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[bookmark: _Toc234925402]Introduction
Digital transformation has restructured the business environment of the United Kingdom, especially for small and medium enterprises (SMEs), which represent around 99.9% of businesses in the UK (Government Commercial Function, 2026). The progress of digitalisation accelerated following the pandemic in 2020. Nevertheless, several SMEs and rural communities are currently facing challenges like limited access to digital commerce, fragmented infrastructure and limited digital potential, which create opportunities for the retailers to create innovative solutions (Idemudia et al., 2023). According to the theoretical perspective, human-centred innovation is emphasised through design thinking, which also contributes to iterative problem-solving. The theory of disruptive innovation demonstrates how digital ventures challenge the established organisations. On the contrary, Wibisono and Supoyo (2023) argued that the dynamic capabilities framework indicates that the sustained advantage of the businesses relies on leveraging and rapidly adopting the digital resources. 
The report performs a critical analysis of the innovation opportunities available for the SMEs of the UK during the post-pandemic period. The application of the five stages of design thinking ensures the evaluation and development of a customer-centred, scalable venture which can address the evolving needs of the underserved population of the UK. The proposed business, Local Link, is a renowned software as a service platform of digital commerce in the UK, which offers services to small and medium Enterprises (SMEs). The purpose of this platform is to integrate logistics management, marketing tools, digital payments, and data analytics in a single cloud-driven ecosystem. Enhance digital adoption while reducing operational complexity.
[bookmark: _Toc234925403]Task 1
[bookmark: _Toc234925404]1.1 User pain points 
The digital infrastructure required for different software subscriptions is a notable pain point in this context. SMEs across the UK also face high maintenance and implementation costs, along with challenges related to limited digital skills. Lack of integration between the customer relationship management, payment and inventory systems and the lower digital adoption across the rural areas (Barua and Rahman, 2023) are also notable pain points of the key users.
[bookmark: _Toc234925405]1.2 Concept of design thinking
While Liedtka and Locatelli (2023) have considered digital thinking as a human-centred approach to innovation, Chitamba (2025) has considered it as a strategic capability that improves adaptability, innovation performance and decision-making of businesses. In the dynamic digital economy of the UK, design thinking offers a structured framework to SMEs so that they can recognise the needs of the customers (Vecchiato et al., 2023). Based on such information, they can establish a scalable Digital solution along with minimising the likelihood of risk factors associated with innovation.

Figure 1: Five stages of design thinking
(Source: Author’s creation)
[bookmark: _Toc234925406]1.3 Critical assessment of market gears in the UK

Figure 2: Digital transformation in the UK SMEs
(Source: Author’s creation)
The recent article by Reuschl, Deist and Maalaoui (2022) demonstrated that the pandemic situation elevated digital transformation across the UK and made it a strategic priority for businesses in the long run. Hence, the online retail practices emerged massively in the post-pandemic era. The majority of the businesses across the UK are represented by SMEs, which reinforces the significance of digital adoption for such businesses. Innovation is extensively recognised in the article by Akter and Haque (2022) as a factor which is driven by the needs of the customers. Rapid experimentation enables companies to boost their adaptability and sustain efficiently in the shifting market conditions. Though the study of Kumar and Janani (2025) utilised the concept of customer-centred approach for analysing rapid growth in digital facilities, adaptability and consistent learning explain sustainable competitive advantage for businesses in the long run. As per the strategic perspective, effective reconfiguration and consistent development help companies improve their performance so that they can sustain a competitive advantage in the long run. Therefore, digital transformation must be regarded as an ongoing potential of the businesses which support sustainable entrepreneurial growth, resilience and innovation rather than a one-time investment of the businesses in digital advancement. 
[bookmark: _Toc234925407]1.4 Integrated platform of digital commerce for Small and Medium Enterprises
The research by Barua and Rahman (2023) indicates that the approach of user-centred innovation demonstrates the significance of transforming the insights from the business needs into scalable and practical solutions. Rapid experimentation is a commonly used method that helps in generating such outcomes in different situations. The integrated platform offers more value than depending on several standalone mobile applications. Additional insights are offered by the recent study of Mvubu and Naude (2024) indicates that existing solutions in the market need different third-party integrations, which increase maintenance requirements, cost of implementation and operational complications. The recent advancement of cloud computing, open banking, AI and API integration has made the all-in-one solution more feasible. In the rapidly evolving business environment of the businesses, companies must consistently focus on developing innovative solutions to maintain their competitive position in the market. Hence, the integrated platform of digital commerce outlines a commercially competent opportunity by addressing the interconnected issues of SMEs, so as to create a scalable subscription-focused model.
[bookmark: _Toc234925408]1.5 Hyperlocal delivery platform
According to the research of Dolman et al. (2025), an appropriate understanding of the unmet needs of the users should be the initial step in establishing creative solutions. This process must be followed by rapid experimentation for scaling and refining the potential solutions efficiently. Though the existing platforms offer e-commerce functionality, several SMEs still rely on different applications for managing consumer relationships, logistics infrastructure, payment processing and accounting. Advancement of the cloud infrastructure, AI-driven analytics, open banking and integration of API help in delivering the potential through a specific and single ecosystem. As per the analysis of Rane, Chika and Rane (2026), it not only reduces the administrative burden but also lowers the cost of operations along with minimising complexity. Companies must have the flexibility to reconfigure and rapidly adopt their resources to sustain a competitive advantage in a continuously evolving digital environment. Therefore, the integrated platform can be beneficial, which represents a commercially viable solution providing scalable revenue based on subscription while addressing the interconnected strategic and operational issues faced by the SMEs across the UK.
[bookmark: _Toc234925409]1.6 Platform of digital marketing for micro-organisations
	Basis of comparison
	Canva
	HubSpot
	Recommended AI-driven platform 
	Meta Business Suite

	AI capabilities
	Generation of content is supported by AI
	Advanced features of AI in the premium plans
	Campaign optimisation, consumer segmentation and content generation driven by AI. 
	Basic suggestions driven by AI

	Primary function
	Designing content
	Marketing automation and customer relationship management
	Integrated marketing ecosystem powered by AI. 
	Management of social media platforms

	Multi-channel marketing
	Limited 
	Yes
	Integrated messaging, social media, email and website
	Instagram and Facebook

	Micro businesses’ cost
	Despite being affordable, the marketing automation is limited
	Comparatively higher cost of subscription
	Scalable pricing with a low-cost subscription
	Free for specific platforms

	Ease of utilisation 
	Extensively user-friendly
	Moderate curve of learning
	Simple interface established for non-technical service users
	Easy, but only for the Meta platforms

	Suitability for the micro-organisations of the UK
	Moderate
	Moderate
	High
	Moderate



Table 1: Comparison of marketing platforms
(Source: Author’s creation)
The improved digitalisation of the British economy has developed opportunities for digital marketing platforms driven by AI. The digital marketing practices are crucial for competitiveness, but several micro companies do not have adequate human, technological and financial resources that are essential for adopting the complicated organisation-level solutions (Roux et al., 2025). Understanding the needs of the users should be the initial step of innovation, but design thinking has the potential to offer value by executing iterative experimentation. The perspective collectively demonstrates that the gap in the market lies in offering user-friendly, integrated and affordable solutions for improving the marketing practices. It has significant alignment with the Unified Theory of Acceptance and the Technology Acceptance Model, which demonstrate ease of use and perceived usefulness. These factors are collectively encouraging the conditions as important drivers which determine the adoption of digital tools in organisational operations. Scalability is relatively high as the SaaS architecture minimises the cost of distribution, but killing support for the customers, cyber security control, and API integration can boost operational complication. The score of scalabilities is considered 5 because the cloud-based system of SaaS enables countrywide replication without Reliance on physical infrastructure. Advancement of machine learning, cloud computing and generative artificial intelligence contributes to low-cost automation of the marketing measures (Jain, 2022). In this way, the SaaS platform becomes the scalable solution which can improve the resilience and competitiveness of micro businesses across the UK. 

[bookmark: _Toc234925410]1.7 Integrated ecosystem of rural commerce
	Criteria of assessment
	Proposed ecosystem
	Existing platforms

	Market reach
	Unified digital marketplace for reaching national consumers 
	Regional or local consumers 

	Logistics management
	Local delivery coordination and AI-driven route optimisation
	Manual collaboration with the third-party delivery people

	Scalability
	Software-as-a-service infrastructure driven by cloud, enabling domestic expansion
	Hindered by the fragmented infrastructure of the digital platforms

	Integration of platforms
	A certain platform combining customer relationship management, logistics, payment, inventory and marketplace. 
	Different applications for delivery, payments and sales. 

	System of payment
	Integrated open banking, digital wallets and QR payments.
	Limited options for digital payment

	Managing customer relationships
	Built-in software for customer relationship management with customer analytics and individualised marketing.
	Lower consumer engagement and information. 



Table 2: Comparative assessment of the recommended integrated ecosystem of rural commerce and the existing digital platforms
(Source: Author’s creation)
Digitalisation across the rural geographical regions initiates the most notable opportunities for establishing an integrated ecosystem of rural commerce (Ye and Jiang, 2025). It ensures effective connection among the logistics, customer, retailers and producers through the consideration of a single and efficient platform. In spite of the growing adoption of emerging digital solutions, several rural SMEs across the UK are currently experiencing a lack of digital potential and a fragmented supply chain framework. Design thinking should focus on prioritising the needs of the users and the iterative experimentation to enhance commercial viability, which collectively make the process more suitable for companies integrating digital innovation in their practices. Compared to competitive Positioning, dynamic capabilities can more efficiently demonstrate sustained competitiveness of the businesses in the rapidly evolving digital market (Dzreke and Dzreke, 2025). Open banking, cloud computing and artificial intelligence can improve sustainability, market reach and efficiency, which strengthen the economic resilience of the rural areas. 
[bookmark: _Toc234925411]1.8 Comparative analysis
	Criteria of analysis
	Hyperlocal delivery
	Integrated ecosystem of rural commerce
	Integrated platform of SME commerce
	Digital marketing platforms driven by AI

	Scalability
	3
	3
	5
	5

	Revenue potential
	4
	3
	5
	4

	Implementation risk
	4
	4
	3
	3

	Social impact
	5
	5
	5
	4

	Market demand
	4
	3
	5
	4

	Competitive intensity
	2
	4
	4
	2

	Technological feasibility
	4
	4
	5
	5

	Sustainability
	4
	5
	5
	5

	Overall score
	30 out of 40
	31 out of 40
	37 out of 40
	32 out of 40

	Ranking
	Position 4
	Position 3
	Position 1
	Position 2


Table 3: Comparison of multiple options
(Source: Author’s creation)
The comparative analysis demonstrates that when the commercial viability of the digital innovation opportunities is high, the strategic value of the opportunities varies significantly in the long run. The integrated commerce platform of the SMEs obtained the maximum rank by scoring 37 out of 40. It primarily addresses diverse challenges encountered by the SMEs, such as consumer engagement, payment, inventory and digital integration. The scalable SaaS model makes a significant contribution in this context to address the issues efficiently. According to the theoretical framework of dynamic capability, businesses have the potential to rapidly reconfigure resources to achieve a sustainable competitive advantage in the market (Wibisono and Supoyo, 2023). On the contrary, the suitability of the perspective of positioning is comparatively low in the digital markets, which are evolving rapidly over time. The platform of hyper-local delivery provides efficient social advantages, but it is hindered by scalability and the complication of the logistics operation (Ganapathy, 2025). The digital marketing platform by AI indicates extensive feasibility associated with the digital tools, but intense rivalry is encountered by this alternative from the established service providers. On the contrary, the ecosystem of rural commerce encourages inclusive practices for local development, but the geographical growth capacity of this alternative is quite limited (Diao et al., 2023). The most efficient combination of long-term sustainability, revenue potential, scalability, and market demand is demonstrated by the integrated platform of SME commerce, which makes the alternative more preferable as a venture opportunity.
[bookmark: _Toc234925412]Task 2
[bookmark: _Toc234925413]2.1 Empathising with affected users
Empathy is an important stage of design thinking will emphasize the step of understanding users before establishing effective solutions. Empathy is regarded as an important driver of desirability and creativity, but it often reduces the likelihood of market failure while minimising uncertainty (Rivas and Husein, 2022). In this way, empathy plays a crucial role in improving the strategic potential of businesses in the long run. Local Link is regarded as a digital platform that implements the approach and eventually addresses the needs of customers, delivery partners, farmers and retailers. Despite possessing a significant portion of the UK market and employing a large number of workers, several organisations in the SME segment struggle because of the fragmented digital technologies (Morris, Morris and Bowen, 2022). 
Local Link experiences extensive rivalry because of the existing platforms like Zoho, HubSpot, Square and Shopify. The companies not only maintain a higher level of trust of the customers but also improve their brand recognition, which is why the implementation of a differentiation strategy is essential for Local Link to sustain in the market in the long run. 
Simulated observation and interviews recognise limited communication among the customers, full collaboration and administrative burden as the recurring concerns of such SMEs. The market orientation responds to the demand of existing consumers when design thinking considers empathy for recognising the latent needs. The collective insights justify Local Link as a significant digital platform which improves digital resilience, the experience of the customers and operational efficiency. 
[bookmark: _Toc234925414]2.2 Defining the problem statement 
The define stage ensures the transformation of insights obtained from the previous phase into the establishment of a significant problem statement. Rather than consulting the symptoms, the root causes are mainly identified to define the issue. Effective framing of the problem statements is considered the foundation of innovation, prioritising human resources (Mizrak, 2023). However, a rigorous definition of the problems minimises strategic uncertainty to a greater extent. The SMEs of the UK face severe issues that go beyond limited adoption of digital tools. The challenges consist of a lack of an integrated platform, limited affordability of the digital tools, an integrated delivery system and inefficient management of inventory. Fragmentation minimises the efficiency despite the wider prevalence of SMEs across the retail market of the UK, which employs more than 16.6 million individuals. The problem statement is presented below:
How can the SMEs across the UK access an integrated and effective ecosystem of digital commerce that improves competitiveness while expanding the market reach and enhancing efficiency?
The fishbone diagram indicates that environmental, organisational and technological factors collectively drive the issue while justifying the integrated outcome (Coccia, 2020). The diagram indicates that the digital issues faced by the UK SMEs are multi-dimensional. When inadequate digital infrastructure leads to inefficiency, a weaker performance measurement system, inadequate potential of employees, and fragmented business processes also create challenges. 
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Figure 3: Fishbone diagram
(Source: Author’s creation)



[bookmark: _Toc234925415]2.3 Generating innovative solution ideas
	Criteria
	Hyperlocal delivery
	Integrated ecosystem of rural commerce
	Integrated platform of SME commerce
	Digital marketing platforms driven by AI

	Financial viability
	3
	3
	5
	4

	Competitive advantage
	4
	4
	5
	3

	Scalability
	3
	4
	5
	4

	Demand
	4
	3
	5
	4

	Digital feasibility
	3
	4
	5
	5

	Consumer value
	4
	4
	5
	4

	Total score
	21
	22
	30
	24


Table 4: Idea screening matrix
(Source: Author’s creation)
The stage of ideation in the process of design thinking ensures the transformation of the problems into creative solutions through iterative coordination and a divergent thinking process (Sreenivasan and Suresh, 2024). Multiple techniques of ideation are implemented to address the SMEs' fragmented systems of digital platforms in the UK. Unrestricted generation of ideas is encouraged through the brainstorming strategy, but it is complemented by the process of brainwriting. This strategy is implemented to minimise biases in participation and production blocking to some extent. The alternative solutions were assessed utilising the screening matrix (Lemmens et al., 2022). Among the different alternatives, the integrated platform of digital commerce is found to be the most viable and credible solution. It integrates analytics, digital payments, AI pricing, customer relationship management and inventory into a single system driven by the cloud (Ansari and Tabassum, 2024). The platform puts primary focus on incremental innovation while utilising disruptive efficiency. The digital platform provides an affordable opportunity to the SMEs of the UK at the enterprise level. 
[bookmark: _Toc234925416]2.4 Proposing a prototype or minimum viable product (MVP)
The approach of minimum viable product (MVP) is central to the prototype, which justifies the suggested digital platform of Local Link before the investment. The feature of route optimisation driven by AI makes the business innovative as it provides the company with an opportunity to contribute to the micro-fulfilment hubs in the rural areas. The test of an MVP tests the major assumptions through experimentation and prototyping, prioritising improving solution desirability and empathy of the users. The combination of the perspectives demonstrates that prototype analysis has user-centred value, along with evaluating commercial viability (Lee, Kim and Park, 2024). The most important features of MVP consist of customer relationship management, inventory management, performance analytics dashboard, AI-driven delivery and order scheduling and digital payments enabled by QR codes. All these functions collectively focus on addressing the fragmented digital operations of the SMEs operating in the UK market. It also reduces the overall cost of development, which eventually improves the financial performance of these businesses. As 99.9% of the businesses in the UK market are represented by SMEs (Government Commercial Function, 2026), cloud-based infrastructure must be taken into account by these organisations. It ensures the modification of the overall systems which enhance accessibility, scalability and affordability of the resource-constrained businesses.
[bookmark: _Toc234925417]2.5 Explaining how the solution would be tested and refined
	Metric of assessment
	Method of measurement
	Success criteria
	Objective

	Net promoter score
	Survey of consumers
	More than 40
	Quantify the loyalty of the users

	Time of order fulfilment
	Evaluation of system records
	Less than 24 hours
	Evaluate operational efficiency

	Monthly growth in revenue
	Sales report of the SMEs
	More than 15% after the pilot
	Analyse business influence

	Rate of customer retention
	Analysis of the monthly data of the users
	More than 80%
	Measuring the rate of rapid platform usage

	Rate of error
	Execution of technical test
	Less than 2% of critical errors
	Ensure the reliability of the digital platform

	Rate of task completion
	Utilisation of platform analytics
	More than 90%
	Assessment of the efficiency of the platforms

	Scale of system usability
	Questionnaire for the users
	More than 80 out of 100
	Analyse the ease of utilisation


Table 5: Testing the solution
(Source: Author’s creation)
The phase of testing analyses whether the Digital MVP has the potential to address digitalisation issues encountered by SMEs through the consideration of iterative refinement. Testing considers continuous feedback from the users for validating assumptions, when the rapid experimentation driven by the cycle of build, measure, and learn reduces uncertainty (Tkalich et al., 2025). The integration of perspectives improves commercial viability by maintaining a balance between the evidence based learning and desirability of the users. The four-week pilot event consists of around 50 SMEs across the UK which operate in the local food and retail industry. It would evaluate acceptance of the customers, operational efficiency of the businesses and usability. Net promoter score, monthly growth in revenue, time of order fulfilment, system usability scale, customer retention and the rate of task completion are the key performance indicators (Yusmansyah et al., 2023). The outcomes of testing must assist in improving the system of payment integration, delivery process and design of the interface. It can eventually ensure the generation of a user-centred solution while improving scalability and reducing uncertainty in the market.
[bookmark: _Toc234925418]2.6 Business Model Canvas
	Key Partners
	Key Activities
	Value Propositions
	Customer Relationships
	Customer Segments

	Local companies
Cloud facility providers
Courier organizations
Payment service providing agencies
	Maintaining and developing the platform
Managing inventory and analytics driven by AI
Partnership and marketing management
Consumer assistance
	Integrated marketing, delivery, payment and inventory solutions
Enhanced consumers’ experiences  
Reduced cost of operations
Business insights driven by AI
An affordable platform of digital commerce for the SMEs across the UK
	Rapid platform update 
Managing a feedback mechanism for consumers
Knowledge base and webinars for training
Live chat and online assistance
Onboarding of self-services
	Service providers 
Independent local companies
Rural farmers and producers
Small and medium-scale retail organisations

	
	Key Resources
	
	Channels
	

	
	Brand image
Consumer database
Software developers
AI algorithm
Cloud infrastructure
	
	Referrals and business alliances
Marketing campaigns on digital platforms
Social media channels
Mobile application
Official website of companies
	

	Cost Structure
	Revenue Streams

	Consumer support
Salaries for the staff members
Cybersecurity
Software maintenance and development
Cloud hosting
Consumer acquisition
Marketing campaigns
	Revenue from strategic alliance
Sales through advertisements
Upgrading premium features
Annual and monthly subscriptions for SaaS


Table 6: Business Model Canvas
(Source: Author’s creation)
The application of the business model canvas can ensure the conversion of design thinking into a viable digital model of business for the recommended venture. The value chain model of Michael Porter mainly focuses on the internal activities of the businesses (Urban, Krot and Tomaszuk, 2023), which is why it is considered inadequate in this case. On the contrary, the business model canvas can efficiently integrate the generation of revenue, partnership and consumer values to make it more efficient for the SaaS based digital venture of Local Link. AI-driven digital platforms that are developed based on cloud infrastructure can efficiently use the subscription model in their practices (Anbalagan, 2024). According to the above table, cloud service providers and courier organisations are the primary partners for such businesses. Local companies and payment providers are also regarded as partners in this context. The primary activities of these businesses consist of digital marketing, customer support services, AI analytics and development of platforms (Zaman, 2022). These platforms offer integrated marketing, delivery, and payment and have integrated solutions which not only enhance the experience of the customers but also reduce the overall cost of operations. These businesses specifically target the service providers, rural producers and retailers through their digital marketing channels, mobile application and website. The premium features, strategic partnership, transaction commission and subscription fees mainly help the SMEs of the UK generate revenue. However, the most important costs of the businesses consist of staffing, marketing, cybersecurity, cloud hosting and software development. 
[bookmark: _Toc234925419]2.7 Risk assessment and mitigation strategy
	Risk factors
	Influence
	Likelihood
	Strategy of mitigation

	Lower level of digital literacy of SMEs
	Reduced utilisation of digital platforms and slow adoption
	Moderate
	Offer ongoing technical assistance, video tutorials, onboarding workshops and user-friendly interfaces.

	Financial issues in the process of scaling
	Limited innovation and delayed development
	Moderate
	Diversify sales through premium and subscription facilities, seek grants from the government for innovation and implementation of a phased expansion of the market. 

	Strong competition in the market
	Reduced level of customer acquisition and market share
	High
	End-to-end digital facilities, affordable pricing of subscription and implementation of AI-driven analytics for differentiating services

	Technology downtime
	Customer dissatisfaction and disruption in services
	Medium
	Routine maintenance, planning for disaster recovery, automated backup and scalable cloud infrastructure. 

	Cybersecurity breaches
	Legislative penalties, financial loss and loss of service users’ trust 
	High
	Managing GDPR compliant information, conducting security audits regularly, and integrating end-to-end encryption and multi-factor authentication. 


Table 7: Risk evaluation and mitigation measures
(Source: Author’s creation)
Though the proposed venture, Local Link, provides adequate scalability, the long-term success of the organisation relies on strategic risk factors and operational issues. The recent research of Sun, Chen and Mei (2024) indicates that dynamic potential improves the adaptability of organisations, as the study emphasises differentiation for sustaining the businesses’ competitive advantage. The most significant risk factors in this context consist of financial challenges, technological disruption, intense rivalry, lack of digital literacy and breach of cybersecurity. According to the report of the Department for Science, Innovation and Technology (2026), 43% of the businesses across the United Kingdom are currently dealing with cyber security breach as of 2025. Therefore, it is believed that robust resilience and cybersecurity measures are crucial for maintaining scalability and competitive advantage. It has been found that consumer feedback and rapid training for the users can be extremely beneficial in improving the competitive advantage of the SMEs (Omowole et al., 2024). In addition, cloud-based infrastructure and phased implementation can also play crucial roles in this context. 
[bookmark: _Toc234925420]Conclusion
The analysis demonstrates that the rapid digital transformation across the UK has created multiple opportunities for innovation in the SMEs. The conceptual understanding of design thinking presents it as a human-centred approach which contributes to effective innovation. The argument of the multiple authors has demonstrated that the iterative nature is extremely efficient in promoting the decision-making potential of organisations during uncertainties. The research outcomes showcase that the creation of a sustainable venture relies on continuous validation of the needs of the users, along with the investment of the businesses in creativity. The prevalence of online commerce has emerged massively during the post-pandemic period. It ensures that integrated digital solutions and commercial viability address the evolving expectations of the customers and the fragmented operations of the retailers. The assessment of a wide range of opportunities has demonstrated that the integrated digital commerce platform is the most appropriate alternative that maintains the most effective balance of customer value, economic sustainability and scalability. The effort of these platforms in combining delivery, marketing, inventory management and digital payment in a single ecosystem justifies their efficiency. Hence, the concept of design thinking has been found beyond the development of products, which plays a role in the strategic potential of the SMEs. It enables these businesses to maintain a competitive advantage and resilience in the long run within the extensively digital economy of the UK. 
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