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1. Introduction
The way people shop and interact with businesses in the UK has changed significantly in recent years. Although online shopping was already growing before COVID-19, the pandemic accelerated the use of e-commerce, digital payments, home delivery and online services. Many of these behaviours have remained. For example, online sales represented 27.4% of total UK retail sales in 2025, compared with 19.2% in 2019 (Office for National Statistics, 2026).
This transformation has created opportunities but also challenges, particularly for SMEs. Customers increasingly expect convenient online ordering, secure payments and reliable delivery, while smaller businesses may lack the money, time or digital skills to provide these services effectively (Department for Business and Trade, 2025a).
This portfolio uses Design Thinking to explore these challenges. Task 1 identifies viable opportunities for innovation within the UK market, while Task 2 applies the five stages of Design Thinking — Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype and Test — to develop and evaluate a new venture concept.

2. Task 1 – Innovation and New Venture Opportunities in the UK Market

Design Thinking and the Changing UK Digital Market

Digital transformation now affects businesses of almost every size. Small retailers, hairdressers, tutors, farmers and other independent businesses increasingly use digital technologies to communicate with customers and sell products or services.
From a Design Thinking perspective, the starting point should not simply be “What technology can be created?” but rather “What problem does the user need solved?” This user-centred approach is particularly relevant to SMEs because technology must be practical, affordable and easy to use.
Digital adoption among UK SMEs is already increasing. In 2024, 69% of SME employers used technology or web-based software to sell to customers or manage their business, compared with 61% in 2023 (Department for Business and Trade, 2025a). However, barriers including cost, lack of time, limited expertise and uncertainty about benefits continue to affect adoption (Department for Business and Trade, 2025b).
This creates an opportunity for entrepreneurs to make digitalisation simpler, more affordable and better integrated.


User Pain Points
The scenario highlights several important user pain points.
For small businesses, complexity is a major issue. A retailer might use separate systems for its website, payments, stock, social media and delivery. Managing several platforms can become difficult when the owner is also responsible for running the business. Research into UK SMEs identifies cost, skills and implementation difficulties as barriers to technology adoption (Department for Business and Trade, 2025a).
Consumers have different expectations. They increasingly expect quick online ordering, secure payments, delivery updates and convenient collection or delivery options. Rural consumers may experience additional problems, including fewer local choices and potentially less convenient delivery.
Delivery partners also face challenges as e-commerce creates more individual deliveries. Failed deliveries and inefficient routes increase time and costs. Therefore, innovation should consider the whole journey between retailer, customer and delivery provider rather than focusing only on the online purchase.
Market Gaps and Key Opportunity Areas
The user pain points reveal several opportunities for innovation.
E-commerce Platforms
There is an opportunity for simplified e-commerce platforms designed specifically for SMEs. A small bakery, farm shop or independent retailer may not require a complicated international platform. Instead, it may need a product catalogue, online ordering, secure payment and local delivery options.
The opportunity is therefore based on simplicity and integration. This is supported by the continued importance of online shopping, with online retail remaining considerably above its pre-pandemic share of total UK retail sales (Office for National Statistics, 2026).
Digital Marketing Services
Digital marketing represents another opportunity because having an online store does not guarantee that customers will find it. SMEs often lack dedicated marketing employees.
Affordable tools using AI and automation could help businesses create content, communicate with customers and manage campaigns. However, these tools should support rather than remove the personal identity of small businesses, as local relationships can be an important competitive advantage.
Retail Management and Digital Payments
Retail management software and payments can also be combined into an opportunity. Small businesses often manage stock, sales, payments and customer information through separate systems.
An integrated platform could connect online and physical sales, basic stock management, payments and customer information. For example, when the final product is sold in-store, the online system could automatically update its availability.
This would reduce manual work and address the wider problem of fragmented technology.


Last-Mile Delivery
The growth of e-commerce also creates opportunities in last-mile delivery. Customers want convenient delivery, while retailers need to control costs.
One potential solution is a shared local delivery network where several independent businesses combine deliveries going to similar locations. Better coordination and route planning could reduce duplicated journeys while giving smaller retailers access to delivery services that might otherwise be too expensive.
Last-mile delivery quality can influence customers' overall online shopping experience, meaning that delivery should be considered part of the service rather than simply a logistical activity (Aljohani, 2024).
Technological Enablers
Several technologies make these opportunities increasingly achievable.
Cloud computing allows SMEs to access business software without maintaining expensive IT infrastructure. Artificial Intelligence and automation can support marketing, customer communication, forecasting and route planning. APIs allow different services, such as payments, accounting, stock and delivery, to communicate with each other.
Smartphones are also important because both customers and business owners can manage orders, payments and communication through devices they already own.
The opportunity for entrepreneurs is therefore not necessarily to invent completely new technology. Value can be created by combining existing technologies in a simpler way that solves a genuine user problem.
Scalability and Sustainability
Digital ventures have strong scalability potential because software can serve additional businesses without requiring the same increase in physical resources.
For example, a platform could initially serve independent food retailers before expanding into other sectors such as florists, bookstores or service businesses. A subscription model could generate recurring revenue while offering different packages depending on the size of the business.
Sustainability is also important. Shared delivery networks and improved route planning could potentially reduce unnecessary journeys. However, environmental benefits should be measured rather than assumed because digital technologies and delivery operations also consume energy and resources.
Evaluation of the Most Viable Opportunities
All the identified areas offer potential, but their attractiveness to a new entrepreneur differs.
Digital payments and large-scale logistics can require significant investment, regulation and infrastructure, making direct competition with established providers difficult. Digital marketing has lower barriers to entry but is already highly competitive.
A stronger opportunity appears to exist at the intersection of e-commerce, retail management and local delivery. Rather than providing SMEs with another separate application, a new venture could bring several important activities together through one simple platform.
This directly responds to the pain points identified earlier: limited time, digital skills, affordability and fragmented systems. It also offers scalability because the same platform could eventually support different types of small businesses.
This opportunity provides the starting point for Task 2, where the five stages of Design Thinking will be applied to understand the user in greater depth, define the core problem, generate solutions, develop an MVP and test the proposed venture.

3. Task 2 – Applying Design Thinking to a New Venture

The Identified Problem and Venture Opportunity

Task 1 showed that UK SMEs are becoming more digital, but adopting technology does not automatically make running a small business easier. In fact, digitalisation can sometimes create another layer of complexity. A small retailer might take orders through Instagram or WhatsApp, accept payments through another system, record stock separately and then contact a courier when delivery is required.
This is particularly important because government research found that cost, lack of time, limited technical skills and difficulties keeping up with technological change are significant barriers to digital technology adoption among SMEs (Department for Business and Trade, 2025a).
Rather than expecting small businesses to behave like large online retailers, the opportunity is to design technology around the reality of running a small business.
For this portfolio, the proposed venture is called LocalLink. LocalLink would be a simple digital platform that allows independent retailers and local producers to display products, receive customer orders and payments, manage basic stock information and arrange local delivery from one system.
However, following Design Thinking principles, the solution should not be treated as final at this stage. It should develop from understanding the users, clearly defining their problem, generating alternatives and testing assumptions.

Empathise

The first stage is Empathise. The purpose is to understand the problem from the user's perspective rather than immediately designing what the entrepreneur believes customers need. Research into Design Thinking highlights empathy and problem definition as important grounding activities before solutions are developed (Lee et al., 2024).
For LocalLink, there are three main user groups:
· Small retailers and producers who want an easier way to sell digitally.
· Local customers, including rural and suburban consumers, who want convenient access to local products.
· Local delivery partners who want consistent and efficiently organised delivery work.
The main focus will be small retailers because they are expected to manage the system daily.

User Persona

To make the target customer easier to understand, a simple persona can be developed.
Name: Sarah
Age: 42
Occupation: Independent shop owner
Business: Small food and household-products shop
Location: Suburban UK community
Employees: Sarah plus two part-time employees
Sarah understands that customers increasingly want to order online, but she does not consider herself particularly confident with technology. She already uses Facebook and WhatsApp because they are familiar. Some customers send messages asking whether products are available, while others telephone the shop.
Sarah has experimented with online ordering, but managing different systems takes time. Her priority is serving customers and running the shop, not learning complicated software.
Her main frustrations are:
· too many separate applications.
· limited time to learn new systems.
· uncertainty about technology costs.
· manually updating stock.
· organising local deliveries.
· answering repetitive customer messages; and
· competing with larger online retailers.
This persona represents a wider problem identified in UK SME research. The SME Digital Adoption Taskforce found that smaller businesses can perceive technology adoption as difficult and costly and may lack the expertise needed to implement new systems successfully (Department for Business and Trade, 2025b).



Empathy Map

An Empathy Map can take this understanding further by considering what the user says, thinks, does and feels.
	Says
	Thinks

	“I don't have time to learn another system.”
	“Will this actually save me money?”

	“Customers keep asking if they can order online.”
	“Large businesses can afford better technology than I can.”

	“I already use WhatsApp and social media.”
	“What happens if I pay for software and nobody uses it?”



	Does
	Feels

	Answers customer messages manually.
	Overwhelmed by too many systems.

	Records some orders separately.
	Worried about wasting money.

	Uses social media to advertise products.
	Frustrated when technology creates extra work.

	Organises deliveries individually.
	Interested in digital growth but uncertain where to begin.


The important insight from the Empathy Map is that Sarah is not against digital technology. Her problem is that existing options can feel complicated, fragmented or risky.
This changes the design challenge. The objective should not be to create the platform with the largest number of features. It should be to create the simplest useful platform.

Define

After understanding the users, the next Design Thinking stage is Define. At this point, information from the Empathise stage is transformed into a clear problem.
Before creating the Problem Statement, the 5 Whys technique can help explore the root cause rather than focusing only on symptoms.

5 Whys Analysis

Problem: Small independent retailers struggle to provide a smooth online shopping and local delivery experience.
Why 1 – Why do they struggle?
Because they often manage online orders, payments, stock and delivery separately.
Why 2 – Why are these activities managed separately?
Because different digital tools are used for different parts of the business.
Why 3 – Why don't they use one integrated system?
Because some available systems can be expensive, complicated or designed for larger businesses.
Why 4 – Why is complexity such an important problem?
Because small businesses have limited staff, time and technical expertise.
Why 5 – Why does this prevent digital growth?
Because owners may delay adopting technology when the cost, effort and risk appear greater than the expected benefit.
This analysis suggests that the deeper problem is not simply “small retailers need an online shop.” Many tools already provide online shops. The deeper issue is the complexity and fragmentation involved in running several digital processes with limited resources.
This conclusion is consistent with government research showing that financial cost, skills gaps, infrastructure and uncertainty about benefits can all act as barriers to technology adoption (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2025).

Problem Statement

Small independent retailers in the UK need a simple and affordable way to manage online orders, payments, basic stock information and local delivery because using multiple disconnected systems takes time, increases complexity and makes digital adoption harder for businesses with limited staff and technical expertise.
This Problem Statement is deliberately user focused. It does not mention LocalLink because the solution should not be built into the definition of the problem.
How Might We?
The Problem Statement can then be converted into a How Might We? question:
How might we help small independent UK retailers manage online selling and local delivery through one simple, affordable digital experience without requiring advanced technical skills?
This question provides direction for the Ideate stage while still leaving enough freedom to explore different solutions.
Ideate

The Ideate stage moves away from analysing the problem and towards generating possible solutions. Design Thinking encourages exploration before committing to one concept. The purpose is to create several possibilities and then evaluate which solution best responds to the users identified earlier.



Brainstorming and Mind Mapping
A short brainstorming exercise produced several possible ideas:
· Idea A – Local online marketplace
One website where consumers can discover and purchase products from independent businesses in their area.
· Idea B – SME digital management dashboard
A system connecting orders, payments, stock and customer communication.
· Idea C – Shared local delivery network
Independent retailers combine deliveries, allowing local drivers to collect multiple orders on one route.
· Idea D – AI digital assistant for small retailers
An assistant that helps create product listings, respond to basic questions and produce marketing content.
· Idea E – Combined LocalLink platform
A simplified platform combining online ordering, basic business management and access to local delivery.
A mind map could then group the ideas around four customer needs:
SELL → MANAGE → DELIVER → COMMUNICATE.
The brainstorming process suggests that Idea E has the strongest potential because it addresses several connected pain points without requiring the retailer to manage completely separate systems.
However, simply combining every idea could create an overly complicated platform. Therefore, another ideation technique is required to challenge and simplify the concept.

SCAMPER Technique
SCAMPER encourages an idea to be examined from seven different perspectives: Substitute, Combine, Adapt, Modify, put to another use, Eliminate and Reverse/Rearrange.
For LocalLink, the technique can be applied as follows:
	SCAMPER
	Application to LocalLink

	Substitute
	Substitute manual telephone or message-based ordering with a simple digital storefront.

	Combine
	Combine ordering, payment, basic stock management and delivery requests within one platform.

	Adapt
	Adapt familiar social-media-style interfaces so owners do not need extensive training.

	Modify
	Modify traditional e-commerce software by simplifying the dashboard for micro and small businesses.

	Put to another use
	Use sales and stock information to provide simple insights about popular products and busy periods.

	Eliminate
	Eliminate unnecessary advanced features that small retailers are unlikely to use.

	Reverse/Rearrange
	Instead of every retailer arranging deliveries independently, allow nearby orders to be grouped for local delivery partners.


The most valuable SCAMPER insight is arguably Eliminate. There is a temptation when developing software to continuously add features. However, the Empathy Map showed that complexity is already one of the user's main frustrations. Therefore, removing unnecessary functions may create more value than adding them.
SCAMPER also improves the original concept through Combine and Rearrange. Instead of LocalLink being another online-shop builder, it becomes a connection between the retailer, customer and delivery partner.
Selected Solution
Following brainstorming, mind mapping and SCAMPER, the selected solution is:
LocalLink – a simple digital commerce and local-delivery platform designed for independent UK retailers and producers.
A retailer would be able to create a basic online storefront, upload products, receive payments, monitor basic stock and request local delivery through one dashboard.
Customers could search participating local businesses, order products, pay online and choose collection or local delivery.
Local delivery partners could receive suitable delivery requests and potentially combine nearby orders.
The solution therefore creates value for three sides of the system rather than only the retailer.

Prototype
The fourth Design Thinking stage is Prototype. Instead of spending significant money developing the complete LocalLink platform immediately, a simplified version should be created first.
This is particularly important for a start-up because many assumptions remain untested. Building every planned feature before speaking to real users would create unnecessary financial risk.


Minimum Viable Product (MVP)
The Minimum Viable Product (MVP) would contain only the functions necessary to test whether the concept solves the main customer problem.
The first LocalLink MVP would contain:
1. Retailer registration and simple profile creation
2. Basic product catalogue
3. Customer online ordering
4. Secure digital payment
5. Basic stock updates
6. Collection or local-delivery option
7. Simple retailer dashboard
8. Customer order confirmation and status updates
Features such as advanced AI marketing, detailed analytics, accounting integration and sophisticated delivery optimisation would not initially be included.
This is intentional. The prototype needs to answer basic questions:
Will retailers use it?
Can they understand it?
Does it save time?
Will customers order through it?
Will retailers pay for it?
Only after these questions are answered should more expensive features be developed.
Example Customer Journey
The proposed customer journey would be:
Customer discovers local shop → opens LocalLink storefront → selects products → chooses collection/delivery → pays → retailer receives order → retailer prepares order → delivery partner receives request → customer receives order and provides feedback.
From the retailer's side:
Register → create storefront → add products → receive order → confirm availability → prepare order → request delivery → receive payment information → view completed transaction.
Keeping both journeys simple is essential.
The interface could initially be developed as clickable screen mock-ups rather than fully functioning software. Retailers could be asked to complete activities such as:
“Add a new product.”
“Find today's orders.”
“Arrange delivery for this order.”
Observing where they hesitate or become confused would provide valuable information before expensive development begins.

Test

The final stage is Test, although Design Thinking should not be viewed as a perfectly linear process. Testing may reveal information that takes the entrepreneur back to Empathise, Define or Ideate. Research examining the Design Thinking process similarly treats prototyping and testing as part of an iterative learning process rather than simply the end of innovation (Kaya et al., 2023).
Initial Testing
LocalLink could initially be tested in one UK town or local area rather than launching nationally.
A small pilot could involve:
· 10 independent retailers.
· 30–50 local consumers; and
· a small group of local delivery partners.
Retailers would first test the prototype interface. Their behaviour should be observed rather than relying only on asking whether they like the concept.
This distinction is important. A participant might say that an application is “easy”, but if they require several minutes to find the delivery button, their behaviour suggests otherwise.
After the clickable prototype, a basic functioning MVP could be introduced to a smaller number of participating businesses.
Feedback Collection
Feedback would be collected through short interviews, questionnaires and usage data.
Retailers could be asked:
· Was registration easy?
· Which part of the platform was confusing?
· Did LocalLink save time?
· Which feature did you use most?
· Which feature did you not need?
· What is missing?
· Would you pay for the service?
· What monthly price would you consider reasonable?
Customers could be asked about ordering convenience, payment, delivery options and whether the platform makes them more likely to buy from local businesses.
Delivery partners could provide feedback on route information, collection times, communication and whether grouped deliveries are practical.
Success Measures
The test should include measurable indicators rather than relying only on opinions.
Important measures could include:
Task completion rate – Can retailers successfully add products and process orders without assistance?
Time to complete tasks – Does the platform make common activities faster?
Retailer retention – Do businesses continue using LocalLink after the trial?
Order completion rate – How many customer orders are successfully completed?
Repeat purchases – Do consumers return and use the service again?
Delivery success rate – How many deliveries are completed correctly and on time?
Willingness to pay – Are retailers prepared to move from a free trial to a paid subscription?
These measures would provide evidence about usability as well as commercial viability.
Refining the Solution
Imagine testing shows that retailers like the online storefront but rarely use the analytics section. Several also say that manually adding every product takes too long.
The response should not be to defend the original design. LocalLink could remove or simplify analytics and introduce faster product uploading.
If customers indicate that delivery charges are too high, the grouped-delivery concept could be tested. Orders going to nearby addresses could be combined into scheduled local delivery windows.
If businesses struggle with registration, onboarding could be redesigned using a guided step-by-step process.
The cycle therefore becomes:
Prototype → Test → Feedback → Learn → Modify → Test again.
This continuous refinement is important because the purpose of testing is not simply to prove that the original idea was correct. It is to discover where it was wrong before large amounts of money are invested.

Business Viability, Scalability and Sustainability

For LocalLink to become a genuine new venture, solving the user problem is only one part of the challenge. It must also become commercially viable.
A possible business model would be freemium subscription software. Retailers could start with a limited free version and upgrade to a monthly paid package when they require more products, orders or additional features.
A small transaction or delivery fee could provide another revenue stream, although pricing would need careful testing because affordability was identified as an important SME concern.
The platform could initially focus on one category, such as independent food retailers and local producers. Once the model has been tested, LocalLink could expand geographically and into categories such as florists, independent bookstores and other local retailers.
This creates scalability because the central software does not need to be completely rebuilt for each new location. Nevertheless, local delivery would require partnerships and operational coordination as the venture expands.
There is also a sustainability argument. Grouping local deliveries and improving route efficiency could potentially reduce duplicated journeys. LocalLink could additionally encourage consumers to purchase from nearby independent businesses.
However, environmental claims would need to be measured rather than assumed. If the platform created many additional individual vehicle journeys, its environmental benefit could be reduced. Future testing should therefore measure deliveries per route, distance travelled and the proportion of orders grouped together.
The timing of the venture is also favourable. The UK Government continues to support greater SME digital capability and has maintained its ambition for UK SMEs to become the most digitally capable and AI-confident in the G7 by 2035 (Department for Business and Trade, 2025b; Department for Business and Trade, 2026).
LocalLink therefore represents a potentially scalable opportunity, but Design Thinking suggests that growth should come after evidence of user value, not before it.

4. Conclusion
The growth of e-commerce and digital services has changed the expectations placed on UK businesses. Online shopping has remained an important part of the retail market beyond the immediate effects of COVID-19. ONS figures show that online sales represented 27.4% of UK retail sales in 2025 compared with 19.2% in 2019, demonstrating how strongly digital purchasing has become embedded in consumer behaviour (Office for National Statistics, 2026).
Task 1 identified opportunities across e-commerce, digital marketing, retail-management software, digital payments and last-mile delivery. However, the analysis suggested that one of the strongest opportunities is not necessarily another individual digital tool. Instead, there is an opportunity to make existing digital activities easier and more connected for SMEs.
Task 2 applied Design Thinking to this opportunity. The Empathy Map helped explore the experience of a small retailer, while the 5 Whys moved the analysis from the visible problem of online selling towards the deeper issue of fragmented and complicated technology. This produced a clear Problem Statement and How Might We? question.
During Ideation, brainstorming and mind mapping generated alternative solutions before SCAMPER was used to challenge and improve the concept. This process resulted in LocalLink: a proposed platform connecting online ordering, payments, basic stock management and local delivery.
Importantly, the concept would not immediately be developed as a complete product. A simplified MVP would first be prototyped and tested with real retailers, consumers and delivery partners. Feedback and measurable results would then determine what should be changed, removed or developed further.
The overall process demonstrates why Design Thinking is valuable for entrepreneurship. Innovation is not simply about having an original idea. It is about understanding a genuine problem, questioning assumptions, generating alternatives and being prepared to change the solution when users provide new evidence.
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