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Introduction
Digital technology has changed the way people shop and how businesses operate in the United Kingdom. This change became much faster during the COVID-19 pandemic. Customers started using online shopping, digital payments and home delivery more often. Small businesses also started using websites, social media and online services.
Many of these changes have continued after the pandemic. Online shopping and digital payments are now a normal part of business in the UK (Office for National Statistics, 2026; UK Finance, 2026). However, many small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) still face problems such as limited money, time and digital skills (Department for Business and Trade, 2025a).
This report uses Design Thinking to identify business opportunities in the UK market. It also applies the five stages of Design Thinking, which are Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype and Test, to develop a business idea for small UK retailers.
Task 1: Key Opportunity Areas in the UK Market
1.1 Design Thinking and the UK Market
Design Thinking is a way of solving problems by focusing on the needs of people. Instead of creating a product first, the business should understand the problem and the people experiencing it. Brown (2008) explains that Design Thinking uses a human-centred approach to develop useful solutions.
Design Thinking also considers whether an idea is desirable for customers, possible to create and able to work as a business (Brown, 2009). This is important when looking at the growth of digital business in the UK.
The Design Council’s Double Diamond also supports this process. It has four stages: Discover, Define, Develop and Deliver (Design Council, n.d.). The first two stages help the business understand the problem. The other two stages focus on creating and testing solutions. The growth of digital technology creates opportunities for entrepreneurs. However, the best opportunities should solve real problems rather than simply introduce more technology.

1.2 Opportunity One: Simple E-commerce Platforms
One important opportunity is providing simple e-commerce services for small UK businesses.
User pain points
Customers now expect businesses to have an online presence. They want to see products, compare prices, order online and make digital payments. This can be difficult for a small business. A large retailer may have separate teams for technology, marketing and customer service. A small independent retailer may only have a few employees. In some cases, the owner manages most activities.
The owner may need to serve customers, order stock, manage staff, answer messages and manage online orders. Adding an e-commerce website can create more work. Digital knowledge is another problem. Some small business owners may understand basic social media but may not know how to build and manage a full e-commerce website.
Cost can also be a problem. Small businesses normally have fewer financial resources than large organisations. Paying for different digital services may therefore be difficult. Research from the Department for Business and Trade (2025b) shows that SMEs value reliable and personalised support when adopting technology.
Market gap
There are many e-commerce platforms already available. However, there is still an opportunity for a very simple and affordable platform aimed at small businesses. The service could provide the main features needed by a small retailer, including product listings, online orders, payments, basic stock management and delivery options. The main advantage would be simplicity. Small businesses would not need to understand several complicated systems.
Technological enablers
Cloud computing makes this possible because businesses can use software through the internet without installing expensive systems. Smartphones allow owners to manage orders from different locations. APIs can also connect payments, stock and delivery systems. Artificial intelligence could provide simple support, such as helping retailers write product descriptions or basic marketing content.
Scalability and sustainability
An e-commerce platform could use a monthly subscription model. The same basic software could be used by many businesses, giving it good potential for growth. Better stock information could also reduce unnecessary stock and waste. This opportunity is important because online shopping remains a major part of UK retail activity (Office for National Statistics, 2026).
1.3 Opportunity Two: Digital Payment Systems
Another opportunity is digital payment services.
User pain points
Consumer payment habits have changed. Many people now prefer cards, contactless payments and mobile payments rather than cash. UK Finance (2026) reports that card payments represented 64% of all UK payments in 2025. This shows how important digital payments have become.
Small retailers therefore need to provide easy digital payment methods. However, some systems may involve transaction charges or may be difficult to connect with websites and social media. For example, a market trader selling through Instagram may want a simple way to send a secure payment link to a customer rather than creating a full website.
Market gap
There is an opportunity for a simple payment service designed for small retailers, market traders and local producers. The service could combine payment links, QR codes, online checkout and digital receipts. The business owner could see all payments in one place.
Technological enablers
Contactless technology, smartphones, QR codes and mobile wallets make digital payment services easier to provide. Cloud systems can also allow businesses to manage payment information online. Open banking can provide further opportunities by allowing customers to make secure payments directly between bank accounts.
Scalability and sustainability
Digital payment services can scale because they do not require a physical location in every area. The provider could make money through small transaction fees or subscriptions. Digital receipts could also reduce paper use. Therefore, digital payments are an attractive opportunity because consumers are already comfortable using this technology.
1.4 Opportunity Three: Last-Mile and Local Delivery
The growth of online shopping has also increased demand for delivery services.
User pain points
Customers want deliveries to be fast, affordable and reliable. However, delivery problems are still common. Ofcom (2025) found that 68% of people surveyed had experienced some type of delivery problem during the previous six months.
Problems can include late parcels, poor tracking and parcels being left in unsuitable locations. Small businesses can also face difficulties. Large retailers send high numbers of parcels and may receive better delivery prices. A small business may only send a few orders each day. Rural areas can create additional problems because customers may live further apart. This can increase delivery time and costs.
Market gap
There is an opportunity for local delivery services that work with several small businesses. For example, several retailers in one area could share a delivery service. Orders going to similar locations could be grouped together. Customers could also be offered click-and-collect or local collection points. This could provide small retailers with a more flexible delivery service.
Technological enablers
GPS can help drivers locate customers. Route planning software can create more efficient delivery routes. Mobile applications can provide tracking information to customers. Cloud technology can also connect retailers, customers and delivery partners.
Scalability and sustainability
The service could begin in one local area before moving into other areas. Combining deliveries could reduce unnecessary journeys. Electric vehicles or bicycles could also be used where suitable. However, the actual environmental benefit would need to be measured.

1.5 Opportunity Four: Digital Marketing Services
Digital marketing is another area where new businesses can provide support to SMEs.
User pain points
Small business owners may be very good at their main work but may not understand digital marketing. For example, a hairdresser may provide an excellent service but may not know how to create online advertisements or understand social media data.
A small retailer may also have limited time to create social media posts, answer messages and send marketing emails.
Research into advanced technology adoption shows that cost, skills and understanding of the benefits of technology can affect whether UK businesses adopt new technology (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2025).
Market gap
There is an opportunity for affordable digital marketing services designed specifically for small businesses. The service could include social media scheduling, email marketing, local advertising, basic customer information and loyalty tools. It should use simple language and avoid unnecessary technical terms.
Technological enablers
Artificial intelligence could help create simple product descriptions, emails and social media posts. Automation could schedule posts and emails. Cloud systems could allow the owner to manage these activities from a phone or computer.
Scalability and sustainability
A digital marketing service could use a subscription model. Many basic activities could be automated. Customers who need additional help could pay for human support. This makes the idea scalable because the company could support many small businesses.


1.6 Opportunity Five: Integrated Retail Management Systems
A further opportunity is an integrated retail management system. Small retailers now sell through different channels. A retailer may sell inside a physical shop, through a website and through social media.
User pain points
Using several sales channels can create problems with stock, orders and payments. For example, a shop may have one product left. A customer buys it in the physical shop, but the website is not updated. Another customer then orders the same product online. The business has to cancel the online order, which can create a poor customer experience.
The retailer may also need to check different systems for online orders, payments and deliveries. This takes time. The OECD (2026) identifies cost, trust and perceived relevance as barriers affecting SME technology adoption. Therefore, a new system needs to be simple and clearly useful.
Market gap
There is an opportunity to provide one system containing the most important activities for small retailers. This could include:
· online orders
· digital payments
· stock management
· customer information
· delivery or collection
Instead of moving between different systems, the owner could see important information in one place.
Technological enablers
Cloud databases can update information across different devices. APIs can connect payment and delivery services. Barcode systems can support stock management. Mobile technology allows owners to manage their businesses when they are away from a computer.
Scalability and sustainability
The same platform could be used by many small retailers. Different versions could later be created for different types of businesses. The service could use a monthly subscription, making income more predictable. Better stock management may also reduce unnecessary stock and waste.
1.7 Evaluation of the Opportunities
All five opportunities have potential, but they also have different strengths and weaknesses. A useful way to compare them is through desirability, feasibility and viability (IDEO, n.d.).
Desirability: asks whether customers actually want the service.
Feasibility: asks whether the technology and skills exist to create it.
Viability: asks whether the idea can make enough money to continue operating.
E-commerce platforms have good potential because online shopping is already widely used. Digital payments are also attractive because consumers regularly use cards and mobile payments. Last-mile delivery solves a clear problem, but it may have higher costs because it needs drivers and vehicles.
Digital marketing can be easier to scale because most of the service can be delivered online. The integrated retail system appears to be a strong opportunity because it solves several problems together. Small retailers could manage online orders, payments, stock and delivery through one system. For this reason, the integrated digital platform is developed further in Task 2.



Task 2: Applying the Five Stages of Design Thinking
2.1 Proposed Business Idea
The proposed business is an integrated digital platform for small UK retailers. The platform would allow small retailers to manage online products, customer orders, digital payments, stock and delivery or click-and-collect through one system. The purpose is not to create the most advanced retail technology. The main aim is to make digital selling easier for small businesses that have limited time, money or digital knowledge. The five stages of Design Thinking will be used to develop the idea.

2.2 Stage One: Empathise
The first stage is Empathise. This means understanding the people who experience the problem. The entrepreneur should not assume that they already know what small retailers need. Brown (2008) explains that Design Thinking is human-centred. Therefore, research with real users is important.
Understanding small retailers
The main users could include independent shops, market traders, bookstores, farm shops, clothes shops and small food retailers. A small retailer may have very few employees. The owner may have to manage customers, stock, suppliers, payments, marketing and online orders.
For example, a customer may see a product on Instagram and send the shop a message. The retailer checks whether the product is available. The retailer then sends payment information. After receiving payment, the owner needs to arrange delivery or collection and update the stock. This may involve several different systems for one customer order. The main pain points could therefore include:
· lack of time
· limited digital knowledge
· cost of technology
· managing different systems
· stock mistakes
· difficulty arranging delivery

User research
The entrepreneur could interview around 20 to 30 small retailers. Questions could include:
· How do you receive online orders?
· What digital systems do you currently use?
· What is difficult about selling online?
· How do you manage stock?
· How do customers pay you?
· How do you arrange delivery?
· What takes the most time?
· What would make the process easier?
The entrepreneur could also observe how several retailer’s work. Observation is useful because what people say may be different from what actually happens. For example, an owner may say that online orders are easy to manage. However, observation may show that the owner has to use four different applications to complete each order.
Understanding customers
Customers should also be included in the research. They could be asked about how they shop with small businesses. Important questions could include whether ordering is easy, what payment methods they prefer and whether they prefer delivery or collection. Customers may want a simple experience where they can see products, check availability, pay and choose delivery without sending several messages. The information could be organised using an empathy map.
The Value Proposition Canvas could also be used. Osterwalder et al. (2014) explain that it can help businesses understand customer jobs, pains and gains. For the retailer, the job is to sell products and serve customers. The pain is managing several systems with limited time and money. The gain would be having one simple system that makes the process easier.
2.3 Stage Two: Define
The second stage is Define. After speaking to users, the entrepreneur needs to identify the main problem. The research may identify many issues. These could include expensive technology, lack of skills, payment problems, stock mistakes and delivery difficulties. However, one common issue may be the use of several separate digital systems. For example, a retailer could use Instagram for marketing, WhatsApp for communication, a website for orders, another service for payments and a spreadsheet for stock. This can be difficult and time-consuming. The problem statement is therefore:
Small independent retailers in the UK need a simple and affordable way to manage online orders, digital payments, stock and delivery because using several separate systems can be difficult, expensive and time-consuming.
A useful Design Thinking question is: How might we help small UK retailers manage their main digital activities using one simple and affordable system? The Double Diamond is useful here. The Discover stage involves collecting information, while the Define stage focuses on the main problem (Design Council, n.d.). This prevents the entrepreneur from creating technology without first understanding why it is needed.
2.4 Stage Three: Ideate
The third stage is Ideate. At this stage, different possible solutions should be considered. The entrepreneur could organise a brainstorming session with retailers, customers and technology developers. Possible ideas could include:
· a simple website builder
· a payment application
· an online stock system
· a local delivery service
· a social media ordering system
· one platform combining these services
The ideas should then be compared. A payment application would solve the payment problem but would not help with stock or orders.
A stock system would improve stock management but would not solve payment and delivery problems. Therefore, an integrated platform may provide more value because it combines several important activities.
The proposed platform could allow retailers to add products, receive orders, accept payments, update stock and offer delivery or collection. However, the entrepreneur should not include every possible feature at the beginning.
Ries (2011) explains the Lean Startup process of Build-Measure-Learn. A business can build a simple product, measure how customers use it and learn from the results. More advanced features such as AI marketing, loyalty points and detailed sales reports could be added later if customers want them.
The Business Model Canvas could also support this stage. It helps businesses consider customers, value, activities, partners, costs and revenue (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010). The main customers would be small UK retailers. The main value would be simplicity and convenience.
2.5 Stage Four: Prototype
The fourth stage is Prototype. A prototype is a basic version of the product used to understand whether the idea works. The entrepreneur should not immediately spend a large amount of money developing a complete platform. The first prototype could be a simple clickable design. It could show a login screen and a retailer dashboard. The dashboard could have sections for:
· products
· orders
· stock
· payments
· delivery
A retailer could click “Add Product” and enter the product name, price, description and quantity. The customer side could show products, a shopping basket, payment and delivery or collection options. At this stage, every feature does not need to work fully. The purpose is to check whether people understand how to use it.
Minimum Viable Product
After testing the first prototype, a Minimum Viable Product (MVP) could be created. The MVP would be a simple working version. It could include:
1. Retailer registration.
2. Product listings.
3. Online orders.
4. Digital payments.
5. Basic stock management.
6. Delivery or click-and-collect.
The MVP could be tested with around 10 small retailers in one UK area. Starting small reduces financial risk and allows problems to be identified before the business expands.
2.6 Stage Five: Test
The fifth stage is Test. The MVP could be tested for around eight to twelve weeks with real retailers and customers. The entrepreneur would collect information to understand whether the platform is useful.
Measuring results
Important measurements could include:
· number of retailers using the platform
· number of online orders
· successful payment rate
· repeat customer rate
· average order value
· time needed to process an order
· number of stock mistakes
· customer satisfaction
For example, if processing an online order normally takes ten minutes but the new platform reduces this to five minutes, this would show that the system is saving time. Retailers should also be interviewed after the trial.
They could be asked whether the system was easy to use, whether it saved time and what should be improved. Customers could be asked whether ordering, payment and delivery information were easy to understand. Testing may identify problems. For example, retailers may say that adding products takes too long. The product upload process could then be made easier.
Customers may say that delivery information is unclear. The delivery screen could then be changed. This shows that Design Thinking is not always a straight process. The entrepreneur can return to earlier stages and make improvements.
IDEO U (2025) explains that Design Thinking is iterative. This means that solutions can be changed and tested again after receiving feedback.
2.7 Business Viability and Growth
The business also needs a way to make money. A subscription model could be used. Retailers could receive a free trial before paying a monthly fee.
A basic package could include online orders, payments and stock management. More advanced features could be available in a higher package. The correct price should be tested with retailers rather than simply decided by the entrepreneur.
The business should start in one area. If the first trial is successful, it could move into other areas of the UK. The platform has good scalability because the same basic software could support many retailers.
The Department for Business and Trade (2026) continues to focus on SME digital adoption. This suggests that helping small businesses make better use of digital technology remains important in the UK.
2.8 Sustainability
Sustainability should also be considered. Better stock management could help retailers avoid buying too much stock and reduce waste. Digital receipts could reduce paper. Click-and-collect could give customers another choice instead of individual home delivery.
In the future, deliveries from several businesses could possibly be grouped together to reduce unnecessary journeys. However, the business should measure these benefits instead of simply claiming that the service is environmentally friendly. There could also be social benefits. Small independent retailers are important in many communities. Helping them use digital technology could make it easier for them to compete with larger retailers.
2.9 Risks and Limitations
The business idea has several risks. First, some retailers may not want to change from their existing systems. Second small retailers may not want to pay a high subscription fee. Third, there are already many companies providing e-commerce, payment and stock systems.
The new platform would therefore need to clearly show why using one simple system is better for the target customer. Cyber security and data protection are also important. The platform would manage customer, retailer and payment information. Suitable security would therefore be required. Another risk is making the platform too complicated.
The main purpose is to make technology easier for small retailers. Adding too many features could make the system difficult to use. Continuous feedback from users would therefore be important.
2.10 Overall Evaluation
Design Thinking provides a useful way to develop this business idea because it starts with the user rather than the technology. The Empathise stage helps understand the real experiences of small retailers and customers. The Define stage creates a clear problem statement.
The Ideate stage allows several possible solutions to be considered. The Prototype stage allows the entrepreneur to create a basic version without spending too much money. The Test stage provides evidence about whether the platform actually solves the problem. Other frameworks also support the process.
The Double Diamond helps explore and define the problem before developing the solution (Design Council, n.d.). The Value Proposition Canvas helps identify customer jobs, pains and gains (Osterwalder et al., 2014).
Lean Startup provides the Build-Measure-Learn process (Ries, 2011). Finally, the Business Model Canvas helps the entrepreneur consider how the idea can create value and make money (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010). These frameworks can reduce the risk of developing a product that customers do not need.
Conclusion
The growth of digital technology has created important opportunities for entrepreneurs in the UK. The COVID-19 pandemic increased the use of online shopping, digital payments and delivery, and many of these changes have continued.
Task 1 identified five main opportunities: e-commerce platforms, digital payments, last-mile delivery, digital marketing and integrated retail management systems.
The integrated digital platform was selected for Task 2 because it could solve several problems faced by small retailers. The proposed platform would combine online orders, payments, stock and delivery or collection in one simple system.
Using Design Thinking would allow the entrepreneur to understand users, clearly define the problem, generate ideas, develop an MVP and test it with real retailers and customers. Lean Startup, the Double Diamond, Value Proposition Canvas and Business Model Canvas can also support the process.
Overall, the opportunity has potential, but success would depend on keeping the system simple, affordable and useful. The entrepreneur should continue collecting feedback and improving the platform before expanding across the UK.
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