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Introduction 
 

The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the digital transformation of UK small and medium-sized 

enterprises (SMEs), pushing online sales from a pre-pandemic base into a permanently higher 

share of total retail (Office for National Statistics, 2026a). Yet this transition has been uneven: 

independent retailers, rural consumers and small producers have experienced the shift very 

differently, and government support schemes intended to close the resulting gaps have often 

underperformed (Department for Business and Trade, 2025a). This report applies the Design 

Thinking framework to examine where new venture opportunities exist within this changing 

UK e-commerce landscape and to develop a venture concept that responds to the needs 

identified. 

Design Thinking is a human-centred, iterative approach to innovation that integrates the needs 

of people, the possibilities of technology and the requirements of business viability (Brown, 

2008; IDEO U, 2025). It relies on cycles of divergent thinking, in which a problem space is 

explored broadly, and convergent thinking, in which ideas are narrowed towards a viable 

solution (Design Council, 2019). The report is structured in two tasks. Task 1 uses divergence 

and convergence techniques to identify and justify the UK opportunity areas with the greatest 

potential for new venture creation. Task 2 applies the five-stage Design Thinking process—

Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype and Test to develop a focused venture concept, 

BridgePay, a unified digital onboarding platform for small independent retailers. 
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Task 1: Identifying and Justifying Key Opportunity 

Areas 

This section assesses the UK market through a Design Thinking lens, moving from a broad, 

empathetic exploration of stakeholder pain points (divergence) towards a focused set of 

justified opportunity areas (convergence) (Design Council, 2019). 

User Pain Points 

Small independent retailers have been left navigating a rapid shift to digital payments and 

online ordering with limited support. Cybersecurity is the single most commonly cited barrier 

to further digitalisation, reported by 42% of UK SME owners and managers surveyed in late 

2025, a concern reinforced by a reported 27% year-on-year rise in cyber-attacks on UK 

businesses (Be Certified, 2026). Among SMEs that have not yet digitalised, a lack of 

knowledge about digital tools and how to begin the transformation process is the most 

frequently cited obstacle, affecting 43% of respondents (OECD, 2024). Government's own 

review of its flagship Help to Grow: Digital voucher scheme found take-up was notably low 

despite the availability of subsidised funding, indicating that financial incentives alone are 

insufficient where SMEs lack confidence, time and a clear implementation pathway 

(Department for Business and Trade, 2025a). 

Rural consumers and businesses face a related but distinct challenge. The OECD's review of 

UK SME technology adoption found that cost and the appropriateness of available solutions 

remain the key barriers to adoption, and that infrastructure gaps in lower-density, rural areas 

are only beginning to be addressed through national infrastructure investment (OECD, 2026). 

This leaves rural consumers with more fragmented delivery options and rural retailers less 

able to compete with better-connected urban counterparts. 

Small producers, market traders and independent shops that have adopted direct-to-

consumer selling through social media channels frequently lack integrated systems for order 

management, payment processing and logistics, a pattern of fragmentation documented 

across European SMEs more broadly (Balkan, 2022). This limits their ability to scale beyond 

manual, single-channel operations, and it echoes a wider finding that sales and marketing 

execution, rather than product quality or demand, is the barrier UK SME owners rank highest 

when asked what holds their digital growth back (Oxford Innovation Advice, 2025). 

Delivery and logistics partners represent a further, related stakeholder group. As online retail 

has settled at a structurally higher share of total UK spending than before the pandemic, the 

volume of parcels moving through last-mile networks has grown correspondingly (Office for 
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National Statistics, 2026a; 2026b). For couriers and small producers alike, this creates 

pressure on delivery reliability and cost in precisely the lower-density regions where OECD 

(2026) finds infrastructure and adoption gaps are most pronounced, reinforcing the case for 

aggregated, shared logistics solutions rather than each small business negotiating delivery 

independently. 

Market Gaps 

Applying convergence to these pain points identifies four related market gaps. 

● Integrated digital onboarding for micro-retailers: the low uptake of Help to Grow: Digital, 

despite subsidy, shows that SMEs need practical, hand-held support through 

technology selection and implementation rather than funding alone (Department for 

Business and Trade, 2025a). The government's own SME Digital Adoption Taskforce 

has recommended integrating simple, AI-supported diagnostic and adoption tools into 

national business support services, prioritising usability and accessibility for less 

confident users (Department for Business and Trade, 2025a). 

● Rural delivery and service aggregation: persistent regional disparities in adoption and 

infrastructure point to an unmet need for solutions that are viable outside high-density 

urban markets (OECD, 2026). 

● SME-friendly digital payment and security integration: existing payment and 

cybersecurity products are frequently designed for larger enterprises with dedicated IT 

support, leaving smaller retailers exposed and anxious about implementation (Be 

Certified, 2026). 

● Local e-commerce ecosystem platforms: many small producers rely on fragmented, 

standalone use of social media for sales, rather than an integrated storefront, order 

and logistics system, a gap consistent with wider European evidence on SME digital 

fragmentation (Balkan, 2022). 

Technological Enablers 

Several technological developments make these opportunities viable. Cloud-based Software-

as-a-Service platforms can deliver enterprise-grade functionality at low cost with minimal in-

house IT infrastructure, addressing the resource constraints that OECD (2024) identifies as a 

core barrier to SME digitalisation. Mobile-first design is increasingly essential: online sales 

reached 28.7% of total UK retail spending in March 2026, continuing a structural rise from a 

pre-pandemic base of 19.2% in 2019 (Office for National Statistics, 2026b), underlining how 

central digital and mobile channels have become to retail generally. The SME Digital Adoption 
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Taskforce estimates that even a one-percentage-point productivity uplift across SMEs could 

add £94 billion annually to UK GDP, with artificial intelligence identified as a key enabler—

provided products are designed for smaller businesses rather than assuming dedicated 

technical capacity (Department for Business and Trade, 2025a). Finally, social commerce 

integration is a significant enabler given how widely small producers already use platforms 

such as Facebook and Instagram for direct sales (Balkan, 2022; Oxford Innovation Advice, 

2025). 

Scalability and Sustainability 

The scale of the addressable opportunity is considerable: the productivity gains identified by 

the SME Digital Adoption Taskforce (2025a) reflect the cumulative effect of solving adoption 

barriers across the UK's SME population, and the wholesale and retail trade sector alone 

accounts for hundreds of thousands of individual businesses that could benefit (Department 

for Business and Trade, 2025b). However, any solution must accommodate significant 

diversity, from urban convenience retailers to rural market traders, without high customisation 

costs, and must remain viable for firms with limited cash flow to spend on new technology. 

This points towards a platform architecture built on configurable, modular components rather 

than a single rigid product, so that functionality can be added incrementally as a retailer's 

confidence and needs grow. 

Sustainability depends on more than initial adoption. Oxford Innovation Advice (2025) finds 

that peer-to-peer learning, workshops and mentoring are the training approaches SMEs most 

prefer, suggesting that ventures combining technology with ongoing, relatable human support 

are best placed to sustain engagement over time. This is reinforced by evidence that SMEs 

which struggle to resolve skills gaps internally are also less confident engaging with any single 

new tool in isolation (Oxford Innovation Advice, 2025), meaning a venture's long-term 

sustainability rests as much on the trust it builds with users as on the technology itself. A 

subscription or freemium model, priced to reflect the transaction volumes of very small 

businesses, would also help align the venture's revenue with the pace at which individual 

retailers actually grow their digital capability. 

Justified Opportunity Areas 

Based on this analysis, four opportunity areas are identified as most viable for new venture 

creation in the UK: 

● SME digital enablement platforms that combine technology, implementation support 

and staff confidence-building for micro-retailers. 
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● Integrated rural delivery and service aggregation addressing regional disparities in 

adoption and infrastructure (OECD, 2026). 

● Unified local e-commerce solutions that connect storefronts, orders and payments for 

small producers currently reliant on fragmented social-media selling (Balkan, 2022). 

● Accessible digital payment and cybersecurity integration designed specifically for non-

technical retail staff (Be Certified, 2026). 

Task 2: Applying the Design Thinking Process to 

Develop a New Venture Concept 

Stage 1: Empathise 

Composite user archetypes, synthesising common patterns rather than specific individuals, 

were developed to build empathy with target users, consistent with the human-centred 

emphasis of Design Thinking (Brown, 2008). 

● Urban Convenience Retailer: operates a card-only policy adopted during the 

pandemic, wants online ordering but lacks time to build a website, and feels 

overwhelmed by fragmented offers from banks and technology providers. 

● Rural Independent Retailer: has launched a basic online catalogue but manages 

orders manually by phone and email, pays high delivery costs, and finds mainstream 

e-commerce platforms too complex for a small operation. 

● Mobile Market Trader: advertises via Instagram and accepts card payments through a 

mobile reader, but processes orders and payments offline and wants a single system 

linking social selling, payment and delivery. 

● These insights align with wider survey evidence: sales and marketing (44%), cost 

pressures (43%) and skills shortages (42%) are the top-ranked barriers among SME 

owners, with regional confidence in tackling these gaps varying considerably (Oxford 

Innovation Advice, 2025). Cybersecurity concerns and a lack of knowledge of where 

to start are similarly prominent (Be Certified, 2026; OECD, 2024). The consistent 

theme is that SMEs are not short of ambition, but of time, confidence and a clear route 

to support. Empathy work of this kind is central to Design Thinking precisely because 

it prevents a venture from designing for an imagined, idealised user rather than the 

one who actually exists: a founder building a payments product for a retailer with 

dedicated IT staff would misjudge almost every archetype described above (Brown, 

2008). 
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● Stage 2: Define 

● A '5 Whys' technique was used to explore the root problem underlying poor SME 

adoption of integrated digital solutions, working back from the visible symptom to its 

underlying cause. 

● Step Question and answer 

Why 1 Why are small retailers not adopting integrated digital 

solutions? Because they do not know which solutions suit 

their specific needs. 

Why 2 Why do they not know which solutions suit their needs? 

Because the market offers fragmented, complex options 

aimed primarily at larger enterprises with dedicated IT 

resources (Department for Business and Trade, 2025a). 

Why 3 Why are options fragmented and complex? Because 

providers typically target specific functions payments, 

inventory, delivery rather than addressing holistic SME 

operational needs. 

Why 4 Why do providers not offer more holistic solutions? Because 

many assume SMEs can integrate multiple systems 

independently, despite limited time, technical capability and 

staff resources. 

Why 5 Why is this assumption problematic? Because a lack of 

knowledge about digital tools and how to begin the 

transformation process is the most common barrier reported 

by non-digitalised SMEs (OECD, 2024). 

Problem statement Small independent UK retailers need a simple, integrated 

platform for online ordering, payment and customer 

management, because they lack the time, technical 

knowledge and confidence to select and combine multiple 

fragmented solutions independently. 
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A Six Thinking Hats exercise was then used to test this framing from multiple perspectives 

before moving into ideation. 

Hat Focus Application to the problem 

White Facts Approximately 547,000 

SMEs operate in the UK 

wholesale and retail trade 

sector, and the Help to Grow: 

Digital scheme achieved low 

take-up despite subsidy 

(Department for Business 

and Trade, 2025a; 2025b). 

Red Emotions Retailers report feeling 

overwhelmed and anxious 

about cybersecurity and 

technology choices (Be 

Certified, 2026). 

Black Caution Cybersecurity risk and 

provider trust are real, 

persistent barriers to 

adoption (Be Certified, 

2026). 

Yellow Optimism Cloud computing, mobile 

technology and social 

commerce make affordable, 

simple solutions increasingly 

feasible. 

Green Creativity A single integrated mobile 

platform could reduce this 

complexity through one 

unified interface. 

Blue Process Any solution must be tested 

directly with retailers from the 

outset and refined iteratively 

(Design Council, 2019). 
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Stage 3: Ideate 

 

Divergent ideation generated five candidate concepts: an all-in-one retailer app; a subscription 

'digital enabler-as-a-service' offering technology selection and advisory support; a retailer-

owned co-operative platform for bulk ordering and shared logistics; a peer-learning matching 

platform; and BridgePay, a unified digital onboarding platform combining cloud-based, mobile-

first technology with human peer support. 

Convergent selection favoured BridgePay because it directly addresses the integration 

complexity identified in the Define stage; builds on SMEs' existing use of mobile technology 

and social media; incorporates the peer support and mentoring that SMEs consistently say 

they prefer (Oxford Innovation Advice, 2025); and is scalable across a large and diverse SME 

retail population (Department for Business and Trade, 2025b). The other four ideas were set 

aside rather than discarded outright: the co-operative platform and the peer-learning network 

both address real needs, but each depends on achieving a critical mass of participating 

retailers before it generates much value, which makes it a weaker starting point than a product 

that benefits a single retailer immediately upon adoption. Elements of both remain plausible 

later additions to BridgePay's peer advisor network once an initial user base is established. 
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Stage 4: Prototype 

A Minimum Viable Product (MVP) is proposed following lean and Design Thinking prototyping 

principles (IDEO U, 2025). BridgePay would enable small retailers to create a digital storefront 

in under 15 minutes using templates and existing social media integration, accept card and 

QR code payments, manage orders through a single dashboard, and access a built-in peer 

advisor network. Key MVP features are summarised below. 

Feature Purpose Differentiator 

Quick setup wizard Reduce time and complexity 

barriers 

15-minute onboarding 

target 

Integrated payment 

processing 

Simplify payment acceptance Compatible with existing 

card readers 

Social media integration Enable existing marketing 

channels 

Connects 

Instagram/Facebook 

storefronts 

Unified order dashboard Streamline operations Single view of all orders 

Peer advisor network Build confidence through 

trusted guidance 

Practical, relatable 

support 

Security toolkit Address cybersecurity 

concerns 

Simple, actionable 

guidance 

 

Three complementary prototyping methods are proposed. A low-fidelity prototype, using paper 

sketches and a clickable mock-up, would test user flows with target retailers before 

development investment. A 'concierge MVP' service prototype, in which the founding team 

manually performs onboarding and order processing, would validate the service model and 

willingness to pay before full automation is built. A pilot programme with around 20 retail SMEs 

would then be run in regions the OECD identifies as facing comparatively lower rates of 

technology adoption, to test the concept under realistic operating conditions (OECD, 2026). 
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Stage 5: Test 

Testing follows an iterative model incorporating continuous feedback (Design Council, 2019). 

In the first phase, usability testing over four weeks with pilot retailers would measure time to 

set up a storefront and task completion rates through observation and think-aloud protocols, 

with a target of 80% of users completing setup within 15 minutes. A subsequent eight-week 

pilot would have retailers use the concierge MVP for live transactions, tracked through usage 

logs, weekly feedback sessions and Net Promoter Score surveys, targeting an average score 

above 50. Feedback would then be incorporated systematically, simplifying the setup process, 

strengthening security guidance, and improving the order dashboard, while deferring lower-

priority features such as advanced delivery coordination to a later development phase. Core 

success metrics are summarised below. 

Metric Target Measurement method 

Storefront setup time Under 15 minutes User testing observation 

User satisfaction (NPS) Above 50 Post-pilot surveys 

Monthly active retailers 80% of pilot cohort Usage analytics 

Revenue per retailer Positive unit economics 

within 3 months 

Financial tracking 

Peer advisor engagement 70% using the feature Feature usage analytics 

 

This reflects the continuous Design Thinking cycle of empathising, defining, ideating, 

prototyping and testing, in which insights from real users are fed back into refinement of the 

concept rather than treated as a single, linear process (Brown, 2008; Design Council, 2019). 
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Conclusion 
The UK's accelerated shift to digital retail has created substantial opportunity for new ventures 

that support SME digital adoption, but government data and independent surveys consistently 

show that cost, confidence and fragmented provision, not merely access to funding are the 

barriers holding smaller retailers back (Department for Business and Trade, 2025a; OECD, 

2024; Be Certified, 2026). Applying a Design Thinking lens to this problem surfaces 

opportunity areas in integrated digital enablement, rural service aggregation, unified local e-

commerce and accessible payment security. The BridgePay concept demonstrates how a 

human-centred approach grounded in empathy with real retailer archetypes and tested 

iteratively through prototyping can address these barriers directly, combining accessible 

technology with the peer support that SMEs consistently say they need (Oxford Innovation 

Advice, 2025). The venture's ultimate viability will depend on sustained, iterative engagement 

with users rather than a one-off product launch, reflecting the core premise of the Design 

Thinking framework applied throughout this report (Brown, 2008). 
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