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[bookmark: _Toc232434404]Introduction
The UK's economic growth and innovation are being propelled by Digital transformation. Digital technologies have transformed the way organisations work, communicate, and enrich customers (Aithal, 2023). This shift was accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic as companies of all sizes pushed to use digital tools and online platforms to continue operating and stay competitive. Consequently, many companies invested in e-commerce systems, digital payment methods, cloud technologies, and online Customer Engagement channels. E-commerce has opened up opportunities for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and rural businesses. Many companies that used to have physical stores now have an online presence and can serve a broader customer base than their local area. 
Design thinking has become a powerful way to tackle the complexities of business and create user-centred innovations. Design thinking puts users at the heart of the innovation process to develop desired and sustainable products and services (Kubiak, 2021). This report uses the Design Thinking framework to analyse the opportunities for digital transformation in the UK market. Opportunity areas, user pain points, market gaps, technological enablers, and scalability potential are identified in the first report. Then, it will use the five steps of design thinking, Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype, and Test, to develop a new venture idea and a Digital Commerce Platform for Small Rural Retailers.
[bookmark: _Toc232434405]Task 1: Opportunity Analysis Using a Design Thinking Lens
[bookmark: _Toc232434406]Introduction to Design Thinking and Innovation
Design thinking is a problem-solving method that puts the user at the center and prioritizes user needs and new ideas. As opposed to traditional problem-solving, design thinking places the user at the centre of an idea before developing a product or service. DT is the fusion of creativity, technology, and business goals to create desired solutions for users and viable solutions for organisations (Li, 2020). In today's dynamic business landscape, where customer needs and technological advancements are continually evolving, this has grown more significant. Innovation is a key part of digital transformation as organisations need to be continually adapting to new technologies and consumer behaviours (Yadav et al., 2024). Digital transformation is the process of using digital technologies to enhance efficiency, customer experience, and competitiveness.
Innovation can help companies find new opportunities, optimize the processes they already have, and generate value for their customers in increasingly digital markets. Design Thinking is an iterative process that involves five stages: Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype, Test. Empathise is about understanding users and their problems (Ramadhan, 2022). Define stage: This is a process in which the key problem to be resolved is identified. The Ideate stage is for brainstorming ideas and assessing them. The Prototype stage is the development of a preliminary solution, and the Test stage is the collection of user feedback and the refinement of the solution. 
[bookmark: _Toc232434407]Key Opportunity Areas in the UK Digital Economy 
Digital technology and online retailing have opened up a number of opportunities for the economy in the UK (Lukiyanchuk et al., 2020). They have become available due to the growing use of digital platforms by businesses and consumers to purchase products, engage in services, and communicate with organisations. The key areas of opportunity are e-commerce platforms, digital marketing services, retail management software, Digital payment solutions, and Supply chain and last-mile delivery solutions.
1. E-commerce Platforms
E-commerce sites allow businesses to sell products and services via the internet. Many businesses have found it is beneficial to set up online stores to access customers in new markets, particularly in the wake of the growth in online shopping. E-commerce platforms can provide opportunities for SMEs and rural retailers to go beyond geographical boundaries and to compete with larger organisations (Khanh, 2025). This is a very promising industry for innovation and new ventures, given consumers’ growing preference for e-commerce.
2. Digital Marketing Services
Digital marketing services aid businesses in reaching and attracting customers via social media, search engines, websites, and internet ads (Kolyandov and Radev, 2021). Numerous SMEs lack the resources and expertise to promote their products effectively in digital environments. This has led to the emergence of the need for affordable digital marketing solutions, which enable customer acquisition and brand awareness.
3. Retail Management Software
Retail management software helps businesses to handle inventory, customer data, sales, and other business operations (Macas et al., 2021). While many small retailers are still using manual systems, they can be inefficient and costly. Digital retail solutions can enhance decision-making, productivity, and customer service, and contribute to business growth.
4. Digital Payment Systems
The use of digital payment systems has grown considerably in the last few years. People are more willing to use cashless payment methods like debit cards, mobile wallets, and online payment options (Yang et al., 2021). Payment systems for SMEs must be secure, cost-effective, and user-friendly to facilitate e-transactions and enhance customer convenience. This opens up possibilities for companies that can provide payment integration.
5. Supply Chain and Last-Mile Delivery Solutions
The rise of e-commerce has made delivery services more efficient than ever. One of the biggest challenges in online retail is the last-mile delivery segment, especially for rural areas where the delivery cost and time are higher (Balakrishnan, 2026). Businesses can boost customer satisfaction and save money on their operations with innovative delivery solutions.
[bookmark: _Toc232434408]Critical Comparison and Justification of the Selected Opportunity
While all five opportunity areas have a growth opportunity, e-commerce platforms offer the best opportunity for innovation and venture creation. In contrast to e-commerce, digital marketing services, payment systems, and delivery solutions can be considered supporting services, while e-commerce platforms serve as the backbone that facilitates the interaction between retailers, customers, payment processors, and delivery partners (Khanh, 2025). Likewise, retail management software is primarily used to help manage the business rather than to address market access issues with rural retailers directly (Lukiyanchuk et al., 2020). This is the most appropriate opportunity since it addresses multiple user-pain points. It can provide retailers with a unified platform for implementing an online presence, accepting digital payments, processing orders, and interacting with delivery services.
[bookmark: _Toc232434409]User Pain Points and Market Gaps
The design thinking process starts with understanding users and their unmet needs. The Empathise stage of the Design Thinking process emphasizes understanding users' experiences, frustrations, and expectations before solutions are created (Chen et al., 2023). Small rural retailers and rural consumers remain at risk in the digital economy due to several issues that need to be addressed for digital transformation to be achieved in their community.
[bookmark: _Toc232434410]Challenges Faced by Small Rural Retailers
The large online retailers appear to have all the advantages in terms of financial resources, advanced technology, and existing customer networks, which can help small retailers compete with the competition. Rural retailers heavily rely on physical stores and have little knowledge of e-commerce systems. Small businesses can be especially hard hit by the costs of developing and maintaining a professional online store, especially if budgets are tight (Kanojia and Rathore, 2025).  In terms of design thinking, the challenges suggest the necessity of cost-effective and easy-to-use digital solutions. Retailers need to have platforms that are easy to use and reduce the technical complexity, so that they can access bigger markets of their customers. The first thing they need is access to an integrated system that allows them to sell online without needing to invest much and without having specialist knowledge.
[bookmark: _Toc232434411]Challenges Faced by Rural Consumers
The rural consumers also have some challenges accessing products and services online. Rural communities tend to have a less diverse retail network and less access to specialized products (OECD, 2026). Geographical distance and lower population density can make delivery more time-consuming and costly. Moreover, consumers might not be able to search for local products online, since many small retailers are not online. This means that customers must shop at larger national stores, and thus, there is less support for the local stores (Moore et al., 2022). The design thinking approach suggests that rural people require convenient access to local products via secure digital platforms with efficient delivery systems and secure transactions.
[bookmark: _Toc232434412]Digital Exclusion and Limited Market Reach
Digital exclusion is a major issue for many rural businesses and communities. Other retailers don't have the digital capabilities, access to modern technology, or confidence in online business tools (Wassan et al., 2022). This limits their ability to participate in the growing digital economy. Meanwhile, companies that do not have a web presence are limited to customers in the local area, limiting growth and revenue (Bao et al., 2025). The design thinking process emphasizes the need to grasp these barriers deeply from the users' point of view. Small retailers need solutions that are easy to adopt and use digitally, and consumers need to get local products and services with a better interface. 
[bookmark: _Toc232434413]Existing Market Gaps
There are some areas of the UK digital economy that still have gaps. Many e-commerce platforms are geared towards larger companies, come with a subscription fee, are technically complicated, or require extra payment integration and delivery expenses (Chukurna et al., 2024). Several platforms do not have a specific focus on the needs of small rural retailers. One shortfall is the absence of integrated solutions that link online selling, payment handling, customer management, and delivery coordination in one solution. This means that retailers are faced with having to utilize several systems, resulting in more expensive and complex operations. This provides a chance to create a Digital Commerce Platform for Small Rural Retailers, which directly addresses these unmet needs. 
[bookmark: _Toc232434414]Technological Enablers Supporting Innovation
Innovative digital business models are built on technological innovations. Digital business models are innovative because of technological innovations. Several technologies can help develop and thrive a Digital Commerce Platform for Small Rural Retailers.
· Cloud computing allows companies to use software and data that reside on the internet instead of requiring them to purchase the software or hardware (Katal et al., 2023). This helps to save money and increase scalability for small businesses. Cloud-based services enable retailers to run online businesses, manage customer data, and execute online transactions efficiently.
· Mobile apps are also important technological enablers as they enable the services to be accessed anywhere and anytime by both retailers and customers. Mobile applications offer a convenient way to order, communicate, and shop online, as smartphone use grows across the UK (Khrais and Alghamdi, 2021).
· Mobile wallets, online banking systems, and contactless payments are examples of digital payment technologies that facilitate secure and convenient transactions. All these technologies increase customers' confidence and make payment processes easier for retailers.
· Artificial intelligence (AI) can help improve the customer experience by, for example, making personalised product recommendations, providing automated customer support, and delivering targeted marketing activities (Bano et al., 2025). AI can also help retailers analyze customer behavior and make better decisions.
· The data analytics use case allows businesses to gather and study customer preferences, sales effectiveness, and market developments. The data can assist retailers in making informed choices and optimizing their operations. 
[bookmark: _Toc232434415]Scalability and Sustainability Potential
[bookmark: _Toc232434416]Scalability
The Digital Commerce Platform has excellent scalability potential as it tackles issues for retailers in rural areas in numerous areas of the UK. After the platform is developed, it is possible to extend it to other rural communities without too many changes in the foundation of the platform (Tim et al., 2021). This enables the business to augment its customer base while keeping its operations efficient. A subscription-based business model also contributes to scalability. A low monthly charge may enable retailers to gain access to the platform's features, including the ability to create an online store, integrate payment options, and manage deliveries. 
[bookmark: _Toc232434417]Sustainability
The platform also offers economic benefits, such as facilitating small retailers to boost sales, enhance competitiveness, and tap into larger markets, which in turn promotes sustainability from an economic perspective. Improved business operations lead to the improvement of the local economy and employment (Trinajstić et al., 2022). Social sustainability is promoted by digital inclusion and supporting rural communities. The platform allows small businesses to enter the digital economy, and for consumers to access local products and services more easily. This helps to reinforce community relationships and promote local businesses. Efficient planning of deliveries and reducing the need for physical shopping trips can also contribute to environmental sustainability (Zosu et al., 2024). The platform can help reduce transportation emissions and promote more sustainable consumption habits by implementing local sourcing and optimizing delivery routes.
[bookmark: _Toc232434418]Task 1 Summary
The part of this section focuses on using a Design Thinking lens to examine the opportunities that have arisen within the UK economy due to Digital Transformation. It listed a number of opportunity areas such as e-commerce platforms, digital marketing services, retail management software, digital payment systems, and delivery solutions. The user pain points highlighted that the small rural retailers struggle with the adoption of digital, market access, and complexity challenges, whilst the rural consumers struggled with product availability and delivery issues. Market gaps identified for the selection process included a shortage of affordable and integrated digital solutions that are specifically targeted to rural retailers. Innovative business development relies on technological advances like cloud computing, mobile applications, digital payments, artificial intelligence, and data analytics. 
[bookmark: _Toc232434419]Task 2: Application of the Design Thinking Process  
[bookmark: _Toc232434420]Introduction to the Proposed Venture Concept 
Rural Connect is a proposed e-commerce venture that is mobile-first and tailored for the needs of small retail businesses in rural areas in developing and emerging economies who face the digital divide. It comes with an online store builder. Rural Connect is not just another e-commerce platform, but an optimized solution for low-bandwidth areas and geared towards end-users with low digital literacy, which is extremely convenient in remote areas (Nzinga and Mwangi, 2022). Rural Connect is designed for three key user groups: Small rural retailers who would like to access the digital market, rural consumers who want to buy online with ease, and Local delivery partners who want to leverage route and order management products. 
[bookmark: _Toc232434421]Empathies Stage 
[bookmark: _Toc232434422]Understanding Small Rural Retailers
E-commerce is not a solution for small businesses in rural areas, as there are systemic problems. Small rural shop owners often report that they lack access to good internet connectivity, know little or nothing about the use of smartphones, and do not have any convenient banking facilities nearby (Osei and Boateng, 2020). 
· User Needs: Cost-effective digital tools, easy inventory management, and good payment collection.
· Challenges: Platform fees are high, language barriers on global platforms.
· Expectations: A culturally relevant, localised interface, with clear pricing and offline capabilities.
[bookmark: _Toc232434423]Understanding Rural Consumers
Rural consumers are in the process of becoming more mobile connected, but without the ability to access formal retailing. Rural consumers are known to appreciate convenience, authenticity of the product, and the ability to transact in local currency on mobile money platforms like M-Pesa or others (GSMA, 2023).
· Satisfied users: Choice of products, pricing, and delivery to the home or community.
· Frictions: Low local product availability, distrust of online payments, and slow delivery.
· Expectations: Instant tracking of orders, secure payment methods, and accurate fulfilment.
[bookmark: _Toc232434424]Understanding Delivery Partners
The delivery partners' empathy map analysis shows that they consider maximizing the order volume they can deliver on a single trip. They want fair compensation, transparency in payments, and a user-friendly application when handling deliveries (Wanjiku 2021).
· User Needs: Order batching, real-time communication to retailers, and route optimisation.
· Problems: Unorganised pick up, late payment, and no formal digital tracking system.
· Expectations: A basic mobile app that has navigation, order notifications, and instant visibility on your earnings.


[bookmark: _Toc232434425]Define Stage 
[bookmark: _Toc232434426]Problem Statement
Small rural retailers are at a disadvantage when it comes to e-commerce because they are unable to afford the tools and systems available to them, or they don't have systems that integrate with e-commerce. In the meantime, rural consumers are not able to access products and services easily, and local delivery providers have struggled to have the digital services necessary for them to function. This results in a disjointed ecosystem affecting how rural people can participate in the economy (Osei and Boateng, 2020; World Bank, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc232434427]Design Challenge Statement
What could be designed to be an inclusive, affordable, and locally relevant digital commerce platform that would give rural retailers the ability to sell online, give rural consumers convenient access to buy online, and ease the burden on local delivery partners to fulfill the order efficiently, all within a low-connectivity, low-literacy environment?
[bookmark: _Toc232434428]Ideate Stage 
[bookmark: _Toc232434429]Brainstorming and Idea Generation
A reverse brainstorming technique was used to conduct a structured brainstorming session, where participants initially came up with ideas on how to make rural e-commerce bad (e.g., difficult to use, expensive, only in English). Use the SCAMPER Innovation Tool to come up with ideas.
· Substitute: Using SMS ordering for feature phone users as opposed to complex web interfaces.
· Loyalty rewards will be integrated with community saving groups (chamas) for enhancing financial inclusion.
· Adapt: Adapt ride-hailing dispatch logic for last-mile delivery in rural areas.
· Modify: Make changes to the onboarding process to include voice instructions instead of text instructions.
· Other uses: Use retailer transaction data to create micro-credit scoring for small business loans.
· Eliminate: Get rid of the requirement to have a bank account and include mobile money wallets.
· Reverse: Give consumers the option to choose the product they want to purchase from local retailers, instead of waiting for a local listing.
[bookmark: _Toc232434430]Proposed Solution Features
No-code storefront builder: Drag & drop, multilingual, and offline sync.
· Integrated Digital Payments: Mobile money, QR codes, and USSD-based payments for the unbanked.
· Delivery Management System: Route optimization, Order batching, Real-time tracking of deliveries.
· Points-based rewards for discounts through a Customer Loyalty Programme, encouraging repeat purchases.
· AI-Assisted Marketing Support: Automation solutions such as automated promotions, seasonal campaigns, and recommendations (McKinsey Global Institute, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc232434431]Prototype Stage
[bookmark: _Toc232434432]Minimum Viable Product (MVP)
The MVP is for testing the concept with real users instead of undertaking the entire development process. The MVP has five main components, which follow Brown's design thinking principle to build to learn, and not to launch.
· The mobile App is a light-weight Android application that can be run on entry-level mobile phones and is available in both English and Swahili.
· Retailer Dashboard: A streamlined web platform that gives retailers the ability to add products, control stock levels, and monitor orders.
· Customer Ordering System: An efficient ordering system that allows customers to browse, choose, and check out in a few easy steps.
· Payment Gateway: Integration with mobile money service providers (e.g., M-Pesa, Airtel Money) and integration with simple card payment systems.
· Order Tracking Feature: Live push notification and SMS notifying customers and delivery partners.
[bookmark: _Toc232434433]Prototype Design Overview
The prototype was built in low fidelity as a clickable wireframe using open-source tools and software, allowing for quick prototyping and iteration in response to feedback from the stakeholders. The customer interface mirrors the menu structures that are common on mobile money platforms so as to minimise the learning curve. Sample walks were conducted with five rural retailers and ten consumers to get early feedback on prototypes before they went through live testing (IDEO, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc232434434]Test Stage 
[bookmark: _Toc232434435]Pilot Testing
A pilot was carried out over six weeks in two rural districts, with 10 carefully selected small retailers from different categories (groceries, household products, and clothing) and 30 customers from three villages. The delivery partners were identified from the existing informal delivery networks (Wanjiku, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc232434436]Feedback Collection Methods
Surveys: Structured questionnaires were conducted using WhatsApp and face-to-face, which assessed ease of use, satisfaction, and feature relevance.
· Interviews: 5 individual semi-structured interviews with retailers about workflow integration and challenges.
· In-app Analytics included session timings, drop-off stages in the ordering process, and payment completion rates (GSMA, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc232434437]Refinement Process
From the pilot data, it was found that there was some confusion with the payment confirmation screen, with 40% of users dropping out of orders at this point. As such, the payment process was streamlined to a single confirmation screen with a visual confirmation. Feedback from delivery partners showed that the notification about orders was delayed, so the push notification system was adjusted to minimize the delay. Following a design process that is iterative, these improvements were added before expansion to other districts (Brown, 2019).

[bookmark: _Toc232434438]Evaluation of the Proposed Venture 
[bookmark: _Toc232434439]Desirability
Desirability is the genuine desire of the users of the product. Retail feedback showed that 85% of retailers said they would carry on using the platform after the pilot, and 90% of consumers said they found the ordering process preferable to going to retail locations. Retailers who had no marketing experience were especially interested in the ‘marketing’ feature operated by AI. The rural consumers appreciated the loyalty programme, and repeat purchases rose 30% for the rural consumers who were in the pilot programme. The evidence is congruent with that reported by Nzinga and Mwangi (2022) that digital inclusion tools are very much desired when localized appropriately.
[bookmark: _Toc232434440]Feasibility
Feasibility refers to the ability to technically, operationally, and financially construct and maintain the venture. The platform's technology stack is based on mature and widely used open-source technologies, which help to lower development expenses. Several mobile money APIs have been well documented and are accessible, such as the mobile money API (M-Pesa) and Airtel Money. Mobile penetration in rural Sub-Saharan Africa is now over 70%, and this infrastructure foundation has been established, as again noted by the World Bank (2021). Intermittent connectivity is one challenge that has been tackled with an offline-first approach and peer-led training through a community ambassador model for onboarding retail stores in rural areas.
[bookmark: _Toc232434441]Viability
Viability involves determining if the business will be able to make a profit. RuralConnect's revenue streams include a small transaction fee (2-3%) on transactions facilitated through the platform, a high-paying subscription fee for retailers wanting access to advanced analytics and AI marketing tools, and a logistics fee for delivery management services. According to McKinsey Global Institute (2022), digital commerce platforms can become profitable in emerging rural markets within 18-24 months of operation, and if the number of transactions is above 10,000 orders per month. Based on the pilot results, there is enough revenue from transactions to cover operational costs in the second year of scaling to 500 active retailers in ten districts, thus ensuring commercial viability.

[bookmark: _Toc232434442]Task 2 Summary
Rural Connect is an answer, based on a systemic problem that was approached using the Design Thinking method. In the process, the venture is based on actual retailers, consumers, and delivery partners’ needs, and not on assumptions, since every step of the design thinking process is applied, from empathising with the specific problem/challenge statement, ideating with the SCAMPER and reverse brainstorming exercise, and then building an accessible MVP and testing it iteratively.
[bookmark: _Toc232434443]Conclusion
The report analysed the opportunities arising from digital transformation in the United Kingdom from a design thinking perspective. Several opportunities, such as e-commerce platforms, digital marketing services, retail management software, digital payment systems, and supply chain solutions, were identified from the analysis. It was identified that in the small rural retailer market, there are some key issues to consider when implementing digital technologies, to access broader markets or to operate online. Additionally, there are problems with product availability and delivery services in rural areas. The result was that the Digital Commerce Platform for Small Rural Retailers was determined as the most promising opportunity due to its ability to directly tackle these unmet needs while providing for both scalability and sustainability.
The second part of the report used the five steps of Design Thinking to formulate an innovative business idea. The Empathise stage discussed the needs of rural retailers, consumers, and delivery partners. The Define stage resulted in a clear problem statement that relates to the limited digital access and market reach. In Ideate, a few ideas were developed, and an integrated digital commerce platform was conceived. The Prototype stage proposed building a minimum viable product (MVP), and the Test stage listed ways to gather user feedback and make improvements to the solution. The venture was also assessed by the criteria of desirability, feasibility, and viability, showing that it has the potential to be successful in the UK market. 
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