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Task 1: Design-Thinking Analysis of Viable UK Market Opportunities
Introduction
The scenario demonstrates that COVID-19 did more than temporarily increase online shopping. It changed the “job” that consumers expect commerce to perform: purchasing should now be convenient, locally available, trackable and possible through a mobile device. In May 2026, online transactions represented 28.8% of retail sales in Great Britain, showing that digital purchasing remains embedded beyond the pandemic period (Office for National Statistics, 2026). The opportunity is particularly significant because the UK contained approximately 5.7 million private-sector businesses at the beginning of 2025, 99.85% of which were SMEs and 75% of which had no employees other than their owners (Department for Business and Trade, 2025a).
A design-thinking approach will therefore begin by empathising with specific users rather than assuming that another standard website builder is required. Interviews, observation and customer-journey mapping could explore how a farm producer manages WhatsApp orders, how an independent retailer handles unsold stock or how a rural consumer receives and returns parcels. These insights would be converted during the Define stage into precise problem statements. The Jobs-to-be-Done approach is also useful because customers do not simply “buy software”; they employ a solution to save time, reduce uncertainty or reach customers more reliably (Christensen et al., 2016).
Ideas will then be developed through the Design Council’s Double Diamond, which involves exploring the problem broadly before defining and developing a focused solution. Low-cost prototypes can subsequently be refined through the Lean Startup build-measure-learn process (Design Council, 2019; Ries, 2011). This ensures that a business idea is desirable to customers, technically feasible and financially viable. On this basis, four less conventional but commercially promising opportunity areas emerge.
 
Opportunity 1: A Rural Commerce Co-operative and Shared Fulfilment Network
A viable opportunity is a digital co-operative through which independent retailers, farms, market traders and service providers in one locality share a common online marketplace, collection points and delivery resources. The principal user pain point is not always the absence of an e-commerce website; it is that individual rural businesses lack the order density, time and bargaining power needed to operate online efficiently. A farm shop may receive orders through Facebook, another producer through WhatsApp and a local bookshop through its own website, yet each arranges separate packaging, payment and delivery. Consumers consequently face multiple delivery charges, fragmented ordering systems and inconvenient collection times.
The market gap exists between national marketplaces, which may charge significant commissions and weaken the identity of local businesses, and standalone websites, which leave each microbusiness responsible for fulfilment. The proposed venture would allow customers to place one combined order from several nearby sellers and select home delivery or collection from a pub, post office, library or participating shop. This applies Blue Ocean Strategy by creating a shared local-commerce category rather than competing directly with conventional website providers or national couriers (Kim and Mauborgne, 2015).
The main technological enablers include cloud-based catalogues, open payment APIs, route-optimisation software, QR collection codes and mobile inventory updates. UK connectivity is increasingly capable of supporting such a model. By the end of March 2025, more than 87% of UK homes and businesses had access to gigabit-capable broadband, while Ofcom reported that full-fibre take-up was proportionally higher in rural premises than in urban areas (Building Digital UK, 2025; Ofcom, 2025).
The model is scalable through geographic replication rather than by centralising every operation. A venture could license the platform to local authorities, business improvement districts, farm co-operatives or producer groups, with income generated through subscriptions and small transaction fees. Sustainability is built into the model because consolidated orders and shared collection points can reduce duplicated journeys, packaging and failed deliveries.
During the Prototype and Test stages, the concept could be trialled within one village cluster involving ten businesses and one shared collection point. Measures should include the percentage of orders consolidated, delivery cost per basket, repeat purchasing, seller administration time and vehicle miles avoided. This opportunity could develop a strong competitive advantage because its value comes from local partnerships and network density rather than only from software that competitors could copy.
Opportunity 2: Collective Demand Forecasting and Purchasing for Micro-Retailers
A second opportunity is a data platform that helps independent retailers and local producers forecast demand collectively and purchase supplies together. A major user pain point is uncertainty. Small firms frequently lack enough historical data to predict changes in demand and cannot afford the analytical systems used by national retailers. They may over-order perishable or seasonal products, lose sales through stock shortages or pay higher wholesale prices because each business purchases relatively small quantities independently.
The technological-adoption problem is not simply that SMEs refuse to use advanced software. Research found that the most common barrier to AI adoption among UK firms was difficulty identifying appropriate business activities or use cases, followed by cost and limited expertise (Office for National Statistics, 2025). This suggests that SMEs require a service that provides clear commercial actions rather than a complicated AI dashboard.
The market gap is therefore a neutral data co-operative designed for smaller firms. Participating businesses would contribute anonymised sales and inventory information in exchange for local demand forecasts, recommended reorder levels and access to collective purchasing. For example, several independent cafés could combine expected demand for takeaway packaging, milk alternatives or cleaning products. Local food retailers could coordinate purchases of seasonal produce, while market traders could share anonymised information about changing customer demand.
The technological enablers include point-of-sale integrations, cloud analytics, machine-learning forecasting, weather data and local events information. Privacy-preserving aggregation could prevent businesses from seeing competitors’ individual sales figures. The platform should translate the analysis into practical recommendations such as “delay this order”, “increase weekend stock” or “join a collective purchase” rather than requiring owners to interpret complex graphs.
Scalability would be supported by network effects. Forecasts could become more accurate as additional comparable businesses contribute data, while larger collective orders could improve negotiating power with suppliers. Revenue could be generated through subscriptions, a percentage of verified purchasing savings or transparent supplier referral fees. Technology adoption is associated with benefits such as time savings, lower costs, improved decisions and better communication, supporting the potential value proposition of this service (Department for Business and Trade, 2025b).
The opportunity also contributes to sustainability because more accurate forecasting can reduce food waste, unsold products, emergency deliveries and unnecessary storage. However, the Empathise stage must investigate whether owners trust collective data sharing and which information they consider commercially sensitive. A minimum viable product could initially accept spreadsheet uploads rather than requiring expensive live integrations. Testing should compare forecasting accuracy, waste levels, stock shortages and purchasing costs against each firm’s previous methods.
This approach follows effectuation theory because the venture can begin with the resources, businesses and datasets already available in one location and expand as partners make commitments (Sarasvathy, 2001). It therefore avoids the risk of spending heavily on a national platform before demonstrating that businesses will share data and pay for the service.
Opportunity 3: A Circular Returns and Local Recommerce Exchange
The expansion of online purchasing has created a less visible problem: independent retailers struggle to process returns economically. Customers expect fast refunds and convenient returns, while sellers face inspection, repackaging, transport costs and a reduction in the resale value of returned products. UK non-food returns were forecast to reach approximately £25.1 billion in 2025, with an overall returns rate of around 19.5% (Retail Economics, 2025).
The market gap is a local reverse-logistics and recommence service aimed at SMEs rather than national retailers. The venture would provide shared drop-off points where products from participating businesses are scanned, inspected and directed towards their most valuable next use. Suitable products could be returned to ordinary stock, sold locally as open-box items, repaired, donated or recycled. Customers would receive one QR-based returns process across several local businesses, while retailers would receive faster information about the product’s condition and resale potential.
Technological enablers include computer-vision-assisted product grading, QR codes, digital product records, automated refunds and algorithms that identify the lowest-cost recovery route. Digital Product Passports may also become increasingly relevant to UK businesses selling in European markets because they can provide information concerning product materials, origin, repairability and reuse. UK government-backed business support has already begun helping firms understand and prepare for Digital Product Passport requirements (Department for Business and Trade, 2025c).
Scalability would be achieved by placing returns points inside existing convenience stores, parcel shops, lockers or community hubs instead of building dedicated premises. Revenue could combine merchant subscriptions, handling fees and commission from the resale of open-box or refurbished products. The service could initially specialise in one product category before expanding into others.
Sustainability is central to the business model because the purpose is to retain product value and reduce unnecessary disposal and transportation. However, design thinking requires the entrepreneur to test customer behaviour rather than assume environmental benefits alone will encourage adoption. A minimum viable trial could focus on clothing, books or small electrical products and compare recovery value, refund speed, resale rates and transport distances with conventional postal returns.
During the Define stage, the venture should also identify the primary problem accurately. For customers, the problem may be inconvenience; for retailers, it may be the delay before an item can be resold; and for the environment, it may be unnecessary transportation and product disposal. The eventual service must therefore balance all three needs. This opportunity is distinctive because returns are treated as a source of recoverable inventory rather than merely an unavoidable business cost.
Opportunity 4: A Digital Trust Passport and Compliance Co-pilot for SMEs
A fourth opportunity is a subscription service that gives small online businesses a visible digital trust passport while guiding them through cyber security, privacy, accessibility and consumer-protection requirements. The user pain point is that a sole trader may be expected to understand secure payment systems, phishing, backups, privacy notices, cookie consent, online returns information and accessible website design without employing legal or technical staff.
Consumers may also hesitate to purchase from an unfamiliar local website because they cannot easily judge whether it is secure or legitimate. Cyber risk is substantial. The 2025/2026 Cyber Security Breaches Survey found that 42% of microbusinesses and 46% of small businesses had experienced a cyber breach or attack during the previous 12 months (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2026).
The market gap exists because current compliance support is fragmented. Trust badges displayed on websites may provide little meaningful verification, while professional security and legal audits can be unaffordable for microbusinesses. The proposed service would convert complex requirements into short, prioritised actions and verify evidence such as multi-factor authentication, secure backups, approved payment systems, accessible website text and transparent contact information.
Businesses completing the required checks would receive a dated, clickable trust profile that customers could inspect before purchasing. Technological enablers include automated website scanning, digital identity verification, secure API checks, guided risk assessments and continuous monitoring. The service should complement free public support such as the National Cyber Security Centre’s Cyber Action Toolkit rather than simply charging businesses for information already available publicly.
The business could scale through partnerships with banks, business insurers, local authorities, e-commerce providers and trade associations. A free version could offer basic checks, while paid tiers could include continuous monitoring, staff training, personalised recommendations and assistance following a cyber incident. It may also be possible for businesses completing the programme to receive reduced insurance premiums or improved access to online marketplaces.
The sustainability dimension is institutional rather than exclusively environmental. Stronger security and greater consumer trust make digital commerce more resilient and reduce the likelihood that a small business abandons online trading following fraud, reputational damage or data loss. During the Test stage, researchers should examine whether consumers understand and value the passport, whether businesses complete the recommended actions and whether verified businesses experience higher conversion rates or fewer security incidents. The concept reflects service-design principles because it combines automated technology with human support at difficult or stressful points in the customer journey.
Cross-Cutting Feasibility and Responsible Innovation Considerations
Although each opportunity has commercial potential, its success would depend on how effectively the venture manages adoption risks across different user groups. Small firms are not a homogeneous market: a digitally confident retailer with several employees will require a different level of support from a sole trader who relies on paper records or informal social-media orders. Consequently, customer segmentation should form part of the Empathise stage. Businesses could be grouped according to digital capability, transaction volume, location and willingness to collaborate. This would help entrepreneurs avoid developing an over-engineered product for users who mainly value simplicity, reassurance and visible cost savings.
Responsible data use is another important requirement. The forecasting co-operative and trust passport would depend on access to commercial or customer information, creating concerns about privacy, ownership and platform dependence. Clear consent processes, data-minimisation principles and transparent rules concerning how information is shared would therefore be essential. Participating SMEs should retain the ability to export their data and leave the platform without losing access to important business records. Such safeguards may also strengthen trust and reduce resistance during adoption.
Financial accessibility should also be tested. Subscription models provide predictable revenue, but fixed monthly charges may discourage seasonal businesses and low-volume traders. Alternative pricing models, including pay-as-you-use fees, shared community licences or outcome-based charges, could be compared during prototyping. In accordance with effectuation theory, entrepreneurs should begin with affordable commitments and existing partnerships rather than building expensive infrastructure before demand is proven (Sarasvathy, 2001).
Finally, scalability should not be measured only by the number of users. A responsible venture should monitor customer retention, business survival, waste reduction, delivery efficiency and user confidence. This broader evaluation would ensure that growth creates sustained value instead of simply increasing transactions. Repeated experimentation, consistent with the Lean Startup approach, would allow weak assumptions to be identified before national expansion (Ries, 2011).
 
Evaluation and Prioritisation
These four opportunities are more viable and distinctive than another generic e-commerce platform because each addresses a secondary problem created by digital expansion: fragmented local fulfilment, weak purchasing power, costly product returns and low digital trust. The rural commerce co-operative has the strongest immediate connection to the scenario because it combines e-commerce, local production and delivery while preserving the identities of individual businesses. The collective forecasting and purchasing platform offers the greatest potential for long-term network effects, although it depends on businesses trusting the data-sharing process.
The circular returns exchange provides the clearest environmental contribution and responds to a problem that will become more significant as online sales continue to grow. The digital trust passport is likely to require the least physical infrastructure and could be piloted comparatively quickly, although its credibility would depend on recognised partners and transparent verification standards.
The UK Innovation Survey found that only 34% of SMEs were innovation-active between 2022 and 2024, compared with 47% of large businesses, suggesting that smaller firms remain an underserved innovation market (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2026b). Nevertheless, final opportunity selection should not be based solely on national statistics. Entrepreneurs should interview and observe a narrow group of users, define one specific problem, produce a low-cost prototype and test willingness to use and pay for the service. Evidence from these experiments should then be evaluated against desirability, technical feasibility, commercial viability and sustainability. This prevents technology-led innovation and increases the likelihood that the selected venture solves a meaningful problem within the UK market.
 
Conclusion 
The analysis demonstrates that the strongest opportunities emerging from the expansion of digital commerce are not limited to creating more online stores. Greater potential exists in solving the secondary problems created by rapid digitalisation, including fragmented local fulfilment, weak purchasing power among microbusinesses, costly product returns and limited consumer trust. The rural commerce co-operative, collective forecasting platform, circular returns exchange and digital trust passport each address a clear user need while offering potential for scalability through subscriptions, partnerships, data integration and geographic replication. Their long-term viability would depend on remaining affordable, accessible and environmentally responsible. Applying Design Thinking ensures that these opportunities are developed around real user experiences rather than technological assumptions. Therefore, the most viable ventures will be those that begin with a narrowly defined problem, test demand through low-cost prototypes and use customer evidence to refine the solution before wider market expansion.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Task 2: Applying Design Thinking to Develop BridgeBasket
The venture developed through the five stages of Design Thinking is BridgeBasket, an assisted-commerce service that enables digitally excluded consumers to order from local retailers by telephone or through trusted community locations. This responds to the risk that rapid digitalisation benefits confident internet users while unintentionally excluding older people, disabled consumers and those lacking suitable devices, connectivity or digital skills. Almost two million UK adults do not use the internet, while 21% of people aged over 65 have no internet access at home (Ofcom, 2025a; Ofcom, 2025b).
Empathise
The first stage would involve understanding why some consumers cannot or do not want to purchase online. The entrepreneur would interview rural residents, particularly older consumers, people with disabilities and those who rely only on smartphones. Participants would be observed attempting tasks such as finding a product, comparing prices, creating an account, paying and arranging collection. Interviews would also be conducted with independent retailers, carers, library employees and community organisations.
This research may reveal that exclusion is not caused solely by poor internet coverage. Users may struggle with passwords, small text, complicated checkout pages, fear of fraud or uncertainty about whether an unfamiliar retailer is trustworthy. Ofcom identifies access, skills, confidence and affordability as interconnected dimensions of digital disadvantage (Ofcom, 2025c). Retailers also experience difficulties because employees must repeatedly explain online processes or manually take orders while serving other customers.
Empathy maps and customer-journey diagrams would capture what users think, feel, say and do. This reflects human-centred design, which develops solutions with affected users rather than designing around assumptions about them (IDEO, 2026).
 
 
Define
The evidence would be synthesised into the following problem statement:
“How might digitally excluded rural consumers access the choice and convenience of online local shopping without being required to navigate complicated websites, create multiple accounts or disclose payment information to an unfamiliar person?”
The problem is therefore not an absence of e-commerce platforms. It is the absence of an accessible bridge between digitally excluded consumers and businesses that increasingly organise products, discounts and services online. The UK Government’s Digital Inclusion Action Plan similarly recognises the need for simple online services, continued offline alternatives and trusted local support (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2026).
Ideate
A collaborative ideation workshop would involve consumers, retailers and community representatives. Possible ideas could include voice-controlled ordering, accessible touchscreen kiosks, printed catalogues connected to telephone ordering, mobile digital-support vans and trained community shopping assistants.
These ideas would be assessed according to desirability, technical feasibility, affordability and revenue potential. The selected concept, BridgeBasket, would combine human assistance with simple technology. Consumers could telephone a local number or visit a participating library, post office or community centre. A trained assistant would search participating retailers’ catalogues, compare appropriate products and create one digital basket on the customer’s behalf.
Payment would be completed securely through an automated telephone-payment system rather than by telling card details to the assistant. Customers could choose home delivery or collection and receive confirmation by text message, automated voice call or printed receipt. Retailers would pay a small subscription and transaction fee, while councils or charities could subsidise access for vulnerable users.
 
Prototype
The minimum viable product would avoid developing an expensive application. It would consist of one telephone line, a no-code ordering dashboard, simplified product lists from six local businesses and one support desk operating during selected hours. A library and post office in two rural communities would act as assistance and collection points.
During a four-week pilot, employees would manually create orders and communicate them to retailers. This “concierge prototype” would test the service experience and business model before automation. Prototyping is valuable because it turns assumptions into something users can experience, criticise and improve (IDEO, 2022).
Test and refine
Testing would measure completed orders, abandoned requests, average call duration, repeat usage, order accuracy, retailer administration time and cost per transaction. Interviews would explore whether customers felt respected, safe and independent rather than embarrassed or dependent.
The team would test different options, including human-assisted calls, automated voice menus and community kiosks. Where customers struggle with product descriptions, printed or large-text catalogues could be introduced. Where payment creates anxiety, payment at collection could be tested. Retailer feedback might result in live stock updates or defined ordering hours.
BridgeBasket would only expand after demonstrating repeat demand and a financially sustainable transaction cost. The process would remain iterative, allowing testing results to return the entrepreneur to earlier stages and redefine features where necessary, consistent with the Design Council’s principle of alternating divergent exploration with focused development (Design Council, 2023).
 
 
 
Conclusion 
The application of the five Design Thinking stages has shown how digital exclusion can be transformed into a viable entrepreneurial opportunity. BridgeBasket responds to the needs of rural consumers who may be unable or unwilling to navigate complex e-commerce systems, while also helping local retailers reach customers who are increasingly excluded from digital-only services. Through empathy research, the problem was defined as a lack of accessible and trusted support rather than simply a lack of internet access. The proposed assisted-commerce model combines telephone ordering, community support points and secure payment methods to reduce barriers without removing consumer independence. A small-scale concierge-style MVP would allow the entrepreneur to test demand, operational costs, user confidence and retailer participation before investing in automation. Continuous testing and refinement would help ensure that BridgeBasket remains inclusive, commercially sustainable and responsive to the practical needs of both consumers and participating businesses.
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