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[bookmark: _Toc238222063]Introduction
The rapid growth of digital technology has significantly changed how businesses operate and how people buy products and services in the UK. While digitization was already underway before the Covid-19 pandemic, the pandemic accelerated this shift. Businesses that normally relied on face-to-face contact had to start using tools such as online shopping, appointment systems, digital payments, social media, and remote communication.
These changes continued after the pandemic. According to the Office for National Statistics (ONS, 2026), online sales accounted for 27.4% of all UK retail sales in 2025, compared to just 19.2% in 2019. This shows that online shopping has become a common part of consumer habits, and not just a temporary reaction to Covid-19.
Design Thinking is a good way to identify opportunities created by this transformation because it focuses on understanding users and creating solutions based on their real needs. This report uses the five stages of Stanford Design Thinking: Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype and Test (Hasso Plattner Institute of Design at Stanford University, 2010). It also considers Desirability, Feasibility, and Viability (DFV) and other innovation techniques to assess potential opportunities.
Task 1 analyses the key areas where digital transformation brings new opportunities for innovation in the UK. Task 2 develops a new business concept to help self-employed service providers manage their work through an integrated and easy-to-use digital platform.
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[bookmark: _Toc238222066]Digital Transformation and Market Opportunity
Digital transformation has generated opportunities in various areas of the UK economy. Consumers increasingly expect fast and easy digital interactions, while businesses need to use technology to remain competitive.
The size of the potential market is large. The Department for Business and Trade (2025) estimated that there were approximately 5.7 million private businesses in the UK at the beginning of 2025. Of these, approximately 5.64 million were small businesses with up to 49 employees. The ONS (2026) also indicated that there were approximately 4.39 million self-employed people in the country during 2025.
However, simply having access to technology does not guarantee that small businesses know how to use it effectively. Government research on technology adoption by small and medium-sized enterprises has shown that, while they recognize the importance of technology, they face difficulties in choosing and applying the right digital tools (Department for Business and Trade, 2025). The Task Force for Digital Adoption of SMEs also identified obstacles such as cost, lack of knowledge, and fragmented digital support.
All of this creates various opportunities for entrepreneurs.
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[bookmark: _Toc238222068]E-commerce and Digital Platforms for Small Businesses
A great opportunity lies in offering simple digital platforms for small businesses and self-employed professionals.
Large companies can invest in specialized systems for customer management, accounting, payments, scheduling, and marketing. Small businesses, on the other hand, generally have less money and personnel available. Therefore, a cleaner, personal trainer, gardener, or mobile hairdresser can use several different systems, such as WhatsApp for communication, a calendar on their cell phone to schedule appointments, bank transfers for payments, and spreadsheets or agendas to control finances.
This creates a difficulty for the user, because using several different systems takes time and can cause errors such as forgetting appointments, delaying payments, or making mistakes in administration.
The gap in the market is not the absence of digital tools, as many exist. The opportunity lies in creating a more integrated, cheaper, and easier-to-use solution, made especially for the digital needs and capabilities of micro-enterprises and self-employed workers.
Government research confirms this problem. The Task Force on Digital Adoption of SMEs (2025) found that many digital products seem designed for larger organizations, and that smaller businesses face high costs to get started, lack of knowledge, and fragmented support.

[bookmark: _Toc238222069]Local and Rural E-commerce and Delivery
Another opportunity lies in the development of local e-commerce and delivery solutions, especially outside major urban centres. Consumers are increasingly accustomed to buying online and receiving products at home. ONS data shows that online sales accounted for 27.4% of retail sales in 2025, compared to 19.2% before the pandemic in 2019 (ONS, 2026).
However, rural consumers and businesses face different challenges than those in large cities. Delivery distances may be greater, customer density may be lower, and digital infrastructure may be less developed.
For example, Ofcom (2025) reported that gigabit broadband was available to approximately 92% of urban households in England, compared to 61% of rural households.
This creates opportunities for shared local delivery networks, collection points, and platforms that combine orders from different local businesses. Instead of each small retailer organizing individual deliveries, businesses could share logistical resources.
These systems could also improve sustainability by reducing duplicate trips and creating more efficient delivery routes.

[bookmark: _Toc238222070]Direct-to-Consumer Platforms for Local Producers
Digitalization also opens up opportunities for farmers, independent food producers, and other local suppliers to sell directly to consumers. Social media platforms enable producers to promote their products without needing traditional retail spaces. However, managing orders solely through social media messages can become challenging as the customer base grows.
A dedicated marketplace could integrate product listings, payment processing, inventory management, and delivery or pickup options.
Producers would gain more control over their customer relationships and could achieve better profit margins due to fewer intermediaries. Consumers would enjoy easy access to local products and more information about their origins.
From a sustainability standpoint, promoting local buying could bolster local economies and potentially shorten some supply chain distances.
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Another opportunity lies in combining digital payments with business management tools.
Consumers increasingly expect convenient and fast payment options. However, for small businesses, receiving payment is only part of the job. They also need to record transactions, track unpaid invoices, calculate revenue, and keep financial information organized.
Therefore, integrating payments with scheduling and customer data can offer additional benefits.
For example, after a service is completed, the platform could automatically mark the appointment as finished, record the payment, and update information about the business owner's weekly income.
This shows how relatively simple technologies can reduce repetitive administrative tasks.

[bookmark: _Toc238222072]Technological Enablers
Several technological advancements help make these opportunities possible. Cloud computing allows companies to use software without needing to invest in expensive physical infrastructure. Mobile technology is especially important because many self-employed service providers work in different locations rather than in a fixed office.
Application Programming Interfaces (APIs) also enable different tools, such as calendars, payment platforms, and communication systems to work together in a single system.
Artificial Intelligence offers further automation possibilities. In the future, AI could help manage schedules, answer frequently asked customer questions, or identify available time slots after cancellations.
Digital infrastructure is another essential factor. Broadband and mobile network connectivity has grown significantly across the UK, although important differences still exist between urban and rural areas.
Despite this, technology should make users' tasks easier, not more complex. This is especially important when developing solutions for self-employed workers, who may have limited time available or feel uncomfortable using complicated systems.

[bookmark: _Toc238222073]Scalability and Sustainability
Digital platforms offer great scalability potential, as a single central system can serve a large number of users without requiring a proportional increase in physical resources.
The platform could initially focus on a service sector, such as domestic cleaning, and then expand to include gardeners, dog walkers, tutors, mobile hairdressers, and personal trainers.
It could also grow geographically. After successfully testing the concept in London or another region of the United Kingdom, it could be extended throughout the country.
A subscription-based model would help ensure financial sustainability. For example, users could access a basic version for free and pay a small monthly fee for more advanced features. This freemium structure would facilitate adoption by reducing the initial cost.
Environmental sustainability should also be considered. Digital documentation could limit paper use, while smart scheduling would reduce unnecessary travel by helping mobile service providers organize appointments by location.
However, digital services still rely on energy consumption and data infrastructure. Therefore, sustainability claims must be realistic and not assume that digitization is automatically environmentally friendly.
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The DFV framework offers a useful approach to evaluating the proposed opportunity (IDEO, no date).
Desirability considers whether users actually want the solution. There are indications of a potential need, as small businesses face difficulties with fragmented digital tools, financial accessibility, and technical knowledge. However, desirability should be confirmed through direct user research.
Technical feasibility considers whether the solution can realistically be developed. The technologies needed for online scheduling, cloud storage, notifications, and digital payments already exist. Therefore, the main technical challenge would be integrating them into a simple and secure platform, rather than developing completely new technology.
Economic viability considers whether the concept can operate as a sustainable business. The large population of small businesses and self-employed workers in the UK provides a substantial potential market. A low-cost subscription or freemium model could generate recurring revenue while remaining affordable for users.
Considering these three dimensions, an integrated digital management platform for self-employed service providers represents a strong opportunity for further development through Design Thinking.
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The venture presented in this section will be provisionally called Taskly. Taskly is a mobile-first digital platform designed to help self-employed service providers manage scheduling, clients, payments, and basic business administration in one place.
Stanford's Design Thinking methodology will be applied, as it offers a human-centred approach, comprised of the following steps: Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype, and Test.
It is important to emphasize that these steps should not be treated as strictly linear. Insights gained during testing may require the entrepreneur to return to previous steps, either to redefine the problem or to adjust the solution.
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Figure 1: Design Thinking stages (Novo et al., 2023).
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The first stage is understanding the people experiencing the problem rather than immediately creating a technological solution (Hasso Plattner Institute of Design at Stanford University, 2010).
The initial target users are self-employed service providers such as cleaners, gardeners, dog walkers, mobile hairdressers, tutors and personal trainers.
A representative persona can illustrate this user.

[bookmark: _Toc238222077]Persona: Maria
Maria is 42 years old and works as a self-employed cleaner in London. She serves about twelve regular clients, some weekly and others bi-weekly. Most clients communicate with her via WhatsApp. Maria uses her cell phone calendar to remember appointments and receives most payments by bank transfer.
Maria's priority is providing the service, not dealing with administrative tasks. Even so, every week she spends extra time responding to messages, rescheduling appointments, and checking payments.
When a client cancels, Maria may have an empty slot in her workday. She then needs to remember which clients have already requested extra hours or manually contact others to try to fill the gap.
This shows that the human need behind the problem is not simply "Maria needs more technology." In fact, she needs more control over the business without increasing the volume of administrative work she already performs.
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The empathy stage should not depend only on assumptions. Semi-structured interviews could therefore be conducted with approximately 10–15 self-employed service providers.
Questions could include:
· How do you currently organise appointments?
· How do customers normally contact you?
· What happens when a customer cancels?
· How do you monitor payments?
· Which administrative activity takes the most time?
· Which digital tools do you currently use?
· What do you find difficult about these tools?
· Would you use one system combining these activities?
Observation could also be used to understand how participants actually manage their working day.
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A Customer Journey Map can help to understand the user's experience across different stages and interactions (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016). The map below represents the user's current experience.Customer Journey Map – Maria’s Current Experience


1. Customer Enquiry
2. Arrange Booking
3. Provide Service
4. Payment
5. Rebooking


	
User
Action
	
Reads WhatsApp message
	
Checks calendar and available times
	
Travels and completes work
	
Checks bank/account
	
Messages client again

	
Feeling
	
Interested
	
Frustrated
	
Positive
	
Uncertain
	
Neutral

	

Pain Point
	
Messages can be missed
	
Repeated messages and scheduling conflicts
	
Travel organization
	
Payments can be forgotten
	
Repetitive administration

	
Opportunity
	
Central enquiry system
	
Automatic availability
	
Location planning
	
Payment tracking
	
Automatic reminders



The journey map identifies scheduling, communication and payment administration as important areas where the experience could be improved.
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The empathy findings can then be converted into a clear problem statement.
[bookmark: _Toc238222081]Problem Statement:
Self-employed service providers in the UK need a simple, affordable way to manage clients, appointments, payments and day-to-day communication. Using multiple separate tools creates unnecessary administrative work, consumes time, and increases the chances of errors.
This can also be turned into a "How Might We" question:
How can we help self-employed service providers manage their daily activities in a single, simple digital environment, without requiring advanced technological knowledge?
This statement deliberately focuses on the user's need rather than specifying an app. This allows different solutions to be considered during ideation.
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The Ideation phase focuses on generating a wide variety of possible solutions before choosing which one to develop.
· A brainstorming session might initially produce ideas such as:
· An AI assistant for WhatsApp to handle customer inquiries.
· A smart scheduling calendar.
· An automated system for cancellations and waiting lists.
· A digital payment tracker.
· A simple customer relationship management (CRM) system.
· A voice-controlled business assistant.
· An all-in-one integrated mobile application.
SCAMPER can then be applied to further develop these ideas (Eberle, 1972).
Substitute: Replace manual scheduling messages with automated booking options.
Combine: Unite calendar, customer data, payments, and communication tools.
Adapt: ​​Adapt enterprise management systems typically used by large companies for self-employed professionals.
Modify: Simplify traditional CRM systems so that users only see functions relevant to their day-to-day work.
Put to another use: Use customer location data to optimize scheduling and potentially reduce travel time.
Eliminate: Remove unnecessary menus, technical jargon, and complicated setup processes.
Reverse/Rearrange: Instead of the service provider contacting customers when a cancellation occurs, allow the system to automatically notify the appropriate customers.
After this process, the strongest concept is an integrated mobile platform, as it addresses several interconnected pain points, rather than solving just one.
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The Minimum Viable Product (MVP) should initially include only the functionalities necessary to test whether the core concept truly adds value (Frederiksen and Brem, 2017).
The first Taskly prototype would have five main areas:
· Today: Displays the day's clients, times, and locations.
· Calendar: Shows appointments and available times.
· Clients: Stores basic client information, service frequency, and agreed price.
· Payments: Records completed services and highlights pending payments.
· Smart Reminders: Sends appointment reminders to clients and helps the professional identify cancellations.

A clickable digital prototype could be built before developing the complete software. This would allow users to interact with simulated screens and provide feedback at a relatively low cost.
More advanced functionalities, such as AI-powered client communication, accounting integration, and route optimization, would not be included initially. Adding too many features before testing the core idea would increase development costs and could make the product unnecessarily complex.

[bookmark: _Toc238222084]5. Test and Refine
The prototype could initially be tested with approximately 10 self-employed service providers from different professions.
Participants would be asked to perform realistic tasks, such as:
· Adding a new client.
· Scheduling a weekly appointment.
· Registering a payment.
· Changing an appointment.
· Identifying an unpaid service.
· Filling a cancelled time slot.
The entrepreneur would observe where participants experience difficulties and collect qualitative feedback through short interviews.
Quantitative metrics could include task completion rate, time required for each activity, number of errors, and overall user satisfaction.
Participants could also be asked if they would use the platform regularly and how much they would realistically be willing to pay.
The test may reveal unexpected problems. For example, users may prefer communication via WhatsApp and resist transferring conversations with clients to another app. Instead of forcing a change in behaviour, Taskly could potentially integrate with existing communication methods.
This demonstrates the iterative nature of Design Thinking. The prototype would be modified based on feedback and tested again.

[bookmark: _Toc238222085]6. Implementation
If the prototype test demonstrates sufficient desirability, the next step would be to develop a functional beta version. Implementation could begin with a small group of self-employed service providers in a single geographic area. This creates a controlled environment to identify technical and usability issues.
 After successful testing, the business could expand to similar professions, such as gardeners, dog walkers, and mobile beauty professionals. 
A freemium pricing model could encourage adoption. Basic scheduling and client management could be free, while advanced features such as automatic reminders, payment integration, data analytics, and AI assistance would require a monthly subscription. Partnerships with professional associations, local business networks, or digital payment providers could also help acquire clients.
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A major challenge is competition. Numerous scheduling, payment, and customer management platforms already exist. Therefore, Taskly cannot compete by simply offering digital scheduling. Its differentiation must lie in simplicity, integration, and a design specifically for freelancers and micro-service businesses.
Another challenge is user adoption. Some may be comfortable with existing systems and see little reason to change. As a result, the onboarding process must be extremely simple and demonstrate immediate value.
Data protection is also important, as the platform would handle client names, contact information, appointments, and potentially payment data. Compliance with the UK's GDPR and appropriate cybersecurity measures would therefore need to be incorporated from the outset. Development costs represent another risk. This reinforces the importance of starting with a simple MVP, rather than building all proposed features before validating demand.

[bookmark: _Toc238222087]8. Success Factors and Measurement
Taskly's success should be evaluated using both user-focused and business-focused metrics.
Early-stage success indicators could include:
· percentage of users who are able to complete key tasks;
· weekly or monthly active users;
· user retention after one and three months;
· average time saved on administrative work;
· reduction in missed appointments or forgotten payments;
· customer satisfaction;
· conversion rate from free to paid subscriptions;
· customer acquisition cost;
· monthly recurring revenue.

However, the most critical initial indicator would be repeat usage. Positive survey responses alone do not confirm genuine desirability. If users continue to use the platform as part of their work routine, this provides stronger evidence that the venture solves a real problem.




[bookmark: _Toc238222088]Conclusion
The digital transformation accelerated by Covid-19 has created lasting changes in consumer behaviour and business operations in the United Kingdom. Opportunities exist in e-commerce, rural delivery, direct-to-consumer platforms, digital payments, and enterprise management technology.
The UK market analysis suggests that small businesses and self-employed workers represent a significant opportunity because digital adoption remains challenging despite widespread access to technology. The problem is not simply the lack of available software, but the difficulty of selecting, integrating, and using multiple tools.
The use of the Design Thinking process led to the development of Taskly, an integrated digital platform for self-employed service providers. The concept begins with understanding the users, rather than assuming that the technology itself is the solution. The Define step identifies fragmented administration as the central problem, while ideation using SCAMPER produces several possible approaches. A simple MVP can then test the most important assumptions before significant investment is made.
The DFV analysis suggests that the concept has potential desirability because it addresses genuine administrative problems, feasibility because the necessary technologies already exist, and viability because the UK contains a large population of small businesses and self-employed workers.
However, the venture should not be considered validated until real users have tested it. Continuous experimentation, feedback, and iteration are therefore essential. This reflects the central principle of Design Thinking: successful innovation is not simply creating something new, but developing a solution that responds to genuine human needs while remaining technically feasible and commercially sustainable.
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