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1. Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the growth of digital commerce in the UK. Many small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) adopted websites, online payments and social media selling to remain connected with customers. However, the growth of online selling also increased their dependence on parcel delivery, tracking and returns. This is particularly important in rural areas, where longer distances and lower parcel volumes can make delivery less convenient and more expensive. The Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (2026) identifies transport and digital connectivity as continuing challenges for rural businesses.
Royal Mail is used as the organisational lens for this report because it has nationwide coverage and operates as the UK’s Universal Service Provider. It is also moving from a predominantly letter-based business towards a parcel-led model. During 2025/26, Royal Mail handled 1.44 billion parcels, with parcels generating 53.2% of its revenue. However, its adjusted operating profit was only £5 million, demonstrating that increased parcel volumes do not automatically produce high profits (International Distribution Services Limited, 2026).
Task 1 applies a Design Thinking lens to evaluate innovation and venture opportunities through the experiences of rural and suburban micro e-commerce retailers. Task 2 applies the five stages of Design Thinking: Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype and Test, to develop the selected opportunity into a testable venture concept. A customer journey and pain-point table, causal loop diagram, brainstorming mind map, SCAMPER analysis and desirability, feasibility, viability and sustainability (DFV/S) assessment are used to support the analysis and decisions.
2. Design Thinking and Innovation Framework
Design Thinking is a user-centred approach consisting of five stages: Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype and Test. Although presented as stages, it is iterative because findings from prototyping and testing may require the problem or solution to be reconsidered. Brown (2019) argues that innovation should balance user desirability, technical feasibility and commercial viability. An AI route planner may therefore be technically possible but still fail if small retailers cannot afford it or see insufficient value in changing their routines.
Design Thinking has limitations. A simplified understanding of rural retailers may overlook differences in parcel volume, product type and digital confidence. A convenient retailer solution may also create additional work for drivers or community venues. Responsible Design Thinking addresses this concern by including environmental, social and stakeholder consequences (Baldassarre et al., 2024). Sustainability is therefore added to the DFV/S assessment.
Different methods address different aspects of the problem. The customer journey identifies pain points, causal mapping explains their relationships and brainstorming and SCAMPER generate possible solutions. DFV/S supports the selection of the strongest concept, while a Minimum Viable Product (MVP) tests assumptions that secondary research cannot confirm. These methods are complementary, although applying feasibility criteria too early could suppress more creative ideas.
Innovation may be radical, incremental, architectural or business-model based. The proposed venture rearranges existing digital tools, community facilities and carrier infrastructure while changing how partners share value. It is therefore mainly architectural and business-model innovation rather than a disruptive replacement for existing carriers.
Task 1: Opportunity Analysis
3. Royal Mail and Market Context
Royal Mail has useful assets for innovation, including delivery offices, national routes, automated parcel hubs, electric vans, lockers, parcel shops and upgraded postboxes. Its sustainability reporting states that it operated about 8,800 electric vans in 2025-26 and was continuing to expand out-of-home services (Royal Mail Group Limited, 2026). A new venture would therefore be more realistic if it connected with existing infrastructure instead of attempting to build a separate national delivery network.
Competition is also increasing. The DHL-Evri partnership combines standard and premium services, international delivery and around 15,000 UK access points. It is promoted as a one-stop service for SMEs (DHL Group, 2025). This means that a general parcel dashboard, locker or tracking application would not be strongly differentiated.
Smaller firms nevertheless remain an important, underserved group. OECD research shows that UK microbusinesses face greater problems with the fixed cost, complexity and skills required for advanced digital systems (OECD, 2026). In addition, a survey of 328 UK retail leaders found that 53% viewed fulfilment and delivery costs as a barrier to growth. The survey was produced by a logistics company and is not specific to rural microbusinesses, but it provides useful current industry evidence (International Logistics Group, 2026).
The base is substantial but is not the venture’s addressable market. The UK had 5.64 million small businesses in 2025, including about 547,000 wholesale and retail SMEs (Department for Business and Trade, 2025). England had 526,200 registered rural businesses in 2023/24 (Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, 2026). Only those selling physical goods near a viable hub are potential customers.
The serviceable market should be estimated locality by locality using retailer numbers, parcel volumes, distance from access points and willingness to share collections. This avoids turning national SME figures into a misleading sales forecast. The initial target segment should be home-based and micro-retail businesses dispatching approximately five to fifty parcels each week. Retailers below this range may not use the service frequently enough, while larger businesses may already qualify for direct carrier collections. Suitable sectors could include crafts, clothing, gifts, books, specialist foods and local produce, although products requiring temperature control or specialist handling should be excluded from the first pilot. This segmentation connects the national market evidence with a more realistic early customer group.
Geography makes the problem more difficult. Urquhart et al. (2022) found that delivery was the main capacity constraint for 74% of the British grocery fulfilment stores in their study. Although grocery delivery differs from sending small parcels, the study demonstrates that distance, vehicle capacity and the location of fulfilment facilities influence whether e-commerce can grow efficiently. The opportunity is therefore not simply more technology. It is better coordination between small retailers, local facilities and existing carrier networks.
4. Users and Pain Points
The main user is a rural or suburban micro e-commerce retailer selling physical products through a website, marketplace or social-media account. The retailer purchases parcel services, prepares packages, monitors deliveries, answers enquiries and manages returns. Recipients, delivery workers, Royal Mail and community venues are also stakeholders.
Retail microbusinesses face costs associated with software, knowledge, security and delivery. Many lack specialist staff or a dedicated vehicle, leaving them dependent on third-party platforms and carriers (Mkansi, 2022). Comparing services, printing labels, travelling to a parcel facility and resolving delivery problems can therefore consume a meaningful share of the owner’s time.
Retailers remain accountable to customers after parcels enter the carrier network. Ofcom (2025) identifies reliability, tracking and problem handling as important elements of parcel experiences. Returns add authorisation, labelling, transport, refund and stock-processing activities. Microenterprise return policies are also influenced by competitive pressure and customer expectations, creating tension between convenience and cost (Church, DaSouza and Awe, 2024).
4.1 Customer Journey and Pain-Point Map
Table 1 maps the retailer’s journey from receiving an order to processing a return. It connects each stage with actions, touchpoints, pain points, business effects and innovation opportunities. As it is based on secondary evidence, it represents a provisional journey that should be tested during the Empathise stage.
Table 1. Customer Journey and Pain-Point Map
	Journey element
	Order received
	Service selected
	Parcel prepared
	Parcel dispatched
	Delivery monitored
	Return processed

	Retailer action
	Confirms and processes order
	Compares price and delivery speed
	Packs item and creates label
	Travels to drop-off point or waits
	Checks tracking and answers enquiries
	Creates label, tracks return and refunds customer

	Touchpoint
	Website, marketplace or social media
	Carrier websites and shipping platforms
	Printer, packaging and carrier system
	Parcel shop, post office or driver
	Carrier tracking and customer messages
	Customer, carrier and inventory records

	Pain point
	Information divided across platforms
	Fragmented and confusing choices
	Repeated data entry and printer dependence
	Travel, unsuitable opening hours or missed collection
	Responsibility for delays without operational control
	Additional cost, slow confirmation and uncertainty

	Effect
	Repeated administration
	Time spent comparing services
	Frustration and preparation time
	Lost working time and transport cost
	Customer complaints and reputational risk
	Delayed refunds, stock recovery and resale

	Opportunity
	Shared order view
	Simpler service comparison
	QR labels and saved information
	Shared local collection
	Automatic status notifications
	Consolidated returns and faster confirmation


Table 1. Customer journey and pain-point map.
Source: Author’s own construction, informed by Holz et al. (2024), Mkansi (2022) and Ofcom (2025).
Table 1 shows that fulfilment difficulties are cumulative. Individually minor tasks create repeated administration, travel, cost, uncertainty and customer-service pressure when experienced across the whole journey. Holz et al. (2024) argue that complex journey pain points should be understood across connected touchpoints. An AI route planner alone would therefore not address booking, preparation, dispatch, tracking and returns.
The retailer is the main customer because it purchases the parcel service, but viability depends on other stakeholders. Recipients need reliable delivery and accessible returns, drivers need accurate information, venues require secure storage and fair payment, and Royal Mail needs predictable volumes. These needs can conflict. For example, a shared point may reduce carrier stops while increasing retailer travel or venue workload.
5. Key Opportunity Areas
5.1 Integrated Fulfilment Software
A cloud platform could combine orders, labels, tracking and returns, reducing repeated work and supporting digital scale. However, similar platforms already exist, and a complex product may create another adoption barrier. Differentiation would depend on simplicity and a clear focus on micro-retailers.
5.2 AI-Assisted Route Planning
AI could forecast demand, organise collections and estimate mileage, fuel, staffing and emissions. It may improve efficiency once sufficient data are available, but irregular rural volumes make early forecasts uncertain. AI is therefore better treated as a later capability than as the venture itself.
5.3 Community Parcel Consolidation
Several retailers could register parcels through a basic platform and use an existing shop or community building as a shared collection point. Parcels would then be grouped for scheduled carrier collection. Rural logistics research identifies long distances, dispersed demand and limited economies of scale as key challenges, while shared routes, digital coordination and micro-hubs offer possible responses (Moazzeni and Sgarbossa, 2026).
5.4 Integrated Returns
The same point could accept returns, confirm receipt and consolidate them for carrier collection. Faster confirmation may help retailers issue refunds, recover stock and prepare suitable items for resale, while inspection and refund decisions remain the retailer’s responsibility. However, returns require reliable data, and environmental benefits should not be assumed merely because goods use a shared network (Langenaeker, Nimmegeers and Defryn, 2026).
5.5 Accessible Lockers and Parcel Points
Lockers offer extended access and can reduce failed delivery attempts. However, they require investment and are already being expanded by major carriers. Their usefulness also depends on location. Campisi and Di Ruocco (2025) show that a parcel locker may be operationally efficient but inaccessible if users must travel too far or face digital barriers.
The opportunities present different trade-offs. Software offers digital scalability but limited differentiation; AI depends on reliable data; mobile collection creates vehicle and staffing costs; and lockers require investment. Community consolidation grows more slowly locality by locality but addresses several pain points using existing facilities.
The strongest opportunity is therefore a digitally coordinated community consolidation and returns service. It combines shared parcel acceptance, scheduled collection and basic digital coordination without building a new national network. Local relationships may support differentiation, but demand, partner trust and cost sharing remain uncertain. The venture should begin with a limited service and add advanced returns or AI only when evidence supports them.
6. Scalability and Sustainability
The service could use cloud software, carrier system connections, QR codes and basic location data, while scheduling could initially remain manual. AI forecasting could then be introduced when real demand patterns are available, keeping the early system affordable and easier for microbusinesses to use.
Commercial income could come from a small parcel fee, retailer subscription, carrier contribution or a mixture of these. The digital platform could serve more users at low additional cost, but the physical model must be repeated locality by locality. Each new area would need enough retailers, an accessible venue and a carrier agreement. Digital scalability therefore does not guarantee operational scalability.
Consolidation may reduce retailer journeys and carrier stops, but its environmental outcome depends on location and behaviour. Modelling by Schnieder (2024) suggests that carrier consolidation can reduce vehicle kilometres, although results vary between places. The venture should measure total journeys rather than count only carrier mileage. Social sustainability also requires simple onboarding, assisted booking and fair payment for venue work.
Financial and environmental aims may conflict. More frequent collection may suit retailers but reduce vehicle utilisation, while fewer collections may improve density but delay dispatch. A central venue may be cheaper for the carrier but inconvenient for home-based sellers. Sustainability is therefore treated as a measured result involving cost, emissions, accessibility and work, not as an automatic benefit of digital technology.
A pre-pilot baseline should measure vehicle miles per parcel, journeys avoided, carrier stops, venue workload and accessibility. This would reveal whether impacts fall or are merely transferred to retailers and venue staff.
Task 2: Applying the Five Stages of Design Thinking
Task 1 identified digitally coordinated community consolidation and returns as the strongest opportunity. Task 2 applies Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype and Test to develop it into a testable venture concept.
7. Empathise
The Empathise stage seeks to understand affected users before finalising a solution. The journey analysis provides an initial view of rural retailers but is based on secondary research and should be treated as provisional.
7.1 Proposed User Research
Semi-structured interviews should be conducted with 10 to 15 retailers in one pilot area. Participants should differ by product, parcel volume, sales channel and distance from a parcel facility. Observation of parcel preparation and dispatch would provide evidence about activities that participants may overlook when describing their routines.
Questions would examine carrier arrangements, dispatch time, travel, returns, seasonal demand, digital confidence and willingness to share collections. Short discussions with drivers and venue operators would explore route reliability, storage, security and workload. Retailers who reject the idea should be included to identify unsuitable conditions and reduce confirmation bias.
7.2 Define: Problem Statement and Design Question
The Define stage converts the evidence into a focused description of the user, need, causes and consequences.
Rural and suburban micro e-commerce retailers need a more convenient and coordinated way to dispatch parcels and manage returns because fragmented carrier processes, travel to parcel facilities and irregular low volumes consume time, increase costs and restrict growth.
The statement identifies the problem without prescribing a solution. The resulting design question is:
How might we reduce the time, travel, cost and complexity of parcel dispatch and returns for low-volume rural retailers?
Practicality, affordability and environmental responsibility are considered later through DFV/S, allowing the question to remain open during ideation.
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Figure 1. Causal loop diagram of rural micro-retailer fulfilment constraints and intervention points. 
Source: Author’s own construction, informed by Ackermann and Alexander (2016).

Figure 1 shows a reinforcing cycle. Low parcel volumes reduce route density, limiting convenient collections and increasing retailer time and travel. Higher fulfilment costs then restrict online growth, maintaining low parcel volumes.
A community hub could intervene by pooling parcels and improving collection convenience. However, a poorly located venue could increase retailer travel. Location should therefore reflect actual travel patterns, accessibility and business concentration. The map shows why the venture must address both parcel density and access rather than depend on one technological feature.
8. Ideate and Select
Ideation began with an unstructured mind map centred on the design question. Six branches covering digital services, collection, community facilities, returns, data and AI, and business models and sustainability were used to explore the problem.
Figure 2 records 31 ideas without immediate evaluation. They range from QR labels and notifications to mobile collection, micro-hubs, lockers, AI forecasting and retailer cooperatives. Prioritising quantity supported divergent thinking and reduced the risk of selecting the first familiar solution.
[image: ]
Figure 2. Initial brainstorming mind map for rural parcel dispatch and returns.
Source: Author’s own construction.

SCAMPER was then used to develop the initial ideas through Substitute, Combine, Adapt, Modify, Put to another use, Eliminate and Rearrange. Research suggests that SCAMPER can produce more concrete entrepreneurial ideas than unstructured brainstorming (Farrokhnia et al., 2023).
[image: Revised neutral SCAMPER infographic]
Figure 3. Application of SCAMPER to rural parcel fulfilment.
Source: Author’s own construction, informed by Farrokhnia et al. (2023).

Substitution replaced individual drop-offs with a shared point. Combination connected dispatch, tracking and returns. Adaptation applied parcel-shop models to rural venues, while modification produced mobile and scheduled collection. Existing shops and community buildings were put to another use as micro-hubs. QR codes eliminated printing and repeated entry, while rearrangement pooled parcels before collection.

Brainstorming supported breadth, whereas SCAMPER systematically developed existing activities. However, SCAMPER may favour incremental or architectural change because it begins with an existing process. Combining it with open brainstorming reduced this limitation.

Some outputs were features rather than complete ventures. Related ideas were therefore grouped into five concepts: an integrated dashboard, AI route planning, mobile collection, community consolidation and returns, and a rural locker network. These concepts entered the DFV/S assessment, which provided the convergent selection stage.
8.1 DFV/S Assessment
The five concepts were scored from one to five for desirability, feasibility, viability and sustainability. Table 2 presents the provisional assessment.

Table 2. DFV/S assessment of shortlisted venture concepts
	Idea
	Desirability
	Feasibility
	Viability
	Sustainability
	Total /20

	Integrated dashboard
	4
	5
	3
	3
	15

	AI route planner
	3
	2
	3
	4
	12

	Mobile collection
	4
	3
	3
	4
	14

	Community consolidation and returns
	5
	4
	4
	4
	17

	Rural locker network
	3
	2
	3
	4
	12



Table 2. DFV/S assessment of shortlisted venture concepts.
Source: Author’s own assessment, informed by Brown (2019) and Baldassarre et al. (2024).

Community consolidation and returns scores highest because it addresses several journey pain points using existing venues and carrier networks. Its desirability score reflects its support for both dispatch and returns. Feasibility and viability receive four because partnership agreements, storage capacity and sufficient parcel density remain unproven. Sustainability also receives four because fewer carrier stops may be offset by additional retailer journeys.
Although parcel shops, lockers, business collections and multi-carrier platforms already exist, the proposed venture offers a differentiated configuration. It combines pooled parcel dispatch and returns, digital coordination, scheduled carrier collection and existing community venues specifically for low-volume rural micro-retailers. Its innovation therefore lies in integrating established components around an underserved market rather than inventing an entirely new technology.
The concept is mainly an architectural innovation because it combines established components in a new rural SME-focused system. Shared payments also introduce business-model innovation, while cooperation with existing carriers means the concept is neither radical nor disruptive.
The assessment is limited by equal weighting, secondary evidence and author judgement. As stakeholders may prioritise different criteria, the scores should be reviewed after interviews. The table is therefore a decision aid rather than an objective calculation.
9. Prototype: The MVP
The MVP would be a four-week pilot involving one community venue, Royal Mail, 10–20 retailers and two or three weekly collections. This is a limited but tangible offer used with external users to learn through experimentation (Stevenson, Burnell and Fisher, 2024).
The digital interface would provide registration, parcel or return booking, a QR code, venue check-in, collection confirmation and a link to carrier tracking. Scheduling and venue records could be managed manually behind the interface. This concierge approach tests whether retailers use and value the service before money is spent on AI, proprietary tracking, lockers or a vehicle fleet.
During the pilot, a retailer would register, enter basic parcel information and receive a QR code. Venue staff would scan the code, confirm acceptance and place the parcel in secure temporary storage. Royal Mail would collect the consolidated parcels at the agreed time, after which the retailer would receive confirmation and access normal carrier tracking. Returns would follow the same basic process in reverse. Mapping this service sequence would help identify waiting points, data failures and unclear responsibilities before more advanced software was developed.
The venue would need suitable opening hours, secure temporary storage and clear rules for damaged, prohibited or uncollected items. It should be chosen by actual retailer travel patterns rather than footfall alone. Only the minimum customer information needed for parcel transfer should be shown to venue staff.
10. Test and Refine
The Test stage examines actual use, value and operational reliability. Platform data would measure bookings, repeat use and handovers, while interviews and journey diaries would explain adoption or rejection. Findings may require the prototype or problem definition to be revised.
10.1 Behavioural and Operational Testing
Table 3 links each assumption to a measure, provisional success level and response.
Table 3. MVP testing plan and provisional success criteria
	Assumption
	Measure
	Provisional success level
	Response if unsupported

	Retailers will use the service
	Repeat users
	60% use it at least twice
	Change the location, schedule or onboarding

	Volume supports collection
	Parcels per collection
	25 parcels from at least five retailers
	Reduce collection frequency or expand the catchment

	The service saves time or travel
	Retailer journey diaries
	20% reduction
	Move the venue or add a collection round

	Retailers are willing to pay
	Fee test
	50% accept the proposed fee
	Change the price or seek a partner contribution

	The process is reliable
	Successful parcel handovers
	95% completed on schedule
	Improve training and the carrier process

	The platform is accessible
	Independent booking completion
	80% complete booking unaided
	Simplify the interface or provide additional support



Table 3. MVP testing plan and provisional success criteria.
Source: Author’s own construction, informed by Stevenson, Burnell and Fisher (2024).

The success levels are provisional decision rules rather than industry standards. Defining them before the pilot reduces the risk of declaring success based only on favourable comments. Results should be reviewed weekly so that collection times, onboarding or signage can be adjusted. Larger changes, such as moving the venue or changing payment, should be tested in a later cycle to separate their effects.

10.2 Financial Testing and Decision Rules

Commercial viability would use the following calculation:
Contribution per parcel = retailer fee + carrier contribution − venue handling cost − payment-processing cost − collection cost per parcel.

Inputs should come from carrier quotations, negotiated venue payments, published processing charges and pilot volumes. Break-even parcel volume would equal fixed pilot costs divided by contribution per parcel. Sensitivity analysis should test lower volumes, higher venue payments and weaker willingness to pay.

Testing must result in a decision. Low volume may require fewer collections or a wider catchment, while excessive venue workload may require process or payment changes. AI should be added only when sufficient data exist. Repeated evidence of low use, unreliable handovers or insufficient willingness to pay should result in redesign or discontinuation.

11. Critical Evaluation

The greatest commercial risk is insufficient parcel density. Retailers may express dissatisfaction with existing services but still prefer immediate dispatch or combine parcel drop-offs with other journeys. Interest in the concept would not therefore guarantee repeated use.

Dependence on Royal Mail and a community venue also creates operational vulnerability. Royal Mail could change collection terms, increase prices or reproduce successful features, while a venue could withdraw because of inadequate payment, storage pressure or disruption to its main activities. Testing initially with one carrier is practical, but longer-term resilience may require compatibility with other delivery firms.

Collaboration can give SMEs access to resources they could not build independently, but it requires trust, shared incentives and clear responsibilities (Brunswicker and van de Vrande, 2014). Agreements would be required for parcel security, damage, insurance, prohibited goods, data access and payment. Benefits must also be distributed fairly. If the carrier captures most efficiency savings while the venue carries additional work, the partnership is unlikely to remain stable.

Environmental benefits are also uncertain. Fewer carrier stops may be offset by separate retailer journeys to the community venue. The pilot should therefore compare total vehicle miles per parcel rather than measuring carrier mileage alone. Venue workload and driver waiting time should also be monitored so that efficiency is not achieved by transferring work to less powerful stakeholders. This reflects Responsible Design Thinking, which requires social and environmental consequences to be considered alongside customer convenience (Baldassarre et al., 2024).
The evidence base remains incomplete. Existing research addresses rural logistics, digital adoption and delivery capacity, but little directly examines low-volume rural UK retailers sending parcels. The journey map, causal analysis and DFV/S scores are therefore evidence-informed assumptions rather than confirmed findings. Interviews, observation and pilot behaviour are necessary to test them. Design Thinking supports user understanding and experimentation, but it cannot establish market size, operational capacity or profitability on its own.
Digital coordination creates privacy and inclusion risks. The platform should collect only the booking, handover and tracking data required to operate the service, with access limited according to each partner’s role. Assisted booking may be needed for retailers with limited digital confidence, while alternatives to smartphone-only access should be considered.
Scaling should depend on a locality-readiness assessment covering retailer numbers, weekly parcel volume, distance to existing services, venue capacity and carrier routes. The digital platform may scale relatively cheaply, but each physical location requires recruitment, trust and operational coordination. Competitive advantage would therefore come less from easily copied technology than from local partnerships, accumulated operating knowledge and evidence about which communities can sustain the model.
12. Conclusion
Digital transformation has expanded the markets available to small retailers but increased their dependence on fulfilment and returns. Despite Royal Mail’s national infrastructure and growing parcel activity, rural retailers continue to face fragmented systems, travel, low parcel density and limited control over delivery problems. Task 1 identified an opportunity to combine existing technology, community facilities and carrier services in a differentiated configuration for underserved, low-volume rural retailers.
Task 2 developed this opportunity into a digitally coordinated community parcel-consolidation and returns service, representing architectural and business-model innovation. The concept emerged from customer journey analysis, causal mapping, brainstorming, SCAMPER and DFV/S assessment. Its four-week MVP deliberately limits investment by using one locality, one venue, one carrier and manual scheduling behind a basic digital interface.
The concept is promising but remains unproven. It should progress only if pilot evidence demonstrates sufficient parcel volume, repeated retailer use, reliable handovers, willingness to pay and measurable reductions in time or travel. Environmental and social effects must also be assessed across retailers, drivers and venue operators. AI-assisted forecasting may later improve scheduling and cost control, but it should follow evidence rather than lead the venture. A workable local service model, trusted partnerships and shared stakeholder value are the essential conditions for responsible scaling.
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Figure 4. Application of SCAMPER to rural parcel fulfilment. Source: Author's own construction, informed by Farrokhnia et al. (2023).
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Figure 1. Causal loop diagram of rural micro-retailer fulfilment constraints and intervention points. Source: Author's own construction, informed by Ackermann and Alexander (2016).




