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Introduction
In the UK, digital transformation has shifted the way that deliveries are made, with a shift from both UK consumers and small businesses. The chance is not just about having a web-based shop. It's about revamping the journey of discovery, payments, delivery and local assistance. Demand in the UK has already been renormalized; UK online adults are “98%” likely to have used a UK online retail service in May 2025, and in the UK small businesses have identified products suitable for larger businesses, high switching costs and limited confidence in the use of digital tools as reasons for not switching to other providers (Ofcom, 2025; Department for Business and Trade, 2025). As such, this portfolio explores rural and suburban commerce as a soft system, in which user needs and their relationships to each other and to the places the goods come from and the delivery capacities, as well as technology, interact, rather than act as separate problems (Vial, 2019; Verhoef et al., 2021).
Four taught tools are used in the portfolio: causal mapping, customer journey mapping, desirability - viability - feasibility and the Innovation Ambition Matrix. Tools are used in conjunction with user research as a map and/or matrix are credible only if both their assumptions and their evidence are made clear (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2026a; University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2026b; University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2026c; University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2026d).
This analysis is based on the DT sequence that taught—PTEE (Empathize, problem defining, ideate, prototype, and test), with the incorporation of systems thinking, casual mapping, customer journey mapping, Innovation Ambition Matrix and the desirability-viability-feasibility assessment. It is important to use design thinking as it creates an "assumption trap" where the initial business idea can be seen and then treated as a learning opportunity rather than a business solution (Liedtka, 2015; Micheli et al., 2019). But it is not a key to successful business ventures. It can fail when the evidence that the user will offer doesn't support it, teams are not allowed to try it, or the concept is not worth the delivery costs (Carlgren, Elmquist and Rauth, 2016; Teece, 2010).
Task 1: Opportunity Area Analysis
There are several opportunities in the scenario that encompass the entire ecosystem, namely the basic tools digital commerce has for the SME; for those who do not access digital channels, what role can be played by the local producer marketplaces, and finally, what changes are possible for more reliable last-mile delivery. If they were viewed in isolation, in the narrow interpretation of technology first, this effect would not be discerned. Rural retail outlets, consumers, delivery partners, local authorities and community 'hubs' have varying interests and interact with each other. This corresponds to a problem situation where there are several legitimate perspectives (Mingers and Rosenhead, 2004; Abuabara and Paucar-Caceres, 2021) and would warrant the use of a soft systems and problem-structuring approach. It is not supposed to be an experience of the same rural sector, but a venture that might learn from variations at the local level.
One of the best affected groups is the independent retailers and producers. They've had good customer relationships and unique inventory, but haven't had the time, digital savvy, catalog management and good local delivery. Their sufferings are not just from a lost website. It’s done many times over the phone, online, in person, or another medium of answering emails, accessing inventory, accepting checks, and innumerable other elements of the transaction. This makes up opportunities and increases pain like a risky business. Other barriers are seen by the UK SME Digital Adoption Taskforce, including products that may be more suitable for large businesses, the cost of adopting digital products and fragmented support (Department for Business and Trade, 2025). Digital transformation should, therefore, enhance the entire value creation journey, rather than install another stand-alone tool (Vial, 2019).
The types of pain points are different for rural and suburban consumers. They appreciate convenience, but may find restricted delivery windows, increased delivery costs and fees, missed deliveries, and unreachable interfaces, as well as a limited selection of local products. Individual home drops are expensive and difficult because populations, especially in rural areas, are low-density, and socioeconomic and demographic variations imply that lessons or other findings across dense urban markets may not reflect other types of markets. Population density is a key obstacle: home drops are challenging and costly in low-density areas, and socioeconomic and demographic characteristics vary, which means that what is seen and learned in dense urban and dropout markets may not be applicable to other types. Delivery partners also suffer from an unsuccessfully managed transition of clients' accounts and tasks, unproductive mileage and fragmented demand. As revealed by the last mile research, the last mile can also incur high operational, social and environmental costs, and that alone is not enough to consider it as a valid success indicator (Srinivas and Marathe, 2021; Silva, Amaral and Fontes, 2023).
These connections are then reflected in Figure 1, which is a cause-and-effect map. It begins with poor levels of skills in digital and weak and disjointed retail systems. Conditions lead to increased manual work and poor stock visibility, which decreases online reliability and also stops repeat orders. Retailers are therefore less inclined to invest due to the less efficient routes as well as higher expenses when the order density of the route gets lower. On this map, one possible reinforcing implementation loop is identified – the ability to share ordering, and to consolidate deliveries at specific times will increase order density and, of course, enhance delivery reliability as well as make local digital participation more valuable. Because of this, causal mapping was appropriate since it did not elide relations between stakeholder perceptions as it would elide them in a single technical variable (Eden and Ackermann, 2018; Paucar-Caceres and Abuabara, 2021).
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Figure 1. Evidence-informed causal map of the rural local-commerce system. Source:   Eden and Ackermann (2018) and Abuabara and Paucar-Caceres (2021).
Three opportunities present themselves. Three opportunity areas open up. The first is a common e-commerce entity where individual stores and manufacturers can set up storefronts and manage orders. Assisted commerce is the second, as it offers a mobile interface that allows users to place an order from their mobile, even without complex applications, using the phone or WhatsApp. The third one is ensured local fulfilment, which is based on collection points and time-tabled neighborhood routes. Such zones must be considered as not being equally attractive. Its pages can be copied using a generic web builder, which does not have a high risk for operations, but would be more difficult if it were a standalone delivery service. A unified platform where local supply, flexible ordering and planned fulfillment lockstep are the best shared pain and generate more local network effects (Sousa et al., 2020; Teece, 2010).
The key market opportunity is thus not the lack of online marketplaces. The lack of a system with low complexity and multiple merchants, which is in place for rural local trade. However, although capable of reaching the mass customer, large platforms come at a price, impose liberties on the customer experience, and may leave smaller merchants to deal with local fulfillment. There are e-commerce tools that the individual seller can use to create a catalogue, but they are not necessarily designed to coordinate a number of local sellers, a shared drop off or routine pick-up. The UK has over 5.5 million SMEs accounting for 99.8% of businesses; uptake by these SMEs is limited due to time, cash, knowledge and confidence issues (Department for Business and Trade, 2025). The point of this opportunity is to minimize coordination costs, rather than guarantee that everyone in business has to be using state-of-the-art technology.
Technological feasibility is when there is an advantage in developing a business feature that relies on tried components and building a complex platform to start. Low data mobile access can be supported by a Progressive Web App, Stock is accessible via cloud-based catalogs, payments are accepted by payment providers, and delivery day and area clustering can be provided by route clustering software. There's a simple dashboard that can display the number of orders handled by merchants, as well as order substitutions and merchant collection time. These features bring digitalization to the service trigger level, instead of merely an application. Studies on digital transformation reveal a difference between the value created because technology is used to transform business models and the value created because it is embedded in business processes (Verhoef et al., 2021; Rösch, Tiberius and Kraus, 2023).
Table 1 filters use the desirability, viability & feasibility filter. The most effective layout is one that shares local commerce since it incorporates evidence of user trouble, moderate MVP technology, and recurring revenue possibilities. This leads to a prioritizing judgement, rather than a prediction. Even so, it will still be dependent on the desirability within each locality, and the viability will rely on the number of merchants and orders that exist within each route area. The table thus enables a phased piloting of the launch rather than a big launch. This pedantic behavior is the “innovation before value creation and value capture” principle that Silva and Zancul (2023) and Ghezzi (2019) have emphasized before initiating significant investments.
Table 1. Opportunity screening using desirability, viability, and feasibility.
	Opportunity area
	Desirability
(1-5)
	Viability
(1-5)
	Feasibility
(1-5)
	Total
/15
	Decision

	Shared local commerce and planned fulfillment
	5
	4
	4
	13
	Selected

	SME e-commerce setup agency
	3
	3
	5
	11
	Support activity

	On-demand rural delivery
	4
	2
	3
	9
	Not selected

	Digital-skills clinic
	3
	2
	5
	10
	Onboarding support


 
Other priorities would include a rural digital-skills clinic. This is highly achievable, can boost confidence and doesn't really impact the transaction unless followed by a practical transaction and fulfillment path. The same applies to a delivery business based on demand, which can seem very attractive to consumers, but can be lacklustre and counterproductive by operating where demand doesn't exist. The Clinic is chosen as an onboarding support activity for the Runtime of RuralLink, and the scheduled delivery is a service constraint used for RuralLink. This is a no less glamorous option to instant delivery but a more secure process toward reliable service and mutual local values (Department for Business and Trade, 2025; Srinivas and Marathe, 2021).
Governance is also an enabler. Having some ground rules on who owns the data, substitutions, pricing, and how to communicate with the customer is important for the merchants before they enter a shared storefront. Hubs must be incentivized and agreed on opening times, and couriers must have safe and realistic route information. RuralLink is a socio-technical service, specifically: The greater transparency in pilot participation that occurs by having reversible participation also mitigates the possible problem of re-creating the power dynamic of a large marketplace (Mingers and Rosenhead, 2004; Verhoef et al., 2021).
This is because scalability is to be viewed as an 'operating model' that can be replicated, rather than as a national expansion because of a lack of readiness. RuralLink can begin by implementing a single cluster, capture the process of merchant onboarding, and then add to these clusters (ones with local merchant density plus a trusted hub partner) located in the surrounding area. It is economically scalable due to some of its common processes, like the use of easy-to-use software, a reusable merchant template and also a standardized day of delivery. While there are benefits regarding its sustainability potential (such as the reduction in the number of separate trips, collection point options and enhanced demand visibility), not everything can be guaranteed. Digital shopping can push up demand in packages as well as transportation (González-Romero, Ortiz-Bas and Prado-Prado, 2025; Silva, Amaral and Fontes, 2023).
The opportunity, therefore, is a RuralLink Collective: a pooled, local commerce and planned delivery service for rural independent commerce, local producers and consumers. Adjacent innovation is one of the two types of innovation in the Innovation Ambition Matrix. Implements a local network, user base and uses tried and true ecommerce and delivery processes to the new network and user base. It would only be transformative if it were able to create a more sustainable regional infrastructure that would restructure local trade. This distinction is important because there would be a value in having a disciplined approach and partnerships to carry out the adjacent innovation, while the validity of claims for transformational innovation would be premature until a demand and unit economics are proven (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2026d; Teece, 2010).
Task 2: New Venture Concept via Design Thinking
Empathize
Empathy starts with hypotheses based on evidence but doesn't end with an inventory of what is obviously true. The main character is a 58-year-old bakery and small grocery store owner, 'Mari'. She gets orders over the phone, by text and via social media pages, and it's at night when she has to balance the orders and set up delivery. The second person is a 72-year-old rural customer who may prefer the local products but has no wish to have several accounts or have to wait at home for an erratic package. A third user is local delivery worker Aisha, who desires to know accurate and dependable routes and proper payment for her services. These personas are based on research that outlined the fact that customers' journeys are multi-touch, emotional and can deviate from the trail (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016; Halvorsrud, Kvale and Følstad, 2016).
While this program describes the steps David takes in his journey from a search for things locally to an order, this relationship is exemplified in the following table. The biggest challenges he has are arriving at or knowing which shops are reliable for delivery, availability, multiple checkouts at various systems, and late or missed deliveries. The different friction in the connected trip includes keeping a catalog, verifying stocks and arranging a couple of values. The map is meant to be a prototype of knowledge. However, if Customer journey maps are used, they can lead to spurious service decisions, such as establishing fixed rules for services for customers if it is assumed that all customers travel the same path. RuralLink needs to conduct real local journeys and consider every option before deciding on any fixed services (Rosenbaum, Otalora and Ramírez, 2017; Lemon and Verhoef, 2016).
Table 2. Evidence-informed current customer journey: rural consumer
	Journey phase
	David's action / touchpoint
	Main sentiment or pain point
	RuralLink response

	Discover
	Searches Facebook pages and ask neighbors which stores deliver.
	Uncertain; options are scattered.
	Shared local catalog and assisted ordering.

	Compare
	Checks availability across several shops and messages sellers.
	Frustrated; stock is not visible.
	One basket with merchant stock confirmation.

	Order
	Use separate forms, links, or payment methods.
	Low confidence; repeated steps.
	One checkout and phone/WhatsApp support.

	Fulfill
	Waits for an uncertain delivery or make a separate collection trip.
	Anxious; missed delivery risk.
	Scheduled route and collection-point choice.

	Reorder
	Remember a good local seller but not the ordering process.
	Effort outweighs loyalty.
	Simple repeat order and saved preferences.


 
The research plan will be based on differentiated acceptance criteria concerning the various levels of confidence, mobility and shopping habits of its users rather than on that of early adopters. Not all rural users are "Mari, David and Aisha.” Mari, David and Aisha are work personas, not necessarily representative of all rural users. Questions in interviews will cover users' reactions when they have no access to an item, it is very costly to buy it, it is not paid for, or they need help. These workarounds can be seen with the eyes to highlight facets that are often not covered by the survey, such as trust, dignity, control of substitutions, etc. It does not matter in soft systems where relationships and values, more than just technical elements, play a role in the definition of the problem; this corresponds to the above-mentioned by Rosenbaum, Otalora and Ramírez (2017) and the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (2026b).
Define
The challenge was to imagine how RuralLink can support local retailers whose feet-in-the-door time constraints and serve local consumers whose mobility challenges say they should be able to do all their shopping locally, but they can't without all local retailers having to develop and administer independent online and delivery operations. This definition is explicit on what users, what desired construct and what low complexity are. It also does not state that it's “no app,” because the causal map reveals that the causal roots of fulfillment coordination and trust are a key and important determinant. It helps to not 'fixate' on the solution, and to allow the solution to be digital or non-digital, as in the case of collection hub and assisted ordering, the former (Liedtka, 2015; Eden and Ackermann, 2018).
Ideate
Six ideas have emerged through the structured brainstorming meeting: shared local marketplace, click and collect hub, weekly consolidated delivery route, digital skills clinic for retailers, a capability board of couriers and a WhatsApp order assistant. A multiple storefront to single basket, multiple orders across merchants, single orders at existing community sites, change from immediate to scheduled delivery, eliminate duplication of catalog work, and reverse the usual model – plan routes after finding aggregated orders – were all done with the SCAMPER prompts. This is because of the necessity for diversity and variation (divergent thinking) in creativity, but it is also vital to undertake screening analysis (convergent thinking) before resources are invested (Micheli et al., 2019; Rösch, Tiberius and Kraus, 2023).
These ideas were then measured from a user value, an operational burden, a four-week testing requirement and potential for repeatable revenue basis. The theory chosen is a collaborative marketplace, support for ordering and planned collection/delivery. Confusion among consumers and merchants would be difficult to do away with by using the courier board alone. A skills clinic is not a pathway for a transaction to take place. There was a compromise made towards immediate delivery; however, this made route density and sustainability more difficult. This bundle is more complicated than the simplest marketplace but narrows down the various causes identified as connected in Task 1 and can be reduced to an MVP (Ghezzi, 2019; Srinivas and Marathe, 2021).
This is not a transformational concept; it is an adjacent concept. Alters the existing retailer relationships, payment mechanisms and couriers to a local network of them. This helps to minimize Technical Uncertainty, thereby allowing local learning to take place. Rural Link must be found to be repeatable before looking for regional partners, not viable as a way to remodernize rural trade. A staged ambition level safeguards learning and maintains the option of the future (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2026d; Silva and Zancul, 2023).
Prototype / Minimum Viable Product
RuralLink Collective is an MVP – a web-based service for mobile use. It includes any shared local catalog for 10 selected local merchants, 1 basket and payment checkout, the selected delivery day for the week and a choice between picking up the basket in the community and having it delivered to the people's home. Simple dashboard for merchants for confirmation of stock, giving them alternatives, and printing orders with labels. Customers can place their orders on their own or contact a staffed phone/WhatsApp line to order. A paid order coordinator exports the orders, packages them in terms of points and tasks and assigns them to the participant of the courier. This purposely low flow is displayed in Figure 2. It's not as comprehensive as some would hope, excluding such elements as live driver tracking, algorithmic surge pricing, shipping nationwide, loyalty points, and AI capabilities that go beyond initial core features.
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Figure 2. RuralLink Collective MVP flow.  
The pilot business model merges £39 per month per merchant (subscription fee), with a visible £1.50 coordination fee per order. The following prices are at best a guess. If there were 20 merchants and 800 orders completed per month, with an average basket size of £30, then it would cost the merchants £780 per month in subscriptions, £960 per month in transaction fees, and £1,200 per month in coordination fees for a total of £2,940 per month. With an estimated contribution of £440 per month (before marketing and founder income), the model is self-supported with an estimated platform, coordination, payment and local delivery cost of approximately £2500/month. This implies that in certain cases, early viability can be achieved, but it is fragile, and high-order density combined with low churn is needed, together with testing willingness to pay (Teece, 2010; Ghezzi, 2019).
The calculation is also very simple, revealing the important sensitivity. With the same average basket and 400 orders in any given month, the transaction + coordination revenues would drop by £1,080, and the total income from all revenues for any given month would be £1,860 before expenses. The pilot would then be loss-making, at the above-stated £2,500 cost base. However, contribution can increase in the same planned delivery without adding cost by supporting delivery with additional orders of the same delivery route. RuralLink should establish a minimum route length prior to accepting home-delivery orders and instead focus on a move towards collection points, with certain marginal demand. Furthermore, a crucial aspect of the calculation is that it lets them know, before they enter into a service-level agreement with their customers, that they are dealing with a business model that may not be profitable; an “user-friendly” service level promise could be misleading (Teece, 2010; González-Romero et al., 2025).
The desirability-viability-feasibility analysis is good, but it is based on conditions. Desirability comes down to one trip, not a lot of payment steps, scheduled deliveries and the possibility for manual support. Repeat orders and customer retention at merchants, route density and the ability to control customer-acquisition cost are all keys to viability. Key to feasibility are community connections with merchants and “hubs,” web tools and existing payment services and routing services. However, the weakest assumption is one of delivery density, meaning if there are not enough orders on a route, then prices will increase and/or the couriers will be underutilized. As a result, the first pilot has chosen to serve just one delivery day and have two collection points – as opposed to an irregular daily service (Sousa et al., 2020; González-Romero, Ortiz-Bas and Prado-Prado, 2025).
Test and Refine
Tests will be conducted in a fixed locality for 8 weeks. Prior to launch, RuralLink will recruit 10 merchants, 30 consumers, one hub, and two delivery partners. In weeks one and two, the ability to locate the catalog, order through it, access the information, have confidence in the payment process, and the process of taking orders will be tested via short interviews. The live MVP will be tested during weeks three through eight. The key success metrics are at 60%+ successful completion of first orders, 35%+ repeat purchases within 30 days, 85%+ on-time collection/delivery, merchant satisfaction rating of 4 or more out of 5, and less than 5% of orders that have manual corrections. These measures are aimed at tying user experience and quality to an experience rather than downloads, which are a false measure of value (Halvorsrud, Kvale and Følstad, 2016; Ghezzi, 2019).
Table 3. Pilot test design and decision rules
	Measure
	Pilot target
	Evidence source
	Decision use

	Successful first orders
	At least 60%
	Order completion data
	Simplify discovery or checkout if below target.

	Repeat purchase in 30 days
	At least 35%
	Transaction data
	Assess recurring user value and onboarding.

	On-time collection / delivery
	At least 85%
	Courier and hub logs
	Adjust route area, hub hours, or capacity.

	Merchant satisfaction
	At least 4/5
	Weekly debrief
	Revise dashboard, fees, and substitution workflow.

	Manual corrections
	Under 5% of orders
	Support log
	Identify catalog, payment, or handover failures.


 
A brief user survey and merchant debrief to review feedback weekly; a log of couriers' routes and a map of cancellations will be used to review this. Support will be enhanced for booking without payment. Simplify checkout/reduce customer drop off on the way to checkout. If substitutions are problematic, the MVP will include previously agreed satisfaction substitutions. If the level of route efficiency is not high enough, RuralLink will reduce the delivery area, add more volume to its collection centers or uprate the minimum basket level. While it can be done without being backed up by metrics, metrics need to be interpreted: A high rate of repetition with a small number of users might indicate a higher number of users in the broader population, but a low rate of repetition might instead be an issue in the onboarding process than in user value (Ghezzi, 2019; Carlgren, Elmquist and Rauth, 2016).
Ethically and practically, limits are set. Assisted ordering is to be provided as an everyday service channel and does not demean old or less technology savvy people. Data should be gathered for specific operational and business purposes, and with a proper understanding at the point of data collection, and the controls around access to the data provide security. There should be sufficient and clear route details provided to the delivery partners, a fair contract process for receiving the prices they are owed (or should be paid for the work), and a way to claim under unsafe or unrealistic routes. Environmental claims must be conservative and be audited based on delivery distance per order, collection-point uptake, failed-delivery rate and packaging returned/reused. Those safeguards are deemed necessary because any innovation that makes it easier for one interest group to reap gains while passing the hidden opportunity cost or risk to another interest group is not true value creation (Verhoef et al., 2021; González-Romero, Ortiz-Bas and Prado-Prado, 2025).
Conclusion
This portfolio prioritizes one innovation idea that is undoubtedly realized by the "overnight" digital transformation: the shared local commerce and planned fulfillment. RuralLink Collective addresses challenges of connection: disjointed digital solutions for SMEs, the challenges of fulfilling in rural areas, consumer uncertainty, and untapped local delivery. What it has going for it is not a new technology, but an evidence-informed service design which brings together a common marketplace, collection/orders facilitated by staff and order collection or delivery. The concept is a hypothesis until it is validated and accepted as required by real users, acceptable orders received, amounts that can be spent on it, and conditions of normal operation. The problem-solving process described by Design Thinking, causal mapping, customer journey mapping and desirability-viability-feasibility analysis fundamentals the above-mentioned learning process (Micheli et al., 2019; Abuabara and Paucar-Caceres, 2021).
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RuralLink: causal map of the rural local-commerce system
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RuralLink Collective: minimum viable product flow
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