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The Covid-19 pandemic did not create the UK’s digital economy, but it compressed a decade of adoption into a matter of months. Suburban and rural consumers who had rarely shopped online became habitual users of e-commerce, small and medium-sized enterprises turned to on-line sales, while couriers such as Royal Mail, DPD and Evri absorbed record parcel volumes. These shifts have proven durable rather than temporary, embedding new expectations of convenience, speed and digital-first service into everyday commercial life, and reshaping what ‘normal’ looks like for how UK consumers discover, order from, and pay small and independent businesses.

Design thinking is distinguished from other problem-solving approaches – such as purely analytical, engineering-led, or top-down strategic planning models – by its insistence on starting from lived user experience rather that from an assumed solution (Brown, 2008). Herbert Simon’s (1969) foundational definition of design as devising courses of action aimed at changing existing situations into preferred ones underpins this distinction: design thinking treats a business problem as an open, humanist situation to be reframed, not a fixed specification to be optimised. Cross [2011] similarly argues that designers exhibit a distinct cognitive style – a ‘designerly way of knowing’ – built on a solution-focused, abductive reasoning – that differs fundamentally from the deductive, analysis-first reasoning typical of a scientific or purely financial decision-making. This matters because of what the scenario describes (record parcel volumes, rapid SME digitisation) is precisely the kind of ill-structured, multistakeholder situation that Buchanan (1992) characterises as a ‘wicked problem’: one with no single correct formulation, where attempts to solve it also redefine it. This is significant for the scenario at hand: the pandemic has generated a large volume of visible, aggregate-level change (record parcel volumes, rapid SME digitisation), but aggregate statistics alone do not reveal which specific frictions are most painful for which specific users, nor which of those frictions represent a genuine, fundable venture opportunity rather than a minor inconvenience. Design thinking's iterative, nonlinear structure – in which Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype and Test stages are frequently revisited rather than completed once – is well suited to navigating this kind of ambiguity (Design Council, 2005)

This report applies a design thinking lens – principally the five-stage Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype, Test model popularised by IDEO and the Stanford school (Brown, 2008) alongside complementary frameworks such as the Design Council’s (2005) Double Diamond, the Business Model Canvas (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010), The Lean Startup methodology (Ries, 2011), Jobs-to-be-Done theory (Christensen et al, 2016) and Rogers’ (2003) Diffusion of Innovation – to analyse the opportunities created by this structural shift and to develop a viable new venture concept. Task 1 identifies and justifies the key opportunity areas in the UK market, assessing each against user pain points, market gaps, technological enablers, and potential for scalability and sustainability. Task 2 applies the five stages of design thinking in depth to define the specific problem and develop a testable venture concept in response to it, including considerations of how the concept would be prototyped, tested and iteratively refined. Throughout, the analysis applies the desirability – feasibility – viability lens that underpins credible design-led venture evaluation (IDEO, 2015): a concept must be wanted by users, buildable with realistic resource, and capable of sustaining a business model, for it to be considered a genuine opportunity rather than merely an interesting idea.
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It is worth briefly distinguishing design thinking from other modes of thinking commonly applied to a scenario of this kind, since the distinction shapes how the opportunity areas below are identified. A purely analytical or data-driven approach might start from the record parcel volumes handled by Royal Mail, DPD and Evri and reason forward to a logistic capacity solution – overlooking the harder-to-measure cause (fragmented, manual fulfilment processes at a small seller level). A traditional strategic planning approach might instead start from the five listed growth sectors - e-commerce platforms, digital marketing, retail software, payments, and delivery - and reason downward from market size to product specification, which risks producing technically competent solutions that no one actually wants because they were never tested against real user behaviour. Design thinking differs from both by treating the user's lived experience, gathered through direct empathy work, as the primary evidence base, and by deferring commitment to a specific solution until the evidence has been synthesised into a well-defined problem (Brown, 2008; Design Council, 2005). This is the approach adopted throughout this report, and particularly in Task 2.
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Design thinking begins from empathy with the users rather than from technology or product specification (Brown, 2008). The scale of the underlying shift is not merely anecdotal: offers for national statistics data show that the proportion of UK retail sales conducted online was sharply higher than pre-pandemic levels and has remained structurally higher than before 2020, even as the initial lockdown driven peak has ceased (ONS, 2023), supporting the scenario’s claim that these behavioural changes are being embedded into the UK’s economic landscape rather than reverting once restrictions ended. Read through a design thinking lens, the scenario reveals five overlapping opportunity areas, each defined by a distinct user pain point, a gap left by existing market provision, one or more technological enablers that make a solution newly feasible, and a plausible pathway to scale. These areas are not mutually exclusive: a viable venture may combine several of them, as illustrated in Task 2.
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User pain points: farmers, market traders and independent retailers described in the scenario are advertising and taking orders through general-purpose social platforms (Facebook, Instagram) and coordinating fulfilment manually through WhatsApp. This is workable at low volume but breaks down as the volume grows: there is no inventory tracking, no automated invoicing, and no structured order history, which creates missed orders, pricing errors and significant unpaid administrative burden for owner-operators who are already stretched.
Market gaps: mainstream e-commerce platforms (Shopify, WooCommerce and similar) are designed for a reasonably digitally literate user with the time and budget to configure a storefront. They are underused by the smallest producers and traders, who need something closer to “e-commerce in a box”: minimal setup, mobile-first, and interoperable with the messaging apps they already use rather than a replacement for them.
Technological enablers: low code storefront builders, WhatsApp business API integrations, and cloud hosting have collapsed the cost of building simple transactional websites. Card reader and payment linked technology (see area 4) can be embedded directly into the lightweight platforms.
Scalability and sustainability: a platform serving this segment can scale horizontally across trade categories (farm produce, crafts, market stalls) and geographically across rural and suburban England, Scotland and Wales. It also formalises trading relationships into defensible data asset that supports long-term and cross-selling of adjacent services.
The scenario provides direct evidence for this opportunity: farmers and local producers are explicitly described as coordinating orders through Facebook, Instagram and WhatsApp rather than dedicated commercial tools, and independent bookstores are offering online catalogues with postal delivery as a bolt-on to an existing storefront rather than a purpose-built online-focused model. This suggests the addressable population is not hypothetical but already actively trading online in an unstructured way, which lowers customer acquisition risk relative to a venture that would need to first persuade users to move online at all.
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User pain points: hairdressers, personal trainers and tutors in the scenario have moved services online but typically lack the marketing skills or time to be found by new customers in a crowded digital space. Visibility, not just presence, is the binding constraint.
Market gap: existing digital marketing agencies are generally geared toward larger SME or corporate budgets. There is a gap for affordable, templated, sector-specific marketing support (local search optimization, review management, simple content calendars) aimed at sole traders and microbusinesses.
Scalability and sustainability: a subscription model with light-touch automation scales well because marginal service cost per additional client is low once templates and workflows are built, supporting a recurring revenue, high-retention business.
This opportunity is grounded directly in the scenario’s account of hairdressers and personal trainers introducing online booking and virtual consultations, and educational tutors moving into remote delivery: each of these groups has solved the service-delivery problem but not necessarily the discovery problem of being found by new local customers, which is a distinct and underserved need. Verganti’s (2009) concept of design-driven innovation – competing on the meaning a product or service holds for a user, not just its function – is relevant here: a marketing service that helps a sole trader articulate why their business matters to a local community is likely to be more differentiated and defensible than one offering generic search engine optimisation tactics alone. 
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User pain points: fitness instructors, hairdressers, and tutors are juggling scheduling, payment and client communications across disconnected tools (zoom, WhatsApp, spreadsheets). This fragmentation causes double bookings, missed payments and a poor client experience.
Market gap: enterprise-grade booking and retail management systems exist but are often over-specified and expensive for a sole trader. A gap exists for a single, affordable, mobile-first tool combining bookings, reminders, payment capture and basic customer relationship management.
Technological enablers: cloud-based collaboration tools (Microsoft Teams, Slack) demonstrate SME willingness to adopt subscription software when the value is clear; API based calendar and payment integration make an integrated booking to payment product straightforward to build.
Scalability and sustainability: this is a classic software as a service (SaaS) opportunity with low marginal costs, strong potential for a freemium entry point, and natural expansion into adjacent verticals (beauty, fitness, education) once the core product is proven.
Rogers’ (2003) diffusion of innovation model is relevant here: sole traders adopting Microsoft Teams and Slack – tools originally built for corporate teams – during the pandemic demonstrate that even service businesses with traditionally low tech adoption will cross the adoption threshold when the immediate operational necessity is clear enough, which supports the feasibility of introducing a further, purpose-built tool into the same workflow.
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User pain points: corner shops moving to card-only policies and QR code payments, and market traders taking payment informally, are exposed to transaction fees, connectivity issues and reconciliation difficulty, particularly where takings are small and margins thin.
Market gaps: existing card payment providers are well suited to established retailers but less so to itinerant traders and micro businesses needing near-zero setup cost, transparent low fees, and offline resilience.
Technological enablers: QR code payment links, tap to pay on mobile handsets, and open banking payment rails reduce the hardware and cost barriers that previously excluded the small traders from digital payments. 
Scalability and sustainability: payment infrastructure benefits from strong network effects and a recurring transaction-based revenue, and a UK-focused product could plausibly expand into adjacent financial services (working capital advances, basic accounting) once transaction data accumulates.
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User pain points: rural and suburban consumers face longer, less reliable delivery windows and higher per-parcel costs than urban customers, while national carriers under volume pressure struggle to serve dispersed, low-density addresses efficiently.
Market gaps: national carriers are optimised for scale and density; there is a limited provision for pooled, community-level, last-mile delivery that could serve multiple small producers and retailers from a single local depot or hub.
Technological enablers: route optimization software, real time tracking and gig economy style driver matching apps make it possible for a small operator to run an efficient pooled delivery service without national carrier infrastructure.
Scalability and sustainability: a hub-and-spoke, shared logistics model can scale region-by-region and offer genuine sustainability advantages – consolidating multiple small producers’ deliveries into fewer, fuller vehicle journeys reduces per-parcel emissions relative to fragmented individual deliveries.
This opportunity is the most directly evidenced in the scenario, which explicitly names Royal Mail, DPD and Evri as expanding operations and recruiting additional staff to absorb record volumes. A venture that reduces the number of individual, part- empty journeys required to serve rural addresses – by consolidating multiple small sellers onto shared local routes – does not compete head-on with these national carriers but instead complements them, which is a more defensible competitive position for a new entrant than attempting to out-scale and establish logistic network.
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Applying the desirability – feasibility – viability triad used in human-centred design (IDEO, 2015), the last-mile delivery and integrated storefront opportunities (areas one and five) score most strongly in combination: they are highly desirable to an underserved rural and micro business population, technically feasible using largely existing, low-cost technology and commercially viable through a blended subscription plus commission model. This is consistent with Martin’s (2009) argument that design thinking generates competitive advantage precisely where it is applied to unmet, underserved needs rather than to markets already saturated with well-funded incumbents – which is the case for areas 2, 3 and 4, where larger SaaS and fintech players are already active, but far less so for pooled rural logistics. This combined opportunity area therefore forms the basis of the venture concept developed in Task 2.
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Task 2 develops a venture concept, provisionally named ‘Rural Reach’, that combines a lightweight digital storefront with pooled, community-level, last-mile delivery for rural and suburban small producers, farmers, and independent retailers. The concept is developed by working through the five design thinking stages in sequence, while acknowledging that in practice the process is iterative rather than strictly linear (Design Council, 2005).
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Empathy work for the venture would combine semi-structured interviews, contextual observation (a day-in-the-life-shadowing of a delivery round or a market stall) and existing WhatsApp order threads and social media comments, with the consent of participants, to surface unfiltered pain points rather than idealised accounts of need. four user groups are central:
· Small retailers and market traders - need simple, low-cost tools to take orders and payment without the overhead of a full e-commerce build.
· Rural producers and farmers – need to convert informal Facebook, Instagram/WhatsApp demand into reliable, schedule fulfilment without hiring dedicated staff.
· Delivery partners currently either underused (partial rounds, low parcel density in rural areas) or overstretched (national carriers absorbing record volumes), need better-utilised, better-paid, more predictable routes
· Rural and suburban consumers–want the delivery reliability and choice available in cities, and want to support local producers, but currently face slow, expensive, or inconsistent fulfilment.
Synthesised empathy findings point to a shared underlying frustration: digital demand for local and independent goods now exists at scale, but the fulfilment layer connecting that demand to supply is manual, fragmented and unsustainable as volume grows–the same WhatsApp thread that made ordering possible during the pandemic becomes the bottleneck once orders exceed what one person can track by hand. A useful output of this stage is a short empathy map for the primary persona (the rural producer), capturing what they say (‘I love that people can find me on Facebook now’), think (‘I'm worried I'll lose orders because I forgot to reply’), do (manually copying orders from WhatsApp into a notebook) and feel (proud of growing demand, but increasingly anxious about letting customers down)–a structure that makes explicit the gap between positive service-level sentiment about digital demand and the underlying operational stress it is creating. Kelley and Kelley (2013): direct empathy work with users – rather than assumption or secondary research alone – is what builds ‘creative confidence' needed to identify non-obvious opportunities, and is what distinguishes design-led empathy work from a conventional market research survey.
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Synthesising the empathy research using a Jobs-to-be-Done framing (Christensen et al., 2016), the core ‘job’ rural producers and small retailers are hiring informal tools to do is: ‘help me reliably turn digital interest into fulfilled, paid orders without hiring staff I cannot afford.’ Defining the problem in this way also involves an act of reframing: Dorst (2011) argues that the core of design thinking lies not in generating solutions but in generating and testing new problem ‘frames’ – here, reframing the situation away from ‘sellers need a better website’ (a product frame) towards ‘sellers need their existing digital demand to be reliably fulfilled’ (a fulfilment frame), which opens up a materially different and, on the evidence gathered, more promising solution space. This produces the following problem statement:
“Rural and suburban small producers and independent retailers, who have successfully generated demand through social media and messaging apps, lack an affordable, low-effort way to convert that demand into reliably fulfilled orders – because order-taking, payment and delivery remain manual, disconnected processes that do not scale with volume.”
This can be reframed as a design challenge using the ‘How Might We’ (HMW) technique: How might we give rural producers and small retailers a simple, affordable way to accept and fulfil online orders – including delivery – without needing to build or staff their own logistics operation?
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Ideation would use divergent techniques – brainstorming, crazy eights, rapid sketching, and SCAMPER prompts applied to existing models (e.g. ‘what if we combined a group-buying model with a milk round delivery route?’) – to generate a wide pool of concepts before converging. Liedtka and Ogilvie (2011) four-question design-thinking tool kit provides a useful structure for this stage: having established “what is” (the current, fragmented reality mapped in emphasis), ideation moves to “what if'’ – generating a broad set of possible futures without immediately judging feasibility – before narrowing towards “what wows” (the concept that genuinely excites users) and, ultimately, “what works” in the prototype and test stage below. Candidate ideas generated at the what if stage include:
· a WhatsApp native ordering bot that formalises the existing informal channel rather than replacing it
· A pooled milk round delivery model in which one local driver collects from multiple small producers/retailers on a fixed weekly route, spreading delivery cost across several sellers
· A marketplace app aggregating multiple local producers into a single rural storefront, similar in spirit to an online farmers’ market
· A white-label storefront widget that plugs directly into an existing Facebook or Instagram page and requires no new platform for the user to learn.
Converging on desirability (do users want it), feasibility (can it be built with realistic resource) and viability (can it sustain a business), the selected concept combines the WhatsApp-native ordering interface with the pooled milk round delivery model, wrapped in a minimal storefront widget. This retains the low friction channel producers and consumers already trust while solving the fulfilment bottleneck identified in the define stage.
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The MVP is deliberately narrow in scope, in line with lean startup principles (Ries, 2011): each component is buildable within a small team in a matter of weeks, and is designed to test the riskiest assumption first – not whether the technology works but whether sellers, drivers and customers will actually change their established WhatsApp-based habits and value a pooled delivery route enough to adopt it. The proposed MVP comprises three linked components:
· a WhatsApp business ordering flow: producers and retailers receive a simple templated storefront link to share on existing social posts; customers order through a guided WhatsApp chat rather than a new app, minimising adoption friction
· A lightweight route-planning tool for a single pilot delivery partner, aggregating orders from multiple sellers along one fixed weekly or twice-weekly local route
· A simple payment link (open banking or card-based) attached to each order, removing the need for cash handling or informal bank transfers.
A basic business model canvas (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010) frames the commercial logic: the value proposition is reliable, low-cost fulfilment without the seller needing to manage logistics; Customer Segments are rural suburban micro sellers and their local customers; Channels are existing social media and WhatsApp: Key Partners include local independent couriers and at scale, established carriers such as Royal Mail, DPD or Evri for overflow capacity; and Revenue is generated through a small per-delivery commission plus an optional low monthly subscription for sellers wanting priority route slots. The cost base is dominated by driver payments and platform development, both of which are deliberately kept low at MVP stage.
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The MVP would be piloted in a single, well-defined rural or suburban area over a fixed period (for example, eight to twelve weeks), recruiting a small cohort of five to ten sellers already active on social media, in partnership with one local delivery driver. Rather than a single go/no-go test, refinement follows a Build-Measure-Learn cycle (Ries, 2011), tracking a small set of clear metrics:
· Order to fulfilment time and reliability (did the delivery arrive on the promised day/window?)
· Seller adoption and repeat use (are sellers still using the WhatsApp flow after four weeks, or reverting to manual methods?)
· Route economics (cost per-parcel delivered versus commission revenue generated)
· Customer satisfaction, gathered through a short post-delivery WhatsApp survey.
Findings feed directly back into earlier stages rather than being treated as a final verdict: for example, if pilot data shows sellers frequently need to amend orders after submission, that points back to the define stage and suggests the problem statement should be brought in to include order amendment flexibility, not just initial ordering. If order density proves too low to cover driver costs in the pilot area, the venture would revisit the idea stage to test alternative models, such as partnering with an existing carrier for the final leg rather than running an independent local route. The iterative posture reflects the nonlinear reality of design thinking in practice: testing is not the end of the process but a mechanism for continually re-validating desirability, feasibility and viability as the venture scales (Design Council, 2005; IDEO, 2015).
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A credible design thinking analysis must go beyond describing a concept favourably and critically interrogate whether it is genuinely desirable, viable and feasible, including whether the evidence is weak or contested (IDEO, 2015). On desirability, the empathy findings above are plausible and consistent with the scenario, but they are not validated with real users. It is equally possible that some sellers value the informality of WhatsApp ordering precisely because it requires no new tool to learn, and would resist a more structured system even if it is objectively more efficient – a risk that only direct user testing, not desk-based analysis, can resolve on feasibility, the core technical components (WhatsApp business API, route planning software, payment links) are all proven technologies individually, for integrating them into a reliable single flow, and recruiting a delivery partner willing to commit to a fixed pooled route at low initial volume, represents genuine execution risk rather than a solved problem. On viability, the commission plus subscription revenue model is standard for this type of two-sided platform but early economics are likely to be marginal: at pilot scale, commission revenue from five to ten sellers may not cover even a single part-time drivers’ costs, meaning the venture would need either founder subsidised running costs, grant or equity funding, or a longer runway than a purely commercial pilot budget allows before the model breaks even. A rigorous test phase should therefore treat all three dimensions – not only whether the product works, but whether people want it and whether it can be paid for sustainably – as open questions to be resolved with evidence, rather than assumptions to be confirmed.
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The pandemic-driven acceleration of digital commerce has left a durable gap between the demand rural and suburban small producers and retailers can now generate online, and the fulfilment infrastructure available to satisfy it. A design thinking approach –grounded in direct empathy with sellers, drivers and consumers, and disciplined through iterative prototyping and testing – surfaces a viable venture opportunity that existing e-commerce platforms and national carriers are not well positioned to serve, precisely because the opportunity sits in the gap between informal, personal fulfilment methods and full-scale commercial logistics infrastructure, a gap that is only visible once the user's actual day-to-day workaround is examined directly rather than inferred from aggregate market data.
More broadly, the analysis in Task 1 demonstrates that the five opportunity areas identified in the brief – e-commerce platforms, digital marketing, retail management software, payment systems, and last-mile delivery – are not independent silos but interconnected facets of a single underlying shift: informal, relationship based local commerce moving onto digital rails without yet acquiring the supporting infrastructure that formal commerce takes for granted. This is precisely the kind of ambiguous, human-centred problem that design thinking is suited to, as distinct from more linear analytical or top-down strategic approaches, because the winning solution is not likely to be the most technically sophisticated one, but the one that respects how sellers, drivers and customers already behave, by starting from a narrow, low-cost MVP, testing it against real pilot data, and remaining willing to revise the problem definition itself in light of that data, a venture such as Rural Reach can build credible, evidence based confidence in its desirability, feasibility and viability before committing to the far larger capital investment that full-scale logistics infrastructure would require.
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