17

Module Title: Design Thinking and Innovation
Module Code: LCLM 6002
Assignment: Design Thinking and Innovation through Digital Transformation
Student Name: ASIM RIAZ
Student Number: 2331868
Lecturer’s Name: Sharin Mcdowall-Emefiele
Submission Date: 20/07/2026



Table of Contents
1. Introduction	3
2. Task 1: Identifying and Justifying Important Opportunity Areas in the UK Market via the Lens of Design Thinking	4
2.1 Introduction to Design Thinking and Innovation	4
2.2 Opportunity Area One: E-commerce Platforms	4
2.3 Opportunity Area Two: Digital Marketing Services	5
2.4 Opportunity Area Three: Integrated Digital Payment Systems	6
2.5 Opportunity Area Four: Supply Chain and Last-Mile Delivery	7
2.6 Pain Points for Users in the Digital Economy	7
2.7 Technological Facilitators and Market Gaps	8
3. Task 2: Applying the Design Thinking Process to Develop a New Venture	9
3.1 Introduction	9
3.2 Stage One: Empathise	9
3.3 Stage Two: Define	10
3.4 Stage Three: Ideate	11
3.5 Stage Four: Prototype (Minimum Viable Product)	12
3.6 Stage Five: Test and Refinement	13
3.7 Evaluation of Desirability, Feasibility and Viability	15
Desirability	15
Feasibility	15
Viability	15
3.8 Critical Reflection	15
Reference List	17




[bookmark: _Toc235291586][bookmark: _Toc235291792][bookmark: _Toc235291899][bookmark: _Toc235292070]1. Introduction 
The speed of digital technology growth has changed how businesses run, compete, and make money today. In the past ten years, digital transformation has changed from being an option for businesses to something they must do. It helps companies make customers happier, work more effectively, and stay competitive in the long run (Verhoef et al., 2021). The COVID-19 pandemic prompted companies to adopt digital technology more quickly than ever before. To keep their businesses running during periods when people have to stay home, companies in the UK, from large to small, have adopted online shopping, digital payment options, cloud services, online collaboration tools, and remote service methods (OECD, 2021).
This report shows how the pandemic encouraged new digital ideas and advancements in the UK economy. Companies that used to meet people in person quickly started using technology and online services. Stores created online shopping websites, local manufacturers used social media to communicate directly with customers, and service providers started using virtual consultations. To keep up with the growing need for home delivery, courier services expanded their delivery networks. These improvements changed what customers expect about convenience, access, and online involvement, while also addressing important business problems. Due to this, companies today operate in a very competitive online market where being creative is important for lasting success.
Design thinking is a key method for generating new ideas to tackle tough business problems in fast-changing environments. Design Thinking focuses on understanding what people need before creating useful and creative solutions. This is different from traditional problem-solving, which often relies on analysis and technical skills. (Brown, 2009) Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype, and Test are the five connected steps in this framework. They encourage continuous experimentation, learning, and teamwork during the innovation process (Plattner, Meinel, and Leifer, 2011). Companies like Apple, IBM, Airbnb, and Deloitte have successfully used Design Thinking to create customer-focused products, improve services, and strengthen their ability to innovate (Liedtka, 2018).
This report examines how businesses in the UK can change and improve using Design Thinking. It evaluates customer pain points, areas with insufficient market options, and helpful technologies to identify business opportunities as more people use digital tools. The second part takes the viewpoint of a UK business owner to suggest a new business idea, point out a real problem for consumers, offer creative solutions, and describe a basic version of a product that can be tested. It looks at what users say to make things better. The report highlights how Design Thinking helps businesses grow and stay ahead in the changing digital economy. It stresses the importance of companies constantly adjusting to meet changing customer needs (Tidd and Bessant, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc235291587][bookmark: _Toc235291793][bookmark: _Toc235291900][bookmark: _Toc235292071]2. Task 1: Identifying and Justifying Important Opportunity Areas in the UK Market via the Lens of Design Thinking
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Design Thinking is a way to generate new ideas that focuses on understanding what people need before finding solutions to tough business problems. Unlike traditional business planning, which often focuses on what the company can do or on market opportunities, Design Thinking starts by understanding what users want, what bothers them, and their experiences (Brown, 2009). With this plan, business owners can create products and services that generate revenue, are feasible with current technology, and attract customers.
Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype, and Test are the five steps that repeat in this framework (Plattner, Meinel, and Leifer, 2011). These stages encourage testing, continuous learning from users, and improving solutions based on real feedback instead of guesses. Because of this, Design Thinking is becoming an important way for companies to innovate and stay ahead in fast-changing markets (Liedtka, 2018).
The COVID-19 pandemic prompted people in the UK to change their shopping habits quickly, increasing the use of digital technology. Businesses quickly started using online shopping sites, digital payment options, tools for connecting with customers online, and cloud technology to keep running. These improvements helped business owners find what customers wanted but couldn’t get, and provide new digital solutions. Focusing on users' struggles, areas for improvement, new technologies, and lasting solutions helps us better understand these opportunities through Design Thinking.
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One of the biggest challenges from the UK’s shift to online technology is the rise of online shopping. Buying products online became more popular during and after the pandemic because it was easy, offered a wider range of products, and provided flexible delivery options (ONS, 2023). To stay competitive, many small and medium-sized businesses that once had only physical stores had to start selling online.
Understanding the feelings of small business owners shows important problems from a Design Thinking perspective. Many small businesses lack sufficient funds, expertise, or digital skills to build advanced e-commerce websites. Current platforms like Shopify and WooCommerce offer useful features, but they usually require regular membership payments, some technical setup, and digital marketing skills that smaller businesses might lack.
There is a significant need for easy-to-use online shopping systems made for small and rural businesses. These solutions could bring together online payments, customer support, inventory management, and delivery into a single, easy-to-use system. Instead of needing advanced technical skills, business owners can make easy-to-use, AI-based tools to handle repetitive tasks automatically.
New technologies such as cloud computing, AI, mobile apps, and APIs enable the development of digital shopping solutions that can scale and handle more users (Verhoef et al., 2021). These technologies make systems easier to use and more flexible, while also reducing setup costs.
From an eco-friendly view, online shopping reduces the need for stores, allowing businesses to reach customers in other areas. As a result, business owners who develop new online shopping tools can benefit from the growth of online shopping.
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Digital marketing is very important now because of the rise of the internet. It helps businesses get more customers and make their brands better known. Many small and medium businesses struggle to connect with their target customers because they often lack the marketing skills or resources that larger companies have. As a result, there is demand for low-cost automated marketing tools that can create personalised campaigns, improve search engine visibility, plan social media posts, and track campaign performance using AI and customer data.
Business owners can make smart marketing decisions at low cost because more tools are available now, such as machine learning programs, data analysis tools, customer management systems, and marketing automation software (Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick, 2022). Artificial intelligence can analyse how people shop, identify what they like to buy, and recommend specific advertising strategies.
Also, there are more marketing opportunities focused on mobile devices because more people are using social media and smartphones. Companies need to use better plans that combine social media, influencers, email marketing, websites, and understand what customers want.
Using Design Thinking, business owners are encouraged to understand what customers want in terms of personal communication, trust, honesty, and privacy, as well as what the business needs. So, new technological ideas developed without asking users are less likely to succeed in the market than those based on actual customer feedback.
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In the UK, how people shop has changed as more people use digital payment methods and contactless payments. People want safe, simple, and smooth ways to pay, whether they buy things online or in regular stores.
Many small and medium-sized businesses still struggle to integrate different payment options across their websites, mobile apps, and in-store locations. Operational inefficiencies happen when businesses manage different payment services, accounting software, inventory systems, and banks separately, rather than together.
In the empathy stage of Design Thinking, entrepreneurs learn that business owners prefer simple payment systems over multiple separate options. Stores want a system that provides secure payment options, instant financial updates, automatic payment matching, fraud prevention, and regulatory compliance.
New payment methods are possible due to technologies such as cloud computing, open banking, fingerprint and face recognition, blockchain, and artificial intelligence (Teece, 2018). Working together among small- and medium-sized businesses, technology companies, and logistics firms exemplifies open innovation. This means that organisations mix their own knowledge with external knowledge to speed up new ideas and innovations (Chesbrough, 2003).
The UK Government is helping to make cashless payments and new technology more accepted, which makes the market more stable in the long run. Business owners who build connected payment systems can help smaller businesses access financial services and gain long-lasting benefits as more people prefer to pay digitally.
[bookmark: _Toc235291592][bookmark: _Toc235291798][bookmark: _Toc235291905][bookmark: _Toc235292076]2.5 Opportunity Area Four: Supply Chain and Last-Mile Delivery
The pandemic has changed the delivery system, putting more pressure on local shops and delivery services. Buyers want quick, dependable, and affordable delivery, and stores want shipping services that work well with online shopping. Delivery drivers want flexible work hours and efficient route planning. Even though big companies like Royal Mail and DPD have invested more, there are still problems with service in rural areas and with the high cost of delivery. New technologies like AI, IoT, and drones create opportunities for innovation and improvement. Design Thinking focuses on the experiences of everyone involved. It encourages better logistics solutions that improve profits, keep drivers satisfied, amuse customers, and are better for the environment.
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The Empathise stage of Design Thinking helps to find common problems that affect both users and businesses in the UK's digital economy.
Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) face many challenges, such as insufficient digital skills, fragmented information systems, limited resources, cybersecurity risks, and rising customer demand. Even though many companies understand how important digital transformation is, they still struggle to make it happen.
Customers feel frustrated by various problems when buying online, such as a lack of a smooth shopping experience, slow delivery, unhelpful customer service, complicated payment methods, and concerns about the safety of their personal information. People in rural areas still face problems with internet access, such as slow or unreliable broadband and difficulty accessing services.
Business owners need to develop solutions that focus more on how users feel about and use the product than on the technology itself. According to Brown (2009), successful innovation happens when companies really understand their customers' feelings before trying to solve problems.
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While technology has improved significantly, there are still noticeable gaps in the market across all the areas we mentioned. Small and medium-sized businesses (SMEs) don't get enough support from most digital tools, which usually focus on bigger companies. Business owners can create affordable, easy-to-use online platforms that can grow, which is especially beneficial for small businesses across different areas.
New technologies, such as artificial intelligence, cloud computing, big data, mobile devices, Internet of Things devices, blockchain, and apps, make it easier to be creative and generate new ideas. Instead of making separate software programs, these technologies help entrepreneurs build connected systems.
Design Thinking highlights that just having technology isn't enough for creating successful new ideas. A lasting edge over competitors emerges when technology meets real human needs, is financially practical, and focuses on creating long-term value. As a result, business owners should regularly involve users in the innovation process to ensure their ideas remain useful, appealing, and adaptable in a changing digital market.
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The rapid growth of digital technology in the UK has created many opportunities for new business ideas. Drucker (1985) argues that innovation enables business owners to enhance their value by adapting to changing customer needs and market conditions. Many small and rural businesses still struggle to adopt digital tools, even as large companies have successfully adopted online shopping, digital payments, and online customer engagement during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. These companies can’t fully participate in the digital economy because they don’t have sufficient capital, lack digital skills, have fragmented delivery services, and don’t use technology effectively. 
According to the Department for Business and Trade (2024), small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) account for over 99% of all companies in the UK and play an important role in job creation and economic growth. To keep the economy strong in the long run, it’s important to help them update their technology.
Design Thinking begins by understanding people before making new ideas. This makes it a useful way to solve problems (Brown, 2009). To start a new business called RuralConnect UK, the five steps of Design Thinking are followed: Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype and Test—to develop a new venture. The planned project is a digital platform that helps small businesses in rural areas. It offers easy-to-use AI-powered marketing tools, safe online payment methods, stock management, online shop creation, and local delivery services, all in one affordable package. The answer is to make things easier for customers, help businesses perform better, and support local growth that benefits the environment.
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The first step of design thinking is to really understand what customers go through, what they do, and what they need but aren't getting. To understand real problems, business people talk to others involved by observing, asking questions, using surveys, and mapping out how customers use their products, rather than just guessing (Plattner et al., 2011). The main groups involved with RuralConnect UK are small businesses in the countryside, independent shop owners, local farmers, rural residents, and local delivery partners. During the process of creating new ideas, human-centred design encourages continuous interaction with users to ensure that the solutions truly meet their needs (IDEO, 2015).
Small businesses in rural areas struggle to adopt technology because many rely on their physical stores and don't know how to build websites or sell online. The costs of using commercial platforms, like subscription fees and technical upkeep, make it hard for people to get started. In rural areas, customers face slower, more expensive delivery, fewer products to choose from, and disappointment when digital services don’t work smoothly. Delivery partners face problems and higher costs because of unclear communication and scattered requests. Also, empathy mapping shows that business owners want to feel assured about digital tools, while customers care more about ease of use and trust. Meeting these emotional needs can help create better and more personalised solutions for everyone involved.
This stage shows that the problem isn't just about digital technology. Instead, it means improving user trust, making things cheaper, easier to access, and better connected in rural online commerce. According to Brown (2009), when designers understand consumers' needs before creating solutions, new ideas work better.
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The Define step involves synthesising information from empathy research to create a clear, helpful description of the problem. Design Thinking focuses on identifying the real problems that prevent people from reaching their goals rather than merely noticing the obvious signs (Liedtka, 2018).
The main problem can be explained like this after looking at how people feel:
Rural small businesses in the UK need a cheap, easy-to-use online shopping platform. The current options are too expensive, complicated, and spread out, making it hard for them to compete in the fast-growing digital economy.
Many related problems make it hard for small and medium-sized businesses to change and improve using digital technology. First, having different digital shopping technologies means businesses need to purchase multiple tools for online sales, which increases costs and creates problems. Also, small and medium-sized businesses often lack the skills to use these technologies effectively, which can cause their projects to fail. Thirdly, poor transportation systems in rural areas increase delivery costs and reduce service availability, which affects their competitiveness. Finally, growing customer demand for digital services puts pressure on small businesses to compete with larger retailers. It’s important to solve these problems to create effective solutions that meet users' needs.
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Business owners are urged to think of many new ideas during the Ideate stage before choosing the best one. Unlike traditional problem-solving methods, Design Thinking promotes sharing ideas without immediate judgment. This approach helps people think creatively and focus on solutions centred on users (Plattner et al., 2011). Right now, the information gathered in the Empathise and Define stages is turned into valuable business opportunities.
To help with the problems faced by small businesses in rural areas, several possible solutions were considered. The original idea was to make a low-cost website builder for small businesses to sell their products online. This could help people see you online more, but it won't fix problems with digital marketing, payment systems, stock management, or shipping.
Another option was to create a digital marketing agency to help rural businesses improve their online presence through paid ads, search engine optimisation (SEO), and social media management. Even though this method would help people learn more about the products, there would still be problems with order handling and delivery management.
The third idea was to create a system that connects local shops with independent delivery drivers. Even if this improves delivery services, businesses would still need separate systems for online shopping, customer management, and digital payments.
After reviewing various options, we found that RuralConnect UK is the best choice. It is a simple, affordable digital platform that consolidates many business tasks into a single system. Instead of making companies purchase multiple software programs, RuralConnect UK provides one platform that brings everything together:
· Building of an online store and website. 
· Inventory management. 
· digital payment processing that is safe. 
· Customer Relationship Management. 
· Marketing recommendations driven by AI. 
· Integration with local delivery companies. 
· Performance dashboards for businesses. 
The proposed business brings together value creation, customer engagement, online methods, and other revenue streams into a single, easy-to-expand platform. It also shows how the Business Model Canvas approach works (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010).
Artificial intelligence helps the platform by tracking what people buy and suggesting tailored marketing campaigns, restocking plans, and delivery routes. This helps small and medium businesses make decisions based on facts and makes their operations simpler.
The suggested method helps the environment by making travel more efficient, reducing unnecessary car trips, and encouraging people to shop locally in rural areas. This supports the UK's goal of improving digital technology and aligns with customers' growing desire for companies to act in eco-friendly ways.
RuralConnect UK offers greater value than other options by addressing multiple customer problems simultaneously. Rather than focusing solely on new technology, the best ideas are those that meet both users' practical needs and emotional needs (Brown, 2009).
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New ideas are turned into practical solutions that people can try and evaluate while still in the prototype stage. Design Thinking encourages businesses to create a minimum viable product (MVP) that includes only the essential features needed to test ideas with customers. This is better than making a fully finished product right from the start (Ries, 2011).
RuralConnect UK's MVP would be an online platform accessible on both computers and mobile devices. The first version will have five main features:
Build a Digital Store
SMEs can use ready-made templates to create professional-looking websites without needing technical skills. A simple interface can be used to add product information, prices, and images.
Inventory Management Integrated
After every online sale, the inventory will update immediately, reducing stock discrepancies and improving operational efficiency.
Digital Payment Gateway Security
To make online transactions safe and follow UK financial rules and GDPR laws, the platform will connect with popular payment services like Stripe, PayPal, and Apple Pay.
Marketing Assistant using AI
To get customers more involved, artificial intelligence will analyse their purchases and suggest personalised discounts, emails, and social media ads just for them.
Management Dashboard for Delivery
Companies can schedule deliveries, keep an eye on them, compare local delivery services, and provide customers with live updates on their package status.
At first, the prototype will be used in a few rural areas in England and Wales, involving around forty to fifty small businesses from different retail types, such as independent bookstores, farm shops, local food makers, and craft sellers.
Since business owners often want to see if customers like their idea before spending a lot of money on a big project, making a Minimum Viable Product (MVP) reduces financial risk. Businesses can reduce uncertainty and improve product quality by gathering customer feedback and regularly testing new ideas (Ries, 2011).
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In the final step of Design Thinking, real users test the prototype, and the solution is updated based on their feedback. In Design Thinking, testing happens in a back-and-forth way instead of a straight line. This is different from traditional methods of creating products. According to Liedtka (2018), user feedback usually prompts designers to revisit earlier versions and improve the product before it is sold.
A six-month trial program involving small businesses, clients, and delivery partners will be used to test RuralConnect UK.
We will use several ways to check and evaluate.

Customer Surveys
Business owners would use regular surveys to evaluate how easy the system is to use, how much it costs, how reliable it is, and their overall happiness with it.
User Interviews
Semi-structured interviews would look at users’ experiences, classify operational issues, and gather suggestions for future improvements.
Performance Metrics
Some examples of qualitative indicators are:
· Growth of online shopping
· Number of orders made by customers
· Accuracy of stock
· Website traffic
· Customer retention
· Delivery completion time
· Customer satisfaction level
System Analytics
Artificial intelligence will analyse user interactions to identify areas that need better design, frequently used features, and navigation issues.
Ongoing improvements would be based on feedback received during testing. For example, if business owners had difficulty using AI-generated marketing ideas, they might add more training materials or implement easier-to-use interfaces. Similarly, the delivery plan can be adjusted to improve routes if customers experience delivery delays.
Regular updates ensure that the platform keeps up with changing customer needs and new technology. One of the biggest benefits of Design Thinking, compared to traditional business planning, is that it enables learning through repetition.
[bookmark: _Toc235291602][bookmark: _Toc235291808][bookmark: _Toc235291915][bookmark: _Toc235292086]3.7 Evaluation of Desirability, Feasibility and Viability
Three important factors of Design Thinking—desirability, feasibility, and viability—need to be considered for the suggested project.
[bookmark: _Toc235291603][bookmark: _Toc235291809][bookmark: _Toc235291916][bookmark: _Toc235292087]Desirability
Desirability assesses whether the solution truly satisfies the user's needs. Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) need affordable online business tools that bring together various company tasks in one place, based on information from the Empathise stage. Customers want to buy things online easily, with safe payment options and reliable delivery. RuralConnect UK directly addresses the problems customers face, demonstrating strong market demand.
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Feasibility checks if it's possible to create the proposed solution with the resources and technologies the organisation currently has. The needed technologies are already available and are widely used in the digital economy. These include cloud computing, artificial intelligence, online payment systems, customer relationship management software, and logistics application programming interfaces (APIs) (Verhoef et al., 2021). To reduce technical problems and speed up the launch, the project focuses on using existing technology rather than developing entirely new ones.
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Viability assesses how well the company's business model can generate revenue. RuralConnect UK will use a subscription-based model in which businesses pay for software based on their size. There will be different price options available. Starting a business can generate regular income and help it grow over time if it uses a scalable subscription model (Hisrich et al., 2020).
When more small and medium-sized businesses (SMEs) use the platform, it will reduce costs and increase profits. Also, the UK's shift to digital shows that there will always be a need for connected online shopping systems. Helping small and medium-sized businesses go digital is an important national goal. It can greatly improve their chances of success (Department for Business and Trade, 2024).
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Using Design Thinking is an effective approach to understanding customers before developing entrepreneurial innovation, which is very important for successful new business ideas. RuralConnect UK was designed to meet the real needs of small businesses in rural areas, their clients, and the partners who help deliver services, rather than just using technology for its own sake.
The proposed company brings together online shopping, stock management, digital payments, delivery, customer service, and smart data analysis into one affordable platform. This provides users with multiple benefits and helps them succeed in business over time. Design Thinking is a flexible way of working that allows businesses to adapt their ideas based on user feedback continually. This ensures that the final solution can change with the market's needs.
Generally, RuralConnect UK meets the three important requirements for successful innovation: it can grow and make money, it uses modern technology, and it addresses customers' real needs. As a result, the project provides a valuable business opportunity that could help small and medium-sized businesses in the UK continue to evolve and improve their digital technology.
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