Assignment Title: Individual Report
Program: BA Leadership and Management Skills for the Workplace
Module: Design Thinking and Innovation
Module Code: LCLM 6002
Module Leader: Sharin Mcdowall-Emefiele
Student Name: Adam Kovac
Student Number: 2242021

Introduction
The UK economy has experienced significant changes in recent years as advances in digital technology, shifting consumer expectations, and evolving business models continue to reshape industries. The rapid growth of e-commerce, online services, artificial intelligence (AI), automation, and mobile technologies has created new opportunities for entrepreneurs to develop innovative products and services that address emerging customer needs. At the same time, consumers increasingly expect businesses to provide convenient, personalised, and digitally enabled solutions, creating opportunities for new venture creation across multiple sectors.
Design Thinking has become an important innovation framework because it places users at the centre of the problem-solving process. Rather than focusing solely on technology or business ideas, Design Thinking encourages organisations to understand customer needs, identify unmet problems, generate creative solutions, develop prototypes, and continuously refine ideas through testing and feedback. This human-centred approach reduces the risk of developing products or services that fail to meet market demand while increasing the likelihood of creating sustainable and scalable businesses.
This report applies the Design Thinking process to identify key opportunity areas within the UK market where innovation and entrepreneurship are most viable. It evaluates user pain points, market gaps, technological enablers, and opportunities for scalable and sustainable business development. Based on this analysis, the report develops an innovative venture concept designed to address a genuine market need while demonstrating how Design Thinking can support successful new venture creation in today's rapidly evolving UK business environment.

Task1 - Opportunity Area Analysis

• User Pain Points
The first stage of Design Thinking focuses on developing empathy by understanding the problems, frustrations and unmet needs experienced by users. Identifying these pain points enables entrepreneurs to create products and services that provide genuine value rather than simply introducing new technology. In this report, the primary users are UK small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), many of which face increasing pressure to improve productivity while remaining competitive in a rapidly changing digital economy.
One major pain point is the increasing demand for convenient, personalised and seamless digital experiences. Consumers expect businesses to provide fast online services, mobile accessibility and personalised support. However, many SMEs still rely on manual processes, such as responding to customer enquiries, scheduling appointments or processing invoices, because they lack the resources or technical expertise to adopt digital solutions. This creates frustration for both business owners and customers while reducing operational efficiency (OECD, 2026).
A second pain point is the uncertainty surrounding artificial intelligence (AI) adoption. Although many SME owners recognise AI's potential benefits, they often struggle to identify which tools are suitable for their business, how to implement them and whether the investment will provide measurable value. Limited digital skills, financial constraints and fear of making costly mistakes frequently delay AI adoption, leaving many businesses less competitive than larger organisations (OECD, 2026).
From a Design Thinking perspective, these user pain points represent valuable opportunities for innovation. By engaging directly with SME owners through interviews, observation and feedback, entrepreneurs can develop practical, affordable and user-centred solutions that address real business challenges. Understanding these specific problems provides the foundation for creating innovative ventures that improve productivity, enhance customer experiences and support long-term business growth (Brown, 2008).

• Market Gaps
Market gaps represent unmet customer needs or areas where existing products and services fail to provide sufficient value. Within the Design Thinking process, identifying these gaps enables entrepreneurs to develop innovative solutions that respond directly to real-world problems. In the UK, despite continued investment in digital transformation, many SMEs still lack practical support for adopting artificial intelligence (AI), creating a clear opportunity for innovation.
One significant market gap is the absence of affordable, all-in-one platforms that help SMEs identify, implement and manage AI solutions. While many AI tools are available, they are often designed for larger organisations or require specialist knowledge to use effectively. Smaller businesses are left searching through multiple software providers, online resources and expensive consultancy services without clear guidance on which solutions best suit their needs (Department for Business and Trade, 2025).
Another important gap is the lack of personalised implementation support. Existing consultancy services are often costly and targeted at larger organisations, making them inaccessible for many SMEs. This creates an opportunity to develop a digital platform that assesses a business's needs, recommends suitable AI tools, provides step-by-step implementation guidance and offers ongoing support through a single, user-friendly service (Department for Business and Trade, 2025b).
From a Design Thinking perspective, recognising these market gaps enables entrepreneurs to create solutions that are both desirable for users and commercially viable. By working closely with SME owners through interviews, observations and prototype testing, businesses can ensure that the proposed platform addresses genuine challenges rather than assumptions. This user-centred approach increases the likelihood of developing a scalable venture that improves business productivity while supporting the UK's digital transformation.
• Technological Enablers
Technological enablers are the digital tools, platforms and innovations that make it possible for businesses to develop new products, improve operational efficiency and deliver greater value to customers. Within the Design Thinking process, technology is not viewed as the starting point for innovation but as a means of addressing validated user needs. Once customer pain points and market gaps have been identified, technological enablers provide the capability to transform ideas into practical and scalable solutions.
One of the most influential technological enablers in the UK is artificial intelligence (AI). AI-powered applications enable businesses to automate repetitive tasks, analyse customer behaviour, personalise services and improve decision-making through data-driven insights. For small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), AI has become increasingly accessible through cloud-based software and subscription services, reducing the need for significant upfront investment. This enables smaller businesses to compete more effectively while improving customer experiences and operational efficiency (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2025).
Cloud computing is another key technological enabler supporting innovation and entrepreneurship. Cloud platforms allow businesses to access software, data storage and computing power without investing in expensive physical infrastructure. This flexibility enables start-ups to scale their operations quickly while supporting remote working, collaboration and digital service delivery. Combined with high-speed broadband and expanding 5G connectivity across the UK, cloud technologies allow businesses to deliver reliable and responsive digital services to customers regardless of location (Ofcom, 2025).
From a Design Thinking perspective, technological enablers should always support user-centred innovation rather than drive it. Entrepreneurs who first understand customer needs can select technologies that solve specific problems, improve usability and create measurable value. As digital technologies continue to evolve, businesses that effectively integrate AI, cloud computing and advanced connectivity into customer-focused solutions will be better positioned to develop scalable ventures and maintain long-term competitive advantage in the UK market.

• Potential for Scalability and Sustainability
Innovation opportunities in the UK market offer strong potential for both scalability and sustainability when they are developed using a Design Thinking approach. By focusing on genuine user needs, entrepreneurs can create solutions that are capable of growing beyond their initial target market while remaining adaptable to changing customer expectations. Scalability allows a business to increase its customer base and revenue without a proportional increase in operating costs, whereas sustainability ensures that the venture can maintain long-term economic, social and environmental value.
Digital technologies such as cloud computing, artificial intelligence (AI) and software-as-a-service (SaaS) business models make it easier for start-ups to scale rapidly. Once a digital product or platform has been developed, it can often be delivered to thousands of additional customers with relatively low additional costs. This enables new ventures to expand across different regions of the UK and potentially into international markets while maintaining consistent service quality.
Sustainability is equally important for long-term business success. Consumers increasingly prefer organisations that demonstrate responsible business practices, including reducing environmental impacts, protecting customer data and operating ethically. Businesses that incorporate sustainable practices into their products and operations are more likely to build customer trust, strengthen their reputation and achieve long-term competitive advantage. Furthermore, aligning innovation with sustainability supports the UK's broader economic and environmental objectives while creating value for both businesses and society (World Economic Forum, 2024).
Overall, ventures developed through a Design Thinking process are well positioned to achieve sustainable growth because they continuously adapt to user feedback and evolving market conditions. Combining customer-focused innovation with scalable digital technologies and responsible business practices enables entrepreneurs to develop resilient businesses capable of succeeding in an increasingly competitive and technology-driven UK economy.

• Justification of Opportunity
The analysis of user pain points, market gaps, technological enablers and scalability identifies a clear opportunity to develop a digital platform that supports UK small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in adopting artificial intelligence (AI) and automation technologies. Rather than requiring business owners to research dozens of AI tools independently, the platform would assess their business needs, recommend suitable AI solutions and provide step-by-step implementation guidance. This addresses the uncertainty and lack of technical expertise that currently prevent many SMEs from adopting AI successfully.
Applying the Design Thinking approach ensures that the proposed venture is driven by user needs rather than technology alone. Through interviews, user feedback and continuous prototype testing, the platform can be refined to provide personalised recommendations, practical implementation plans and ongoing support tailored to different industries. This user-centred approach increases the likelihood of developing a solution that genuinely improves business productivity and customer satisfaction.
The opportunity is also commercially attractive because AI technologies have become more accessible through cloud-based services and subscription models, allowing the platform to be delivered at relatively low cost. A subscription-based business model also provides recurring revenue while remaining affordable for SMEs. Research demonstrates that many SMEs continue to face barriers to AI implementation, particularly due to limited knowledge, financial constraints and inadequate digital skills. These challenges reinforce the demand for a practical and affordable AI adoption platform (Oldemeyer, Jede and Teuteberg, 2025).
Overall, the proposed venture aligns closely with the principles of Design Thinking by combining empathy, innovation and continuous improvement to solve a genuine business problem. By helping SMEs adopt AI with confidence, the platform has strong potential to achieve sustainable growth while improving productivity and long-term competitiveness.

Task 2 – New Venture via Design Thinking

Following the identification of a market opportunity within the UK SME sector, this section applies the Design Thinking framework to develop an innovative new venture. Design Thinking provides a structured, human-centred approach to innovation by focusing on understanding user needs, defining key problems, generating creative solutions, developing prototypes and testing ideas before full implementation. Applying these five stages helps reduce uncertainty and ensures that new ventures are designed around genuine customer requirements rather than assumptions. The proposed venture is a digital platform that supports UK SMEs in adopting artificial intelligence (AI) and automation technologies through affordable, personalised and practical guidance.


• Empathise

The empathise stage is the foundation of the Design Thinking process because it focuses on understanding users, their behaviours and the challenges they experience before developing a solution. For the proposed venture, the primary users are owners and managers of UK small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) who wish to adopt artificial intelligence (AI) and automation technologies but face significant barriers during the implementation process. Rather than assuming what these businesses require, the venture would begin by collecting first-hand insights through interviews, surveys, observations and workshops with SME owners from different industries.
The research would seek to understand the daily operational challenges experienced by business owners, including repetitive administrative tasks, rising operating costs, limited digital expertise and uncertainty about selecting appropriate AI solutions. Many SMEs are aware of AI's potential benefits but remain hesitant because they fear making costly investment decisions or adopting technologies that fail to deliver measurable business value. Understanding these concerns allows entrepreneurs to identify the emotional, financial and operational factors influencing technology adoption.
To organise the collected information, empathy maps and user personas would be developed. These tools help visualise what users think, feel, say and do throughout their decision-making process while highlighting common frustrations and unmet needs. For example, a typical SME owner may feel overwhelmed by the large number of AI tools available, uncertain about implementation costs and concerned about disrupting existing business operations. These insights help ensure that the proposed platform provides practical recommendations instead of complex technical advice.
The venture would also engage with users throughout the empathise stage by encouraging open discussions about their previous experiences with digital transformation projects. Understanding both successful and unsuccessful technology adoption experiences enables the business to identify recurring patterns and prioritise features that provide the greatest value to customers. Research demonstrates that empathy-driven stakeholder engagement strengthens innovation by enabling businesses to better understand user expectations and develop solutions that respond to genuine needs rather than assumptions (Storm and Smith, 2023). Similarly, knowledge exchange between SMEs and stakeholders has been shown to improve service innovation by supporting collaborative learning and user-centred solution development (Gao and Yu, 2023).
By completing the empathise stage thoroughly, the proposed venture establishes a strong understanding of its target market before progressing to problem definition. This reduces the likelihood of developing unnecessary features and increases the probability of creating a digital platform that is relevant, accessible and valuable for UK SMEs seeking to adopt AI and automation technologies.
• Define
The define stage builds upon the insights gathered during the empathise phase by analysing and synthesising user research to create a clear problem statement. Rather than attempting to solve every challenge faced by UK SMEs, the objective is to identify the most significant issue that prevents successful adoption of artificial intelligence (AI) and automation technologies. A well-defined problem provides direction for the remaining stages of the Design Thinking process and ensures that innovation remains focused on user needs rather than assumptions.
Based on the findings from the empathise stage, the key problem can be defined as follows: UK SME owners need an affordable and easy-to-use platform that provides practical guidance on selecting, implementing and managing AI solutions because they often lack the technical expertise, time and financial resources to adopt these technologies with confidence.
This problem statement is human-centred because it focuses on the needs of SME owners rather than the objectives of the business itself. It also highlights the underlying causes of the problem instead of simply identifying a lack of AI adoption. To refine this challenge further, the venture would use techniques such as affinity mapping to group common themes from interviews, alongside "How Might We?" questions to encourage solution-focused thinking. For example, How might we simplify AI adoption for SME owners with little technical knowledge? or How might we reduce the cost and complexity of implementing AI within small businesses?
Developing a focused problem statement ensures that subsequent ideas remain aligned with genuine customer needs. Research suggests that the define stage plays a critical role in transforming user insights into actionable innovation challenges, improving the likelihood of creating solutions that are both desirable and commercially viable (Dam and Teo, 2025).

• Ideate
The ideate stage focuses on generating a wide range of creative solutions to the problem identified during the define phase. At this point, the emphasis is on exploring different possibilities without immediately judging or rejecting ideas. For the proposed venture, brainstorming sessions would involve SME owners, technology specialists and business advisers to ensure that multiple perspectives are considered when developing innovative solutions.
Several potential concepts could emerge during this stage, including an AI consultancy service, an online training platform, a marketplace for AI software or a digital advisory platform. After evaluating these alternatives, the most suitable solution is a cloud-based platform that guides SMEs through the entire AI adoption process. Users would complete a short business assessment covering their industry, business size, budget and operational challenges. Based on these responses, the platform would recommend suitable AI tools, explain why they are appropriate, estimate implementation costs and expected time savings, and provide step-by-step guidance for implementation. Additional features could include video tutorials, progress tracking, cost calculators and access to expert support.
Idea selection would be based on desirability, feasibility and viability, which are key principles of Design Thinking. The proposed platform is desirable because it addresses a genuine need identified during user research. It is feasible because cloud-based technologies and AI-powered recommendation systems are already widely available, reducing development costs. It is also commercially viable because a subscription-based pricing model could generate recurring revenue while remaining affordable for SMEs.
The ideate stage encourages continuous collaboration and creativity, allowing the venture to refine ideas before investing significant resources in development. By selecting a solution that balances user needs with technical and commercial considerations, the business increases its chances of creating an innovative product that delivers long-term value. Research highlights that effective ideation enables organisations to produce more user-focused and innovative solutions by encouraging collaboration, experimentation and creative problem-solving (Liedtka, 2018).

• Prototype (MVP)

The prototype stage transforms the selected idea into a tangible solution that can be evaluated by potential users before significant investment is made in full-scale development. Rather than building a complete product, the proposed venture would develop a Minimum Viable Product (MVP) containing only the essential features required to solve the primary problem identified during the earlier stages of Design Thinking. This approach reduces development costs, minimises risk and enables rapid learning through user feedback.
The MVP would be developed as a cloud-based web platform designed specifically for UK small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). After creating an account, users would complete a short business assessment covering their industry, company size, budget and operational challenges. Based on these responses, the platform would recommend suitable AI tools, explain why they are appropriate, estimate implementation costs and expected time savings, and provide step-by-step implementation guidance. The MVP would also include a simple progress dashboard, video tutorials and cost calculators to help businesses monitor their AI adoption journey.
At this stage, advanced features such as live AI assistants, third-party software integrations and detailed business analytics would be excluded to keep the product simple and focused. The primary objective of the MVP is to validate whether the platform effectively solves the needs of SME owners before additional investment is made. User interactions with the prototype would provide valuable insights into usability, feature preferences and areas requiring improvement.
Developing an MVP aligns closely with Design Thinking because it encourages experimentation, rapid iteration and continuous improvement. Research highlights that low-cost prototypes enable organisations to identify design weaknesses early, validate assumptions and refine solutions based on real user experiences before launching a final product (Dam and Teo, 2025). This iterative approach increases the likelihood of developing a platform that is both user-centred and commercially successful.

• Test and Refine

The test and refine stage is the final phase of the Design Thinking process, where the prototype is evaluated by real users to determine whether it effectively addresses their needs. The objective is to gather meaningful feedback, identify weaknesses and continuously improve the solution before launching the final product. Testing ensures that business decisions are based on evidence rather than assumptions, reducing the risk of developing a product that fails to meet customer expectations.
For the proposed venture, the Minimum Viable Product (MVP) would be tested with a small group of UK small and medium-sized enterprise (SME) owners from different industries. Participants would use the platform to explore AI recommendations, implementation guides and digital transformation tools before providing structured feedback through questionnaires, interviews and usability testing sessions. Particular attention would be given to ease of navigation, clarity of recommendations, perceived usefulness and overall user satisfaction.
The feedback collected would be analysed to identify recurring issues and opportunities for improvement. For example, if users found the platform difficult to navigate or the AI recommendations too technical, the interface and content could be simplified before wider release. Additional features, such as live expert support or industry-specific guidance, could also be introduced if they were consistently requested by users. This iterative process ensures that each version of the platform better reflects customer needs and expectations.
Testing and refining the solution is essential because user requirements and market conditions continue to evolve. By continuously collecting feedback and making improvements, the venture can maintain its relevance while increasing customer satisfaction and long-term competitiveness. Research shows that iterative testing enables organisations to validate assumptions, improve usability and develop products that are more closely aligned with user expectations, ultimately increasing the likelihood of innovation success (Dam and Teo, 2025).

                                        
Conclusion

The Design Thinking approach provides a structured and user-centred framework for developing innovative and commercially viable business ventures. By progressing through the stages of empathise, define, ideate, prototype and test, the proposed venture addresses the genuine challenges faced by UK small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) when adopting artificial intelligence (AI) and automation technologies. Each stage ensures that business decisions are informed by user insights, reducing uncertainty and increasing the likelihood of creating a solution that delivers real value.
The proposed AI advisory platform responds directly to identified user pain points and market gaps while taking advantage of emerging technological enablers and the scalability of cloud-based digital services. Continuous user feedback and iterative improvements further strengthen the venture by ensuring that it remains relevant as customer needs evolve. Overall, applying Design Thinking has demonstrated how innovation can be transformed into a practical and sustainable business opportunity that supports the digital transformation and long-term competitiveness of UK SMEs.
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