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Introduction
The expansion of digital commerce has changed the way UK businesses sell, communicate with customers and deliver products and services. The assessment scenario shows that this change has reached beyond large retailers, with small shops, local producers and service businesses adopting online ordering, digital payments, social media and remote services. This creates opportunities for entrepreneurs but also exposes difficulties for businesses attempting to adapt with limited resources.
This report uses Design Thinking to examine these opportunities from a user-centred perspective. It first considers where unmet needs exist within the changing UK digital market and evaluates their potential for new venture creation. It then selects one problem and applies the five stages of Design Thinking—Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype and Test to develop a feasible venture concept.
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The scenario presents several opportunities created by the rapid movement towards digital commerce. However, from a Design Thinking perspective, an opportunity becomes valuable when it responds to a genuine user problem rather than simply introducing new technology. Three areas appear particularly relevant in the UK context: digital solutions for small retailers, improved last-mile delivery, and platforms connecting local and rural producers directly with consumers.
[bookmark: _Toc237899526][bookmark: _Toc237899620]Opportunity Area 1: Digital solutions for small retailers
A strong opportunity exists in making digital commerce more manageable for small and independent retailers. The scenario shows that businesses such as corner shops, market traders and local bookstores have already adopted digital payments, social-media storefronts and online catalogues. The problem, therefore, is not necessarily a complete absence of technology, but the difficulty of managing different digital tools alongside the everyday demands of running a small business.
This creates a potential gap for a simple platform that combines essential functions such as online ordering, payments, basic stock management and customer communication. The value would come from reducing complexity rather than offering more technology for its own sake. This distinction reflects the human-centred principle of Design Thinking, where solutions are developed around user needs and practical constraints (Brown, 2008).
The opportunity also has potential to scale because a software-based service could be offered to retailers across different locations and sectors without establishing a physical operation in each market. Nevertheless, competition from existing e-commerce and payment providers is considerable. A new venture would therefore need clear differentiation, such as simplicity, affordable pricing and support specifically designed for micro and small businesses.
Recent evidence supports the view that this difficulty remains relevant in the UK. The SME Digital Adoption Taskforce found that smaller businesses can face high adoption and switching costs, limited confidence or expertise, and digital support that can feel fragmented (Department for Business and Trade, 2025b). More recent OECD research also identifies cost, perceived relevance and trust in technology providers as important barriers affecting UK SMEs (OECD, 2026). This suggests that the opportunity is not simply to provide retailers with more digital products. A successful venture would need to make adoption easier and demonstrate a clear benefit relative to its cost.
[bookmark: _Toc237899527][bookmark: _Toc237899621]Opportunity Area 2: Last-mile Delivery and local Fulfilment 
A second opportunity concerns the final stage of online purchasing: getting an order to the customer. The scenario reports that increased online shopping produced record parcel volumes and encouraged major delivery companies to expand their operations. Growth in demand, however, also creates problems around delivery reliability, cost and the coordination of increasing numbers of individual orders.
For small retailers, competing with the delivery convenience offered by larger businesses can be particularly difficult. A possible market gap therefore exists for a local fulfilment service that allows independent retailers to share delivery capacity. Digital route planning, real-time tracking and automated order allocation could be used to group deliveries within the same area, potentially reducing unnecessary journeys and making local delivery more affordable.
The model could initially operate within one town or region before expanding to areas with similar demand. This provides some scalability while allowing the concept to be tested locally. Its main weakness is that delivery requires more physical resources than a purely digital venture, and profitability would depend on achieving sufficient order volumes. Sustainability would also depend on whether consolidated routes genuinely reduce journeys. Therefore, although last-mile fulfilment offers a clear innovation opportunity, its operational complexity makes it more difficult to scale than a software-focused venture.
[bookmark: _Toc237899528][bookmark: _Toc237899622]Opportunity Area 3: Digital platforms for rural and local producers
A third opportunity exists in improving how rural and local producers sell directly to consumers. The scenario shows that some farmers and producers already use social media for promotion and messaging applications to organise orders. However, this can leave the selling process fragmented, with advertising, customer communication, payment and delivery managed separately.
A specialised local marketplace could bring these activities into one platform, allowing producers to list available products, accept payments and organise collection or delivery. For consumers, it could provide a simpler way to discover and purchase goods from several local producers through one service. The market gap is therefore not merely access to online selling, but the lack of an integrated process designed around the needs of smaller local producers.
The model could begin within a defined region before expanding geographically. It may also support sustainability through consolidated orders and local collection points, although shorter supply chains should not automatically be assumed to have a lower environmental impact. A further challenge is the two-sided nature of the marketplace: without enough producers, customers may see little value in joining, while producers may hesitate to participate without sufficient customer demand. This makes the opportunity promising but potentially slower to establish than the SME digital solution.
[bookmark: _Toc237899529][bookmark: _Toc237899623]Comparison and most viable opportunity
Across the three opportunities, the main user pain points are complexity, limited resources and difficulty connecting separate stages of digital commerce. This is particularly relevant to SMEs, as recent UK research identifies cost, lack of expertise and fragmented digital support as continuing barriers to technology adoption (Department for Business and Trade, 2025b). The market gap is therefore not simply a shortage of technology, but a need for solutions that are easier for smaller businesses to adopt and manage.
Several technologies make these opportunities feasible. Cloud computing, APIs and digital payments can support an integrated retail platform, while GPS and route-optimisation technology enable more efficient fulfilment. These technologies can also improve scalability because digital services can reach additional users without requiring equivalent increases in physical infrastructure.
Overall, the integrated digital solution for small retailers is the most viable opportunity. Compared with last-mile delivery, it requires less physical infrastructure, while unlike the rural marketplace it does not depend as heavily on simultaneously attracting two different user groups. A subscription-based platform could also generate recurring revenue and expand geographically. Sustainability should nevertheless include economic as well as environmental considerations: the venture must remain affordable for small businesses and avoid unnecessary technological complexity. The opportunity therefore offers the strongest balance between user desirability, technological feasibility and commercial viability, while still requiring differentiation from established competitors.
[bookmark: _Toc237899530][bookmark: _Toc237899624]Applying Design Thinking to a New Venture
[bookmark: _Toc237899625]Stage 1: Empathise
The first stage of Design Thinking involves understanding a problem from the user's perspective before deciding what the solution should be. This is important because entrepreneurs can easily make assumptions about what customers need and develop products that are technically effective but unsuitable in practice. Design Thinking instead places observation, interaction and user experience at the beginning of innovation (Brown, 2008).
For the proposed venture, the primary users are owners and managers of small independent UK retailers, particularly businesses attempting to combine physical trading with online sales. The assessment scenario indicates that small retailers have increasingly adopted card payments, online ordering, social-media storefronts and online catalogues. Although these tools create opportunities, they can also leave a retailer managing several separate systems while dealing with customers, stock, employees and everyday business administration.
Empathy research would therefore involve semi-structured interviews with approximately 10–15 independent retailers from different sectors, such as convenience stores, clothing retailers and local bookshops. Short observations of how owners process online and in-store transactions could complement the interviews. Rather than asking whether retailers want a new platform, questions would explore where they lose time, which digital tasks cause frustration, what they currently do when systems do not communicate, and which activities they would prefer to simplify. This reduces the risk of designing the venture around assumptions rather than actual behaviour (Stanford d.school, 2018).
An empathy map could then organise the findings around what users say, think, do and feel (Gray, Brown and Macanufo, 2010). Likely pain points to investigate include limited time, subscription costs, lack of technical confidence, duplicate data entry and difficulty keeping online and physical stock information consistent. However, these should initially be treated as hypotheses rather than confirmed needs. Interviews and observation may reveal that some retailers are satisfied with existing systems or that their main difficulty lies elsewhere.
A simple causal map could also connect the underlying problem: multiple disconnected tools may lead to repeated administrative tasks, which consume owners' time and increase the possibility of errors, potentially resulting in poor customer experiences and additional costs. This is useful because the assessment guidance specifically expects causal mapping to support innovation and Design Thinking.
The outcome of the Empathise stage would therefore be evidence about the retailers' actual priorities rather than a predetermined product specification. These insights would provide the basis for defining the precise problem that the venture should address.
These assumptions also have some support in recent UK research. The Department for Business and Trade (2025c) found that SMEs value reliable and personalised support when navigating technology adoption, while the Digital Adoption Taskforce identified time, financial resources and know-how as continuing constraints. However, secondary evidence should not replace direct empathy research. National findings may identify common patterns, but individual retailers can experience technology differently depending on their size, sector, existing systems and digital capability. Primary research would therefore be necessary to establish whether these wider barriers accurately represent RetailLink's intended users.
[bookmark: _Toc237899531][bookmark: _Toc237899626]Stage 2: Define
The Define stage converts information gathered during empathy research into a focused problem that can guide idea generation. At this point, it would be important to distinguish between a symptom, such as a retailer spending too much time on administration, and its possible underlying cause, such as having to operate several systems that do not share information.
The interview, observation and empathy-map findings would be grouped into recurring themes. If the research confirms the initial assumptions, the main themes may include repeated data entry, difficulty monitoring stock across online and physical sales, unnecessary movement between applications and concern about the cost or complexity of introducing additional technology. A causal map would help establish relationships between these issues and identify which problem is most appropriate for the venture to address.
Based on these findings, the proposed problem statement would be:
“Small independent UK retailers that operate both online and offline need a simpler way to manage essential digital activities because disconnected systems increase administrative work, create opportunities for errors and take time away from serving customers and developing the business.”
This statement deliberately focuses on the user's need rather than prescribing a particular product. Defining the problem as “small retailers need an all-in-one application”, for example, would introduce the solution too early and could restrict innovation during the next stage.
The problem can then be reframed as a How Might We question: “How might we help small independent retailers manage online and physical trading with less digital complexity, while keeping the solution affordable and easy to adopt?” This creates sufficient direction for ideation while leaving several possible solutions open for consideration.
The Define stage therefore narrows a broad issue of SME digitalisation into a specific and testable user problem. However, the problem statement should remain provisional: if later prototyping or testing shows that retailers value integration less than expected, the venture should return to the earlier stages and redefine the problem rather than continue developing an unsuitable solution.
[bookmark: _Toc237899532][bookmark: _Toc237899627]Stage 3: Ideate
The Ideate stage explores different ways of addressing the defined problem before resources are committed to one solution. A brainstorming session could involve retailers, a software developer and potential business partners, encouraging participants to generate ideas initially without judging their practicality. This supports divergent thinking, where a wider range of alternatives is considered before narrowing the options (Brown, 2008).
Ideas could include a digital adviser that recommends suitable software to retailers, a managed service that sets up and maintains existing systems, a shared dashboard connecting tools already used by the business, or a new all-in-one retail platform combining ordering, payments, stock and customer communication. These ideas address the same underlying problem in different ways and avoid assuming that developing entirely new software is automatically the best response.
The alternatives could then be evaluated against four criteria derived from the empathy research: ease of use, affordability, ability to reduce administrative work and technical feasibility. An entirely new all-in-one platform may provide greater control but would be expensive to develop and would require retailers to replace systems they already understand. A consultancy-style service could provide personalised support but would be harder to scale because growth would require additional staff.
The strongest concept is therefore a simple integration platform for independent retailers, provisionally called RetailLink. Instead of replacing every existing system, RetailLink would connect selected payment, online-ordering and stock-management tools through one dashboard. The initial value proposition would be straightforward: less time switching between systems and more time running the business.
This concept offers a balance between desirability, feasibility and viability. Existing technologies and APIs could reduce development requirements, while a subscription model could support recurring revenue. However, the idea remains a hypothesis at this stage. Its value depends on whether retailers genuinely regard integration as an important enough problem to change their current behaviour or pay for a solution. For this reason, RetailLink should first be developed as a limited prototype rather than a complete commercial platform.
[bookmark: _Toc237899533][bookmark: _Toc237899628]Stage 4: Prototype and Minimum Viable Product (MVP)
The Prototype stage turns the selected idea into something users can experience and evaluate before substantial resources are committed to development. Prototyping is particularly valuable because problems with an idea can be identified while changes remain relatively inexpensive (Brown, 2008). For RetailLink, developing a complete platform immediately would therefore be unnecessary and financially risky.
The first prototype would be a low-fidelity clickable interface showing the main user journey. It would include a login page, a central dashboard, an order screen, basic stock information and a payment overview. Retailers could click through realistic tasks, such as receiving an online order, checking whether an item is available and viewing payment information. At this stage, the screens would simulate integration rather than connecting to live business systems. This would allow the layout, terminology and workflow to be evaluated before technical development begins.
Feedback from this prototype would inform a small MVP. Following the Lean Startup principle of testing important assumptions with limited resources (Ries, 2011), the MVP would include only the functions required to test RetailLink's central value proposition. It could connect one online-ordering service, one payment provider and a basic stock-management function within a single dashboard. Features such as advanced analytics, marketing automation, accounting tools and artificial intelligence would initially be excluded because they do not need to be built to determine whether users value simpler integration.
The MVP could be piloted with approximately 10 independent retailers for four to six weeks. This would provide a more realistic understanding of how the system fits into everyday business activity. Technical feasibility would also need consideration because RetailLink depends partly on access to third-party APIs and secure handling of business and customer information. Compliance with UK data-protection requirements would therefore need to be incorporated from the beginning rather than added after development.
The purpose of the MVP is not to demonstrate that RetailLink is already a successful business. Instead, it is to test the key assumption that bringing essential retail activities into one simple interface can reduce administrative effort enough for small retailers to see value in adopting and eventually paying for the service.
Integration itself would also need to be tested as a technical and commercial assumption. UK government research identifies systems alignment as an important consideration when businesses adopt technology, alongside implementation and maintenance costs (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2025). This is particularly relevant to RetailLink because its value depends on connecting tools that may use different data structures and APIs. The MVP should therefore begin with a small number of widely used integrations rather than attempting to support every retail system. This would reduce development complexity while revealing which integrations users value most.
[bookmark: _Toc237899534][bookmark: _Toc237899629]Stage 5: Test and Refine
The final stage would test RetailLink with independent retailers to determine whether the proposed solution actually reduces digital complexity. Testing should focus on user behaviour and measurable outcomes rather than simply asking participants whether they like the platform.
Initially, retailers would complete realistic tasks using the clickable prototype, such as locating an online order, checking stock and viewing payment information. Observation would identify where users hesitate, misunderstand features or require assistance. Short interviews could then explore which functions users consider useful, unnecessary or difficult to understand.
The MVP would then be piloted with approximately 10 retailers for four to six weeks. Measures could include time spent on selected administrative tasks, frequency of platform use, number of errors or duplicated entries and willingness to continue using the service. Participants could also be asked what monthly price they would realistically pay. These measures would provide evidence of both user desirability and commercial viability.
Feedback would guide further development. If retailers frequently use the combined order and stock functions but rarely use payment information, development could focus on the features producing greater value. Difficulties during setup could lead to simpler onboarding or additional user support.
Testing could also challenge the original idea. If retailers indicate that system integration is less important than expected, RetailLink may need to change direction rather than continue developing an unwanted solution. This reflects the iterative nature of Design Thinking and the Lean Startup principle of using evidence to decide whether to improve an existing concept or pivot towards an alternative (Ries, 2011). The Build-Measure-Learn approach similarly emphasises testing assumptions through an MVP and using customer evidence to guide subsequent development.
A second pilot with a larger group of retailers would then determine whether the refined solution works beyond the original participants. Wider commercial development would only proceed if RetailLink demonstrates meaningful time savings, ease of use and sufficient value for retailers to pay for the service.
[bookmark: _Toc237899535][bookmark: _Toc237899630]Critical Evaluation of the Approach 
Design Thinking is particularly suitable for developing RetailLink because the main uncertainty concerns the needs and behaviour of small retailers rather than the availability of technology. Its emphasis on empathy, problem definition and experimentation allows the venture to investigate the difficulties retailers actually experience before committing resources to a finished product. Research involving SMEs has also shown that Design Thinking can support collaborative learning and service innovation by helping businesses exchange and apply knowledge more effectively. This is relevant to RetailLink because the proposed solution is developed through direct involvement with its intended users.
However, applying an iterative innovation process within SMEs may be challenging because smaller businesses often operate with limited resources and digital capabilities. Research on SME digital transformation identifies organisational, technological and environmental factors that can influence successful digital change (Sagala and Őri, 2024). Design Thinking may therefore require time, experimentation and capabilities that some smaller businesses do not readily possess. In addition, understanding user needs does not automatically demonstrate that a venture will be commercially successful. Retailers may identify a genuine problem during interviews but still be unwilling to change their existing systems or pay for RetailLink.
For this reason, Design Thinking can be strengthened by combining it with the Lean Startup approach. While Design Thinking is particularly useful for exploring users and defining the problem, Lean Startup places stronger emphasis on testing business assumptions through an MVP, measuring customer behaviour and learning before substantial investment is made (Ries, 2011). Research has similarly suggested that the two approaches can be integrated within the innovation process rather than treated as competing methods (Marion et al., 2021).
For RetailLink, combining the frameworks therefore reduces two different risks: Design Thinking reduces the risk of developing the wrong solution, while Lean Startup helps test whether the proposed solution can become a viable business. Nevertheless, neither approach removes uncertainty completely. Decisions to scale RetailLink should ultimately depend on evidence from repeated testing with a broader range of independent retailers rather than positive feedback from a small initial sample.
[bookmark: _Toc237899536][bookmark: _Toc237899631]Conclusion
The growth of digital commerce has created significant opportunities for innovation across the UK, but this report has shown that the strongest opportunities arise where technology responds to a clearly understood user problem. Task 1 identified digital solutions for small retailers, last-mile fulfilment and platforms for rural and local producers as viable areas for new venture creation. Although each offers potential, an integrated digital solution for independent retailers was considered the strongest opportunity because it combines a clear user need with comparatively low physical infrastructure requirements and the potential to scale through a software-based model. This remains particularly relevant as UK SMEs continue to experience barriers including cost, capability and awareness when adopting digital technologies (Department for Business and Trade, 2026).
Task 2 developed this opportunity through the five stages of Design Thinking. Empathy and problem definition focused attention on the difficulties retailers may experience when managing disconnected systems, while ideation allowed several possible responses to be considered before RetailLink was selected. Prototyping and MVP development then provided a lower-risk method of testing the concept, with measurable user feedback informing subsequent refinement.
However, RetailLink should not be considered commercially viable simply because it addresses an identifiable problem. Its success would depend on demonstrating meaningful time savings, ease of adoption, reliable technical integration and willingness among retailers to pay. Combining Design Thinking with Lean Startup therefore provides a stronger approach by connecting user-centred innovation with continuous commercial experimentation. Overall, RetailLink should progress gradually through repeated testing and refinement, with wider investment and expansion only occurring once evidence demonstrates genuine and sustainable value for independent retailers.
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