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Portfolio Introduction
Digital transformation has become a fundamental driver of organisational innovation, competitiveness and long-term resilience within the contemporary business environment. Rapid advances in artificial intelligence (AI), cloud computing, big data analytics and digital platforms have transformed how organisations create, deliver and capture value while reshaping customer expectations and competitive dynamics (Chaffey, 2022; Verhoef et al., 2021). However, the benefits of digital transformation remain unevenly distributed across the United Kingdom. Rural communities continue to experience lower levels of digital adoption, fragmented logistics infrastructure and limited access to integrated e-commerce solutions (Ofcom, 2024; OECD, 2024). These challenges particularly affect small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), which represent 99.9% of UK businesses and are essential contributors to national employment and economic growth (Department for Business and Trade, 2024).
Task 1 applies Systems Thinking and Design Thinking to investigate the interconnected challenges facing rural SMEs by analysing stakeholder relationships, identifying system-wide barriers and exploring opportunities for digital innovation. The findings from this analysis provide the foundation for Task 2, which proposes Urban Link UK, an AI-powered digital marketplace designed to integrate e-commerce, intelligent logistics, inventory management and digital payment solutions. By directly addressing the opportunities identified in Task 1, the proposed venture aims to strengthen digital inclusion, improve supply chain efficiency and enhance the long-term competitiveness and sustainability of rural SMEs, thereby supporting the UK's broader digital transformation agenda (OECD, 2024).




[bookmark: _Toc235102884]Task 1: Opportunity Area Analysis
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[bookmark: _Toc235102886]This section applies Systems Thinking and Design Thinking to examine the challenges affecting rural SMEs within the UK digital economy. It analyses stakeholder needs, system interdependencies and existing barriers to identify innovation opportunities that provide the foundation for the proposed venture in Task 2.
[bookmark: _Toc235102887] 1.1. User Pain Points and Stakeholder Analysis
Understanding stakeholder needs is fundamental to the Design Thinking process because it ensures that innovation is driven by genuine user requirements rather than technological assumptions. Through empathy-based research, five primary stakeholder groups were identified for Urban Link UK: small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), service businesses, farmers and local producers, rural consumers, and logistics providers. Each stakeholder experiences distinct yet interconnected challenges that collectively contribute to the digital divide within rural economies.
SMEs represent approximately 99.9% of all UK businesses and are central to economic growth, employment and innovation (Department for Business and Trade, 2024). Despite their importance, many rural SMEs experience significant barriers to digital transformation due to limited financial resources, insufficient digital skills and restricted access to integrated e-commerce technologies (Federation of Small Businesses, 2024). Many businesses continue to count on basic websites or social media platforms rather than fully integrated online retail systems, resulting in inefficient inventory management, poor digital marketing capability, fragmented payment processes and reduced competitiveness against large online marketplaces such as Amazon. SMEs often struggle to expand their customer base and improve operational efficiency.
Service-based businesses, including hairdressers, tutors, fitness instructors and consultants, increasingly depend on digital technologies to manage customer interactions and daily operations. 
However, many continue to experience scheduling inefficiencies, customer no-shows, fragmented booking systems and limited customer relationship management (CRM) capabilities. These operational constraints reduce productivity while limiting opportunities for sustainable business growth.
Farmers and local producers have increasingly adopted direct-to-consumer business models; many continue to manage customer orders manually through platforms such as Facebook Messenger and WhatsApp. Although these channels provide low-cost marketing opportunities, they become increasingly inefficient as business volumes grow. Limited access to integrated order management, digital marketing tools and coordinated delivery networks restricts market expansion and operational scalability.
From the costumer view, rural populations continue to experience lower levels of digital accessibility than urban communities due to inconsistent broadband connectivity, reduced delivery availability, higher transportation costs and limited product choice. These factors reduce customer satisfaction and restrict participation in the digital economy.
Logistics providers also face significant operational challenges as e-commerce demand continues to increase. Route inefficiencies, rising fuel prices, labour shortages and the complexity of last-mile delivery contribute to higher operating costs and environmental pressures. Addressing these interconnected stakeholder challenges requires a systems-based approach that recognises the relationships between businesses, consumers, logistics providers and digital infrastructure (Meadows, 2008).
Applying an empathy mapping exercise further highlights the human dimension of these challenges. For example, an SME owner may express a desire to increase online sales while simultaneously believing that digital technologies are expensive and difficult to implement. These perceptions create feelings of uncertainty and resistance to change, leading many business owners to rely on familiar tools such as Facebook and Instagram despite their functional limitations. This insight reinforces the importance of designing accessible, affordable and user-centred digital solutions that address both practical and emotional barriers to digital adoption.

[bookmark: _Toc235102888]1.2. Market Gap Analysis
The stakeholder analysis identifies several significant market gaps that present opportunities for innovation within the UK's rural digital economy. Although digital commerce has expanded rapidly, many existing platforms are designed primarily for urban markets and larger organisations, leaving rural businesses underserved. 
Addressing these gaps through a human-centred and systems-based approach provides the foundation for the development of an integrated digital marketplace that responds to the specific needs of rural communities.
The first market gap relates to the limited availability of rural-focused digital commerce platforms. Established e-commerce providers such as Amazon and eBay offer extensive market reach but are not specifically designed to accommodate the logistical and operational challenges experienced by rural businesses. Issues such as spread populations, limited transport infrastructure and higher delivery costs reduce the effectiveness of conventional marketplace models. This creates an opportunity to develop a specialised platform that integrates local businesses, consumers and logistics providers while supporting community-based commerce and strengthening regional supply chains.
A second opportunity arises from the lack of affordable digital transformation solutions for SMEs. Although digital technologies have become essential for business competitiveness, many small businesses lack the financial resources, technical expertise and digital confidence required to implement sophisticated e-commerce systems which addresses this gap by providing low-cost AI-powered website creation, simplified payment integration and digital skills training tailored specifically to rural entrepreneurs. By reducing technological complexity and implementation costs, the platform aims to improve digital adoption and business resilience.
The third market gap concerns the absence of integrated business management systems. Many SMEs continue to use multiple disconnected applications to manage inventory, customer orders, payments, appointments and delivery services, resulting in inefficiencies and increased administrative costs. An integrated platform combining inventory management, online booking, payment processing, automated logistics, route optimisation and strategically located collection points would streamline operations while improving customer experience and operational efficiency.
Finally, increasing consumer demand for sustainable, locally sourced products creates opportunities for digital marketplaces dedicated to local producers. Costumers are increasingly motivated by ethical purchasing, reduced environmental impact and support for local economies. E-commerce platform seeks to unify on this trend by connecting farmers and independent producers directly with consumers through farm-to-consumer sales, subscription delivery services and local sourcing networks. 
From a Systems Thinking perspective, these interconnected innovations strengthen relationships between stakeholders, improve regional economic resilience and contribute to more sustainable patterns of production and consumption (Meadows, 2008; Senge, 2006).
[bookmark: _Toc235102889]1.3.  Technological Enablers
The successful implementation of an e-commerce platform is supported by several emerging digital technologies that enable innovation, improve operational efficiency and enhance customer value. Collectively, these technologies provide the technical infrastructure required to address the challenges identified through stakeholder analysis while supporting the digital transformation of rural businesses.
Artificial Intelligence represents one of the most significant technological enablers of the proposed venture. AI-powered algorithms can deliver personalised product recommendations, intelligent customer service through chatbots, demand forecasting and automated inventory management, enabling SMEs to improve decision-making while reducing operational costs (Brynjolfsson & McAfee, 2014). In addition, this proposes an integrated mobile application specifically designed for farmers and local producers. The application would allow users to manage stock levels, receive AI-generated demand forecasts, coordinate deliveries, monitor customer orders and promote seasonal products through a single digital platform. Such capabilities improve efficiency while making advanced technologies accessible to businesses with limited technical expertise.
Cloud computing further supports the scalability and flexibility of the platform by providing secure data storage, real-time collaboration and cloud-based analytics without requiring significant capital investment in IT infrastructure. Cloud services such as Microsoft Azure and Amazon Web Services (AWS) enable SMEs to access enterprise-level digital capabilities while maintaining cost efficiency and operational flexibility.
The continued growth of social commerce also presents significant opportunities for business expansion. Platforms including Instagram Shops, Facebook Marketplace and TikTok Shop increasingly enable consumers to discover and purchase products directly through social media channels, reducing barriers between marketing and purchasing (Statista, 2024). Integrating an e-commerce platform with these third-party platforms would enhance business visibility, increase customer engagement and generate additional sales opportunities for rural enterprises.
Finally, digital payment technologies and AI-powered route optimisation software enhance both customer experience and logistical performance. Secure payment systems such as Apple Pay, Google Pay, Klarna, Clear pay and PayPal simplify transactions while increasing consumer confidence in online purchasing (UK Finance, 2024). Altogether, AI-driven route optimisation improves delivery scheduling, reduces fuel consumption and enhances last-mile delivery efficiency, which is particularly important for geographically dispersed rural communities. Together, these technological enablers provide a strong foundation for a scalable, sustainable and user-centred digital marketplace capable of strengthening rural economic resilience and supporting long-term digital transformation.










[bookmark: _Toc235102890]1.4. Scalability and Sustainability Assessment
Evaluating the scalability and sustainability of potential opportunities is a critical stage within the Design Thinking process, as it determines whether an innovation can create long-term value for users while remaining commercially viable. Based on the stakeholder analysis, market gap assessment and technological review, four opportunity areas were identified for a new and strong e-commerce platform. These opportunities were assessed according to their potential for business growth, long-term sustainability and contribution to rural economic development.
	Opportunity Area
	Scalability
	Sustainability
	Justification

	Digital Marketplace for Farmers
	High
	High
	Supports multiple stakeholders, strengthens local economies and can expand nationally with low marginal costs.

	Delivery Optimisation
	High
	Medium
	AI improves logistics efficiency, although profitability remains dependent on fuel prices, labour availability and transport costs.

	SME Digital Solutions
	High
	High
	Cloud-based services can be delivered at scale while addressing the growing demand for affordable digital transformation.

	Digital Services Platform (Booking & Business Management)
	Medium
	High
	Provides long-term value for service businesses but requires continuous platform development and customer support.


Table 1. Opportunities Area
Among these opportunities as shown in table 1, the Digital Marketplace for Farmers demonstrates the strongest combination of commercial scalability and long-term sustainability. The proposed platform addresses the needs of several stakeholder groups simultaneously by connecting local producers, SMEs, consumers and logistics providers within a single digital ecosystem. Unlike traditional marketplaces, a new e-commerce platform is specifically designed to overcome the logistical and technological challenges experienced by rural communities, thereby creating both economic and social value. Its cloud-based architecture enables expansion into additional regions with relatively low infrastructure costs, supporting sustainable growth as user adoption increases.
The Delivery Optimisation opportunity also offers considerable scalability through the application of artificial intelligence and route optimisation technologies, which reduce delivery times, fuel consumption and operational costs. However, long-term sustainability remains influenced by external factors, including fluctuating fuel prices, labour shortages and environmental regulations.
SME Digital Solutions provide significant growth potential as increasing numbers of businesses seek affordable website development, payment integration and inventory management systems. Finally, the Digital Services Platform, incorporating integrated booking and business management functionality, offers sustainable value for service-based organisations but requires greater investment in customer support and software maintenance.
Overall, the Digital Marketplace for Farmers was selected as the preferred opportunity because it demonstrates the strongest alignment with the Design Thinking principles of desirability, feasibility and viability while also supporting the Systems Thinking objective of creating value across interconnected stakeholder groups. Accordingly, this opportunity provides the most appropriate foundation for the development of a new e-commerce platform, delivering both commercial success and sustainable regional development.
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Following the evaluation of stakeholder needs, market gaps and technological opportunities, the development of a new e-commerce platform, an integrated rural marketplace and intelligent delivery platform, was selected as the most suitable venture concept. 
The decision reflects the Design Thinking principles of desirability, feasibility and viability, ensuring that the proposed solution addresses genuine user needs while remaining technically achievable and commercially sustainable.
	Selection Criterion
	Justification

	Strong User Need
	Rural SMEs, local producers and consumers experience persistent challenges relating to digital access, fragmented logistics and limited e-commerce capabilities.

	Market Gap
	Existing marketplace platforms primarily serve urban markets and do not adequately address the operational requirements of rural businesses or local supply chains.

	Technology Availability
	Mature technologies, including artificial intelligence, cloud computing, digital payments and route optimisation software, enable the proposed platform to be implemented with relatively low technological risk.

	Scalability
	A cloud-based platform can be introduced within a single region before expanding nationally, allowing growth with relatively low marginal costs and limited physical infrastructure.

	Sustainability
	Strengthening local supply networks, reducing transportation distances and encouraging local purchasing contributes to economic, social and environmental sustainability.


Table 2. Justification of the opportunity 
The proposed opportunity as shown in Table 2, was selected because it simultaneously addresses the needs of multiple stakeholder groups while generating both commercial and societal value. Unlike conventional e-commerce platforms, this integrates online retail, intelligent delivery management, digital payments, inventory management and booking services into a single ecosystem specifically designed for rural communities. 
This integrated approach reduces operational complexity for businesses while improving accessibility and convenience for consumers. Furthermore, the venture aligns with current trends in digital transformation, sustainable consumption and support for local economies, all of which are expected to continue driving demand for innovative digital solutions.
 From a Systems Thinking perspective, improving collaboration between businesses, consumers, logistics providers and local authorities creates positive effects throughout the wider ecosystem rather than benefiting individual stakeholders in isolation, representing commercially viable, technologically feasible and socially responsible opportunity capable of delivering long-term sustainable growth.








Task 2: New Venture via Design Thinkings
[bookmark: _Toc235102892]Task 2: Introduction
Succeeding the opportunity analysis undertaken in Task 1, this section develops the proposed venture, Urban Link UK, by applying the IDEO Design Thinking framework to transform an identified market opportunity into an innovative and commercially viable business concept. Urban Link UK is an AI-powered digital marketplace designed to improve digital inclusion by connecting rural costumers, (SMEs), local producers and delivery partners through a single integrated platform. The venture seeks to address the fragmented nature of existing digital commerce solutions by combining online retail, intelligent logistics, digital payments and inventory management within one user-centred ecosystem. This approach supports both business competitiveness and regional economic development by enabling rural businesses to participate more effectively in the digital economy. Guided by the five iterative stages of Design Thinking—Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype and Test—the venture prioritises stakeholder needs while ensuring technological feasibility and commercial viability. Therefore, Urban Link UK provides a scalable and sustainable solution capable of strengthening rural economies and supporting the United Kingdom's wider digital transformation plan.
[bookmark: _Toc235102893]2.1. Empathise
The Empathise stage is the foundation of the IDEO Design Thinking framework, focusing on gaining a comprehensive understanding of users' experiences, behaviours and unmet needs before developing solutions. Extremely than making assumptions about customer requirements, this stage seeks to identify the practical, emotional and operational challenges faced by stakeholders through a human-centred approach. For Urban Link UK, three primary stakeholder groups were identified: small retailers, rural consumers and local producers. Understanding their needs and frustrations enables the development of a platform that delivers meaningful value while addressing the barriers to digital adoption identified in Task 1.
	Stakeholder Group
	Key Needs
	Key Frustrations

	Small Retailers
	Affordable digital presence, greater online visibility, simplified order management and integrated digital tools.
	High technology costs, limited digital skills and strong competition from large online retailers.

	Rural Consumers
	Wider product availability, affordable delivery, reliable services and convenient online shopping.
	Long delivery times, limited retailer choice and reduced accessibility compared with urban areas.

	Local Producers
	Direct access to customers, marketing support and efficient delivery management.
	Dependence on intermediaries, limited market reach and difficulties scaling their businesses.


Table 3. Stakeholders 
To further understand stakeholder behaviour, an independent bookshop owner based in rural Wales, represents many SMEs operating in underserved communities. The primary objectives are to increase online sales, attract new customers and improve business efficiency. However, limited technical expertise and a restricted marketing budget prevent her from adopting advanced digital commerce solutions. As a result, it relies on basic online tools that fail to maximise her business potential.
This owner illustrates how financial constraints and digital capability gaps influence business decisions and reinforces the importance of designing accessible, affordable and intuitive technologies.
By placing stakeholders such as owner at the centre of the innovation process, Urban Link UK ensures that the proposed solution is driven by genuine user needs rather than technological assumptions, thereby increasing its desirability, usability and long-term commercial success.

[bookmark: _Toc235102894]2.2. Define
The Define stage translates the insights generated during the Empathise phase into a clearly articulated problem statement that directs the innovation process. According to Brown (2008), accurately defining the problem is fundamental to successful innovation because it ensures that solutions are developed in response to genuine stakeholder needs rather than assumptions. 
By synthesising the findings from the stakeholder analysis, several recurring issues were identified that collectively limit the participation of rural businesses and consumers within the digital economy.
	Key Challenge
	Impact on Stakeholders

	Limited access to affordable digital technologies
	Restricts SMEs' ability to develop competitive online businesses.

	Fragmented e-commerce, logistics and payment systems
	Increases operational complexity and administrative costs.

	Limited market access for local producers
	Reduces sales opportunities and dependence on intermediaries.

	Inefficient rural delivery services
	Results in longer delivery times, higher costs and lower customer satisfaction.

	Strong competition from national online retailers
	Limits the growth and long-term sustainability of rural businesses.


Table 4. Stakeholders impact
Based on Table 4, on stakeholders’ impact, the following problem statement was formulated:
How might Urban Link UK enable rural SMEs and local producers to compete more effectively within the digital economy by providing an affordable, integrated platform that combines e-commerce, logistics management, digital marketing and payment solutions while improving delivery experiences for rural consumers?
This problem statement reflects the interconnected nature of the challenges identified during the Empathise stage. Existing digital commerce platforms frequently address individual business functions, such as online retailing or delivery management, but rarely provide a comprehensive solution tailored specifically to the needs of rural communities.
 Accordingly, businesses continue to rely on multiple disconnected systems, reducing efficiency and increasing operational costs.
From a Systems Thinking perspective, these challenges cannot be solved independently because they are influenced by the relationships between businesses, consumers, logistics providers and digital infrastructure. Therefore, Urban Link UK adopts an integrated ecosystem approach that addresses multiple stakeholder needs simultaneously. If these issues remain unresolved, rural SMEs are likely to experience declining competitiveness, slower business growth and continued dependence on large online retailers such as Amazon, ultimately widening the digital divide and limiting regional economic development.
[bookmark: _Toc235102895]2.3. Ideate
The Ideate stage focuses on generating a wide range of creative ideas before evaluating and selecting the most appropriate solution. Rather than identifying a single answer, Design Thinking encourages divergent thinking, collaboration and creativity to explore multiple possibilities that address stakeholder needs and system challenges (Plattner et al., 2010). Building upon the opportunities identified during the Define stage, a structured brainstorming mind map was used to stimulate idea generation and identify innovative approaches for improving digital commerce within rural communities.
	Brainstorming Method
	Contribution to Urban Link UK

	Digital Marketplace
	Creates a unified online platform that expands market access for rural SMEs and local producers.

	Logistics
	Improves operational efficiency through AI-supported route optimisation, shared delivery networks and local courier partnerships.

	Customer Experience
	Enhances user satisfaction through personalised recommendations, mobile accessibility and real-time order tracking.

	Business Support
	Increases SME productivity through integrated inventory management, digital payments and business analytics.

	Community Engagement
	Strengthens local economies by introducing click-and-collect hubs and encouraging consumers to purchase locally.


Table 5. Brainstorming method
The brainstorming exercise as seen in Table 5, is generating several complementary ideas that collectively addressed the key challenges identified in the Define stage. Rather than selecting a single innovation, these concepts were synthesised into an integrated venture concept that formed the basis of Urban Link UK, an AI-powered digital marketplace designed to improve digital inclusion and commercial opportunities for rural SMEs. Combining marketplace functionality, intelligent logistics, digital payment integration and business management tools within a single platform creates a more comprehensive solution than implementing each idea independently.
The selection of Urban Link UK is supported by current market trends. According to the Office for National Statistics (2025), UK e-commerce sales account for approximately 27% of total retail sales, demonstrating sustained consumer demand for digital commerce. Furthermore, the Department for Business and Trade (2024) reports that SMEs adopting digital technologies achieve higher productivity and greater commercial resilience than businesses with limited digital capabilities. From a Systems Thinking perspective, integrating digital commerce, logistics, customer engagement and business support strengthens the relationships between interconnected stakeholders, creating greater system-wide value than improving individual components in isolation. Accordingly, the brainstorming outcomes provide the conceptual foundation for Task 2, where Urban Link UK is developed into a commercially viable venture designed to support the long-term digital transformation and sustainability of rural economies.
	Generated Idea
	Expected Business Value

	Rural Digital Marketplace
	Expands market access for SMEs and local producers.

	Shared Logistics Network
	Reduces delivery costs and improves operational efficiency.

	AI-Powered Delivery Optimisation
	Enhances route planning, reduces fuel consumption and improves delivery performance.

	Community Collection Hubs
	Provides flexible, cost-effective collection options for rural consumers.


Table 6. Business value
The selection of this integrated concept is supported by current market trends. According to the Office for National Statistics (2025), UK e-commerce sales continue to account for approximately 27% of total retail sales, demonstrating sustained consumer demand for digital commerce. 
Furthermore, the Department for Business and Trade (2024) reports that SMEs adopting digital technologies achieve higher productivity and greater commercial resilience than businesses with limited digital capability. From a Systems Thinking perspective, integrating marketplace functionality, logistics, artificial intelligence and digital payments strengthens the relationships between interconnected stakeholders, generating greater overall value than improving individual components in isolation. Consequently, Urban Link UK represents an innovative, user-centred and commercially scalable solution capable of supporting the long-term digital transformation of rural economies.
[bookmark: _Toc235102896]2.4. Prototype /Minimum Viable Product (MVP)
The Prototype stage focuses on transforming the selected concept into an MVP capable of validating the venture's core assumptions while minimising development costs and investment risk. According to Ries (2011), an MVP is the simplest version of a product that enables organisations to obtain validated learning from early adopters before investing in a fully developed commercial solution. Consistent with the Design Thinking approach, the prototype for Urban Link UK prioritises essential functionality that addresses the key needs identified during the Empathise and Define stages, while allowing continuous refinement through stakeholder feedback. The MVP has been designed to provide value for all major stakeholder groups within a single digital ecosystem.
	Platform Features
	Core Functionality

	Customer Features
	Secure registration, AI-powered product search, personalised recommendations, digital payments and real-time order tracking.

	Retailer Features
	Product catalogue management, inventory tracking, sales dashboard and customer communication tools.

	Delivery Partner Features
	AI-powered route optimisation, GPS tracking, delivery scheduling and vehicle capacity management.


Table 7. E-commerce Platform features



The prototype is supported by the Business Model Canvas (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010), which demonstrates how Urban Link UK creates, delivers and captures value.
	Business Model Component
	Description

	Customer Segments
	SMEs, farmers, independent retailers and rural consumers.

	Value Proposition
	Affordable AI-powered digital marketplace integrating commerce, logistics and payment solutions.

	Channels
	Website and mobile application.

	Revenue Streams
	Monthly subscriptions, transaction commissions and premium advertising services.

	Key Partners
	Delivery providers, payment providers, local councils and technology partners.


Table 8. Business model
By integrating marketplace functionality, inventory management, digital payments and intelligent logistics within a single platform, Urban Link UK reduces operational complexity while improving user experience. The MVP therefore provides a practical foundation for testing commercial viability, gathering user feedback and refining the platform before large-scale deployment, consistent with the iterative principles of Design Thinking.
[bookmark: _Toc235102897]2.5. Test
The Test stage is the final phase of the Design Thinking process and aims to evaluate whether the proposed solution effectively addresses stakeholder needs before full-scale implementation. Unlike traditional product development, Design Thinking is iterative, requiring continuous refinement based on user feedback and real-world evidence. Accordingly, the MVP of Urban Link UK will be piloted in Wales, Cumbria and Cornwall, three regions characterised by significant rural populations, high concentrations of SMEs and increasing demand for digital commerce solutions. This pilot will provide valuable insights into user behaviour, platform usability and commercial feasibility before national expansion. To ensure a comprehensive evaluation, both qualitative and quantitative research methods will be employed.

	Test Method
	Purpose

	User Surveys
	Measure customer satisfaction, usability and perceived value.

	Semi-structured Interviews
	Explore stakeholder experiences and identify opportunities for improvement.

	A/B Testing
	Compare alternative platform designs, features and user journeys.

	Platform Analytics
	Monitor customer acquisition, conversion rates, retention and delivery performance.


Table 9. Test method 
The effectiveness of the MVP will be measured using clearly defined Key Performance Indicators (KPIs), seen in Table 10.
	Key Performance Indicator
	Target

	SME registrations
	100 businesses

	Customer registrations
	2,000 users

	Repeat purchase rate
	40%

	Customer satisfaction
	Above 85%

	Delivery time reduction
	20%


Table 10. KPIs
Potential risks have also been identified to improve the likelihood of successful implementation.
	Risk
	Mitigation Strategy

	Low customer adoption
	Free trials, onboarding support and digital training.

	Competition from established platforms
	Differentiate through rural specialisation and integrated services.

	Delivery delays
	Partner with multiple logistics providers and implement AI route optimisation.

	Technology failures
	Secure cloud infrastructure, continuous monitoring and regular system updates.


Table 11. Business risks
The proposed testing strategy aligns with current digital innovation practices, where organisations use iterative feedback to minimise uncertainty before commercial expansion (Ries, 2011). According to the Department for Business and Trade (2024), digitally mature SMEs demonstrate higher productivity and stronger business resilience than organisations with limited digital capabilities, while Statista (2025) reports that UK online retail continues to experience sustained growth, representing over one-quarter of total retail sales. Continuous monitoring of this performance indicators will enable Urban Link UK to refine its platform, validate commercial viability and make evidence-based decisions regarding national rollout, ensuring that the venture remains both user-centred and commercially sustainable.
[bookmark: _Toc235102898]Conclusion
This portfolio has demonstrated how the integration of Systems Thinking and Design Thinking can be used to identify market opportunities and develop innovative digital solutions that address complex challenges within the UK's rural economy. Task 1 systematically analysed stakeholder needs, market gaps, technological enablers and the scalability of potential opportunities, revealing significant barriers to digital adoption faced by rural SMEs, local producers and consumers. The analysis identified a clear opportunity for an integrated digital platform capable of improving digital inclusion, operational efficiency and collaboration across the rural business ecosystem.
Building upon these findings, Task 2 applied the five stages of the IDEO Design Thinking process to transform the identified opportunity, e-commerce platform, into Urban Link UK, an AI-powered digital marketplace designed to integrate e-commerce, intelligent logistics, inventory management and digital payment solutions. Through the Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype and Test stages, the venture was refined to ensure that stakeholder needs, technological feasibility and commercial viability remained central throughout the innovation process.
Overall, Urban Link UK represents a scalable, sustainable and user-centred venture that supports the digital transformation of rural SMEs while strengthening local supply chains and regional economic resilience. By combining emerging technologies with a human-centred approach, the proposed venture demonstrates how digital innovation can create long-term commercial, social and economic value, contributing to the UK's wider digital transformation plan.
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