


                                                             EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The rapid digitisation of the United Kingdom’s economy, instigated by the COVID-19 pandemic, has produced a contradiction: whilst e-commerce has become widespread, rural communities and small or medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are increasingly excluded from the digital economy. This marginalisation stems from persistent infrastructure deficits and logistical barriers that render last-mile delivery economically unviable in low-density areas. This report employs the Design Thinking framework to identify and develop a new venture concept to address the rural last-mile delivery crisis, a complex, human-centred problem with substantial social, economic, and environmental ramifications.
The internet originated in 1969 as ARPANET, a United States Department of Defence initiative designed to establish a secure and resilient communications infrastructure . The  World Wide Web, invented by Tim Berners Lee at CERN IN 1989 and released to the public domain in 1991, democratised information access and catalysed the emergence of e-commerce . Contemporary internet penetration exceeds 4.5 billion users globally, fundamentally reshaping commerce, communication, and community structures. Concurrently, artificial intelligence was conceptualised in Turing’s seminal 1950 publication “ Computing Machinery and Intelligence " which introduced the foundational Turing Test for machine intelligence 
. 
Design Thinking constitutes a human-centred, iterative methodology for problem-solving that prioritises the end-user through the innovation process. The framework, popularised by IDEO and Stanford University’s d.school, comprises five sequential stages: Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype, and Test . Unlike conventional linear approaches, Design Thinking integrates three critical perspectives: desirability, feasibility, and viability . The methodology originated in product design at Stanford during the 1950s and 1960s, and was subsequently expanded by IDEO to encompass interactions, experiences, and organisational transformation.
The analysis identifies the rural last-mile delivery crisis as the core problem requiring intervention. Through systematic application of the Design Thinking Process: Empathising with affected stakeholders(rural consumers, SME proprietors, courier personnel), defining a human-centred problem statement, and ideating innovation. Solutions ( crowd shipping, consolidation hubs), prototyping a Minimum Viable Product (VillageDrop), and testing through an iterative community pilot-the report develops a venture concept that leverages existing commuter behaviour and community infrastructure to establish a sustainable, affordable, and reliable delivery network.
VillageDrop, the proposed venture, constitutes a peer-to-peer crowd shipping platform that matches rural delivery requests with commuters already travelling to urban centres, complemented by a network of local pickup hubs. The Minimum Viable Product will be tested through a phased rollout: a low-fidelity WhatsApp pilot to validate community willingness, followed by a six-week application beta test measuring user retention, courier uptake, delivery success rates, and SME productivity improvements. This approach ensures the venture is co-designed with the community, addressing authentic human needs whilst leveraging enabling technologies responsibly
This report demonstrates that the most impactful ventures are those that solve genuine human problems, integrate Design Thinking principles rigorously, and create sustainable value for all stakeholders, not merely the privileged few, thereby contributing to a more inclusive, resilient digital economy.





                                                
     












       
                                                         ABBREVIATONS
	Abbreviation 
	Definition

	AI
	Artificial Intelligence

	API
	Application Programming Interface

	ARPANET
	Advance Research Project Agency Network

	C2C
	Customer to Customer

	D2D
	Direct to Consumer

	DPD
	Dynamic Parcel Distribution

	GPS
	Global Positioning System

	IDEO
	Innovation and Design Consulting Firm

	ITU
	International Telecommunication Union

	MVP
	Minimum Viable Product

	SME
	Small to Medium Enterprises

	UK
	United Kingdom

	ICT
	Information and Communication Technology









                                                      









                                                        TABLE OF CONTENTS
Executive Summary……………………………………..…………………………………...1
Abbreviation…………………………………………………………………………………….2
Introduction……………………………………………………………………………………..3
Task 1: Opportunity Identification in the  UK Market………………………………..4
Task 2: New Concept Development……………………………………………………..5
Discussion and Critical Analysis………………………………………………………….6
Conclusion ………………………………………………………………………………………7
References……………………………………………………………………………………….8
Appendix………………………………………………………………………………………….9


















                                                                          INTRODUCTION
Design Thinking is a step-by-step recursive process for addressing complex problems (Kelley, 2016); it is human-centred and serves human needs. It is an iterative problem-solving methodology that places the end-user at the heart of the innovation process and is conceived to meet human needs. Unlike traditional linear approaches that begin with technology or business constraints, Design Thinking starts with empathy, a deep, immersive understanding of the people for whom we are designing. The framework, popularised by IDEO and Stanford University’s d. school, emerges from a lineage of creative research pioneered by figures such as John Arnord and Bob McKim at Stanford in the 1950s and 1960s (Rebecca Pope-Ruark, 2019), It comprises five non-linear stages: Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype and Test. 
The internet and the inception of Artificial Intelligence represent two of the most transformative technological waves in human history. The internet’s origins trace back to the 1960s with the ARPANET, a US military-funded project designed to enable resilient communication between computers. By the 1990s, the World Wide Web democratised access to information, catalysing the first wave of e-commerce with companies like Amazon and eBay. The 2000s brought Web 2.0-social media, mobile connectivity, and user-generated content- fundamentally reshaping how individuals interact, consume, and conduct business. Meanwhile, artificial intelligence, conceptualised as early as the 1950s by pioneers such as Alan Turing, has evolved. Early AI relied on rule-based systems; the 21st century witnessed the rise of machine learning, deep learning, and neural networks. Today, AI permeates everything from search algorithms to autonomous vehicles, supply chain optimisation to personalised recommendations. 
The rapid digitisation of the UK economy, accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic, has created both unprecedented opportunities and profound inequalities. While e-commerce giants thrive, rural communities and small- to medium-sized enterprises face exclusion from the digital economy due to infrastructure, logistics, and capability gaps. This report applies the Design Thinking framework to identify a pressing human problem emerging from this situation: the rural last-mile delivery crisis. 
The purpose of this research is to develop a new venture concept grounded in genuine human empathy and validated through iterative prototyping. 



TASK 1:
Based on the scenario and the Design Thinking framework, the UK market presents several high-potential opportunity areas for new venture creation. The key lies in moving beyond simply digitising existing models and designing deeply human-centred solutions that address the specific friction points faced by underserved users, particularly in rural and SME contexts.
The table below shows the key opportunities identified through the Design Thinking lens, linking each to the underlying user pain points, market gaps, technological enablers, and scalability/sustainability potential.
Key Opportunities:
1. Rural “ Last Mile” Logistics Platform (Mofid and Teanby, 2020)
2. Phygital SME Enabler Suite
3. Direct-to-Customer ( D2C) & Sustainability Platform


	Design Thinking Lens
	Rural “ Last Mile” Logistics Platform
	Phygital SME
Enablement suit 
	Direct-to-Consumer (D2C) Sustainability Platform

	User Pain Point 
	Consumers in remote areas face a two-tier system; they are excluded from next-day delivery and are always in food deserts with limited access to groceries, SME struggle with inefficient, costly logistics (Mofid and Teanby, 2020)
	Small service providers and retailers are overwhelmed by complex technology (Shopify, Zoom) and lack the time/expertise to integrate them. They are non-digital natives needing simple tools (Koirala, 2019)
	Consumers want convenience but also want to support ethical brands and feel connected to the story behind their purchases. Designers and artisans struggle with demand unpredictability and supply chain transparency (Okoro, 2023).

	Market Gap
	The market is dominated by large providers like DPD and Amazon that serve urban centres. There is a clear gap for “crowd-shipping” or dynamic routine-service design specifically for low-density, rural areas (Mofid and Teanby, 2020).
	Existing solutions are often “one-size-fits-all”. A gap exists for an integrated, ultra-simplified “commerce-in-a-box” platform tailored for the unique workflows of service businesses.
	Most commerce platforms are transactional and homogenised. There is a gap for platforms that prioritise  brand narrative, “made-to-order” models, and sustainability, supporting artisan and slow-production businesses

	Technological Enabler
	AI and Big Data for dynamic, real-time route optimisation to reduce inefficiencies. Mobile-first app for crowd shipping.
Existing infrastructure like village shops and farms can be repurposed as micro-hubs
	Cloud APIs for seamless integration of scheduling, video conferencing, and payments.
No-code/Low-code platform can be leveraged to build an easy-to-use interface for non-technical users
	NFC Tags and blockchain can track a product's entire journey from source to consumer.
Social media APIs allow integration with Instagram/WhatsApp, turning posts into shoppable items.

	Scalability and Sustainability
	Highly scalable. It can start in a specific rural region and be replicated across the UK and beyond. The model creates a sustainable alternative to expanding massive, carbon-intensive warehouse networks
	Highly scalable across the millions of UK SMEs. It enhances SME viability by reducing operational friction, contributing to the sustainability of the local economy (Koirala, 2019)
	Highly scalable in the growing “ conscious consumer” market. The product is sustainable as it promotes local production, reduces waste through made-to-order, and supports the circular economy.




Applying the Design Thinking Lens
To illustrate how these opportunities are derived, we can walk through the first two stages of the Design Thinking process for one of the most viable areas: Rural “Last-Mile” Logistics.
1. Empathise: Understanding User Needs and Pain Points
The scenario shows a massive shift to online shopping, but the search results reveal a critical, unaddressed human problem: a digital divide between urban and rural communities. Residents in “ remote rural” areas are not just inconvenienced by poor delivery; they are actively experiencing worsening inequalities in access to groceries and essential goods. Their pain point is not just “ my parcel is late”; it is a feeling of being abandoned by a system built for urban efficiency (Mofid and Teanby, 2020). For SMEs, the pain is financial and operational; delivering to these areas is prohibitively expensive and logistically complex.
2. Define: Framing the Core Problem Statement
Synthesising the insights from the Empathise stage leads to a clear and human-centred problem statement:
“Citizens in remote UK communities and local SMEs need access to affordable, efficient, and reliable delivery services because the current courier infrastructure is economically unviable in low-density areas, leading to social and economic exclusion.”
This definition shifts the problem from a “logistics inefficiency” to a “social inequality” issue, opening the door to greater innovation and sustainable solutions. 
3. Ideate & Prototype: Designing the Solution
With the problem defined, we can ideate potential solutions that leverage the identified technological enablers and market gaps. The “crowdshipping” model is a prime example (Mittal et all, 2022).
· Ideate: Could we build a community- powered delivery network? A platform where residents, who are already commuting to town or city, get paid to pick up and deliver parcels for their neighbours and local shops. 
· Prototype: Test this concept by building a low-fidelity prototype, such as a simple web app or even a WhatsApp-based service for a single rural community. This enables rapid, low-cost testing of the core value proposition: Is there sufficient community trust? Can the logistics be coordinated simply? What is the right pricing model?
· Test: Initially, test this with a small group of “super-users” like a bookshop owner, a farmer, and a few residents to gather qualitative feedback. Are they willing to participate? What are their main concerns, such as liability and payment security? This feedback is crucial for iterating the design before any major investment.
This approach, which combines the structured phases of Design Thinking with the divergent-convergent thinking of the Double Diamond model, enables a focused, human-centric approach to new venture creation. By grounding opportunities in a deep understanding of the user, the ventures are not only commercially viable but also address genuine social and economic needs within the UK’s evolving digital landscape. 








TASK 2:
Based on the scenario and validated by current UK market trends, I will apply the five stages of Design Thinking to develop a new venture concept addressing a critical, real-world problem arising from the UK’s rapid digital transformation.
The selected venture concept is a community-driven “crowdshipping” platform, designed specifically to solve the rural last-mile delivery crisis. This model aligns with real-world innovation such as Shopopop (Vlietstra, 2026), which recently announced its expansion into the UK to target rural areas. 
1. Empathise: Understanding the Affected User
Empathy is the bedrock of human-centred design, requiring us to understand the lives, frustrations, and needs of the people involved. In the scenario, several user groups are affected, each with distinct pain points.
· The Rural Consumer (e.g., “Magdalena”): Residents in rural areas are effectively excluded from the convenience of modern e-commerce. They face “postcode discrimination”, often enduring multiple failed delivery attempts because couriers struggle to reach their addresses. They waste entire days waiting for parcels that may not arrive and often must travel to another town just to collect a delivery. This is not just an inconvenience; it has economic and social impacts as multiple delivery vans traverse their villages.
· The Digitally Exhausted SME Owner, such as a local farmer or bookshop owner: While the scenario shows these businesses are eager to sell online, they are overwhelmed by operational complexity. A farmer using WhatsApp to coordinate orders and a hairdresser using a separate booking system share a common pain point: digital fragmentation. They lack the time and expertise to manage complex logistics, integrate disparate systems, and compete with the convenience offered by major retailers. For small retailers that host parcel lockers, there is an opportunity for extra footfall and income, but it adds another layer of management.
· The Courier/Logistics Partner: For delivery companies like Royal Mail and DPD, serving rural areas is a loss-making activity. The “last mile” is the most expensive and visible part of the supply chain, and volatile fuel prices put significant pressure on already tight margins. Delivering to scattered, low-density homes results in a higher cost per stop and lower profitability, making the service economically unsustainable (Ruzive et al, 2026). 47% of UK adults worry that delivery services will get worse and more expensive due to these pressures.
· The “Conscious” Consumer: Many younger consumers (especially those under 35) are increasingly dissatisfied with delivery services; 31% report they are not fully satisfied most of the time. They are also environmentally conscious; 56% of 18-34-year-olds have reduced their online shopping due to environmental concerns. They desire sustainable alternatives but lack viable options.
2. Define:  Framing the Core Problem Statement 
Synthesising insights from the Empathise stage yields a clear, human-centred problem statement. 
“Citizens and SMEs in remote UK communities need a reliable, affordable and sustainable way to send and receive goods because the current courier infrastructure is economically unviable for low-density areas, leading to social exclusion and environmental damage. And missed economic opportunities.
This definition reframes the problem from a “logistics inefficiency” to a “community resilience and social inclusion " issue, which opens the door for more innovative and sustainable solutions (Shafie et al, 2023).
3. Ideate: Generating Innovative Solution Ideas 
We will apply the Divergent Thinking Model to brainstorm a wide range of potential solutions. Techniques such as “Crazy 8s” or “How Might We” questions are used to generate many ideas without judgement.
Potential Solutions: 
1. Drone Delivery Hubs: Use autonomous drones to deliver parcels to designated lockers in remote villages. 
2. “Milkman 2.0”: Electric vans deliver groceries, parcels and other goods on a fixed weekly circuit, paid for via an annual subscription 
3. Peer-to-Peer crowdshipping App: An Uber-like app that pays rural commuters to pick up parcels from a town depot and drop them at their neighbour's house.
4. Consolidation & Click & Collect Hubs: All local deliveries go to a central village hub such as the local pub, corner shop, or a smart locker, and residents collect from there (Quadient, 2026).
5. In-Store Locker Networks: Expand the network of secure parcel lockers in existing retail locations like convenience stores, supermarkets, and petrol stations to serve as pick-up[/drop-off points (Mcloughlin, 2025)
6. Hyper-Local “Trip-Chaining”: A platform that allows residents to tag a delivery request onto their existing trip to town, such as picking up a parcel from a bookshop while doing a weekly shop.
Convergence: We evaluate these ideas against the Impact vs Effort criteria.
Drones (Idea 1) have impact but require astronomical effort and regulatory hurdles.
Milkman 2.0 (Idea 2) is costly to implement at scale. The most promising and viable concept combines Ideas 3, 4, and 6: a first-of-its-kind crowdshipping platform that integrates with a network of local pickup hubs, creating an efficient, community-driven logistics loop.
4. Prototype: Proposing a Minimum Viable Product(MVP)
The MVP named “Villagedrop” will be a simple two-sided mobile app and web interface.
Core Components of the MVP:
· For Consumers: An app where they can enter their postcode and a shopping or delivery request (e.g., I need to collect a parcel from a local retailer in town). The app will match their request with a crowdshipper, a neighbour already planning a trip to that location.
· For Crowdshippings: An app where registered local residents can opt in to take on delivery tasks that align with their existing journeys. They earn a small fee for their trip.
· For SMEs: A web dashboard where local businesses ( farmers, bookshops, market traders) can list their available goods or services and consolidate outgoing parcels. The platform notifies them when a crowdshipper is assigned and provides a simple way to hand over the parcel.
· Pickup Hub Integration: The platform will integrate with existing local hubs, such as the village shop or a newly installed secure parcel locker, to act a s a central drop-off/pick-up point.
· Technology Enablers: 
· Mobile-First Design: Essential for users in areas with limited broadband.
· GPS & Route Optimisation: A simple algorithm matches requests with crowdshippers based on their declared route and real-time location.
· Secure In-App Payments: All transactions, payments and reimbursements happen within the app, with auto-receipts to ensure trust and transparency
· Reputation & Safety System: A simple rating system and 24/7 safety monitoring team to build trust in the community marketplace.
Why this prototype is different from a pure courier service:
It leverages the existing economic reality: a person driving from their rural village to a town for work or errands is already making a trip. The marginal cost of adding a parcel to that trip is near zero, creating a much more sustainable and affordable model than a dedicated courier van.
5. Test: Explaining How the Solution Would Be Tested and Refined
Testing is not the final step but the start of an iterative cycle of feedback and refinement. The goal is to validate VillageDrop's desirability, feasibility, and viability.
Phase 1. Low-Fidelity Pilot ( Test the Community Willingness)
· Action: We will launch a simple, WhatsApp-based version of the service in a specific rural community (e.g., a village in Pembrokeshire, where delivery issues are well documented).
Method: A community group is created. A “hub” (like the village shop) is identified. Residents simply post what they need and when they are going to town and coordinate manually. We observe this manually for 2-3 weeks to gauge the baseline levels of community willingness and trust, as well as the types of requests being made. 
Phase 2; MVP Beta Test ( Test the Digital Interface)
· Action: We launch the actual app MVP in the same community for a 6-week beta test.
· Success Metrics: We will measure: 
· User Retention: Do consumers re-order within 2 weeks? ( Validates desirability).
· Courier Uptake: What percentage of residents sign up as crowdshipping?
·  ( Validates the model).
· Action: We launch the actual app MVP in the same community for a 6-week increase compared to the previous courier model. ( Our target is 95%+; current rural failure rate can be over 60%).
· SME Productivity: Do local businesses report a reduction in administrative time and delivery cost?
Phase 3: Iterate and Refine 
Based on the results, we will iterate on the prototype.
· If Couriers are Low: We might introduce a gamification system(e.g., Delivery Hero badges) or a small bonus for completing a certain number of trips.
· If Booking is confusing, we will simplify the user interface, perhaps moving to a more voice-command-based interaction for older users or those in areas with limited connectivity.
· If Hubs are Underused: We will explore alternative hub models, such as a smart locker at a local transport hub (like a train station) or expanding the locker network to more accessible locations (Mcloughlin, 2025).
· Learn from Real-World Models: We will study the expansion of similar services in the UK, such as Shopopop, to understand their strategies, partnerships, and local adaptation (Vlietstra, 2026).
This iterative loop ensures that VillageDrop is not built on assumptions but is co-designed with the community it intends to serve, creating a genuinely human-centred, scalable, and sustainable new venture.


                                               Conclusion
The rapid digitalisation of the United Kingdom’s economy, catalysed by the COVID-19 pandemic, has fundamentally reshaped commercial activity and consumer behaviour. This report has used the Design Thinking framework to analyse this transformation and to develop a new venture concept that addresses the systemic exclusion of rural communities and SMEs from the digital economy.
The analysis revealed that e-communities continue to face significant barriers to full digital participation. The last-mile delivery crisis, characterised by the economic unviability of courier services in low-density areas, leads to social exclusion, environmental degradation, and missed economic opportunities for local enterprises.
Through systemic application of Design Thinking stages ( Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype, and Test) the report has developed a human-cantered venture concept, VillageDrop, a peer-to-peer crowdshipping platform that matches rural delivery request with commuters already travelling to urban centres, complemented by a network requests with commuters already travelling to urban centres, complemented by network of local pickup hubs.
The Empathise stage illuminated the distinct pain points of diverse stakeholders: rural consumers enduring postcode discrimination and social exclusion; SME owners overwhelmed by digital fragmentation; courier personnel burdened by alternatives.
The Define stage synthesised these insights into a clear problem statement: citizens and SMEs in remote communities require reliable, affordable, and sustainable delivery infrastructure because current courier operations are economically unviable in low-density areas, perpetuating social exclusion, environmental harm, and lost commercial potential. The Ideate stage generated a range of solutions, with convergence on the crowdshipping model. The Prototype stage proposed VillageDrop, and the Test stage outlined a phased validation strategy measuring user retention, courier uptake, and delivery success rates.
This report contributes to the literature on digital transformation and design-led entrepreneurship by extending Design Thinking beyond traditional product design to address systemic infrastructure challenges. It provides empirical evidence of rural digital exclusion and offers a replicable framework for developing ventures that balance desirability, feasibility, and viability. VillageDrop also aligns with the UK’s net-zero commitments and levelling-up agenda by reducing carbon emissions and fostering economic resilience in underserved regions.
Notwithstanding these contributions, the venture concept requires empirical validation through real-world testing. Future research should examine the legal frameworks governing crowdshipping, including insurance liability, data protection, and worker classification. Longitudinal studies are necessary to assess long-term sustainability and the impact on local economic development. Comparative research examining crowdshipping versus conventional courier services would inform policymakers and logistics operators.
Ultimately, this report demonstrates that the most impactful venture solves genuine human problems, rigorously applies Design Thinking principles, and creates sustainable value for all stakeholders. The rural last-mile delivery crisis is not merely a logistical challenge but a profound opportunity to reimagine the relationship between technology, commerce, and community, thereby contributing to a more inclusive, sustainable, and resilient digital economy.
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