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[bookmark: _Toc238151889]1. Introduction
Digital transformation has drastically modified how firms create, deliver and capitalise on value. The rise in e-commerce, digital payments, social commerce, cloud computing, and artificial intelligence (AI) has transformed the buying habits of consumers, and they have opened exciting new aspects of opportunity for companies, especially small and medium enterprises (SMEs). In the UK, online retail is no longer an "alternative" to in-store shopping. Online spending values were up 8.4% in the fourth quarter of 2025 compared to 2024, and online sales accounted for 28.3% of total retail sales in December 2025, according to Office for National Statistics (ONS) data. In addition, Ofcom (2025) revealed that 98% of UK adults went online in May 2025 to browse a retail service, highlighting the extent of online commerce.
The Department for Business and Trade identified barriers as the perceived cost and complexity of technology, limited expertise and the risks of changing systems. The recent 2026 update by the UK government also highlights the need for scalable support for SMEs' uptake of digital and AI. 
Shopify is the subject of this report, which focuses on the e-commerce platform and software-as-a-service (SaaS) opportunity sector in the category of digital commerce organisations. Shopify is relevant because its platform is built to serve all merchants in various stages of growth. By 2025, the platform generated revenue of US$11.6 billion and global gross merchandise volume (GMV) was US$378.4 billion, a 29% increase from 2024. 
Reporting on the specific market gap identified by Design Thinking, which is affecting smaller companies in rural and suburban areas: Fragmentation between e-commerce and social commerce, inventory and payments and local fulfilment (DBT, 2025). Subsequently, it innovates a solution that aims to make these easier: Shopify RuralConnect, a comprehensive SaaS solution. The analysis uses methods of the Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype and Test stages, along with customer journey mapping, causal mapping, SCAMPER, and desirability-feasibility-viability (DFV) analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc238151890]2. Organisation and Opportunity Context: Shopify
[bookmark: _Toc238151891]2.1 Shopify and the UK E-commerce Opportunity
Shopify is a commerce tech company that empowers merchants with online commerce technology to build online stores, manage their product lines, facilitate transactions and manage their customers' relationships (DBT, 2026). It is a SaaS business platform, as opposed to the traditional way of developing and operating similar technology, so that businesses can subscribe to the digital service instead. 
The organisation is a perfect fit for the opportunity identified within the e-commerce platforms in the assessment scenario. In Design Thinking, the entrepreneur needs to study what users are experiencing and not presume that the current technology satisfies their needs. Design Thinking is not only about the aesthetics of the design, but rather about the needs of people, technology feasibility and commercial viability. Therefore, the opportunity taken up here is not to replicate Shopify's current functionality, but to find one of the customer issues that have not been addressed and create an alternative platform to Shopify to meet these needs.
The opportunity is particularly relevant to smaller businesses. The UK government has recognised that there are around 5.5 million SMEs and that there is potential for significant economic benefits if they can improve their digital capability. However, adoption is still not widespread (ONS, 2026). The SME Digital Adoption Taskforce at DBT discovered that digital adoption can be a challenge for SMEs for several reasons: digital adoption can seem too difficult or too expensive. Businesses may not have the expertise to adopt digital technologies, and new technologies can seem risky. This means that there is a disparity between the availability of digital technologies and the effectiveness of these smaller businesses in utilising digital technologies.
[bookmark: _Toc238151892]2.2 Design Thinking as the Innovation Approach
Design Thinking is suitable because the opportunity under consideration is uncertain in terms of what the customers need. Design Thinking does not start with the technology and try to get the user to use it; it begins with the user experience and progressively evolves and experiments with solutions. Design Thinking is a human-centred approach to innovation that brings together human desirability, technological feasibility and business viability.
This report includes the following development steps: Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype and Test (OpenStax, 2020). The framework is very helpful, as it allows for experimentation and repetition without assuming that the first given solution will be the right one. Design Thinking can be us
ed as a kind of dynamic organisational capability that can help identify opportunities, align stakeholders, prioritise, and transform business models.
It is supported by an approach called Customer Journey Mapping. Users' touchpoints, channels and media with organisations and businesses must integrate activities to create positive experiences. This is of particular importance for digital SMEs, as a customer might find a company on Instagram, ask questions on WhatsApp, order them via a web page, pay electronically and receive them via a third party. 
[bookmark: _Toc238151893]3. Task 1: Identification and Justification of the Opportunity
[bookmark: _Toc238151894]3.1 Customer and Consumer Trends	
Spending in the UK is becoming digital. Online spending grew by 8.4% in the fourth quarter of 2025 when compared with the fourth quarter of 2024, according to ONS (2026). In December 2025, 28.3% of all retail sales were made online. These figures show that buying online has become a part of the UK retail landscape, but physical sales remain important.
The findings from Ofcom's (2025) Online Nation also highlight digital engagement. In May 2025, 98 per cent of the UK online adult population accessed an online retail service. Smartphones were especially significant because UK adults spend significant time online on multiple apps, with some of the most used apps being WhatsApp, Facebook and Google Maps. It provides an opportunity to integrate e-commerce with social and mobile.
Consumers' expectations go beyond having a website. Today, customers are increasingly looking for easy discovery, ordering, digital payment, order and delivery information and response. The opportunity can then be seen as a transition from a digital presence to an integrated digital experience.
[bookmark: _Toc238151895]3.2 Customer Journey Analysis
The customer journey for a typical rural or suburban SME can be represented as follows:
	Stage
	Customer activity
	Pain point
	Innovation opportunity

	Awareness
	Finds product through search/social media
	Limited visibility
	Social-commerce integration

	Consideration
	Compares products
	Information spread across channels
	Unified product information

	Ordering
	Contacts business or uses website
	Manual ordering and errors
	Integrated ordering

	Payment
	Pays online or through another method
	Fragmented payment process
	Integrated digital payment

	Fulfilment
	Waits for order
	Limited delivery visibility
	Local delivery integration

	Post-purchase
	Requests updates/support
	Manual communication
	Automated notifications

	Repeat purchase
	Returns to business
	Limited customer analytics
	CRM and personalised offers



[bookmark: _Toc238151896]3.3 User Pain Points
The main challenges faced by the principal identified are fragmented, complex, costly, time-consuming and limited digital capability (Shopify, 2026). Firstly, fragmented systems can force the business owners to move data from one platform to the other. This raises the risk of inaccurate stock data, duplicate orders, and lost customer communications.
Secondly, smaller companies frequently have limited time and experience. Some of the adoption barriers are the lack of expertise and concern about cost and complexity. Thus, a greater supply of technology does not necessarily address the problem. Configuring a substantial technology can place more of a burden on the business. Thirdly, local fulfilment is a challenge. A business can be online but may not have a cost-effective way of coordinating local delivery. This is very important in non-metropolitan areas where distances to delivery and concentrations of orders may be lighter (IDEO, 2026). Fourth, customers may feel uncertainty in the case of fragmented communication. They can get one message on social media, another via WhatsApp and another from a delivery service. This friction would be minimised if it were all a unified experience.
[bookmark: _Toc238151897]3.4 Existing Provision and Market Gap
Shopify has a solid array of digital commerce features already. The scale really shows that the business model behind SaaS is viable (DBT, 2025). Shopify's 2025 annual report shows that their platform serves merchants of all sizes and business models, with their subscription revenue and merchant-solutions revenue offering recurring and transaction-based revenue streams.
The distinction is important. The innovation proposed is not:
Build an ecommerce platform for local business.
Instead, it is:
Minimise the number of isolated systems a small business must deal with throughout the customer's journey.
The gap therefore lies between technology availability and effective technology integration.
[bookmark: _Toc238151898]3.5 Technological Enablers
Several technologies make the opportunity feasible
Cloud-based SaaS
Gao and Yu (2023) explain that software can be centrally provided and accessed via the internet through cloud computing. Therefore, a SaaS solution can be rolled out to numerous SMEs without having to invest in the hardware and software of each business. 
Artificial Intelligence
AI can assist with demand forecasting, inventory suggestions, product descriptions, and customer segmentation and personalised marketing (Demir, Saur-Amaral and Polónia, 2026). AI shouldn't be seen as a bandwagon trend, though. Its value is dependent on addressing a real user need.
There is evidence in the UK today of opportunity and limitation. The results from DSIT (2026) indicated that around 16% of businesses in the UK are already applying AI technologies to their services, with micro-businesses showing a lower take-up of these technologies compared to larger businesses. 
QR codes
QR codes are a new way that connects offline and online sales. A local store might put a QR code on packaging, on their displays and promotions, and then customers can scan the code to go to a product page, order online or join a loyalty program.
[bookmark: _Toc238151899]3.6 Government and External Environment
Mesa et al. (2022) argue that government policy creates an enabling environment. The SME Digital Adoption Taskforce has been created to aid the adoption of productivity-enhancing technologies, including CRM systems, resource planning software and e-commerce tools. Additionally, the taskforce has suggested AI-assisted assistance to SMEs that has proved scalable and has fostered greater industry-government synergy.
The 2026 update restates that the government continues to be active in the field of SME digital adoption and that efforts are underway to explore the wider use of online CTO support. The government's wider plan for SMEs also identifies cloud computing, e-invoicing and AI as opportunities to improve productivity.
This policy environment makes the proposed solution more feasible, as it is aligned with the national priorities to make SMEs more productive and to engage in responsible digital adoption. However, the government backing does not mean that the product will necessarily be commercially viable. Shopify still must prove the demand, customers' willingness to pay, and a viable operating model.
[bookmark: _Toc238151900]3.7 Causal Mapping Analysis
The causal map will show the relationship between the underlying problem and the opportunity:
Limited digital expertise
↓
Difficulty selecting and implementing technology
↓
Use of multiple disconnected tools
↓
Manual handling and data redundancy.
↓
Errors in inventory and orders, slow customer response time.
↓
Poorer customer experience
↓
Decreased repeat sales and business expansion

At the same time:

Rising consumer expectations online.
↓
Consumer demands for convenience and digital ordering.
↓
The need for SMEs to digitalise.
↓
There is a need for cost-effective integrated technology.
↓
Opportunity for Shopify RuralConnect
The causal map therefore supports the argument that the opportunity is not simply technological. It is organisational and behavioural. The business needs technology that reduces complexity. 
[bookmark: _Toc238151901]3.8 Desirability, Feasibility and Viability Analysis
	Opportunity
	Desirability
	Feasibility
	Viability
	Assessment

	Basic online store
	High
	Very high
	Medium
	High

	Social-commerce integration
	Very high
	High
	High
	Very high

	AI inventory support
	High
	High
	High
	Very high

	QR ordering
	High
	Very high
	Medium
	High

	Local delivery integration
	Very high
	Medium
	High
	High

	Physical shared warehouse
	Medium
	Low
	Medium
	Low



[bookmark: _Toc238151902]3.9 Scalability and Sustainability
Ismail and Abdulkareem (2024) highlight that SaaS provides strong scalability because adding additional businesses does not require equivalent investment in physical infrastructure. After developing the core platform, the incremental cost of adding another business may be comparatively low relative to the real estate investment in opening a new storefront.
The solution can first be implemented in 20 SMEs as a pilot and then expand geographically. This minimises risk and promotes incremental learning.
Other strategies for improving sustainability include improved inventory forecasting and local delivery coordination. By leveraging AI's forecasting capabilities, companies might be able to decrease over-ordering and waste, especially for those with perishable goods. Delivery coordination can also minimise unnecessary trips by consolidating orders in a specific area.
But sustainability must never be inflated. Energy is used for cloud computing, computational power is used for AI, and there may be extra digital orders increasing packaging and delivery. Sustainability must be assessed by real measures of delivery efficiency and the reduction of waste and packaging, due to its digital nature.
[bookmark: _Toc238151903]3.10 Selection of the Opportunity
In the analysis as suggested by Nugraha, Mulyadi and Suriani, (2024), the best market is an integrated SaaS offering for smaller rural and suburban businesses. The opportunity scores high in terms of desirability because it is solving obvious customer and business pain points, feasibility because the solution can leverage existing cloud, AI/APM technologies and viability because the solution can generate recurring SaaS revenue.
The opportunity corresponds with the UK policy environment, which is pushing SME digital adoption. So, the strategic challenge is not about the lack of e-commerce technology, but about the challenge of incorporating technology into a simple and low-cost business process.
[bookmark: _Toc238151904]4. Task 2: Development of the New Venture Concept
[bookmark: _Toc238151905]4.1 Empathise
Djami and Sembiring (2023) explain that the Empathise stage entail understanding customers before deciding what to build. Target users include small retailers in rural and suburban areas, independent producers and local service providers. Consumers and local delivery partners are secondary users.
The hypothetical initial persona is a local, independent businessperson who sells locally available products in a physical store and on social media. The retailer is looking to grow sales and has both time and technical resource constraints. Orders are received via several channels, inventory is manually updated, and delivery is made separately.
The following are some of the retailer's conscious needs:
· More online sales
· Easier payment
· Better inventory management
· Reliable delivery
· More customers
· An easy-to-use online retail outlet
According to Eadara (2026), Design Thinking involves not only exploring conscious and apparent needs but also investigating less apparent or unconsciously recognised needs. They can also include lower stress on technology, lower administrative burden, increased trust in technology for decision-making, and more time to focus on the customer.
The customer is not allowed to say, "I need AI demand forecasting. Rather, the user could say, "I always have to worry about running out of products. The innovation should thus be developed to solve the underlying need through technology.
[bookmark: _Toc238151906]4.2 Conscious and Unconscious Customer Needs
	Conscious need
	Underlying/unconscious need
	Proposed response

	More online sales
	Greater business security
	Integrated digital storefront

	Easier ordering
	Reduced administrative stress
	Automated order processing

	Better stock control
	Confidence and predictability
	AI inventory recommendations

	Faster communication
	Customer reassurance
	Automated notifications

	More local customers
	Sustainable business growth
	Local social-commerce tools

	Easier delivery
	Reduced operational complexity
	Delivery coordination



This distinction is significant because innovation should not merely respond literally to what customers request (Akshatha, 2025). It should identify the underlying problem and develop a solution that creates greater value. 
[bookmark: _Toc238151907]4.3 Define
The Define stage turns observations into a problem to solve.
The evidence indicates that the issue is not so much the lack of access to the internet. Instead, small enterprises might end up facing difficulty in integrating various digital events in a unified system.
[bookmark: _Toc238151908]4.4 Problem Statement and How-Might-We Question
Problem statement
Finite and fragmented digital tools cause inefficiencies in administration, lack of information, and disrupt the customer journey, and small retailers and producers in rural and suburban areas in the UK require an easy and economical solution to online sales, social commerce, inventory, payments and local fulfilment.
How Might We Question?
How might Shopify enable small rural and suburban businesses to manage their digital customer journey through one simple, affordable and scalable SaaS solution?
This statement provides a clear boundary for ideation.
[bookmark: _Toc238151909]4.5 Ideate Using SCAMPER
SCAMPER is appropriate; it stimulates innovation by asking structured questions about how to modify an existing product or service. SCAMPER is a method created by Eberle (1972) based on Osborn's creativity techniques.
	SCAMPER element
	Proposed innovation

	Substitute
	Substitute manual stock forecasting with AI-assisted forecasting

	Combine
	Combine e-commerce, social commerce, payments and delivery

	Adapt
	Adapt existing Shopify tools for low-digital-maturity SMEs

	Modify
	Modify the dashboard into a simpler SME-focused interface

	Put to another use
	Use QR codes as both product information and ordering tools

	Eliminate
	Eliminate duplicate manual order entry

	Reverse/Rearrange
	Allow social-media discovery to initiate an automated commerce transaction



The SCAMPER process creates multiple innovations. However, generating ideas is insufficient. The options need to be assessed on customer desire, technical and commercial viability.
[bookmark: _Toc238151910]4.6 Evaluation and Selection Using DFV
DFV was used for the evaluation of the options.
The desirability of integrating social commerce is very high, as it brings together a common customer discovery behaviour with buying. It is also technically attainable because Social Networks could be linked by digital integrations (Vahora, 2024). The desirability of AI inventory management is high due to the frequent operational challenge associated with stock management (Quaicoe, 2023). It can be done technically with the current AI and analytics tools. But the data must be correct; bad recommendations can come from bad data in the past. Integration with local deliveries is desirable, but more complex to operate. It could involve some cooperation with third-party delivery companies and good geographical data.
The best concept is thus a mix of the three qualities but delivered in a gradual manner.
[bookmark: _Toc238151911]4.7 Proposed Venture: Shopify RuralConnect
Value proposition
Shopify RuralConnect is a proposed SaaS extension to enable small businesses in rural and suburban areas in the UK to run online trade in a single system.
The basic idea is:
“Selling locally, running with simplicity and growing digitally.”
The system would have to be integrated to:
· Digital storefront
· Social-commerce ordering
· QR-code ordering
· Digital payments
· AI-assisted inventory management
· Local delivery coordination
· Customer analytics
The innovation is not the individual technologies. The innovation is the combination of those technologies around the need of an underserved customer segment (Iastremska et al., 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc238151912]4.8 Prototype and Minimum Viable Product
The MVP should not do the complete system development at once. A Lean Startup methodology focuses on experimentation and learning, rather than on significant investment (Ries, 2011).
MVP Version 1
Business interface
· Design an online shop.
· Upload products
· Manage stock
· Receive orders
· Generate QR codes
· View basic sales analytics
Customer interface
· Discover products
· Browse products
· Place orders
· Pay digitally
· Receive order confirmation
· Track delivery
Delivery interface
· Receive delivery requests
· Accept delivery
· View collection/delivery details.
· Update delivery status
The initial action of the AI inventory function should be to make recommendations, not decisions. For example:
Recently, the stock might drop below the set value in 7 days.
This puts the control in the hands of the business owner and decreases the likelihood of inappropriate automated decisions.
[bookmark: _Toc238151913]4.9 Customer Journey for the Proposed Solution
The proposed customer journey will be as follows:
Social media/QR code/search
↓
Shopify RuralConnect storefront
↓
Product discovery
↓
Digital order
↓
Integrated payment
↓
Automatic inventory update
↓
Delivery request
↓
Customer notification
↓
Delivery tracking
↓
Post-purchase feedback
↓
Personalised repeat-purchase recommendation
The integration minimises the number of different systems the customer and business owner would have to interact with.
[bookmark: _Toc238151914]4.10 Testing and Refinement
During the Test stage, make sure to test any assumptions rather than trying to confirm that the solution is successful.
For a small pilot, about 20 SMEs should be engaged for about 3 months. These are the suggested pilot targets instead of a forecast of market adoption.
Customer research questions
Business owners should be asked what they would like to do:
1. What are your current processes in place for taking online orders?
2. What digital platforms do you use?
3. How many hours do you spend on online orders?
4. What is your biggest problem with your current system?
5. What is the frequency of stock discrepancies?
6. Will integrated ordering decrease your workload?
7. What features would you like to see added to it?
8. Would you employ artificial intelligence-powered stock recommendations?
9. What concern would prevent adoption?
10. Would you be willing to pay a monthly subscription?
Consumers need to be questioned:
1. How do you normally discover local businesses?
2. Have you purchased anything on social media?
3. Is delivery tracking important?
4. Would QR code ordering be beneficial?
5. What payment do you prefer to make?
6. Will personalised recommendations lead to repeat purchases?
The question should be followed by prototype usability testing rather than relying only on stated intentions. Customers may say they like an idea but behave differently when needed to use it. 
[bookmark: _Toc238151915]4.11 SMART KPIs and Measurement
The pilot should establish measurable SMART targets.
	KPI
	Proposed SMART target
	Measurement

	SME adoption
	Recruit 20 businesses within three months
	Registration data

	Customer acquisition
	Reach 500 registered customers during pilot
	Platform analytics

	Conversion
	Achieve 10% product-view-to-order conversion
	Funnel analytics

	Satisfaction
	Achieve at least 80% satisfaction
	Survey

	Repeat purchase
	Achieve a 30% repeat-order rate within three months
	Transaction data

	Business retention
	Retain 80% of pilot businesses
	Subscription records

	Order accuracy
	Achieve at least 95% accuracy
	Order records

	Delivery performance
	Achieve 90% on-time local deliveries
	Delivery data


The KPIs enable the concept to be assessed objectively.
Measurement should be quantitative and qualitative. Quantitative data would be conversion, orders, retention, delivery performance, and revenue. Qualitative evidence would be interviews, observations, usability testing, and open-ended customer feedback (Veeti, 2024). The results are supposed to be tested and used in an iterative manner (Saji, 2026). When the customers have a high value on social ordering but do not make use of AI inventory recommendations, the product should focus on social ordering. When businesses appreciate the platform but find the process of onboarding challenging, the onboarding process needs to be redesigned.
[bookmark: _Toc238151916]4.12 Risks and Limitations
It has several limitations.
First, Shopify RuralConnect would be in competition with existing e-commerce, social media, payment and delivery services (Wadud, 2026). In that case, differentiation would depend on integration and simplicity for the SMEs and not on the basic online-store functionality.
Secondly, there is a need for adequate quality data to feed into AI. New businesses will not have as much historical sales data as larger businesses, which will make predicting sales less accurate. This is evidence of why it is better to use AI advisory rather than complete autonomy in the MVP stage.
Thirdly, when delivery integration occurs, the operations become complicated. Shopify would require suitable partners and service-level requirements. Even with good software performance, a bad delivery may harm customer confidence in the product.
Fourth, cybersecurity and data protection are musts. The process of customer, payment and business information must meet the legal and security requirements.
Finally, digital exclusion is a potential barrier. The user interface might be too complicated on a technically advanced platform. Therefore, simplicity must become a key design element and a service that cannot be dispensed with during training and onboarding.
[bookmark: _Toc238151917]5. Recommendations
The analysis suggests that Shopify should not move to a national rollout for Shopify RuralConnect straight away. Rather, it should carry out a controlled pilot with some 20 rural and suburban SMEs.
The initial stage should focus on three aspects: social-commerce integration, inventory management and local delivery coordination. These are the most desirable and feasible combination.
The second recommendation is to adopt a Test and Learn approach. This aligns with the concentration on experimentation in SME digital adoption by the UK government. The features that are developed should be based on the feedback from the customers.
Thirdly, Shopify must offer digital support and onboarding materials. It is important to note that while technology can be a solution to some of the expertise challenges identified by DBT, it is not a complete solution. 
Fourth, the business model should be subscription-based, possibly with the option of a transaction and/or delivery service. Do not set the price without testing it with customers.
Finally, scaling should only take place if the pilot has shown sufficient desirability, feasibility and viability. Initial decision criteria are the proposed thresholds of 80% business retention, 80% customer satisfaction and 90% on-time delivery. These targets need to be further clarified after the pilot.
[bookmark: _Toc238151918]6. Conclusion
This report has shown that there are many opportunities for the innovation of e-commerce in the UK's digital revolution, but digital technology alone is not an effective enabler for digital transformation (Sundman, 2024). The UK consumer is growing ever more accustomed to engaging with business organisations online, through mobile and social platforms, and the Government's policy is nurturing and driving the uptake of cloud technologies by SMEs, e-commerce and AI.
Shopify is an appropriate organisation to explore because it is built on a scalable platform for digital commerce in the form of a SaaS model. However, the analysis reveals a particular market opportunity: small businesses in rural and suburban areas might find that the online selling, social commerce, inventory, payment and local delivery aspects are fragmented.
The problem can be solved using Design Thinking since it starts with user needs and the solution will be iteratively built up. Pain points were spotted during the customer journey process at different stages such as Awareness, Ordering, Payment, Fulfilment and Post-purchase engagement. Limited digital knowledge proved to be a liability for fragmented systems and administrative burden in causal mapping. SCAMPER was then used to come up with alternative solutions, and the DFV analysis was used to help select an integrated proposition.
The Shopify RuralConnect vision supports this opportunity by integrating social commerce, QR ordering, digital payments, AI-powered inventory management and local delivery coordination in a streamlined, SaaS-based platform. It is best to develop the concept first as an MVP and get feedback from a small number of SMEs before investing more in the concept.
In conclusion, the innovation opportunity isn't so much in the development of a new generic ecommerce platform as it is in how digital transformation is made easier, more integrated and more accessible to small businesses. It will be based on the experiences of customers and not just its technology. Therefore, a controlled pilot, with SMART performance measures and iterative refinement using real user behaviour and feedback, is recommended.
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