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1. Introduction
The growth of e-commerce has changed the way businesses operate and the way customers purchase products and services in the United Kingdom. In the past, many consumers depended mainly on physical shops, local markets and face-to-face services. However, improvements in technology and changes in consumer behaviour have made online purchasing an important part of everyday life. This change has affected not only large cities but also suburban and rural communities.  (Paddison, 2001) Customers can now order products from their homes, make digital payments and receive goods through delivery services without visiting a physical shop.
The COVID-19 pandemic was an important factor in accelerating this transformation. (Hoptman, Cyders and Ahmed, 2025) During periods of restrictions, many businesses were unable to operate normally from physical premises. As a result, businesses had to find alternative ways to communicate with customers, take orders and provide services. Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) started using websites, social media, online booking systems, digital payments and cloud-based software. (Harmsen and Proper, 2013) Service businesses such as hairdressers, personal trainers and tutors also introduced online appointments, virtual consultations and remote services.
The change has continued beyond the pandemic because customers have become familiar with the convenience of digital services. Consumers now expect businesses to provide convenient ordering, quick communication, digital payment and delivery options. (Graham, Crilley and Cox, 2026)
This creates both challenges and opportunities for entrepreneurs.
The UK has a particularly large potential market for digital business solutions because SMEs represent almost the entire UK private-sector business population. At the start of 2025, there were approximately 5.7 million private-sector businesses in the UK, with SMEs accounting for 99.85% of the total business population (Department for Business and Trade, 2025a). This shows why supporting smaller businesses with digital technology can represent a significant commercial opportunity.
At the same time, digital adoption is not equal across all businesses. The UK Government's research into SME technology adoption found that businesses value technology but can face problems related to cost, expertise, time and uncertainty about which technology to choose (Department for Business and Trade, 2025b). (OECD, 2014) Therefore, there is an opportunity for entrepreneurs to develop solutions that are affordable, simple and designed around the needs of small businesses.
This portfolio uses Design Thinking to analyse the opportunities created by the growth of e-commerce and digital transformation in the UK.  (Christensen, Ball and Halskov, 2017) It focuses on the main user pain points, market gaps, technological enablers, scalability and sustainability. It then applies the five stages of Design Thinking—Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype and Test—to develop a new venture concept. The proposed venture, Local Link UK, is designed to help small retailers and local producers sell products online and connect with customers in their local area. (Great Britain. National Audit Office, 2004)

2. Design Thinking and Innovation
Design Thinking is a human-centred approach to innovation and problem-solving.  (Straker and Wrigley, 2023)
 The main purpose is to understand users before deciding what product or service should be developed. This is particularly useful for entrepreneurs because starting with a real customer problem can reduce the risk of developing a product that has little market demand.
The Design Thinking model used in this portfolio follows the five stages of Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype and Test. 
 Stanford's Design Thinking approach explains these stages as understanding the user, defining the problem, generating different solutions, creating a prototype and testing the solution with users. Importantly, the process is iterative, meaning that learning from testing can lead the entrepreneur back to an earlier stage (Stanford University, 2026).
The first stage, Empathise, focuses on understanding the experiences and needs of users. In the scenario, this could include small shop owners, farmers, local producers, rural consumers and delivery workers. An entrepreneur should not assume that all these users have the same problems. A rural customer may be concerned about delivery availability, while a small retailer may be more concerned about the cost and complexity of an online ordering system.
The Define stage involves turning the information collected from users into a clear problem statement.  (SBPD Editorial Board, 2016)
 A good problem statement should describe the user, the problem and the reason why the problem matters.
The Ideate stage involves generating several possible solutions. At this point, the entrepreneur should not immediately select the first idea. Different solutions should be considered and compared according to customer value, cost, feasibility and potential impact.
The Prototype stage involves creating a basic version of the proposed solution. (Cybellium, 2024) A prototype does not need to be a complete product. In a digital business, it could be a simple website, an interactive design or a basic ordering system. This is useful because the entrepreneur can test the concept before making a large investment.
The final stage is Test. Users interact with the prototype and provide feedback. The entrepreneur can then identify what works and what needs to change. Stanford's approach emphasises that testing is not simply about proving that the original idea is correct. It is an opportunity to learn more about users and improve the solution (Stanford University, 2026).
Design Thinking can also be connected to the Lean Startup approach. Ries (2011) argues that entrepreneurs should learn from customers through experimentation and use an MVP to test assumptions. This is particularly relevant for small ventures because entrepreneurs normally have limited financial resources.
Another useful concept is the Double Diamond framework. It separates innovation into discovering and defining the problem, followed by developing and delivering a solution. Although the terminology is different, it supports the same principle of understanding the problem before developing the solution.
In this scenario, Design Thinking is appropriate because the main challenge is not simply a lack of technology. Technology already exists. The challenge is identifying how existing technology can be combined in a way that solves genuine problems for smaller businesses and their customers.
3. Task 1: UK Market Opportunities
The scenario identifies several possible areas for innovation and new venture creation. These include e-commerce platforms, digital marketing services, retail management software, integrated digital payment systems and supply chain and last-mile delivery solutions.
Although all five areas have potential, they do not provide the same level of opportunity. A design thinking approach requires consideration of the actual needs of users and the gaps between what customers need and what current solutions provide.
User Pain Points
One of the main pain points for small retailers is the difficulty of moving from physical retail to online selling. A small business owner may understand their products and customers very well but may not have advanced digital skills. Creating a website, managing product information, processing online payments and dealing with customer enquiries can be time-consuming.
This problem is supported by recent UK Government research. The SME Digital Adoption Taskforce identified barriers including the perception that digital adoption can be too difficult or expensive, a lack of expertise and concerns about changing from one technology system to another (Department for Business and Trade, 2025b).
Another pain point is the fragmentation of digital communication. A small business may receive one customer enquiry through Facebook, another through Instagram and an order through WhatsApp. Although these platforms are useful, using several different channels can make order management difficult. An owner may need to check multiple applications and manually record orders.
Local producers have similar problems. A farmer or food producer may advertise products on social media but may not have an integrated system for taking payments and arranging deliveries. If orders increase, manual processes can become difficult to manage.
Customers also experience pain points. Consumers want convenience, but they may find it difficult to discover small local businesses online. A large retailer may have a professional website, clear delivery information and simple payment options. A small local business may have excellent products but only advertise through social media.
Rural customers may experience additional challenges. Delivery distances can be longer, and some local services may have limited availability. Customers may therefore be forced to purchase from larger companies even when they would prefer to support local businesses.
Delivery partners have their own challenges. Efficient delivery requires accurate addresses, suitable delivery times and clear collection information. When small businesses organise deliveries manually, there can be inefficiencies and unnecessary journeys.
Market Gaps
These pain points create several market gaps.
The first gap is affordable digital support for micro and small businesses. There are already many e-commerce platforms, but some businesses may find them too complicated or expensive. A new venture could compete by focusing on simplicity rather than offering many advanced features.
The second gap is the integration of local selling and delivery. A business may have an online shop but still need to arrange delivery separately. Bringing ordering and local delivery together could reduce this problem.
The third gap is the connection between local businesses and consumers. Consumers may want to purchase locally but lack a convenient way to find several independent businesses in one place.
A fourth gap is digital support. Technology adoption is not simply about providing software. Businesses may need help setting up accounts, uploading products and understanding how to use the system. The UK Government's 2025 research found that businesses value reliable and personalised support when adopting technology (Department for Business and Trade, 2025b).
This creates an opportunity for a service that combines technology with practical support.
Technological Enablers
Several technologies can support the development of new ventures in this market.
Mobile technology is one of the most important enablers. Most customers can access online services through smartphones. A mobile-responsive platform would therefore allow customers to browse products and place orders without needing a computer.
Cloud computing can provide businesses with access to their orders and customer information from different devices. This can be particularly useful for small business owners who may not work from a traditional office.
Digital payments are another important enabler. Customers increasingly expect to pay electronically. Integrating secure online payment systems can make transactions faster and more convenient.
Social media can also support customer acquisition. Local businesses can use Facebook and Instagram to promote products, but a dedicated platform could provide a direct connection between advertising and purchasing.
QR codes can connect physical retail with digital services. For example, a customer could scan a QR code in a local shop and access the business's online catalogue.
Artificial intelligence also creates future opportunities. AI could help small businesses write product descriptions, answer common questions, recommend products and analyse customer behaviour. However, AI should not be added simply because it is fashionable. It should solve a real problem for users.
The current level of SME technology adoption also indicates that the market is developing. The UK Government's 2024 Longitudinal Small Business Survey reported that 69% of SME employers used technology or web-based software to sell to customers or manage the business, compared with 50% in 2022 (Department for Business and Trade, 2025c). This suggests increasing acceptance of digital tools while also showing that there remains a group of businesses that are not using them.
Scalability and Sustainability
The strongest opportunities are those that can grow beyond a single location. Digital platforms can potentially scale because adding new businesses and customers does not require opening a new physical shop for every location.
For example, a platform could initially operate in one town and then expand to nearby communities. Once the technology and business processes are established, expansion into another region may require less investment than starting an entirely new physical business.
A marketplace model can also benefit from network effects. More businesses create more choice for customers, while more customers make the platform more attractive to businesses.
Sustainability needs to be considered financially, socially and environmentally. Financial sustainability means that the venture must generate enough income to cover technology, staff, marketing and administration costs. Social sustainability could involve supporting independent businesses and helping local producers access customers.
Environmental sustainability is more complicated because delivery can create emissions. However, local route planning and grouped deliveries could reduce unnecessary journeys. Businesses could also be encouraged to use sustainable packaging.
Overall, the most viable opportunity is not simply another general e-commerce website. The stronger opportunity is a local digital marketplace that combines online selling, ordering, payments and delivery support for businesses that may struggle with more complex systems.
4. Task 2: Applying the Design Thinking Process
The five stages of Design Thinking can now be applied to develop a new venture from the problems identified in Task 1.
4.1 Empathise
The first stage is to understand the users.
The main users for the proposed solution are small retailers, local producers, consumers and delivery partners. Each group has different needs.
Small retailers need a simple way to sell online without spending a large amount of money. They also need to save time. If an online platform creates additional administration, the business owner may decide not to use it.
Local producers need access to customers. A farmer may have high-quality products but limited opportunities to market them outside the local area. An online marketplace could provide greater visibility.
Consumers need convenience and trust. They want to know what products are available, how much they cost, when they will arrive and how they can pay. They also need confidence that their payment and personal information are secure.
Delivery partners need accurate information and efficient routes. They need to know where to collect products and where to deliver them.
To carry out the Empathise stage properly, the entrepreneur should conduct primary research. Interviews could be carried out with small retailers and producers. Customers could complete online questionnaires. Observation could also be used to understand how businesses currently receive and manage orders.
For example, the entrepreneur could interview 15 small businesses and ask questions about their current digital tools, costs, order management and delivery problems. A customer survey involving approximately 50 people could investigate how often they buy local products online and what features they expect from a local marketplace.
The purpose would not be to prove that the Local Link UK idea is correct. Instead, the research should identify whether the problem is genuine and which parts of the proposed solution are most important.
4.2 Define
After collecting information, the next step is to define the problem.
The research is likely to show that small businesses do not necessarily need more technology. They need technology that is simple, affordable and easy to manage.
The problem statement can therefore be defined as:
Small retailers and local producers in suburban and rural UK communities need a simple and affordable digital platform to sell products, manage orders and organise local delivery because existing online tools can be fragmented, expensive or difficult to manage.
This problem statement is specific enough to guide the development of a solution. It also connects directly to the scenario provided in the assessment brief.
A useful "How Might We" question would be:
How might we help small local businesses sell online and manage local deliveries without requiring advanced digital skills .
4.3 Ideate
Several possible solutions can be generated.
The first option would be a simple marketplace where customers can find local businesses and purchase their products.
The second option would be an online catalogue system that each business can use independently.
The third option would be a digital ordering system that combines orders from social media and the company's website.
The fourth option would be a local delivery management system.
The fifth option would combine the marketplace, ordering, payment and delivery features into one platform.
The final option provides the greatest overall value because it addresses several related problems. However, developing every feature at the beginning would be expensive. Therefore, the MVP should focus only on the most important functions.
The initial features should be business registration, product listings, customer ordering, digital payment and delivery scheduling.
Additional features such as loyalty programmes, AI recommendations and advanced analytics could be introduced later if users request them.
4.4 Prototype
The prototype would be a simple mobile-responsive version of local Link UK.
The first screen would allow customers to enter their postcode and find participating local businesses.
The second screen would display businesses and categories such as food, groceries, local produce, gifts and independent retail.
Customers could select a business, view products and add items to a basket.
The checkout page would provide payment options and delivery information.
Businesses would have a basic dashboard where they can add products, see orders and update order status.
The delivery function would allow businesses to select available delivery periods. Delivery partners could then receive collection and delivery information.
The MVP would initially be launched with a small number of businesses. There is no need to develop a complex mobile application at the beginning. A website can provide a cheaper and faster way to test the main assumptions.
The prototype should be designed around usability. If a business owner cannot understand how to add a product within a few minutes, the platform may be too complicated.
4.5 Test
Testing is essential because the entrepreneur cannot assume that the solution will work simply because it appears logical.
The MVP could be tested with approximately 15–20 local businesses and 50–100 consumers.
Businesses could use the platform for a period of four to six weeks. During this period, the entrepreneur could measure the number of products uploaded, orders received and customer enquiries.
Customers could be asked whether they found the platform easy to use, whether they trusted the payment process and whether they would use the service again.
Useful measures could include:
· number of registered businesses;
· number of active customers;
· number of orders;
· percentage of repeat customers;
· average order value;
· order completion rate;
· customer satisfaction;
· time required to process an order;
· delivery success rate.
Feedback should also be collected through interviews rather than relying only on numbers.
For example, if businesses say that uploading products takes too long, the process should be simplified. If customers say that they want more delivery time options, the delivery system should be improved.
This creates an iterative cycle. The entrepreneur can return to the Define or Ideate stage when testing identifies a new problem. (Khwaja Masoom, 2013)

5. Proposed New Venture Concept
The proposed venture is Local Link UK, a digital marketplace designed to connect local businesses and consumers.
The main target market is small retailers, farmers and local producers in suburban and rural communities. The platform would help these businesses create an online presence without requiring them to develop their own e-commerce websites.
Customers would use local Link UK to discover local products, place orders and make digital payments.  (Emmerich and Wolf, 2004) The platform would also provide information about delivery options.
The main value proposition is simplicity. Instead of asking a small business owner to learn several different digital systems, local Link UK would provide the main functions in one place.
For customers, the value proposition is convenience and local choice. Instead of searching for individual businesses across social media, customers could search for products available in their local area.
For local businesses, the platform could provide increased visibility and an additional sales channel.
The business model could initially use a small transaction commission. For example, local Link UK could take a percentage of each completed order. A monthly subscription could later be introduced for businesses requiring additional features.
The venture could also generate revenue through optional premium services, such as digital marketing support, product photography or advanced business analytics. (BPP Learning Media, 2013)
However, the business should avoid charging high fees at the beginning because cost is one of the problems the venture is trying to solve.
6. Scalability and Sustainability
local Link UK has good scalability potential because the platform could be expanded geographically.
The first stage could focus on one local area. This would make it easier to recruit businesses, understand customer behaviour and solve operational problems.
Once the model is successful, the business could expand to other towns. A standard onboarding process could be developed so that new businesses can join without requiring significant staff support.
The platform could also develop partnerships with local councils, business groups and community organisations. These organisations could help introduce the service to local businesses.
Scalability would depend on maintaining service quality. Rapid expansion without sufficient customer support could damage the reputation of the platform.
Financial sustainability would depend on achieving enough transaction volume or subscription revenue to cover operating costs.
Social sustainability could be created by supporting independent businesses and helping local producers reach consumers. (Rowledge, 2019)
Environmental sustainability could be supported through local delivery and route optimisation. Rather than each business making separate journeys, deliveries could potentially be grouped by area and time.
7. Challenges and Recommendations
One major challenge is competition from established e-commerce companies. Customers already know companies such as Amazon and large supermarket websites. local Link UK cannot compete directly on scale. Instead, it should compete through local identity, convenience and support for independent businesses.
Another challenge is attracting enough businesses. A marketplace becomes more valuable when it offers a wide choice of products. The company should therefore provide an easy and low-cost onboarding process.
Customer trust is also important. Secure payments, clear business information, reviews and transparent delivery policies should be included.
 (Kumar Mishra et al., 2026)
Digital skills could remain a barrier. local Link UK should provide simple instructions and customer support. This is particularly important because UK Government research shows that lack of expertise and concerns about the difficulty and cost of technology can limit SME adoption (Department for Business and Trade, 2025b).
The venture should therefore start small, test the MVP and improve it before expanding. This follows the Design Thinking principle of learning from users rather than assuming that the first version is perfect.
8. Conclusion
The growth of e-commerce has created major changes in the UK business environment. COVID-19 accelerated digital adoption, but the changes in customer behaviour have continued beyond the pandemic. Consumers increasingly expect convenient online ordering, digital payments and home delivery, while businesses need digital tools to remain competitive.
The scenario creates several opportunities for entrepreneurs, including e-commerce platforms, digital marketing, retail management software, digital payment systems and delivery solutions. However, the analysis shows that one of the strongest opportunities is to support small retailers and local producers that may struggle with the cost, complexity and management of digital systems.
The user pain points include limited digital skills, fragmented communication channels, difficulty managing online orders, limited online visibility and problems organising local delivery. These problems create market gaps that can potentially be addressed by a simple integrated digital platform.
Design Thinking provides a useful framework for developing a solution. The Empathise stage focuses on understanding users. The Define stage identifies the central problem. Ideate generates possible solutions, Prototype develops an MVP and Test allows the entrepreneur to collect feedback and improve the solution. This process reduces the risk of investing heavily in an idea before understanding whether customers need it.
The proposed local Link UK venture would provide a local digital marketplace for small retailers and producers. It would combine product listings, online ordering, digital payments and local delivery management. The first version would be deliberately simple and would be tested with a small group of businesses and consumers.
The venture also has potential to scale from one local area to other UK communities. Its long-term sustainability would depend on a viable revenue model, effective technology, customer trust and efficient delivery. It could also create social value by helping independent businesses compete in an increasingly digital economy.
Overall, the UK e-commerce environment presents a credible opportunity for new venture creation. The most important lesson from Design Thinking is that innovation should begin with people and their problems rather than technology alone. By listening to small businesses and consumers, testing a simple solution and improving it through feedback, LocalLink UK could develop into a practical and scalable digital business.
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