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[bookmark: _Toc238764989]Introduction
The rapid development of technology has led to changes in the functioning of UK enterprises and the process of purchasing goods and services. E-commerce has been expanding beyond the limits of large urban areas, with suburban and rural customers now ordering online, paying digitally and getting goods delivered to their homes. Even many small and medium-sized businesses (SMEs) have now created websites, social media pages, online booking system and digital payment system. The COVID-19 pandemic has also contributed to these changes.
The discussed situation offers opportunities for innovation especially since many smaller businesses find it hard to integrate technologies. Design Thinking is applicable in such cases as it implies understanding the users, identifying problems and finding solutions for them (Brown, 2008). This work analyses the UK market and applies five stages of Design Thinking to come up with a venture idea. The proposed venture will be a digital platform offering ordering, payment and delivery services to independent retailers and local producers.
[bookmark: _Toc238764990]Task 1: Identifying and Justifying Key Opportunity Areas
[bookmark: _Toc238764991]1.1 User Pain Points
There are a number of issues in the scenario, which offer opportunities for innovation. An important area is the struggle of smaller businesses to adopt digital commerce. Large companies usually have more staff and resources to create websites, engage in digital marketing, manage online payments and deliver goods. Meanwhile, smaller companies may lack money, time and necessary technical knowledge.
According to the Longitudinal Small Business Survey carried out by the UK Government, in 2024, 67% of micro businesses used technology or web-based software to sell to customers or manage their business, as against 75% of small businesses and 81% of medium-sized businesses (Department for Business and Trade, 2025a). Therefore, there is reason to think that smaller businesses face more difficulties in terms of adopting technology.
Independent retailers can promote products through Facebook or Instagram; however, they receive orders via messages or calls. It becomes harder when the number of orders increases. Also, there may be separate systems for ordering, paying and delivering goods, thus increasing administrative work.
There are also problems on the side of consumers. Different local businesses may use different approaches for ordering, thus making local online shopping inconvenient for consumers.
Also, delivery is another area of possible improvement. When individual deliveries are organised by a business, the driver travels unnecessary routes. Coordination of several deliveries in the vicinity may potentially save time and increase efficiency.
Therefore, the discussed issues offer an opportunity to develop a service that would facilitate online sales and local deliveries.
[bookmark: _Toc238764992]1.2 Market Gaps
The UK market already has big e-commerce platforms and delivery businesses. However, the presence of such platforms does not necessarily mean that the needs of independent small businesses are fully covered.
Big platforms can offer reach to customers; however, small businesses face fierce competition and have less control over their customers' relations. Meanwhile, creating an independent e-commerce website can take time, money and technical knowledge.
Thus, there can be a gap between big platforms for e-commerce and those small businesses that are limited to basic technological instruments. A simplified platform aimed at independent retailers can fill this gap.
The UK Government's SME Digital Adoption Taskforce has identified cost and complexity of technology, shortage of digital skills and difficulties related to changing technology systems as barriers (Department for Business and Trade, 2025b).
Consequently, there is an opportunity for the service which simplifies digital selling and not just another online platform.
[bookmark: _Toc238764993]1.3 Technological Enablers
The existing technologies make it possible to develop the discussed opportunity. For example, the development of cloud computing allows having access to software without investments in expensive physical infrastructure. Thus, the platform for independent retailers would allow managing products and orders online.
Also, the digital payment system can provide customers with possibility to pay safely during the order placement. A mobile-responsive website would also provide an opportunity for customers to use the service from smartphones.
Moreover, GPS and digital maps can help in organising local deliveries by helping drivers locate orders in the vicinity. Social media integration can provide an opportunity to connect Facebook and Instagram accounts to the online store.
Finally, artificial intelligence may be used in future for demand forecasting or delivery-route optimisation. However, high technology should not be applied if there is no user need for it.
The UK government has recognised digital adoption as one of the important opportunities for increasing productivity and competitiveness of SMEs (Department for Business and Trade, 2025b). This gives reason to think about technology-based ventures aimed at smaller businesses.
[bookmark: _Toc238764994]1.4 Scalability and Sustainability
The suggested venture has the potential to scale as it does not require owning of physical stores and big amounts of goods.
The venture could start working in one rural or suburban area. Later, after testing the service, it can be implemented in the nearby areas and eventually other parts of the UK.
Osterwalder and Pigneur's (2010) Business Model Canvas can be used in order to assess the commercial potential of the venture. The target customer groups would be independent retailers, local producers and consumers. The value proposition would be a cheap and easy-to-use system of online selling and delivery.
Possible streams of revenues can be business subscription fees per month, commission for transactions or delivery fees. Cooperation with local delivery companies can reduce the need for the venture to have its own vehicles for delivering goods.
The venture can have positive social and environmental impact through supporting local businesses and more efficient deliveries. Financial sustainability would depend on attracting enough businesses and customers and having the expenses under control.
[bookmark: _Toc238764995]Task 2: Applying the Five Stages of Design Thinking
[bookmark: _Toc238764996]2.1 Empathise
The first stage of Design Thinking is Empathise. Its aim is to understand the needs and problems of affected users in order to develop a solution.
The main users of the suggested venture are independent retailers and local producers. Consumers and delivery partners can be also considered as important users.
As an entrepreneur, I would conduct short interviews and questionnaires with these groups of people. Retailers can be asked about the current approach to receiving online orders, paying for them and organising delivery. Consumers can be asked about their approach to buying from local businesses and what would simplify the process of ordering online.
There are three user groups that can be considered.
An independent retailer can wish to increase sales; however, he or she can lack technical knowledge or time for running an advanced website.
A local consumer can wish to buy from local businesses; however, he or she prefers online ordering and delivery of the goods to his or her house.
A delivery partner can wish to have more structured information about the delivery orders and more efficient routes.
It can be concluded that the main problem is the absence of the system connecting online ordering, paying and local delivery.

[bookmark: _Toc238764997]2.2 Define
The Define stage aims to focus the research on the issue that requires investigation.
The proposed problem statement is:
Independent retailers and local producers in rural and suburban UK communities need a straightforward way of managing online orders, payments and local deliveries because currently available solutions can be fragmented and hard to control.
This problem can be supported by the challenges associated with the digital adoption of SMEs. The Department for Business and Trade (2025b) cites costs, complexity and absence of relevant expertise as factors that prevent companies from adopting digital solutions.
Value Proposition Canvas can be used to identify customer pains and gains (Osterwalder et al., 2014). In this case, retailers need to sell their products but their pains relate to managing various communications with customers, payments and delivering orders. Their gains include higher sales and less administration along with access to more customers.
Thus, this problem statement can form the basis of a new venture.
[bookmark: _Toc238764998]2.3 Generating innovative solution ideas
Ideation stage assumes generating different ideas and choosing the most appropriate one.
Four ideas can be generated as follows:
a Local online marketplace connecting consumers with independent businesses.
b WhatsApp-based ordering service for small retailers.
c Local delivery platform connecting businesses and delivery partners.
d The platform combining online ordering, payments and local deliveries.
The fourth idea is the best choice as it addresses a few interrelated problems.
The proposed venture is named LocalLink UK. Independent businesses will be able to create an online store on the platform. Consumers will browse products, place orders and make payments. Businesses will receive orders and arrange deliveries via the same platform.
The innovation does not imply creation of any completely new technology. Instead, the existing technologies are combined into a service that works with the needs of small companies. This assumption supports the point made by Brown (2008) according to whom Design Thinking should find a balance between customer desirability, technological feasibility and business viability.
[bookmark: _Toc238764999]2.4 Prototype or Minimum Viable Product
The next stage is creation of the simplest possible prototype or Minimum Viable Product (MVP). According to Ries (2011), the MVP allows an entrepreneur to test the idea without spending much money at the beginning of the project.
In case of LocalLink UK MVP, it will be the mobile responsive website offering three basic services:
First, customers will be able to browse products offered by participating local businesses, place orders and make payments on the platform.
Second, businesses will be able to create profiles, upload products, receive orders and confirm readiness to deliver them.
Third, customers will be able to select local delivery and receive notifications about their orders.
The MVP will include only basic features as advanced ones (e.g., artificial intelligence and automated routing system) will be added after the core idea is tested successfully.
The prototype can involve initially a small number of local businesses and products. It will help the entrepreneur to identify issues without having to invest in the whole platform.
[bookmark: _Toc238765000]2.5 Test and Refine
The last stage is Test. The goal of this stage is to verify whether the solution fits users' needs.
The prototype can be tested with approximately 10 independent businesses and 20-30 consumers in one local community.
Businesses will be using the platform to upload their products, receive orders and confirm them. Consumers will browse for products, place orders and leave feedback.
The entrepreneur will be able to measure:
•ease of use of the platform,
•customer satisfaction,
•time needed to complete an order,
•willingness of businesses to use the service,
•willingness of businesses to pay and
•willingness of consumers to use the service again.
Feedback can be received with the help of short questionnaires and interviews.
Results will be used for further improvement of the prototype. If businesses face difficulties with uploading products, the procedure will be simplified. If customers are finding the ordering procedure complicated, the website design will be changed. In case of high costs of deliveries, alternative delivery models will be tested.
This is an illustration of the iterative nature of Design Thinking when the entrepreneur uses feedback to improve the solution instead of believing in the success of the first version of it. Similarly, the Double Diamond framework suggests development and improvement of ideas through the ongoing process (Design Council, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc238765001]2.6 Evaluation of the Venture
LocalLink UK has some potential but it is associated with a number of risks.
Competition is among challenges that may arise as consumers already have access to e-commerce and delivery services. Thus, the venture will have to differentiate itself by focusing on independent local businesses.
Another challenge is attracting both businesses and consumers. There will be no businesses willing to join the platform without customers, while customers are unlikely to use the service without businesses. Using a small number of popular local businesses at the very beginning might be helpful in overcoming this challenge.
High costs of deliveries are another risk. If customers are geographically widespread, individual deliveries will become expensive. Thus, delivery zones and flexible delivery times will be helpful in reducing these costs.
Finally, some businesses might lack digital skills. Simple onboarding and support of customers will be important in this case.
All these risks show that testing of MVP before making a significant investment is needed. If pilot project proves that the concept is not meeting customers' needs, the idea will be modified before scaling up.
Conclusion
The development of digital commerce created numerous opportunities for innovations in the UK. Independent retailers and local producers may encounter problems with online selling, payments and delivery.
The assignment identified the opportunity of combination of these functions in one digital platform. The concept of LocalLink UK venture was elaborated using the five stages of Design Thinking: Empathize, Define, Ideate, Prototype and Test.
The concept can bring benefits to both businesses and consumers, while the digital nature of the venture gives it a potential of expansion to other local areas. At the same time, competition, delivery costs and digital adoption remain challenging. Thus, testing of MVP and taking customer feedback into consideration before scaling up becomes essential.
Overall, Design Thinking seems to be a good tool for addressing this task because of ensuring that venture is based on real user needs and tested before investments.
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