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Design Thinking and Innovation through Digital Transformation: Canalside Farm, Staffordshire
Introduction
E-commerce has changed how customers purchase goods and interact with businesses across the United Kingdom. Online ordering, digital payment, click-and-collect, and delivery are now expected in urban, suburban, and rural markets. In September 2025, online transactions represented 50.5 per cent of UK consumer card spending, compared with 43.7 per cent in September 2019, showing the continuing importance of digital purchasing (Office for National Statistics, 2026).
These changes create opportunities for rural SMEs, but smaller organisations may have limited technology budgets, employees, and delivery capacity. Innovation should therefore begin with customer, and stakeholder needs rather than with technology alone.
Design thinking is a human-centred approach that links desirability, technical feasibility, and commercial viability (Brown, 2008). This report applies to its five stages: Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype and Test to Canalside Farm, Shop and Café in Great Haywood, Staffordshire. The business operates a farm shop, café and visitor activities and offers locally sourced products through an online collection service (Canalside Farm, 2026a; Canalside Farm, 2026b).
Task 1 identifies viable opportunity areas by examining user pain points, market gaps, technological enablers, scalability, and sustainability. Task 2 develops Canalside Local Loop, a proposed local-food marketplace, subscription and fulfilment service.



Task 1: Key Opportunity Areas in the UK Market
1.1 Design thinking and opportunity identification
Design thinking begins by examining how users experience a problem. This reduces the risk of investing in a technically attractive service that customers or employees do not find useful. Brown (2008) explains that innovation should balance user needs, technical capability, and business value.
A digital venture at Canalside Farm would affect several groups. Customers require convenience, clear information, and dependable fulfilment. Employees need manageable processes. Local producers require simple technology and fair commercial terms, while delivery partners need accurate orders and efficient routes.
Four connected opportunities are particularly relevant: an integrated digital platform, a local-producer marketplace, coordinated fulfilment, and data-led inventory management.
1.2 Integrated digital local-food platform
User pain points
Customers may find regular travel to a rural farm shop inconvenient. Working households, older residents, people with mobility difficulties and customers without reliable transport may struggle to visit at suitable times. They may also arrive without knowing whether a seasonal or fresh product is available.
Canalside Farm currently allows customers to order products for collection on a selected date (Canalside Farm, 2026b). However, the service remains dependent on travel to the farm. Customers may also experience uncertainty concerning availability, allergens, substitutions and order readiness.
Market gap
A gap exists between supermarket e-commerce and traditional farm-shop retail. Supermarkets provide convenient ordering, broad product ranges, and home delivery, but they may offer a weaker connection with local producers and product origins. Short food supply chains can improve product traceability, strengthen relationships between producers and consumers, and support local economic activity (Kneafsey et al., 2013). However, smaller local businesses may not offer the same level of digital convenience as major retailers.
 Canalside Farm could combine these advantages by offering local sourcing, freshness, and trusted service through a simple digital platform. A gap exists between supermarket e-commerce and traditional farm-shop retail. Supermarkets provide convenient ordering and delivery but may offer a weaker connection with local producers. Farm shops provide freshness, identity, and specialist knowledge but may not offer the same digital convenience.
Technological enablers
[bookmark: _Int_7zfsWaOz]A mobile-responsive platform could support browsing, ordering and secure payment. Cloud-based inventory software could connect online availability with shop sales. Customer accounts could store previous baskets, preferences, and repeat orders.
Automated emails or text messages can confirm orders, communicate substitutions, and provide collection or delivery updates. Basic recommendations could suggest related products without requiring complex artificial intelligence.
Digital transformation involves changes to processes and value creation, not only the installation of technology (Vial, 2019). Canalside Farm would therefore need clear employee responsibilities for stock updates, order preparation and customer communication.
Scalability and sustainability
The platform could be introduced gradually. The first stage could improve product information and click-and-collect. Subscriptions, delivery, loyalty rewards, and partner products could be added later.
Economic sustainability would depend on whether additional sales and repeat purchases cover technology and staffing costs. Social value could result from improved access to local food. Environmental benefits may arise from fewer unnecessary journeys and stronger demand for seasonal goods, but these outcomes should be measured.
This opportunity is highly viable because it improves an existing service and creates a digital foundation for other opportunities.


1.3 Digital marketplace for local producers
User pain points
Small producers may lack the time, budget, or digital skills to operate separate e-commerce websites. Some depend on markets, telephone calls, or social media messages, which can create fragmented orders and limited stock visibility.
Customers also face inconvenience when purchasing from several producers because they may need separate websites, payments and journeys. Canalside Farm employees could experience problems when supplier stock, allergen or product information is incomplete.
Market gap
The market gap is a trusted Staffordshire platform that combines products from several independent suppliers. Large national marketplaces may provide broad exposure but can weaken the local producer's relationship and charge substantial commissions.
Canalside Farm could offer one basket, one payment and one fulfilment arrangement while allowing producers to retain their identities through profiles and origin information. This would extend the farm’s existing local-product focus (Canalside Farm, 2026b).
Technological enablers
Multi-vendor marketplace software can manage products from several suppliers. Shared databases could contain price, ingredients, allergens, availability, and supplier information. Automated systems could calculate commission and produce payment records.
The system should remain simple. Zahoor et al. (2023) argue that digital literacy affects how successfully SMEs adopt technology. Producers could therefore receive short training and update information through mobile forms, email, or telephone assistance.
Scalability and sustainability
The marketplace could begin with approximately five trusted suppliers. This would allow product quality, stock accuracy, payment arrangements, and customer demand to be tested before expansion.
Commission on partner sales could create income for Canalside Farm, while producers would gain access to a wider market without funding individual platforms. Social value could result from supporting independent businesses and retaining spending within the local economy.
Expansion could involve additional suppliers and categories. However, commission, payment periods, product responsibility, and quality standards would need to remain transparent.
1.4 Coordinated delivery and community collection
User pain points
Online ordering provides limited convenience when customers must still travel a considerable distance to collect every purchase. Rural delivery can also be expensive because customers are geographically dispersed, and each route may contain relatively few orders. Small producers may therefore be unable to achieve the delivery volume needed to control transport costs, leading to high delivery charges, minimum-order requirements or no delivery service. Research on rural last-mile distribution confirms that distance, low delivery density and route planning create important cost and efficiency challenges in rural areas (de Abreu Rodrigues et al., 2025). 
Market gap
The gap is an affordable shared last-mile service for rural food businesses. Large supermarkets have sufficient volume to support delivery networks, while small producers often do not.
Canalside Farm could operate as a consolidation centre. Products from several suppliers could be combined into one order, with scheduled routes serving selected Stafford neighbourhoods and nearby villages.
Community collection points could provide an alternative to individual delivery. Orders could be delivered to workplaces, village halls or partner businesses, reducing stops while improving access.
Technological enablers
Route-planning software could group orders by postcode and create efficient routes. Automated notifications could provide preparation and delivery updates, while digital proof of delivery could support monitoring.
Last-mile delivery forms part of the overall customer experience. Reliability, communication, and customer choice influence how consumers evaluate e-commerce services (Vakulenko et al., 2019).

Scalability and sustainability
The service should begin with one or two routes. New areas should only be added when demand is sufficient to cover the cost.
Economic sustainability would depend on route density, basket values, and delivery charges. Environmental benefits could arise when one route replaces several customer journeys, but delivery miles, vehicle capacity, and failed deliveries should be measured.
1.5 Data-led inventory and food-waste management
User pain points and market gap
Customers may lose confidence when ordered products are unavailable. Employees face the opposite problem when too much perishable food remains unsold. Demand for bakery goods, fruit, vegetables and delicatessen products can change according to season, weather and local events.
Large retailers use integrated inventory systems, but smaller businesses may rely on judgement and separate records. The market gap is an affordable system combining online orders, shop sales, and historical data.
Technological enablers
A cloud-based dashboard could display current stock, expected orders, popular products and goods approaching the end of their selling period. Advance orders could help employees decide how much to prepare.
Canalside Farm could also offer discounted Rescue Boxes containing safe surplus products. Customers could receive alerts when boxes became available.
A simple dashboard would be more affordable and practical than complex artificial intelligence during the initial stage.

Scalability and sustainability
The system would become more useful as transaction volumes increased. Better demand information could reduce shortages, waste and lost sales.
This opportunity reflects the triple bottom line by supporting financial, social, and environmental value (Elkington, 1997). Improved planning could protect margins, Rescue Boxes could provide more affordable goods, and lower surplus could reduce waste.
1.6 Overall justification
The four opportunities are interdependent. A platform without suitable fulfilment would not fully improve accessibility. Delivery without sufficient demand would be expensive. A marketplace without accurate stock information could create unavailable products and customer dissatisfaction.
The strongest opportunity is therefore an integrated local-food platform supported by partner producers, coordinated fulfilment and data-led inventory management. It is desirable because it responds to customer needs for convenience, quality, and trust. It is feasible because the required digital systems already exist. It also has commercial potential through product margins, supplier commissions, subscriptions, and delivery fees.
The venture should begin on a limited scale and expand only after customer demand, operational reliability and financial performance have been tested.






Task 2: Applying the Five Stages of Design Thinking
2.1 Proposed venture: Canalside Local Loop
Canalside Local Loop is a mobile-responsive local-food marketplace, subscription and fulfilment service managed by Canalside Farm.
Customers could purchase Canalside products together with goods from selected Staffordshire producers. They could place individual orders, select weekly or fortnightly boxes and choose farm collection, community collection or scheduled delivery.
The venture would make local food more convenient while protecting the quality, personal service and supplier identity associated with farm-shop shopping.
2.2 Stage one: Empathise
The Empathise stage investigates users before a solution is designed. Research should include existing customers, non-customers, employees, potential suppliers, and delivery partners.
Existing customers could explain why they use Canalside Farm and what limits more frequent visits. However, relying only on loyal customers would create bias. People who rarely visit may identify different problems involving price, awareness, transport, or convenience.
Participants should represent different ages, household types, and levels of digital confidence. Relevant groups include working parents, older people, customers with mobility difficulties, and households in nearby rural communities.
Semi-structured interviews could examine recent food-shopping behaviour, reasons for choosing retailers, and barriers to purchasing local food. Questions should focus on actual experience rather than general attitudes. A customer may support local businesses but still choose a supermarket because it is more convenient.
Observation inside the shop could examine how customers find products, request information, and pay. Shopping diaries could record where participants buy food and when they prioritise convenience.
The Jobs to Be Done approach could identify the functional, emotional, and social needs of users. The functional job is obtaining dependable food. The emotional job is feeling confident about quality. The social job may involve supporting local producers. Customer jobs, pains, and expected gains should be understood before developing a value proposition (Osterwalder et al., 2014).
Employees should explain how current orders are processed and where difficulties occur. Their involvement would help ensure that the service is practical and does not create unnecessary work (Brown, 2008).
Suppliers should be asked about production capacity, stock updates, packaging, and payment expectations. Delivery partners could provide evidence about rural routes, parking, and realistic journey times.
2.3 Customer Journey Map
Table 1: Customer Journey Map
	Stage
	Main customer action
	Pain point
	Proposed response

	Awareness
	Discovers Local Loop
	Low awareness or unclear coverage
	Local promotion and postcode checker

	Consideration
	Reviews products and prices
	Missing stock, origin or allergen details
	Clear product and supplier information

	Purchase
	Selects products and pays
	Complicated checkout or unexpected fees
	Guest checkout and transparent charges

	Preparation
	Waits for the order
	Limited updates or unsuitable substitutions
	Automated updates and substitution choices

	Fulfilment
	Receives or collects goods
	Delays, damage or inconvenient collection
	Realistic time windows and quality checks

	Loyalty
	Reorders or manage a subscription
	Difficult changes or irrelevant communication
	Easy reordering and flexible subscriptions


The map shows that the service experience extends beyond the website. Product information, preparation, fulfilment and after-sales support all influence satisfaction. Journey mapping helps organisations examine the complete customer experience rather than separate internal activities (Stickdorn et al., 2018).
2.4 Stage two: Define
A weak definition would state that Canalside Farm needs a better website. This assumes that technology is the main issue and ignores fulfilment, supplier coordination, and customer access.
A stronger problem statement is:
Rural and suburban households around Stafford need a convenient and reliable way to purchase local food without making several journeys. Local producers also need an affordable way to coordinate demand, stock, and fulfilment because current local purchasing is fragmented and strongly dependent on physical collection.
The design question is:
How might Canalside Farm make local food more convenient while protecting product quality, producer identity, personal service and environmental responsibility?
The main problem is therefore the lack of coordination between customer demand, supplier availability, ordering, and fulfilment.
2.5 Causal Mapping: Low Customer Orders
Causal mapping identifies how different factors may contribute to a problem and how one difficulty can create further consequences. It allows the organisation to examine connected causes rather than concentrating only on one visible symptom (Eden, 2004).

Table 2: Causal Mapping for Low Orders
	Main cause
	Immediate effect
	Further consequence
	Final impact

	Limited promotion
	Low awareness
	Fewer visits
	Low orders

	Unclear product information
	Reduced trust
	Purchase uncertainty
	Lower conversion

	Complicated checkout
	Customer frustration
	Basket abandonment
	Fewer orders

	Unexpected delivery charges
	Lower value perception
	Purchase reconsidered
	Lower conversion

	Restricted delivery areas
	Lower accessibility
	Customers excluded
	Reduced adoption

	Limited product variety
	Lower usefulness
	Smaller baskets
	Reduced revenue

	Unavailable products
	Customer disappointment
	Lower confidence
	Fewer repeat orders

	Unsuitable substitutions
	Lower satisfaction
	Complaints or refunds
	Reduced retention

	Late fulfilment
	Negative experience
	Poor recommendations
	Fewer new customers

	Low order volume
	Low revenue
	Limited investment
	Continued weak service

	Limited sales data
	Poor forecasting
	Shortages or surplus
	Lost sales and waste


The map shows that low orders may result from several connected issues. Limited awareness reduces visits, while poor information, checkout difficulties, and delivery charges reduce conversion. Customers who receive late or inaccurate orders may not purchase them again.
Low orders may also create a negative cycle because limited revenue reduces investment in marketing, technology, and delivery. These relationships are assumptions that should be tested during the pilot rather than treated as proven evidence.

2.6 Stage three: Ideate
Several ideas should be considered before selecting the final concept.
Improved click-and-collect could offer better information and collection periods but would not help customers unable to travel. Telephone or message ordering could support users with limited digital confidence but might increase employee workload.
Subscriptions could create predictable demand and recurring revenue. Customers could choose bakery, meat, vegetables or mixed boxes and pause or change them when required.
A curated marketplace would increase product choice and support suppliers, although it would create responsibilities for stock, quality and payment. Scheduled delivery and community collection could improve access, while Rescue Boxes could reduce surplus and provide a lower-priced option.
The preferred concept combines these ideas. Local Loop would include individual orders, subscriptions, partner products, farm collection, community collection, scheduled delivery, assisted ordering and Rescue Boxes.
Food-business innovation can change the value proposition, value creation, and value delivery (Nosratabadi, Mosavi and Lakner, 2020). Local Loop changes value through greater convenience, shared infrastructure, and coordinated fulfilment.
2.7 Innovation Ambition Matrix
The Innovation Ambition Matrix separates innovation into core, adjacent, and transformational categories. Core innovation improves existing services; adjacent innovation uses current capabilities to enter related markets, and transformational innovation creates significantly different business models (Nagji and Tuff, 2012).
Table 3: Innovation Ambition Matrix
	Innovation type
	Main idea
	Feasibility
	Impact

	Core
	Improve the existing website and click-and-collect
	High
	Moderate


	Adjacent
	Introduce Local Loop, subscriptions and delivery
	Medium
	High

	Transformational
	Develop a platform for other regional farm shops
	Low to medium
	Potentially very high



Core innovation would improve current product information, checkout, and communication. It is highly feasible but would not create major growth.
Adjacent innovation represents the Local Loop venture. It uses Canalside Farm’s existing brand and facilities while adding suppliers, subscriptions, and fulfilment options. It offers the strongest balance between feasibility and impact.
Transformational development should only be considered after the local model demonstrates demand and profitability.
2.8 Stage four: Prototype
The first prototype could be a clickable wireframe showing products, the basket, payment, fulfilment selection, order tracking, and subscription management.
Participants could be asked to order a food box, locate allergen information, and choose delivery. Product pages should display price, quantity, supplier, origin, ingredients, availability and storage guidance.
A supplier dashboard could show quantities and orders, while an employee interface could organise products by preparation area. A service blueprint could connect visible customer activities with backstage processes such as stock checking, packing, substitutions, route planning and supplier payment (Stickdorn et al., 2018).
Following the Lean Startup approach, the minimum viable product should contain only the features required to test the most important assumptions (Ries, 2011). It could include approximately 100 Canalside products, five suppliers, guest checkout, secure payment, substitution preferences, farm collection, and two delivery routes.
The Business Model Canvas could examine financial viability (Osterwalder et al., 2014). Revenue could come from product margins, commissions, subscriptions, and delivery charges. Costs would include technology, employee time, payment fees, packaging, and transport.
An innovative idea must be supported by a workable business model (Teece, 2010). Local Loop must therefore generate enough contribution to cover preparation and fulfilment costs.
2.9 Stage five: Test
[bookmark: _Int_Tog9RY93][bookmark: _Int_MQv98jMq]The prototype could first be tested with approximately 12 to 15 participants representing different ages and digital abilities. They would complete realistic tasks while researchers recorded completion time, errors, and requests for assistance.
Employees should then complete a simulated fulfilment day involving chilled goods, bakery products, partner items, substitutions and different collection options. This would test preparation time, accuracy, and communication.
An eight-to-ten-week pilot could involve 50 to 100 households, five suppliers, and approximately 100 products. Delivery would be limited to selected postcodes on two days each week, with farm collection and one community collection point also available.
Measures should include conversion rate, average order value, repeat purchasing, subscription retention, satisfaction, order accuracy, and on-time delivery. Operational measures should include preparation time, supplier reliability, route density, and delivery miles per order.
Commercial performance should be assessed through:
Contribution per order = revenue − product costs − payment fees − packaging − variable preparation and delivery costs
High sales would not demonstrate success if each order created a loss.
Qualitative feedback should be used alongside transaction data. Numbers can show what happened, while interviews can explain whether customers were affected by price, product range, or fulfilment.
The Build-Measure-Learn approach would guide improvements (Ries, 2011). Delivery areas, subscriptions, supplier numbers, or collection points could be changed according to evidence.
2.10 Scaling, ethics and accessibility
Local Loop should expand only after the pilot demonstrates repeat demand, reliable operations, and positive financial contribution. Initial expansion could involve additional Stafford postcodes and a small increase in suppliers.
Diffusion of Innovations theory suggests that new services are often first adopted by innovators and early adopters (Rogers, 2003). Existing Canalside customers may therefore become the first users because they already trust the business.
Customer information should only be collected when necessary and stored securely. Product information should accurately present ingredients, allergens, origin, and storage. Policies concerning substitutions, refunds, and missed deliveries should be clear.
Supplier commissions, payment periods, and quality responsibilities should also be transparent. Telephone assistance and physical collection should remain available to avoid excluding users with limited internet access or digital confidence.
Conclusion
Digital commerce creates important opportunities for rural SMEs. Customers increasingly expect convenient ordering and fulfilment, while local producers may lack the resources to provide these services independently.
Task 1 identified four connected opportunities: an integrated digital platform, a local-producer marketplace, coordinated fulfilment, and data-led inventory management. The strongest option is a combined model because each element supports the others.
Task 2 developed Canalside Local Loop through the five design thinking stages. The Customer Journey Map identified service pain points, while the Causal Mapping table showed how awareness, information, checkout, price and fulfilment could influence orders. The Innovation Ambition Matrix showed that adjacent innovation provides the strongest balance between feasibility and impact.
The minimum viable product would include approximately 100 products, five suppliers, and limited delivery areas. Expansion should only occur after testing demonstrates demand, reliable operations, and positive contribution per order.
Local Loop could generate economic value through sales, subscriptions and commissions, social value by supporting local producers, and environmental value by reducing waste and coordinating journeys. These outcomes should be tested and measured rather than assumed.
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