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The COVID-19 pandemic changed how people in the United Kingdom shop, work and interact with businesses. Online shopping, once used mainly by people in cities, spread quickly into suburban and rural areas. Small businesses, from hairdressers to farmers, had to move online fast, often with very little time to prepare. This report uses the Design Thinking framework (Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype and Test) to study these changes and to find new business opportunities in the UK market (Brown and Kātz, 2019). It also uses other innovation tools, such as the Business Model Canvas (Garcia Altafin, Morini and Dario Capitani, 2025), the Lean Startup method (Stevenson, Burnell and Fisher, 2024) and the Triple Bottom Line (Gu et al., 2022), to build a fuller picture of what makes a new venture both useful and sustainable.

The report focuses on Ocado Group, a UK company built around online grocery shopping and smart delivery technology (Ocado Group, 2025a). Ocado is used as a real example of how design thinking and digital innovation can create a strong, scalable business. Task 1 looks at where the biggest opportunities are in the UK market. Task 2 uses the five stages of Design Thinking to build a new venture idea that grows from these opportunities, supported by practical tools such as the Empathy Map and the Business Model Canvas, which turn broad user research into a specific, testable business idea (Yeung and Ng, 2024; Garcia Altafin, Morini and Dario Capitani, 2025).
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Before the pandemic, many small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in the UK relied on physical shops and face-to-face service. When lockdowns forced shops to close, businesses had to adapt quickly. Hairdressers began offering online booking, personal trainers moved classes to zoom, and market traders opened Instagram shops. This shift was not temporary: research shows that consumer habits changed in a lasting way, and people now expect home delivery, digital payment and easy online booking as a normal part of shopping (Economics Observatory, 2023).

However, this change did not happen evenly. SMEs are still much less likely than large companies to sell online, and the gap is even bigger for micro-businesses (Economics Observatory, 2023). The UK government's SME Digital Adoption Taskforce (2025) found that over 5.5 million SMEs make up 99.8% of all UK businesses, yet many still avoid investing in technology because it feels too expensive, too complicated, or too risky to change. If SMEs became just 1% more productive through better technology use, this could add £94 billion a year to the UK economy (SME Digital Adoption Taskforce, 2025).

Rural and suburban areas face extra problems. About 17% of the English population lives in rural areas, where slower broadband and lower population density make deliveries harder to run efficiently (Local Government Association, 2022). At the same time, the number of parcels sent every year in the UK has grown to around 3 billion, showing how much demand for delivery has grown since the pandemic (Local Government Association, 2022).

Ocado Group is a useful company to study in this context. It began as an online supermarket and has since grown into a technology-led business with two distinct parts: Ocado Retail, its UK grocery joint venture with Marks & Spencer, and Ocado Solutions, which licenses the "Ocado Smart Platform" (OSP) to 13 grocery retail partners across the globe (Ocado Group, 2025a). This report uses “Ocado Group” for the whole business and “Ocado Retail” specifically for its UK grocery operation. Ocado Group's 2025 full-year results confirmed continued revenue growth across both parts of the business (Ocado Group, 2025b), and in late 2025 Ocado Retail reported record UK market share of 2.1% and sales growth of 15.9%, its fastest since 2021 (Grocery Gazette, 2025). Wider industry data shows a highly competitive UK grocery market, with brand loyalty declining and discount retailers capturing roughly a fifth of the market on price alone (Retail Technology Innovation Hub, 2025). This shows that businesses built around strong digital infrastructure and customer-focused design can still succeed in a competitive, cost-conscious market.
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[bookmark: _Toc238202391]3.1 Applying A Design Thinking Lens

Design Thinking is a way of solving problems that starts with people, not with products (Brown and Kātz, 2019). It usually has five stages: Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype and Test (Brown and Kātz, 2019). A similar model, the Double Diamond from the UK Design Council, divides innovation into Discover, Define, Develop and Deliver, moving between broad thinking (divergence) and narrow thinking (convergence) (Design Council, 2021). Both models agree on one key idea: before designing a new product or venture, it is necessary to understand real user needs first. Recent research also shows that design thinking is especially effective at the problem-setting stage, helping entrepreneurial teams correctly frame complex, “wicked” problems before they try to solve them, which supports its use in this report as the main lens for both tasks (Bender-Salazar, 2023).

Using this lens on the scenario, four opportunity areas stand out as most viable for the UK market: e-commerce platforms for underserved SMEs, digital marketing and social commerce tools for informal sellers such as farmers, retail and delivery management software, and last-mile logistics for rural and suburban customers. Each connects to a genuine pain point, a gap in the current market, an available technology, and a realistic path to growth. Ocado's own history, from single grocery retailer to global logistics technology licensor, shows how one company can move through several of these opportunity areas over time (Ocado Group, 2025a).

[bookmark: _Toc238202392]3.2 User Pain Points

Different groups in the scenario face different problems. Small retailers, such as corner shops, market traders and bookshops, often do not have the time, money or digital skills to build a proper online shop from scratch, and research on SME innovation shows that smaller firms usually need outside support or partners to close this kind of gap (Annamalah, Aravindan and Ahmed, 2025). Many only added QR code payments or a basic Instagram page during the pandemic, without a proper system behind them to manage stock, orders or delivery.

Service-based SMEs, such as hairdressers, personal trainers and tutors, face a different problem: booking and scheduling. Before the pandemic, many took bookings by phone or in person. Moving online quickly often meant using several separate, disconnected tools for scheduling, payment and video calls, which is inefficient and confusing for customers.

Farmers and local food producers face a mix of both problems. They are already selling directly to customers using Facebook, Instagram and WhatsApp, but these are marketing tools, not proper sales or delivery systems. Orders, payments and delivery scheduling are often managed manually through messages, which does not scale well as demand grows.

Rural and suburban consumers face the pain point of poor access. They want the same convenience as city shoppers, like fast delivery, easy tracking and reliable service, but courier companies often find rural delivery less profitable, because homes are spread further apart and order volumes are lower in each area (Local Government Association, 2022). This means rural customers often wait longer, or pay more, for delivery than customers in cities.

Finally, delivery partners and couriers themselves face pressure from record parcel volumes, tighter delivery windows, and rising fuel and vehicle costs, while also being expected to reduce their environmental impact (Local Government Association, 2022). Ocado has responded to this last pressure directly, using only zero-emission vehicles, including electric vans, e-cargo bikes and mopeds, for its rapid delivery service, Zoom (edie, 2024).
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Looking at these pain points through a design thinking lens reveals several market gaps. First, there is a gap in “light” e-commerce and delivery infrastructure built specifically for small businesses and rural areas: most existing platforms are either too simple, such as a basic website builder, or too complex and expensive, built for large retailers. Ocado's Smart Platform, for example, is powerful and proven, but it has mainly been licensed to large grocery businesses, not small independent retailers or producers (Ocado Group, 2025a). This shift also affects how products are displayed and discovered, both online and in small physical shops; design thinking has already been applied specifically to product display design in retail and industrial settings, showing that a user-centred approach can improve in-store as well as online experiences (Ryead, 2023).

Second, there is a gap in shared, affordable last-mile delivery for rural and suburban areas. Individual small businesses cannot usually afford their own delivery fleet, and national courier services often prioritise busy, high-density urban routes because they are more profitable. This leaves room for shared or pooled delivery models that combine orders from many small local businesses into single, efficient delivery routes (Local Government Association, 2022).

Third, there is a gap in simple, connected booking and payment tools designed for very small service businesses, rather than generic software built for large companies. Recent research on UK technology start-ups found that leaders who understand the real, practical needs of the people they serve achieve stronger innovation and better opportunity recognition than those who focus on the technology alone (Kiran, 2025), an idea similar to design thinking's focus on empathy.

Fourth, open innovation research shows that SMEs often innovate successfully when they collaborate with others, rather than trying to build everything alone (Annamalah, Aravindan and Ahmed, 2025). This points to a market gap for ventures that connect small businesses with shared technology and logistics resources, similar to how Ocado licenses its platform to retail partners instead of expecting them to build the technology themselves (Ocado Group, 2025a).
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Several technologies make these opportunities realistic today. Cloud computing allows small businesses to use powerful software without owning expensive hardware, paying only for what they use. Ocado itself has gone through a full technology transformation, moving to a new platform built on AI, robotics and automation, which now supports its operations across 25 live sites worldwide (Ocado Group, 2025a; Retail Technology Innovation Hub, 2025).

Artificial intelligence (AI) and data science can help even small operations plan deliveries, manage stock and predict demand. Ocado's platform reportedly makes over 70 million supply chain forecasts every day and more than 100 million last-mile route calculations every second (Ocado Group, 2025a); technology of this kind is becoming cheaper and more accessible, meaning smaller versions could realistically support small business networks too.

Mobile apps and messaging platforms, such as WhatsApp, are already being used informally by farmers and traders. These same familiar tools can be built into more structured, easy-to-use ordering and delivery systems, without users needing to learn a completely new platform.

Electric and low-emission vehicles, including e-cargo bikes and small electric vans, are becoming more affordable and practical for last-mile delivery, especially over the short distances typical of suburban and rural areas. Ocado's rapid delivery service, Zoom, already runs entirely on zero-emission vehicles, although it currently operates only in London (edie, 2024). This does not prove that Ocado has solved rural last-mile delivery; rather, it is evidence that the underlying technology is technically feasible and could realistically be adapted to a smaller, rural or suburban context.

Digital payment technology is another enabler. Contactless cards, mobile wallets and QR code payment are now cheap and easy to set up, which is why so many corner shops and market traders moved to card-only or QR payment during the pandemic without large investment. This makes it realistic for a new venture to bring several small sellers onto one shared payment and ordering system quickly.
Together, these enablers reduce the cost and complexity of building new, focused digital ventures, which supports the idea that early movers in these areas can gain a real competitive advantage.
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For any new venture to be worthwhile, it must be able to grow (scalability) and to last (sustainability). Recent business model research suggests that scalable ventures usually combine a clearly mapped value proposition with an efficient, repeatable delivery system (Garcia Altafin, Morini and Dario Capitani, 2025). A shared platform for small UK businesses could scale by adding more towns, retailers and delivery partners onto the same core technology, much as Ocado scaled by adding new retail partners in different countries rather than rebuilding its systems each time (Ocado Group, 2025a).

Sustainability, in this context, means more than environmental impact. The Triple Bottom Line approach argues that successful, sustainable businesses must balance three areas: profit, people and planet, and recent research links this balance directly to stronger long-term performance in entrepreneurial ventures (Gu et al., 2022). A venture serving small retailers and rural consumers can be commercially sustainable if it charges fair, affordable fees while pooling costs across many small users. It can be socially sustainable by keeping money and jobs within local communities, supporting shops, farmers and delivery workers rather than replacing them. It can be environmentally sustainable by using shared, low-emission delivery, similar to Ocado's approach with Zoom and its wider net-zero commitments (edie, 2024).

Overall, Task 1 shows that the strongest UK opportunities lie where a real user pain point, a clear market gap, an available technology and a genuine path to responsible growth all meet. E-commerce and delivery infrastructure for small businesses and rural communities meets all four conditions, making it the most viable area for new venture creation. This is the opportunity area developed further in Task 2.
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Building on Task 1, this section applies the five stages of Design Thinking to design a new venture called Village Basket: a shared local ordering and delivery platform for small retailers, food producers and the rural or suburban customers they serve. As with any design thinking process, the stages below are not strictly one-directional; ideas from later stages sometimes send the process back to an earlier one (Brown and Kātz, 2019).

[bookmark: _Toc238202398]4.1 Empathise

The first step is to understand the people affected by the pandemic-driven shift to online business, without assuming what they need (Brown and Kātz, 2019). No primary interviews were carried out for this report; instead, this Empathise stage is built from secondary research, combining evidence from the scenario with findings from existing academic and industry sources on four main groups: small retailers, rural consumers, farmers and producers, and delivery partners.

For small retailers, such as corner shops, market traders and independent bookshops, evidence from the scenario and from SME research suggests that many added digital payment and basic online ordering quickly during the pandemic, but rarely had the time or money to build this properly (SME Digital Adoption Taskforce, 2025). They are also likely to worry about losing customers to larger online retailers, without having the resources to compete alone.

Rural and suburban consumers are likely to enjoy shopping locally and to want to support small businesses, while also expecting the same convenience (fast, reliable delivery and easy online ordering) that larger companies such as Ocado already provide. Existing research on rural service gaps indicates that many such customers become frustrated when small businesses cannot offer delivery at all, or only offer it on certain days (Local Government Association, 2022).
For farmers and small food producers, the scenario suggests that selling directly through Facebook, Instagram and WhatsApp works well for building relationships with customers, but that managing orders through messages is likely to become time-consuming and difficult to scale. As more customers order, mistakes become more likely, and planning deliveries efficiently becomes harder.

For delivery partners, including small independent couriers, existing evidence points to rural and suburban delivery as one of the most difficult parts of the job: journeys are longer, fewer deliveries fit into one route, and this makes each delivery less profitable and often less environmentally friendly (Local Government Association, 2022). Larger courier companies, such as Royal Mail, DPD and Evri, have expanded to meet demand, but they mainly optimise for national scale, not close local relationships.

The Empathy Map, a tool often used alongside design thinking, groups this secondary evidence around what these users are likely to say, think, feel and do (Yeung and Ng, 2024). Across the four groups, a shared underlying pattern emerges: everyone wants to keep the benefits of local, personal business relationships, without giving up the convenience of modern digital shopping and delivery.
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Bringing these insights together, using the simple “point of view” method common in design thinking practice (a named user, their need, and the insight behind it) produces the following problem statement (Brown and Kātz, 2019):

Small retailers, local food producers and rural or suburban consumers in the UK need an affordable, shared way to sell, deliver and receive goods online, because none of them individually has the scale, technology or delivery network needed to offer the convenience customers now expect, while independent delivery partners need more efficient, better-paid local routes.

This is a well-defined problem: it is specific to rural and suburban UK small businesses and consumers, it is rooted in evidence from the scenario and from research on SME digital readiness (Economics Observatory, 2023; SME Digital Adoption Taskforce, 2025), and it identifies more than one stakeholder whose needs must be balanced, not only customers but also sellers and delivery workers. Research on start-up failure supports the importance of this step: many new ventures fail not because their solution is weak, but because they misunderstand or oversimplify the real problem first (Amirkhizi, Zeyghami and Pourmohamadi, 2025). Defining the problem carefully across all affected groups reduces this risk.
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With the problem clearly defined, the next stage is to generate as many possible solutions as possible before choosing the best one (Brown and Kātz, 2019). Ideas considered include: a simple booking and payment app built only for small service businesses; a single online marketplace where any small retailer can list products in minutes; a shared local delivery network where several small businesses split the cost of one driver or vehicle covering their area; a “delivery-as-a-service” platform, similar in spirit to Ocado's Smart Platform but scaled down and priced for small, local sellers rather than large grocery chains (Ocado Group, 2025a); and a tool that turns WhatsApp and Instagram orders automatically into a simple, trackable order and delivery system for farmers and producers.

Some ideas were set aside. A single national marketplace, similar to a smaller version of Amazon, was rejected because it would lose the personal, local relationship between small sellers and customers that the Empathise stage identified as important. A fully custom-built app was also rejected as a starting point, because it would take too long and cost too much before the venture had any evidence that people would use it. Comparing the remaining ideas against the Define-stage problem statement, the strongest concept combines the shared local delivery network, the scaled-down delivery-as-a-service model, and the automated order-taking tool into one offer: Village Basket, a platform connecting small retailers, food producers and rural or suburban customers through one simple ordering system, backed by a shared local delivery network.

This idea was chosen using a desirability-feasibility-viability check, an approach closely linked to design thinking practice (Brown and Kātz, 2019). It is desirable, because it solves a real, shared pain point for four different groups. It is feasible, because it builds on existing, increasingly affordable technology, such as route-planning tools, mobile ordering and electric delivery vehicles. It is viable, because it can charge small, affordable fees to many users across a shared cost base, following the same efficient, repeatable model that allowed Ocado to grow across many retail partners (Ocado Group, 2025a).
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Following Lean Startup thinking, the venture should not launch with a large, complex platform straight away. Instead, it should test its core idea through a minimum viable product (MVP): the smallest version of the idea that still lets the business learn from real customers, so that the team spends its time and money only on what genuinely works (Stevenson, Burnell and Fisher, 2024).

The proposed MVP for Village Basket would work as follows. First, the venture would choose one small town or rural area as a pilot location, working with around 10 to 15 small retailers and two or three local food producers who already sell directly to customers. Second, instead of building a full custom app immediately, the MVP would use a simple, existing ordering tool connected to a shared WhatsApp Business account, so producers and retailers can keep working in a familiar way, with added structure behind the scenes. Third, one or two local drivers using a small electric van or e-cargo bike would run a fixed weekly delivery schedule for each village or neighbourhood, similar in principle to Ocado's zero-emission local delivery model (edie, 2024).

This MVP tests the most important assumptions cheaply: will local retailers and producers actually use a shared ordering and delivery system? Will rural and suburban customers order regularly once delivery becomes reliable? And can a small, shared delivery route be run at a low enough cost to stay affordable for everyone involved?
A simple value proposition canvas can be used to check that Village Basket's offer, shared ordering and delivery, truly matches customer needs such as convenience, support for local business, and reliable delivery. A full Business Model Canvas for Village Basket, covering key partners, key resources, channels and cost structure, is set out in the Appendix; it gives a clear, testable structure for the whole venture (Garcia Altafin, Morini and Dario Capitani, 2025).

For revenue, the primary model proposed is a small fixed monthly subscription paid by each retailer or producer, rather than a commission charged per order. A low, predictable subscription is easier for very small businesses to plan around than a variable commission, and it keeps the cost of each individual sale transparent, which matches the trust-based, personal relationships identified in the Empathise stage. Customers would not be charged directly for delivery within the pilot area, so that adoption is not slowed by an extra fee at checkout; instead, the delivery cost is covered within the shared subscription pool across all participating sellers.
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The final stage is to test the MVP with real users and use their feedback to improve the idea, repeating earlier stages where needed (Brown and Kātz, 2019). Testing would happen in stages.

During a three-month pilot, the venture would track simple, clear measures: how many orders each retailer and producer receives, how often customers order more than once, how reliable and on-time deliveries are, and how much each delivery actually costs to run. Direct feedback would be collected through short conversations and simple surveys with all four user groups: retailers, producers, customers and drivers, following the same empathise-first approach used at the start of the process (Brown and Kātz, 2019).

If customers say ordering feels confusing, or if deliveries are often late, the ordering tool or delivery schedule would be adjusted before expanding to a new area. If retailers or producers find the subscription fee too high, the pricing model would be reviewed, since keeping small businesses genuinely better off is central to the venture's value proposition and its long-term, triple-bottom-line sustainability (Gu et al., 2022).

Once the pilot area shows steady repeat orders, reliable delivery and a delivery cost that fits within the planned subscription model, the venture would expand carefully to a small number of new areas, testing again each time rather than scaling everywhere at once. This mirrors Ocado's own growth path: deep operational expertise built over more than 25 years in the UK has since scaled into a technology platform serving 13 grocery partners worldwide (Ocado Group, 2025a).

Over time, and in line with the Double Diamond model's emphasis on returning to earlier stages when new problems appear (Design Council, 2021), Village Basket would continue to Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype and Test as it grows, so that it stays genuinely useful to the small businesses and communities it was built to serve.
Testing should also look honestly at risk, not only at what is working. The biggest risk is network density: Village Basket only becomes efficient once a pilot area has enough retailers, producers and regular customers close together to fill a delivery route; a wide, sparsely populated area would make each delivery too expensive to run. 

Other risks include slow customer adoption if people do not trust a new, unfamiliar system; competition from larger platforms that could copy the idea once it is proven; rising fuel, vehicle and driver costs outpacing subscription income; and data privacy, since the platform would hold personal order and location data that must be stored and used responsibly. Testing the MVP in one small, well-chosen area is partly a way of learning how serious these risks are before committing to wider growth.

[bookmark: _Toc238202403]5. CONCLUSION

This report used the Design Thinking framework, together with complementary tools such as the Business Model Canvas, the Lean Startup method and the Triple Bottom Line, to study new venture opportunities that emerged from the UK's fast digital shift during and after the COVID-19 pandemic (Brown and Kātz, 2019; Garcia Altafin, Morini and Dario Capitani, 2025; Stevenson, Burnell and Fisher, 2024; Gu et al., 2022). Task 1 showed that the strongest opportunity lies in affordable, shared e-commerce and delivery infrastructure for small retailers, producers and rural or suburban consumers, an area supported by real user pain points, clear market gaps, and increasingly accessible technology (Local Government Association, 2022; Annamalah, Aravindan and Ahmed, 2025).

Task 2 developed this opportunity into a concrete venture, Village Basket, by working carefully through all five design thinking stages: empathising with four different user groups, defining a shared problem, generating and selecting ideas, building a realistic MVP, and planning ongoing testing and improvement. However, the idea remains promising rather than proven: its viability depends heavily on reaching enough retailer, producer and customer density within each local pilot area to make shared delivery genuinely affordable, and this is precisely what the proposed testing stage is designed to find out before any wider expansion.

Throughout the report, Ocado Group was used as a real-world example of how a UK business can grow from a single local idea into a scalable, technology-led platform, while still keeping sustainability and customer needs at the centre of its strategy (Ocado Group, 2025a, 2025b; edie, 2024; Grocery Gazette, 2025; Retail Technology Innovation Hub, 2025). This suggests that similar, human-centred thinking can help new, smaller ventures succeed in the same fast-changing UK market.
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[bookmark: _Toc238202405]Appendix: Business Model Canvas for Village Basket

This canvas sets out the business model discussed in section 4.4 in full, using the nine building blocks of the Business Model Canvas (Garcia Altafin, Morini and Dario Capitani, 2025). It is a working draft to be tested and adjusted during the MVP pilot described in section 4.4 and 4.5, not a fixed final plan.
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Building Block Village Basket

Customer Segments

Value Propositions

Channels

Customer
Relationships

Key Activities

Key Resources

Key Partners

Cost Structure

Revenue Streams

Small independent retailers and local food producers; rural and
suburban households; independent local delivery drivers.

For sellers: affordable shared ordering and delivery, without needing to
build their own system. For customers: reliable local delivery and
support for local business. For drivers: steadier, better-paid local routes
instead of scattered, low-density jobs.

A shared web-based ordering tool linked to a WhatsApp Business
account; the existing Facebook and Instagram pages of participating
retailers and producers; word of mouth within the local community.

Personal, community-based support during onboarding; simple,
familiar communication through WhatsApp; direct contact with a small
local team rather than a distant call centre.

Aggregating orders from multiple sellers; planning efficient shared
delivery routes; onboarding new retailers and producers; coordinating
drivers; collecting feedback during testing.

The shared ordering and payment system; a small fleet of electric vans
and e-cargo bikes; the local driver network; trusted relationships with
retailers, producers and the community.

Participating small retailers and food producers; local delivery drivers;
the ordering-tool provider; local community groups and, potentially,
the local council.

Driver wages and vehicle costs (including maintenance and charging);
the ordering platform; onboarding and customer support; marketing
within the pilot area.

Primary: a small fixed monthly subscription paid by each retailer or
producer. Potential future addition: a low per-order fee once volumes
are high enough to test without risking early adoption.
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