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[bookmark: _Toc542558912]INTRODUCTION
How UK businesses work has shifted fast. Online shopping was already growing, but the 2020 pandemic accelerated it dramatically advancing by around ten years in just a short time (Department for Business and Trade, 2024). Even people in suburbs and rural areas, who usually shopped locally, started buying online in large numbers. This surge put huge pressure on delivery firms like Royal Mail, DPD, and Evri, forcing them to expand rapidly to cope (British Chambers of Commerce, 2024).

Small businesses had to adapt too: farmers, traders, bakers, and makers began selling online, using social media and WhatsApp to take orders. Service providers such as hairdressers, tutors, and consultants moved to online bookings and virtual sessions, while office teams switched to tools like Teams and Slack to work remotely (OECD, 2026).
Customer expectations have risen as a result. People now want the same speed and ease from local shops as they get from big names like Amazon or Tesco and these habits are here to stay. Digital commerce is now part of everyday life, bringing both challenges and opportunities (SME Digital Adoption Taskforce, 2025).

This report uses Design Thinking a practical, people centred method with five stages: Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype, and Test (Brown, 2009) to explore these changes. I will look at what customers need, spot gaps in the market, and assess how technology can help. Finally, I will outline a clear, viable business idea to meet these needs.


[bookmark: _Toc1478967230]TASK 1: KEY OPPORTUNITY AREAS USING DESIGN THINKING
Introduction to task 1 
At the heart of Design Thinking is a simple rule: any innovation that works well must be something people want, possible to build and run, and financially sustainable too (Plattner et al., 2016). Looking at things, this way stops us from creating solutions that don’t really fix anything instead, it keeps us focused on where genuine needs exist. Below is a clear breakdown of the most promising areas for new ideas and business growth.
All-in-one digital platforms for small local businesses and producers
User Pain Points 
To find real opportunities, we first need to understand the problems each group faces.

Small & rural businesses
Data from the Federation of Small Businesses (2024) shows 42% still only have basic, disconnected digital tools, and just 18% use a system that links orders, stock, payments and delivery. Owners juggle enquiries via Facebook, orders via WhatsApp, separate card payments and different couriers no information flows automatically. This means repeating work, making mistakes, and no clear view of sales or customers. Social media is free and easy to use, but it doesn’t handle stock, invoices or tax. Many also lack the time or skills to learn complex software, and 29% say proper systems cost too much.

Local customers
The Local Government Association (2024) found 58% would rather buy locally to support their area, but only 22% find it easy to do so online. Search engines and big platforms favour large national businesses, so local traders are hard to spot. When found, ordering is inconsistent calls, messages or different payment methods delivery is limited, and there’s no tracking or simple way to fix issues.

Delivery operators
Evri’s 2025 report confirms rural runs cover three times more distance per parcel than urban routes, with fewer stops. Big firms charge extra to cover costs, making delivery expensive for small orders, while local carriers struggle to get enough work. There’s no shared system to combine deliveries, so many vans travel half empty, raising costs and emissions.
In short: demand has grown fast, but current solutions don’t fit how these groups work.
Market Gaps 
We can clearly identify three distinct gaps in what the market currently provides, using gap analysis, opportunity mapping, and the Value Proposition Canvas (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010) to make sense of the evidence.

[bookmark: _Toc2024205345]1. Geographic Gap: Underserved Rural and Suburban Areas
Right now, almost all digital and delivery services focus on towns and cities, leaving rural and semirural areas behind. Office for National Statistics (2024) figures show that 22 % of all UK small businesses are based in rural locations, yet only 9 % of software or logistics firms build their services specifically for these regions. Research from the Federation of Small Businesses (2024) confirms the difference: 68 % of rural owners say delivery options are limited, compared to just 22 % in cities. Evri’s 2025 report adds that in the countryside, drivers travel over three times as far for each parcel, and businesses end up paying delivery premiums of 25 % to 40 % or having fewer collection days. In simple terms, the demand exists, but the supply is just not set up to work for these locations.

[bookmark: _Toc135360791]2. Functional Gap: Fragmented and Hard to Use Digital Tools
Most small businesses are stuck between two bad choices: either use cheap but limited tools like social media and spreadsheets or pay over the odds for complex software designed for much larger firms. Tech Nation (2025) found that 76 % of SMEs use two or more separate systems to run orders, payments, and stock, while 41 % still rely on paper records alongside digital tools. The Federation of Small Businesses (2024) notes that only 18 % of rural SMEs have a fully joined up system; the rest use tools that do not talk to each other, meaning they spend hours copying information across platforms. As the Value Proposition Canvas highlights, there is a clear “missing middle”: no affordable, simple system that does exactly what a small trader needs without confusing extra features.

[bookmark: _Toc984107068]3. Market Structure Gap: No Unified Local Marketplace
While many people say they want to shop locally, there is no single place online where they can easily find, order, and pay for goods from nearby businesses. The Local Government Association (2024) found that 58 % of customers would choose local sellers if it was easier, yet only 14 % of them appear on the first page of search results. Big platforms like Amazon and delivery apps charge commissions between 12 % and 30 %, which is too high for low margin local businesses, while simple online directories only show listings and do not handle payments or delivery. 
ONS (2025) data show this gap clearly: local shopping makes up 36 % of in‑store spending, but less than 7 % of online sales, proving there is a real mismatch between what people want and what is available.

[bookmark: _Toc722266029]Summary
Table
	Identified Gap
	Framework Used
	Supporting Evidence

	Rural/suburban areas are overlooked
	Opportunity Mapping, Gap Analysis
	ONS (2024); FSB (2024); Evri (2025)

	Tools are either too simple or too complex
	Value Proposition Canvas, Gap Analysis
	Tech Nation (2025); FSB (2024); Osterwalder & Pigneur (2010)

	No one‑stop platform for local trade
	Opportunity Mapping, Value Proposition Canvas
	LGA (2024); ONS (2025)





Technological Enablers
These accessible, affordable tools have removed old barriers and created real value for businesses, customers, and delivery providers alike.

Cloud & collaboration tools – Microsoft 365, Google Workspace, Dropbox
Instead of buying expensive servers, businesses pay a low monthly fee to store data and work online. This cuts upfront costs and lets teams share information instantly, reducing admin work by around 28% for rural firms (FSB, 2024).
Low-code/no-code builders – Wix, Squarespace, Bubble, Shopify Starter
No technical skills needed owners can build an online store or page in hours for less than £15 a month. This gives even small traders a professional online presence and lets them reach more customers (Tech Nation, 2025).
Mobile payment systems – Sum-up, Stripe, PayPal, Zettle
Set up in minutes with no long contracts. They meet customer demand for cashless payments used by 91% of UK shoppers and help businesses get paid faster, boosting average order values by 19% (UK Finance, 2025).
Social commerce tools – Instagram Shop, Facebook Marketplace, WhatsApp Business
Free or low-cost to use, they turn existing social pages into sales channels. Nearly half of rural SMEs now use these to list goods, chat with customers, and start selling immediately (LGA, 2024).
Delivery & tracking platforms – Onfleet, Parcel2Go, Evri Business
Small firms can access better rates, compare couriers, and arrange collections online. Shared routes cut costs by 20–30%, give customers tracking updates, and reduce wasted travel (Evri, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc101924690]Scalability
We look at how easily each opportunity can grow, how well it will perform financially over time, and the wider benefits it brings.
The integrated platform model — combining business tools, a local marketplace, and delivery access has the strongest potential to scale. It creates a cycle where more businesses attract more customers, and more customers attract more businesses. With over 5.5 million SMEs across the UK and 1.2 million in rural and suburban areas (ONS, 2024), there is a huge untapped market. Once built, adding new regions or types of business costs very little extra. FSB research (2025) shows these all‑in‑one services grow three times faster than single function tools. Standalone software or delivery services can expand too, but not as quickly or widely.

[bookmark: _Toc1786542184]Commercial Sustainability
This model uses a simple, affordable pricing plan: low monthly subscriptions (£10–£20) plus a small transaction fee of 1–2 %. This keeps costs manageable for small traders while building steady, predictable income. Data from Tech Nation (2025) shows this structure keeps 72 % of customers after a year far better than expensive enterprise systems.

[bookmark: _Toc1301647033]Environmental & Social Sustainability
Environmentally: Grouping deliveries across multiple businesses cuts empty travel by up to 22 % (Evri, 2025), lowering fuel use and emissions. It also reduces paperwork and printed materials.
Socially: It keeps spending within the local area — every £1 spent locally generates around 50p more for the community (NEF, 2024). This helps keep independent shops, farms, and services open and protects local jobs.
[bookmark: _Toc1452502787]Justification of Key Opportunity Area(s)
Putting all the analysis together what users actually need, where the market falls short, the technology now available, and how far it can grow the best and most realistic opportunity is to build one simple, connected platform that brings three things together: tools to run the business, an online space to be seen by customers, and access to shared delivery.
It makes perfect sense because it fixes exactly the messy, disjointed way many small businesses work right now. It fills that big gap between software that’s far too expensive and complicated, and free tools that just don’t do enough. It uses technology that already exists, so costs stay low, and it taps into a shift in buying habits that isn’t going away.
Everyone benefits businesses get better control, more customers, and cheaper delivery; shoppers have one easy place to find, order, and pay for local products; and drivers get better planned routes and more regular work. Unlike separate tools that only do one job, this model builds momentum naturally the more businesses join, the more useful it becomes for buyers, and the more buyers come on board, the more attractive it is for businesses. That create
[bookmark: _Toc1112861245]TASK 2: NEW VENTURE DEVELOPMENT USING DESIGN THINKING
Building on what we found in Task 1, this section creates a new business idea using the full five stage design thinking process. Called LocalLink UK, it’s built to fix the gaps we spotted bringing small rural and suburban businesses, their customers, and delivery partners together in one easy-to-use system.
We’ll work through each step: Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype, and Test. Along the way, we’ll use tools like user profiles, journey maps, and a clear business model to make sure the idea is practical, achievable, and focused on solving real problems.
[bookmark: _Toc1422531674] Empathise 
To create something that works, we first need to understand exactly who we’re building for what their days look like, what they really need, and what gets in their way. I’ve used user profiles, empathy mapping, and customer journeys, all backed up by real research, so this isn’t just guesswork.
1. Small Retailers & Local Producers
Who they are: Mostly tiny businesses with 1 to 5 staff, based in villages, market towns, and semirural areas. They’ve always depended on customers walking through the door but now want to sell online too to reach more people.
What they need: A simple, affordable way to list their goods, keep track of stock, take payments, handle orders, and arrange delivery all without needing fancy computer skills or extra help.
What they find hard: They must juggle lots of different tools: taking orders over WhatsApp or Facebook, using a separate card machine for payments, writing down stock on spreadsheets, and booking deliveries through big courier firms. This means typing the same details again, which wastes time and leads to mistakes. On top of that, delivery costs are 25–40% higher than in cities, and they can’t afford the expensive software built for bigger businesses.
The facts: The Federation of Small Businesses (2024) found 68% of rural owners say digital tools are too complicated, while 62% say high delivery charges are the biggest thing stopping them from selling more online.

2. Rural & Suburban Shoppers
Who they are: People living outside major cities, often further away from large supermarkets. They want to support local traders but find the whole process awkward or unreliable.
What they need: An easy way to find nearby shops, see clear prices and opening times, pay safely, choose between delivery or collection, and follow their order until it arrives.
What they find hard: Local businesses hardly ever show up first in search results, so they’re hard to track down. When they do buy locally, they usually must message each seller separately, transfer money manually, and pay a separate delivery fee every time making it slower and pricier than ordering from one big company. Deliveries also tend to be less reliable in these areas.
The facts: The Local Government Association (2024) reports 58% of people in these areas would buy local if it was simpler, while Evri (2025) found 41% have had a parcel arrive late, go missing, or be left in the wrong place in the last six months.
3. Local Delivery Drivers & Operators
Who they are: Mostly self-employed drivers or small local fleets, covering large areas where pick ups and drop‑offs are spread far apart.
What they need: A steady stream of work, routes that group stops close together, clear instructions, fair pay, and an easy way to prove a parcel has been delivered.
What they find hard: They must travel long distances between stops, often driving with empty space in the van which eats into their earnings. It’s also hard to find businesses needing deliveries, so work can be unpredictable. There’s no simple way to plan the most efficient route or let customers know when to expect their parcel.
The facts: Evri’s Rural Delivery Report (2025) shows rural routes cover over three times more distance per parcel than city runs, and 74% of independent drivers say bad route planning is the main reason they earn less.

Empathy Map Summary
Table
	User Group
	What they think & feel
	What they say & do
	Main problem facing them

	Small Retailers
	Overstretched, unsure if they’re doing it right
	“I don’t have time to learn complicated software”
	Too many separate tools, high costs, too much manual work

	Local Consumers
	Want convenience, but also want to support local
	“Why isn’t there one place to find all these shops?”
	Hard to find sellers, messy ordering, extra fees

	Delivery Drivers
	Annoyed at wasting time and fuel
	“I only make money when my van is full”
	Sparse stops, long distances, no steady work



[bookmark: _Toc2116301823] Define
Now that we’ve got a clear picture of what our users need, we can set out the challenge in simple terms using a clear problem statement and a focused question to guide what we do next.
The Problem / Point of View
Small businesses in villages, towns and semirural areas don’t have access to easy, low cost tools that bring orders, payments and deliveries all together. At the same time, customers can’t easily find or buy from these local traders. Delivery drivers, meanwhile, are stuck with long, wasteful routes and unpredictable work. There’s plenty of demand on all sides, but no system that links everyone together properly.
How Might We…?
“How can we build one simple, affordable platform that connects local businesses, shoppers and delivery services making trading, buying and delivering much easier in rural and suburban areas?”
Why this is the right focus
It lines up perfectly with everything we found earlier:
· It fixes the biggest headaches for small traders juggling too many tools and paying too much (FSB, 2024).
· It solves the issues stopping customers from buying local difficulty finding sellers and messy ordering (LGA, 2024).
· It helps delivery drivers cut wasted miles and earn more reliably (Evri, 2025).
Instead of looking at just one part of the puzzle, this looks at the whole picture. Getting it right means benefits for everyone and clears the main obstacles stopping local online trade from growing.
[bookmark: _Toc460557912] Ideate 
To come up with and organise our ideas, we used brainstorming, mind mapping, and the SCAMPER method. This let us explore different angles and build on what already works, without restricting our thinking.
First, we looked at creating a simple online directory listing local businesses, their contact details and opening times. It would be cheap and easy to set up, but it only helps people find traders it doesn’t let them order, pay or arrange delivery, so it only fixes one small part of the problem.
Next, we considered a separate delivery booking service to link businesses with local drivers. This could cut transport costs and make routes more efficient, but it works on its own it doesn’t help owners manage stock or process sales.
We also thought about simplified software just for running the business Sid handling orders, invoices and records. That would make daily work easier, but there’s no way for customers to find the business or buy anything through it.
In the end, the most complete idea is an all-in-one local platform. It brings everything together business profiles, online ordering, secure payments, stock tracking, and access to shared delivery all in one place.
After checking every option against what users need and the problem we set out to solve, this integrated model is the one we’ll take forward. It gets rid of all the separate, disjointed tools, works for everyone involved, uses technology that’s already available, and has the best chance of growing and working well long term.
[bookmark: _Toc852823575]Prototype / Minimum Viable Product (MVP)
LocalLink UK is a single, connected online platform built for three key groups: small shops and producers, local shoppers, and independent delivery drivers. It brings every part of the trading process together in one place, so businesses don’t have to juggle lots of separate tools, customers can easily find and buy from nearby traders, and drivers get steady, well-planned work. This directly fixes the issues we identified earlier, making online selling and buying simple and affordable for areas often missed by big national services.
The MVP is the simplest working version we can build just enough to test if people want it and gather feedback, without adding complicated extras. For businesses, it has an easy setup, readymade templates for different types of trade, simple product listings, basic stock levels that update automatically when orders come in, and safe payments through trusted providers. For customers, it works well on phones and computers, letting them search by location, see what’s available, place orders, and get clear confirmations. For drivers, it shows them jobs nearby, suggests the best routes, and lets them mark deliveries as complete in just a few taps. We leave out advanced reports, accounting links, and extra pricing plans at this stage to keep costs low and launch quickly.
Here’s how the system fits together:
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc867059399]Stage 5: Test and Refine 
We’ll test the MVP using a clear mix of methods, so we get both what users think and hard facts about how it works. First, we’ll run a 12‑week pilot across Leicestershire and nearby rural areas, signing up 25–30 local businesses, 200–300 customers, and 10–15 drivers to use it just as they would in daily life.
Every two weeks, we’ll have short chats with people to hear how easy they find it and where they get stuck, plus send simple surveys to rate things like speed, clarity, and value for money. We’ll also track how people use the system how often they log in, whether they finish placing orders, and where they stop halfway and try small changes to features like the search layout or payment steps to see what works best.
We have clear marks for what counts as success or needs work. Success means 70% or more of businesses keep using it after the first month, customers rate it 4 out of 5 or higher, 30% come back to order again, and drivers say they cut their empty travel by 15%. If we hit these figures, we know the idea delivers real benefits. Signs it needs changing include low sign-ups, people giving up before paying, regular complaints that it’s too complicated, or very few orders coming through.
We’ll go over feedback every week and sort it by what matters most. Small tweaks like clearer wording, simpler forms, or better display on phones will be put in place straight away. Bigger improvements, such as stock alerts or smarter route planning, will be planned for the next update. For example, if businesses say adding products takes too long, we’ll make that process faster; if customers struggle to find local shops, we’ll improve how the search works.
We also know what could get in the way, and how to keep an eye on it. If people don’t know the service exists, we’ll see it in low sign-ups and fix it by promoting it locally. If pages load slowly in areas with weaker internet, we’ll track that and make the design lighter and faster. If there aren’t enough drivers, we’ll notice it in unaccepted jobs and attract them with fair pay and regular work. By keeping close watch and listening to users, we can keep improving the platform and make it stronger over time.

[bookmark: _Toc1919368835]CONCLUSION
This work has highlighted a clear gap: what small local businesses, rural shoppers and delivery drivers need is very different from the disjointed, expensive tools and services currently out there. The solution we’ve developed Local Link UK fixes this by bringing listings, ordering, payments and shared delivery together into one simple, affordable platform that works for everyone.
Using design thinking gave us a clear, user focused path from start to finish. We began by listening to real needs, defined the exact problem we were solving, explored and tested different ideas, built a practical minimum version, and planned how to test and improve it further. Methods like brainstorming, SCAMPER and user mapping made sure every decision was based on evidence, not guesswork, so the result stays useful and realistic.
There are some limits to keep in mind. Our initial research focused mostly on Leicestershire, so the findings may not match every single rural or semirural area across the country. Also, the first version of the platform doesn’t yet have all the advanced features that might be needed later. And of course, whether people embrace it and if it stays profitable long term can only be confirmed once it’s up and running.
The next steps are straightforward: launch the pilot programme, collect feedback from real users, tweak the platform based on what we learn, and then slowly expand into new areas once we know the model works well.
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