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[bookmark: h1_intro]1. Introduction
Post-pandemic digital adoption created a large UK market, but the headline figures should not be treated as proof that every digital venture is attractive. Online sales represented 28.1% of retail spending in Great Britain in April 2026, and the UK had about 5.7 million private-sector businesses at the start of 2025, of which 99.85% were SMEs (Office for National Statistics, 2026; Department for Business and Trade, 2025a). These aggregates conceal important differences in digital capability, population density and purchasing power. Rural demand may be real, yet delivery costs can remain uneconomic because orders are geographically dispersed. The strategic problem is therefore not a general shortage of e-commerce. It is the mismatch between city-based platform economics and lower-density local markets.
Deliveroo is an appropriate focal company because its marketplace already coordinates consumers, merchants and riders. DoorDash completed its acquisition of Deliveroo in October 2025, although Deliveroo continues to operate as a recognised platform and brand (DoorDash, 2025). Deliveroo LocalLink is a proposed venture, not an existing service. It would combine scheduled local delivery with simple merchant tools rather than copy the urban promise of rapid restaurant delivery. The report applies Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype and Test, but does not assume that Design Thinking alone is sufficient. Because the framework can understate power differences, platform economics and operational constraints, it is combined with the Double Diamond, systems thinking, Five Whys, lean experimentation and business-model analysis (Micheli et al., 2019; Design Council, 2019; Liedtka, 2015).
[bookmark: h2_task1]2. Task 1: Opportunity areas in the UK market
A Design Thinking lens is useful only when human desirability is tested against technical feasibility and commercial viability. Brown's (2008) three-way logic is therefore applied as a constraint rather than a slogan. A popular idea may still fail if delivery density is too low, while an efficient service may be unacceptable if it transfers risk to riders or merchants. The opportunity analysis consequently asks not only what users want, but which unmet needs Deliveroo can address more effectively than existing retailers, parcel carriers or software providers.
The external environment supports experimentation but not indiscriminate expansion. Government policy recognises an SME digital-capability gap, yet the existence of that gap does not guarantee willingness to adopt another platform (Department for Business and Trade, 2025b). Deliveroo's current model is strongest where many orders can be combined within short distances, whereas rural indoor 4G coverage remains below urban levels (Ofcom, 2025). Connectivity is therefore a constraint, but not the main one. Better signal cannot make a thin route profitable. The more influential issue is whether LocalLink can pool enough demand to reduce cost per order without weakening service quality, merchant control or rider earnings.
Table 1. Opportunity summary
	Opportunity
	Main user pain or market gap
	Key enablers
	Critical scalability and sustainability test

	Consolidated delivery
	High cost and weak availability in lower-density areas
	Route optimisation, demand pooling, tracking
	Enough orders per route; fewer kilometres per order

	Merchant operating layer
	Fragmented orders, payments, stock and messaging
	Cloud tools, APIs, QR codes, mobile storefronts
	Fast onboarding and support cost below recurring revenue

	Local marketplace
	Poor discovery and fragmented checkout for local products
	Shared catalogue, checkout, recommendations
	Both consumer and merchant participation must grow

	Community hubs
	Failed delivery and inconvenient returns
	QR access, identity checks, hub dashboards
	Use existing trips and avoid costly owned infrastructure


[bookmark: h21]2.1 Consolidated rural and suburban last-mile delivery
Scheduled consolidated delivery addresses a genuine tension: consumers want convenient access, while merchants cannot economically fund separate journeys across dispersed areas. Last-mile research confirms that cost, service and route density are interdependent rather than independently optimisable (Mangiaracina et al., 2019; Boysen, Fedtke and Schwerdfeger, 2021). The opportunity is therefore stronger than instant rural delivery, but only if customers accept narrower choice and scheduled windows. If they continue to value immediacy above price, consolidation may solve Deliveroo's cost problem while failing the user-desirability test.
LocalLink could occupy the space between slow parcel delivery and expensive on-demand delivery by grouping orders into fixed rounds and using collection points where home delivery is inefficient. Route optimisation, forecasting and tracking would improve execution, but they cannot create demand density. The venture should therefore use postcode-level entry criteria and reject areas where projected orders per route remain below break-even. This is a more defensible use of technology than assuming algorithms can rescue an uneconomic market.
Operational replication across towns is possible, but geographic replication is not the same as effortless scalability. Each area requires merchant recruitment, rider supply, local demand and new route knowledge. Environmental claims are equally conditional. Fuller rounds may reduce kilometres per order, but packaging, failed delivery and dedicated collection trips can offset that gain. Scheduled delivery is therefore the highest-potential opportunity, but only where route and emissions data confirm both financial and environmental improvement.
[bookmark: h22]2.2 A simple digital operating layer for independent merchants
A merchant operating layer could reduce the fragmented use of social media messages, spreadsheets, payment links and manual stock checks. However, the UK total of 5.64 million small businesses overstates the realistic market because many firms have no employees, limited delivery demand or existing software (Department for Business and Trade, 2025a). The addressable opportunity should be defined by merchants with recurring local orders and a clear administrative burden, not by the national SME count.
The market gap is integration rather than a lack of e-commerce products. Shopify, Square and social-commerce tools already provide catalogues and payments, so LocalLink would need to create additional value through combined delivery, order cut-offs and shared fulfilment. Teece (2010) argues that a business model must explain both value creation and capture. Accordingly, merchants should adopt LocalLink only if the reduction in administration and access to new demand exceeds subscription, commission and switching costs. A technically simple tool that merely duplicates existing software would not justify entry.
Software is reusable, but the service may still have high marginal expansion costs because each merchant requires data setup, training and support. Standard templates and assisted onboarding can reduce this burden, yet excessive standardisation may fail to accommodate different product categories. The opportunity is scalable only if onboarding time falls as the merchant base grows and if merchants retain transparent access to their data. Otherwise, LocalLink would create platform dependence rather than durable value.
[bookmark: h23]2.3 A local-producer and neighbourhood marketplace
A local-producer marketplace could improve discovery and combine purchases that are currently managed through separate social-media channels. Deliveroo already understands multi-sided platform coordination, which creates strategic fit (Hagiu and Wright, 2015). However, platform familiarity is not a sufficient advantage. Existing farm shops, local directories and social platforms already connect buyers and sellers, so LocalLink must show that shared checkout and delivery materially improve conversion or convenience.
Weekly baskets, seasonal collections and combined orders could raise basket size and route density. This supports service-dominant logic because value would be co-created by merchants, consumers and delivery partners rather than produced by Deliveroo alone (Vargo and Lusch, 2004). The weakness is that curated baskets reduce consumer choice and increase substitution risk. LocalLink should therefore test whether aggregation improves repeat purchase, not assume that an attractive catalogue will automatically create network effects.
Regional catalogues are technically replicable, but quality control, allergens, substitutions and refunds become harder as participation grows. The platform also faces a two-sided adoption problem: merchants wait for demand and consumers wait for assortment. This makes the marketplace a supporting feature rather than the initial venture. It should be activated only after the delivery and merchant layers have created a credible local base.
[bookmark: h24]2.4 Community collection hubs and low-friction returns
Community hubs could reduce failed delivery by using convenience stores, libraries or farm shops as existing local infrastructure. Research suggests that such stage stations can improve rural access through established social networks (Zhang, Garimella and Fan, 2025). Yet the model is less attractive than it first appears. Chilled storage, staff time, liability and restricted opening hours create operating costs that QR codes cannot remove. Hubs also produce no environmental benefit when customers make dedicated car journeys to collect orders. They should therefore be tested only at locations customers already visit and treated as an optional route feature, not a capital-intensive network.
[bookmark: h25]2.5 Prioritisation
The prioritisation does not select a single stand-alone idea. Scheduled consolidation scores highest because it addresses the core cost problem, while the merchant operating layer is needed to generate the shared demand on which consolidation depends. The local marketplace and hubs remain secondary because they add complexity before the core economics are proven. This combination is more defensible than a broad rural launch: it links user value to a specific operating mechanism and leaves expensive features outside the first test.
Table 2. Indicative opportunity screen
	Option
	User value
30%
	Fit and feasibility
40%
	Scalability and sustainability
30%
	Weighted score /5

	Scheduled consolidated delivery
	4.4
	4.4
	4.2
	4.34

	Merchant operating layer
	4.2
	4.5
	4.0
	4.24

	Local marketplace
	3.8
	4.1
	3.6
	3.84

	Community hubs and returns
	3.5
	3.3
	3.8
	3.51



The weights and scores are planning assumptions rather than evidence. They make the decision logic visible, but small changes could alter the ranking because the top two options are close. The result therefore supports a combined MVP rather than false precision. Interviews, merchant workflow data and postcode-level route modelling should replace the initial scores before investment is approved.
[bookmark: h3_task2]3. Task 2: Applying Design Thinking to Deliveroo LocalLink
Figure 1. Iterative Design Thinking process
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[bookmark: h31]3.1 Venture concept and goals
Deliveroo LocalLink would serve independent retailers, farm shops and local producers within selected rural and suburban postcode clusters. Consumers would use one checkout for several merchants and choose a scheduled home-delivery window or community collection. Merchants would receive a basic storefront, payment, stock and fulfilment tools. The proposition is deliberately narrower than a general rural marketplace because it targets one testable mechanism: whether pooled local demand can create reliable service at a sustainable cost.
The venture has four decision goals rather than broad aspirations. It must improve consumer access without relying on permanent subsidy, reduce merchant administration, provide predictable and fairly paid delivery work, and lower cost and distance per completed order. These goals may conflict. Lower consumer fees can reduce rider or merchant returns, while wider geographic coverage can damage route economics. The MVP must therefore reveal the trade-offs rather than report each stakeholder outcome separately.
[bookmark: h32]3.2 Empathise
Empathy should be based on observed behaviour, not imagined personas or statements of interest. Design Thinking becomes superficial when a short workshop is treated as evidence of need (Kimbell, 2011; Carlgren, Rauth and Elmquist, 2016). The first research cycle would involve consumers, merchants, riders and possible hub hosts in one area. The sample should include digitally confident users as well as older residents, people without cars and merchants with different fulfilment practices. This diversity is needed because an average user profile could hide the groups for whom the service is least accessible or least viable.
Interviews, observation, diaries, rider shadowing and journey mapping would be used together because stated preferences are weak evidence of willingness to pay. Consumers may say they value local shopping but abandon a paid basket; merchants may support digitalisation but resist commission or data sharing. Behavioural evidence from completed tasks and paid trials should therefore receive greater weight than positive interview responses. Research showing that reliability, assurance and system operation influence delivery satisfaction also supports testing the whole service journey rather than only the interface (Cheng, Chang and Chen, 2021).
The empathy stage must also address power. Platform convenience can be created by transferring waiting time, uncertainty or monitoring to riders and merchants. Algorithm-mediated delivery research shows that workers adapt to platform rules while having limited influence over them (Allen-Perkins and Cañedo-Rodríguez, 2023). Rider and merchant participation should therefore include co-design of pay, routing, cancellation and performance measures. The purpose is not to claim that stakeholder interests can be fully aligned, but to identify which compromises are acceptable before the model is fixed.
Table 3. Empathy research focus
	User group
	What must be understood
	Suitable method

	Consumers
	Access, trust, price, timing and digital confidence
	Interviews, diary and journey map

	Merchants
	Admin burden, fees, stock and customer ownership
	Observation and co-design

	Riders
	Paid time, distance, safety and route fairness
	Route shadowing and workshop

	Hub partners
	Storage, staffing, liability and local demand
	Site visit and service walkthrough


3.3 Define
The Define stage should convert observations into a causal problem, not restate the scenario. The Double Diamond permits broad discovery before convergence, while Five Whys helps distinguish symptoms from root causes (Design Council, 2019; Ohno, 1988). Limited local delivery is a symptom. The deeper cause is that merchants manage demand through separate channels, so orders cannot be pooled into economically viable rounds. Defining the issue this way rules out a cosmetic solution such as adding more products to the existing app.
Soft-systems thinking is necessary because success differs by stakeholder: convenience for consumers, profitable reach for merchants, fair paid time for riders and inclusion for communities. Checkland (1981) cautions against treating such situations as purely technical optimisation. Hard systems remain useful for routing, capacity and payment, but an efficient route is not a satisfactory solution if it depends on opaque pricing or unpaid waiting. The resulting problem statement is: independent merchants in lower-density communities need a shared ordering and delivery system because fragmented tools and separate journeys make local e-commerce unreliable and uneconomic. The related question is how Deliveroo can pool orders while protecting merchant relationships and fair rider earnings.
Table 4. Five Whys problem clarification
	Question
	Answer

	Why is local delivery choice limited?
	Few merchants offer an integrated service.

	Why do merchants not offer one?
	Individual delivery is costly and administration is fragmented.

	Why is delivery costly?
	Orders are dispersed and dispatched separately.

	Why are orders not pooled?
	Merchants use separate channels and cannot see shared demand.

	Why is shared demand invisible?
	No simple platform combines local ordering, payment and scheduled routing.


3.4 Ideate
Ideation should demonstrate how the thinking method changed the solution rather than simply list creativity techniques. Brainswarming is useful because merchants and riders can contribute before senior platform managers frame the discussion. Reverse provocation challenges the assumption that convenience requires immediate individual delivery. Random entry using the idea of a bus route produces fixed times, shared stops and predictable capacity. These methods widen the solution space, but ideas should remain provisional until user and economic evidence is available (Liedtka, 2015).
The alternatives included instant rural delivery, a software-only merchant tool, mobile collection, lockers, subscriptions and shared vehicle fleets. The decision matrix rejects instant delivery because it reproduces the density problem, and rejects owned lockers because capital and liability arise before demand is known. A software-only tool is retained as a component, but not as the venture, because it does not solve fulfilment. Scheduled LocalLink rounds are selected because they address the root cause with limited irreversible investment, although their success remains dependent on customer acceptance of less immediacy.
The selected concept is therefore not the most novel or technologically complex. It is the option that exposes the riskiest assumptions at the lowest initial cost. This is consistent with effectuation, which favours available means, partnerships and affordable loss under uncertainty (Sarasvathy, 2001). The choice should still be reversed if route density or paid demand is not demonstrated.
Table 5. Concept selection matrix
	Concept
	Main strength
	Main weakness
	Decision

	Instant rural delivery
	Familiar customer promise
	Poor low-density economics
	Reject as default

	Software-only merchant tool
	Fast and scalable
	Does not solve delivery
	Retain as component

	Owned smart-locker network
	Reduces failed delivery
	High capital and liability
	Defer

	Scheduled LocalLink rounds
	Combines merchant and logistics needs
	Requires demand density
	Prototype


[bookmark: h35]3.5 Prototype and minimum viable product
The prototype is divided into three levels because building a complete application first would create sunk-cost bias and encourage the team to defend technology before proving demand.
A low-fidelity clickable prototype would test whether consumers can build a multi-merchant basket and understand delivery choices, while merchants and riders would test catalogue, preparation and route information. Task completion and observed confusion are more useful at this stage than general opinions about the visual design. Five users from each group are sufficient to expose major usability problems, but not to estimate market demand.
A service prototype would then use role-play and a service blueprint to test handovers between customer, merchant, platform and rider. This matters because failure is more likely to occur through late preparation, unclear responsibility or poor exception handling than through a single screen (Stickdorn et al., 2018). The prototype should deliberately simulate substitutions, delays and failed collection, not only the ideal journey.
The 12-week MVP would operate in one postcode cluster with 10 to 15 merchants, about 300 invited consumers, limited delivery windows, one collection partner and a small trained rider group. A simple web application and partly manual operations are preferable to a full app rebuild because they test the service logic without hiding weaknesses behind automation. The area should be chosen for sufficient merchant variety and measurable demand, not because it is unusually easy and therefore unrepresentative.
Lean Startup treats the MVP as a vehicle for validated learning rather than a reduced final product (Ries, 2011; Blank, 2013). Two merchant fee packages would be tested because a single pricing model could shift excessive cost to either consumers or merchants. The Business Model Canvas would record assumptions about willingness to trade speed for price, administrative savings and route contribution, but it would not be treated as evidence of viability (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010). Privacy, accessibility and data minimisation should be designed in from the start because a commercially successful pilot would still be unacceptable if it excludes less confident users or collects unnecessary location data (Information Commissioner's Office, 2026).
Table 6. Simplified MVP service blueprint
	Stage
	Customer action
	Visible service
	Back-stage activity

	Order
	Selects goods and delivery slot
	One basket and clear fee
	Stock checks and order confirmation

	Prepare
	Receives updates
	Accurate status message
	Merchant picking deadline

	Deliver
	Tracks scheduled round
	ETA and proof of delivery
	Order grouping and route planning

	Resolve
	Reports a problem
	Single support channel
	Merchant, rider and platform case handling


[bookmark: h36]3.6 Test and refine
Testing must combine behaviour, operations, finance and stakeholder outcomes. Satisfaction alone is weak evidence because users may like a subsidised service, while positive contribution can be misleading if it excludes unpaid waiting time or support costs. The pilot should therefore evaluate the entire value system rather than optimise one metric.
Six hypotheses are set before the trial to reduce post-hoc justification. Reorder is more important than first-order adoption because promotions can create trial without durable value. Orders per route are more important than total orders because route density drives the economics. Merchant time savings and rider paid time are included because a platform that grows by transferring cost to participants is not a sustainable innovation. The test would combine weekly interviews with transaction, support and route data. A/B tests would compare delivery windows and home delivery with discounted collection, but behavioural results would still require qualitative interpretation. A lower-priced option may win because it is subsidised, not because the underlying service is superior. Environmental performance should be compared with a counterfactual of separate trips; otherwise, consolidation claims remain speculative. Refinement and stop rules should be agreed before results are known. Weak first-order adoption requires a value-proposition review, weak reordering requires investigation of assortment, price and reliability, and persistently low route density should stop the postcode trial. Excessive onboarding time requires simplification, while rider pay below the agreed floor requires changes to pricing or zone design. Any material safety or data incident should pause the pilot. These rules prevent commitment to the concept from overriding negative evidence.
Financial viability should be tested at route level. Break-even equals route fixed cost divided by contribution per order; for illustration, a £48 route cost and £6 contribution require eight orders. This is not a forecast and must be replaced with pilot data. It nevertheless exposes the core sensitivity: a small fall in contribution or route density can eliminate viability. LocalLink should progress to a second region only when the base case is positive, the downside loss is affordable and quality targets are met (Teece, 2010).
Table 7. Pilot evidence dashboard
	Evidence area
	Target
	Supporting measure
	Decision use

	Initial demand
	35% of invitees order
	First-order conversion
	Is the proposition attractive enough to try?

	Repeat value
	30% reorder in four weeks
	Reorder and satisfaction
	Is it useful enough to repeat?

	Reliability
	70% within promised window
	On-time rate and support contacts
	Can it be delivered consistently?

	Route viability
	8 orders per route by week 8
	Cost and contribution per order
	Can the route cover its costs?

	Merchant value
	70% report lower admin time
	Onboarding time and merchant feedback
	Does the system reduce work?

	Fairness and sustainability
	Agreed rider pay floor and lower distance per order
	Paid time, kilometres and emissions
	Is value created responsibly?


[bookmark: h37]3.7 Scalability, sustainability and risks
Software and operating standards may be reusable, but LocalLink is not a pure digital product. Every new region requires merchant acquisition, rider supply, local partnerships and sufficient demand density. Rapid geographic expansion could therefore increase coordination costs faster than revenue. Scaling should occur through repeatable entry criteria and staged partnerships, not through a national coverage target. Platform network effects are valuable only after local service quality is credible (Hagiu and Wright, 2015). Sustainability should be assessed across economic, environmental and social outcomes rather than inferred from vehicle type. Fuller routes and fewer failed deliveries may reduce emissions per order, but a lightly loaded electric van can still perform poorly. Bocken et al. (2014) support a wider business-model view, so LocalLink should report route contribution, distance and emissions per order, rider paid time and merchant value together. Scaling should stop where improvement in one dimension depends on unacceptable deterioration in another. The principal risks are weak density, merchant resistance, operational failure, unsafe food handling, unfair work allocation, data misuse and cannibalisation of existing Deliveroo orders. Mitigation must be linked to decision rights: postcode entry thresholds, transparent fees, limited product categories, rider co-design, privacy controls and reporting that separates genuinely new demand from channel switching. The risk of inaction is that rivals build local merchant relationships first, but fear of missing out is not a sufficient investment case. Expansion must be earned through repeated evidence of paid demand and route viability.
[bookmark: h4_conclusion]4. Conclusion
The opportunity is not simply the continued growth of e-commerce. It is the unresolved mismatch between digital demand, fragmented merchant capability and low-density delivery economics. Deliveroo LocalLink addresses that mismatch through a combined merchant layer and scheduled order consolidation. The local marketplace and community hubs remain optional because adding features before route viability is proven would increase risk without resolving the core problem.
The proposal is deliberately conditional. Design Thinking identifies needs and exposes stakeholder tensions, but only paid behaviour, route economics and operational evidence can justify investment. LocalLink should scale where customers reorder, merchants save time, riders receive fair paid work, routes make a positive contribution and measured environmental impact improves. It should be redesigned or stopped where those conditions are not met. This makes the venture more credible than a descriptive recommendation to expand rural delivery, because it defines both the basis for growth and the evidence that would invalidate it.
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