a commercially viable new venture.

Task 1: key  prospect  areas for innovation  and new venture  creation.
1.1 applying a design  thinking lens.
.1 This represents  an important  distinction between technology  availability and technology  usability . the market  does  not necessarily  lack digital  tools , rather , many  small businesses  lack  simple , affordable  solutions  that fit  their capabilities.

Market  gap
Large e- commerce platforms provide much  functionality , but their problem , fees and   competitive  structure  can make them  less attractive  to individual business. At the opposite  end,  using   social  media  and messaging  applications  alone  can be become  inefficient  as order  volumes  increase.
This  creates a potential  gap  for a digital  operating  layer  for micro -business combining :
· Simple online  store fronts
· Payment processing 
· Inventory management .
· Appointment  order management 
· Customer  communication
· Delivery  coordination
· Social  media integration  and 
· Basic customer analytics
 The proposition  would be particularly  attractive if onboarding  requires  little if  onboarding  needed  small technical  knowledge.
Technological   helpers
 Cloud  computing , mobile -responsive web applications, digital  payments , artificial  intelligence, automated  message and location – based  services  make this model  increasingly  feasible . AI  could help  with product description , customer enquiries , demand  forecasting  and market content , while  cloud  infrastructure  would allow  businesses  to access  the system  without  purchasing  expensive  hardware.
 The government s Digital  adoption  taskforce  has identified  this broader  chance , highlighting  cloud computing ,  customer relationship  management  and resource  planning  software  technologies  capable  of improving  SME  productivity( DBT,2025).
.2 Opportunity  area one: SME  E -commerce  facilitation .
One of the  best opportunities  would be  a low -cost  digital   system  designed  for  small and micro- businesses.

User pain points

 Many small independent  businesses  have small time , money  and technical  experience. A small retailer  may understand  that an online   shop is necessary  but they may lack  the resources  to put up and maintain a  complicated  website. Similarly , a farmer  or local producer  may be able to  advertise  via  facebook or Instagram  but  struggle  to maintain and manage  payments,  stock, customer  data , delivery  details and repeat orders  in an integrated way.

The UK,S  department  for business and trade discovered  in 2025 that SMEs value digital  technology  but face  problems  like affordability ,  expertise issues , switching costs and  implementation  uncertainties. The government  research  also discovered that  businesses value  reliable and personal support  when  navigating  adoption( DBT, 2025). This represents a crucial  distinction  between  technology  availability  and technology usability . the market  does not necessarily lack digital  tools but rather , many small businesses  miss  simple , affordable solutions that fit  their capabilities.

Market gap

Large  e- commerce systems  provide  extensive  functionality , but  their complexity , fees and competitive  systems make  them less  attractive  to independent  businesses . at the  other side , using  social media  and  messaging  applications alone can become  insufficient  as order volumes increase.

This creates a potential  gap for a “ digital operating layer” for  micro-businesses combining :
· Simple  online  storefronts
· Payment processing
· Stock management 
· Appointment  management 
· Customer communication
· Delivery coordination
· Social – media integration
· Basic customer analytics

This proposition  will be particularly  attractive  if  orientation required  small  technical knowledge.

Technological   facilitators 

Cloud  computing , mobile – responsive  web applications,.  digital payments, artificial  intelligence , automated messaging  and location- based  services  make this model  increasingly  feasible.
Ai  could assist   with product  description , customer  enquires . demand, demand forecasting  and marketing  content, while  cloud  infrastrustructure  would  allow businesses to access the system  without  purchasing  expensive hardware.
 The  government ,s  SME digital  adoption  taskforce  has identified  precisely  this broader  opportunity , highlighting  cloud  computing , customer  relationship  management  and resource -planning  software  as technologies  capable of improving  SME productivity ( DBT,2025).
Scalability  and sustainability 
The model  is highly  scalable  because  software  has  relatively  low  marginal  costs  once  developed . a subscription  model could  generate recurring  revenue , while optional  transaction or delivery fees  could create  additional income.
Sustainability  could also be  incorporated  into the business model by helping  local businesses  consolidate deliveries , reduce  unnecessary  journey  and promote local purchasing . however , the venture should  avoid  claiming  that  every local  delivery  is automatically  environmentally  superior , sustainability  would  need to be  through indicators  such as delivery density , vehicle kilometre’s and packaging .
.3 opportunity  area two: rural and local last -mile delivery
  A second  major  opportunity  lies in connecting  small businesses  and rural consumers  with more efficient local delivery.
User pain points
Rural  customer  can face fewer  retail choices , longer  travel  distances  and less frequent  delivery options. Small producers , meanwhile , may find individual  deliveries  expensive  because  their order volumes  are too low to obtain  favourable logistics rates.
The problem  can therefore be  expressed as a two –  sided  market failure:
Rural  And local consumers  want  convenient  access to goods , while  small producers  want  affordable  delivery , but neither  side individually  generates  sufficient  scale to make a local fulfilment highly efficient.
Market  gap
Large  parcel  networks  are  are enhanced for  scale , but local producers  may require  flexible  services  involving :
· same day  local delivery 
· collection points 
· grouped  deliveries
·  reusable  packaging 
· Temperature -sensitive  delivery
·  Flexible  delivery 
· Local customer. Communication 


The important  scale of the wider  parcel  strengthens  the opportunity .ofcom recorded 4.2 billion UK parcels  in 2024-25, while  also reporting that 68% of consumers  surveyed  had  experienced a parcel  delivery issue in the preceding  six months ( Ofcom, 2025). This indicates that growth  in parcel  six has not  reduced customer – experience problems.

 Technological helpers

Route optimising software  , gps , mobile applications , digital proof of delivery , dynamic  scheduling  and ai-assisted  demand forecasting  can allow a local deliver network to  manage   different orders.

The technology  can allow to operate as a market  place  connecting  many independent  businesses  with local  delivery  capability  rather attempt to  to compete  directly  with national courier  networks.
The opportunity  can be   adjusted through a hub and spoke  model.  A pilot could begin  within rural area , demonstrate  enough order supply  and then  expand  it slowly geographically.
 Sustainability   would help  to  consolidate the deliveries, electric  vehicles  and collection points. However,  scalability depends  largely  on achieving  enough deliveries. A critical design thinking  insight  is therefore  that the business  should not  expand  geographically before proving  that unit economics work within a concentrated local market.

.4 opportunity  Area Three: integrated digital payments  and ordering.
Another  opportunity  concerns  the fragmentation of ordering and payment processes among independent  businesses.

A local trader  may receive orders through  either Facebook, instal gram  etc.   payment  through  a bank transfer / card reader or delivery instructions  via WhatsApp. While each technology is individually reachable , the overall  customer  journey  can be fragmented .

using  the value proposition canvas , the customer “job “        is not simply to make a payment.
 The customer wants to find out a product , order it, pay securely , receive  payment confirmation  and track fulfilment  with minimum effort.
 The pain is there fragmentation,  rather than    non-existent of a payment technology.
A venture  could integrate:

1. social -media  product
2. digital ordering 
3. secure  payment 
4. automated confirmation
5. customer confirmation
6. delivery scheduling  and 
7. repeat purchasing.

This would also help SMEs  with customer  data that is  lost  when the transactions take place  wholly  via   social media messages.
The opportunity  is strengthened  by  continued digital  nature of UK businesses . the  government s 2025 research  discovered that, SMEs  increasingly  notice  digital technologies  as  vital  to business success , but still notice gaps in confidence , expertise  and  implementation support ( DBT, 2025).

.5 opportunity  Area  Four:  Digital transformation – as-a-service  for SMEs

a further  chance is not  necessarily  another  software  product  but a survive  helping  SMEs  select , implement  and integrate  existing  technologies.

This is particularly  possible  due too the market problem  which is partly  one of capability.  Government  research  identified  that  SMEs can  find  technology  products  designed  for larger organisations , while implementations and  switching  costs  create additional  barriers ( DBT,2025). 

A new  venture  could  therefore  provide a managed  service  involving :
· digital capability  audits.
· Website  ecommerce  set up.
· Online  booking.
· Crm  implementation.
· Digital  payment  integration
· Cybersecurity basics basics
· AI  adoption
· Staff training  and
· Ongoing technical support 

The  competitive  advantage  would  come  from simplifying technology rather  than  inventing  every  technology  internally.

This  is an  example of thinking a survive innovation  opportunity  hidden beneath  an apparently  technological  problem 

1.6 comparing  the opportunity  areas

Opportunity       main user pain market gap technology  scalability  overall

       SMEs 
E commerce       complexity, cost 
                                   Lack of expertise  integrated  SMEs.   High          very hill

Rural/local delivery high delivery cost         consolidated     route

                                   And limited choice          local                 medium        high

                                                                           Fulfilment 
    Integrated 
Ordering /payment     fragmented                            one simple transaction   digital               high
Digital transformation lack of confidence affords managed   cloud, Crm    medium    high

                                                                            Support 
The  strongest opportunity  is arguably  integrated SME – e commerce  and fulfilment , because   it addresses several  pain points   at the same time. It can also, incorporate  local  delivery  and digital  payments  rather  treating  these as separate  markets.

1.7 technological and environmental  context                
The  technological  environment is increasingly  favourable . Ofcom  reported  that 25.9 million uk homes ,  close to  86% of homes ,  could  access  capable  broadband  in January  2025,n whilen22.5 homes  could access fibre survives . rural connectivity  is also improving g , although  the rural – urban  gap  remains  important( Ofcom, 2025).

OFCOM,S  subsequent  2025  planned  deployment  analysis which is estimated as planned roll out. Achieved , coverage  reach  89%  of rural  properties  by January 2028, compared  with 98% of urban properties.
This creates  an important  innovation  chance : rural digital  commerce can expand  alongside n improving  digital infrastructure. Nevertheless, entrepreneurs should  not assume  universal connectivity . a successful product  therefore should be  mobile first , lightweight and capable of supporting  lower band with users.


Task 2: applying the five stages of design  thinking
 Venture concept: local Link  UK.
 Based  on the opportunity analysis, this  section proses  a new venture  called  Local Link  UK.

Local link  UK would be a  digital  commerce  and fulfilment  system platform  dedicated  for  independent local farmer, local producers and service  businesses . It would  allow a small  business to create  a simple  store , accept online payments, manage orders and arrange local delivery  without  needing  to develop  several separate systems.
 The venture’s  central  proposition  would be :
“  One simple  digital store and fulfilment  system for business  that are too small for complex  e- commerce  infrastructure  but too ambitious  to rely on social -media  messages alone”
 The concept  combines  Design thinking  with the business model  canvas  and lean start up approach . instead  of developing  a large technology  platform immediately , the venture  would  first  validate  the most important  customer  assumptions  through a small MVP.

STAGE 1: Empathise
            The empathise  stage  mainly  focus  on the understanding  users  rather  assuming  what they  may need . Stanford’s  design thinking  model  emphasises observation, interaction and immersion in  users   experiences( Stanford school, 2026).

For Local Link UK, research  should involve  at least  four stakeholder groups.

Small retailers

Interviews  could explore :
· How do you currently receive  online orders?
· Which digital  tools do you use?
· How much time do you spend  managing  online orders?
·  What happens when several customers  order  sometime?
· What  prevents  you from developing  a full e-commerce website?
· How  do you arrange delivery?
· What technology would you pay for?


Rural producers and farmers

Research should  explore :
· How  customers currently discover their products.
· Whether orders arrive  through social media or telephone.
· Delivery costs
· Seasonal  fluctuations
· Product perishability.
· Customer collection preference  and 
· Willingness to collaborate  with other producers.
Consumer
 Consumer  interviews  should investigate :
· Convenience .
· Trust in independent  businesses.
· Preferred payment methods.
· Delivery expectations,
· Willingness to purchase local products online.
· Importance  of delivery tracking.
· Willingness to use collection points.
Delivery partners
Drivers and independent  couriers  should be asked about:
· Inefficient  routes
· Failed deliveries.
· Waiting times.
· Communication with customers.
· Capacity utilisation and 
· Opportunities to combine  nearby deliveries.
A combination of interviews , observation, diary studies , customer  journey mapping  and short surveys  would be appropriate.
The most likely insight  is that underlying  issue is not simply “ small business need  websites”. instead , the issue is likely to be  the digital fragmentation : businesses use  several disjointed  tools  that make administration  work  and  customer experience inconsistent.
This  distinction is important  because Design thinking  encourages  the entrepreneurship  to identify  need  rather prematurely  design a solution. The Design  council  similarly  emphasises understanding  the problem  before defining it.
Stage 2: Define
Following  research , insights  can be  synthesised  into  personas and a customer journey .
Primary  persona
Sarah – independent  rural  food producer

Sarah sells eggs , preserves and seasonal  produce. She  currently  advertises  via Instagram and Facebook . customers  send messages  asking  what is available, Sarah  manually confirms  orders  and customers  often pay separately. Deliveries  are organised  informally .
Sarah wants  more online sales but doesn’t  want  to spend hours motioning  a website  or learning  complicated software.
Customer  journey 

Discover – enquire -order -pay -fulfil -deliver – repeat
 The greatest  friction occurs between  Enquire  and order  and between order  and full.
The result problem statement is:
Independent  and rural SMEs  need a simple  way  to convert  social -media interest into  paid , organised  and deliverable  orders because existing  digital  tools are fragmented , costly  or too complex for business with limited time and technical  expertise.
A corresponding “  how might  we”? “  Question is: 
How might we help small  UK  businesses  turn informal digital customer  interactions into simple , affordable and reliable  online   commerce?
 This definition is deliberately narrower  than the original scenario . it creates  a clear design  challenge  while preserving   chances for innovation.
Stage 3: ideate 
The ideate  stage  should  initially  be divergent  rather  than immediately  selecting  one  solution . possible  concept s include:
Idea A: Social -to store front converter 
A business connects  its Facebook, Instagram or WhatsApp   presence  to simple  storefront  product  information  is connected  into structured listings  with prices , available  and ordering  options.
Idea B:Local delivery  sharing 
 Several  nearby  businesses combine  orders  into  shared delivery  delivery routes, reducing  delivery costs  and potential emissions.
Idea C: digital village marketplace 
Consumers  browse  products  from  independent  businesses within a geographical area  and complete purchases  via one platform.
Idea D: AI  Business assistant
An ai assistant  will help  business create product descriptions, respond  to routine enquiries , forecast demand and notify  customers about orders.
Idea E:  complete local Link   section
The strongest concept combines A, B selected elements  of D:
Digital storefront+payment+order management+ local delivery coordination.
The final concept should be selected  using  criteria including :
· Desirability
· Feasibility
· Viability
· Suitability
· Technical complexity
· Customer  willingness to pay and 
· Competitive differentiation.
This  reflects  the broader  principle  that innovation should balance customer  desirability  with technological  feasibility and  business viability( Brown, 2008).

Stage 4: prototype
The initial  prototype  should  deliberately be small.
A common  entrepreneurial mistake  would be to spend  a certain  capital developing a fully   combined  marketplace  before  starting  whether customers  actually  want it. Learn start up  thinking  instead  favours  rapid experimentation and learning  from customers.

Proposed MVP

The first  local Link  MVP would contain  only five functions:



1. Simple business  profile 
· Business name
· Location
· Opening times
· Product / services
· Photographs
2. Basic online catalogue
· Products
· Prices 
· Stock availability 
3. Order and payment 
· Customer  selects products
· Customer  pays online
· Business receives notification
4. Delivery / collection
· Local delivery slots
· Collection option
· Simple delivery -zone  configuration
5. Order  dashboard
· New orders
· Paid /unpaid status
· Fulfilment status
· Customer details

The first protype  doesn’t require a sophisticated  mobile application. A  web application would reduce  development  costs and allow  the business to validate  the concept before investing  in native apps.

A concierge  MVP  could be even  simpler . for instance , ten businesses  could be onboarded  manually , while deliveries  are  manged but the founders  using  original courier services .
This would allow the ventures  to test whether  customers value  the overall service before investing in automated  route optimisation.

Stage 5: Test
Testing  should be iterative and  evidence -driven  rather based  on positive  comments  from  users.
The pilot would  involve around 10-20  independent  businesses  in one geographical  region concentrated in  UK  and their existing customers.

Key hypothesis

Hypothesis 1:  SMEs  will  acquire a simpler  integrated system.

Hypothesis 2:  consumers  will prefer a structured  checkout  
process  to order  through  social media  messages.

Hypothesis 3:  customers  will pay  for local delivery  if delivery   times are reliable.

Hypothesis 4:  Business  will pay a monthly  subscription  for the service  if it reduces  administrative  time and  increases  sales

Hypotheses 5:  combining  local deliveries  that can reduce  cost per order  sufficiently   to create  viable  unit  economics
Key performance  indicators

The MVP could  measure :
KPI                                                                         purpose
Number of  businesses onboard                     measures initial  adoption
 Percentage  of businesses  still  active         measures retention
Orders per business                                       measures  usage
Conversion rate  from cataloguer  visit to purchase  measures  customer effectiveness
Average  order value                               measures revenue potential 
Repeat purchase  rate                        measures customer  loyalty
Cost per delivery                                tests fulfilment
Customer  satisfaction/NPS             measures experience
SME time  saved  per week              measures  value proposition
Monthly  recuring  revenue         tests commercial viability

The most crucial  metric during  the initial  experiment  should arguably  be retention , rather  than  downloads  or registrations. A business  that signs up  but stops  using the platform after  two weeks has not shown  product-market fit.





Iteration and refinement 
The  test stage  should  feed directly back  into  emphasise  and  define  rather  than treated  as the end of the project. Stanford describes  Design thinking  as an  iterative process in which  testing  generates  further  learning  and can lead to refinement of the original point of view.
For instance:
· If a business  uses the catalogue but takes orders  via WhatsApp, the ordering process may turn up to be  complicated.
· If a customers  place orders, but  they reject delivery charges , the delivery model  needs  redesigning.
· If businesses value order management but not the marketplace, Local Link should  focus on B2B software rather  becoming  a consumer  marketplace.
· If delivery  concentration  is too low , the venture  should remain  regionally concentrated  rather  expanding  quickly.
· If users  have developed a low confidence , onboarding and human support  may be more valuable  than additional  aspects.

This  demonstrates  why the MVP  should be designed  to test assumptions , not simply illustrate technology.

Business model and Long-Term viability

    The business model canvas provides a useful compatible  framework  for evaluating  whether the concept can become  an  eco-friendly venture.
Customer segments
The  primary segment would be:
· Independent retailers
· Rural producers 
· Local food businesses
· Market traders
· Independent  service  providers.

Consumers form  the secondary user group.

Value proposition
For  businesses :
Affordable , simple digital  commerce  without the complication of enterprise software.
For consumers:
Convenient access to reliable local businesses through one simple digital purchasing  experience.
Revenue model
A combination  of :
· Monthly SME subscription;
· Small transaction fee;
· Optional delivery fee;
· Premium analytics;
· Managed  digital -support  packages.
A freemium model  could encourage  initial adoption, although  the venture  should avoid  extra  functionality that prevents  green revenue  generation.
Key partners
Potential  partners include:
· Independent retailers.
· Local producers.
· Courier firms.
· Payment  providers.
· Local authorities.
· Business associations.
· Community organisations.
Competitive advantage
The venture wouldn’t  attempt to compete directly with either amazon or  other marketplaces. Its differentiation  would be localisation, simplicity and integration.

The government’s recent SME digital -adoption  research supports this positioning because smaller firms  report that products can feel designed  for larger organisations and that implementation expertise  is a significant  barrier ( DBT, 2025).

Scalability and sustainability

Scability
The  venture has a considerable potential  for horizontal scaling. Once the core software is developed , the same architecture  could serve businesses in different  locations. 
A sensible expansion strategy would be:

Pilot town---- neighbouring  towns ----regional network—UK wide platform.

However , the delivery  element  creates a network – compactness challenge. Entering  too many areas  regionally   scattered  areas  too quick  can increase  fulfilment  costs. Thereby , software  can be scaled  regionally before physical delivery operations are reduced  regionally .

This difference  is strategically  crucial:
      Scale the digital platform fast ; scale physical  fulfilment  only where  sufficient local demand exists.
Financial sustainability 
 Frequent subscription revenue  will  provide a a greater predictability than relying  wholly on transaction commissions. Delivery  charges  should cover  fulfilment costs rather  than  being  supported  in for unlimited  time.
The venture  should monitor  customers acquiring  costs , lifetime  value, gross  margin and churn. A viable  model  needs  life time value to exceed   customer  acquisition by a big margin while maintaining  an  advantage proposition  for small businesses.
Environmental sustainability
Sustainability can be  integrated into:
· Consolidated local routes.
· Electric delivery vehicles  where  possible commercially.
· Collection points.
· Reusable packaging.
· Reduced failed deliveries.
· Route optimising.
Nevertheless, environmental claims  s should be based  on measurable  outcomes other than  being based on  for instance, the platform  that could  report kilometres per order  and delivery consolidation rates.
Critical Evaluation of the Design Thinking Approach
  Design thinking is really valuable  in this particular  scenario  just because  the problem   involves many stakeholders and its vagueness. a technology first approach  can easily  produce  another software  platform  that  businesses don’t  want  or cannot afford.
The five-stage model  promotes the entrepreneur to:
1. Understand  the user.
2. Identify  the underlying  problem.
3. Generate  multiple solutions.
4. Test  cheaply and
5. Learn before scaling.
The double diamond  improves this by encouraging  divergence and convergence across both problem and solution spaces.
However, design thinking  should not be treated as good enough on its own, empathy  can identify  desirable alternation solutions , but it doesn’t  prove commercial  viability , therefore , it  be joined  with:
· Learn start-up so as to test assumptions.
· Business  model  canvas  to evaluate the business model.
· Value proposition canvas to match  customer pains and gains with the proposition.
· Double Diamond  to structure  divergence and convergent  thinking.
· Pestle and competitive analysis to assess the external  environment.
Therefore, this combination  is appropriate  because  digital  commerce is not purely a user  experience problem. It involves  cybersecurity, regulation, payment infrastructure , logistics, competition and economics.
Conclusion
This scenario  shows that the UK,s digital transformation  goes beyond  major urban areas . the pandemic  increases adoption, but current evidence shows that, digital  commerce and parcel  delivery  remains  so   important. Internet sales  accounted for 27% OF UK retail sales in 2025, while parcel volumes  reached  around 4.2 billion in  2024-25 ( ONS, 2026; Ofcom,2025).
From a design thinking part, the biggest issues are , “ more e commerce “ . the deeper opportunities lies in reducing the problem experienced by smaller businesses that are participating in digital commerce.
Four viable opportunities  have been identifying : SME e commerce enablement, rural delivery, integrated  digital ordering  and payment and transformation -as-a-service.
The proposed Local Link  venture will combine a good number  of user needs. It will help small businesses  have a store front, integrated  payment system and order management while  giving customers  access to businesses  and creating  efficient means of fulfilment.
The design thinking stages  helps to provide a logical development pathway. Empathising  reveals the frustrations faced by SMEs , consumers and delivery  providers into  specific problem; ideation produces alternative solutions;prototytyping  creates  an expensive MVP; and testing  establishes  whether  users will really adopt and pay for the proposition.
Eventually ,the main entrepreneurial chance is not to reproduce the big scale marketplace model of existing e-commerce companies . its to show  digital commerce for smaller UK businesses by making digital  transformation easier , cheaper and more locally important. This combination of human-centred design, rapid experimenting , digital infrastructure and a frequent  revenue business model that gives such a good potential for scalability and long-term sustainability.
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