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Operations of SMEs and their interaction with customers is greatly transformed with the rapid growth of e-commerce and digital technologies (Krsto Jakšić et al., 2023). After the COVID-19, businesses have increasingly adopted digital payment systems, online booking tools and cloud-based platforms so that they can remain competitive in an evolving marketplace. But, there are many SMEs which face challenges like fragmented software systems, high operating costs and limited access to meaningful business insights. In the following report, the design thinking framework will be applied in order to identify opportunities for innovation in the integrated digital payment and business management sector. User pain points and market opportunities will be identified using SumUp as the case study. An innovative venture concept will also be developed. SumUp provides banking technology in addition to payments and operation management solutions. It offers card payment processors, point-of-sale systems, invoicing and provides business account services. By doing this, SumUp allows sellers to handle their transactions electronically. In the UK market, SumUp is particularly significant for independent shops, cafes, restaurants, traders, salons, which do business where payment acceptance is easy. Therefore, unlike regarding the SME sector as one common marketplace, this research concentrates on retail and customer-related activities of businesses using SumUp and connecting payment with inventory management and customer relations within the context of sales and online marketing. 
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Opportunity area
The digital economy has grown exponentially across the globe after the outbreak of COVID-19 (Zhang et al., 2022). Modern customers expect businesses to provide convenient facilities like online ordering, contactless payment methods and digital customer services. For this, SumUp require affordable technologies to keep up with big retailers. 
The chosen opportunity area is integrated digital payment and business management platforms for SMEs. Future solutions can focus on combining digital payments with appointment booking, inventory management, customer relationship management (CRM), accounting and AI-driven business intelligence. It is appropriate to use SumUp UK as the case study because the company already offers payment terminals, invoicing and business accounts. However, it still has chance to grow by building a single and fully connected platform for small businesses. 
Analysis of user pain points using the customer journey map
Design thinking begins with understanding experiences of users and identifying problems that they face throughout their journey (Aptara, 2022). For this report, the primary users are UK independent retailers and other customer-facing merchants that use SumUp to process transactions, manage sales and interact with customers. The analysis therefore focuses specifically on how SumUp could address the operational challenges experienced by these businesses through greater digital integration. 
Customer journey map
	Stage
	Customer Action
	Pain Point
	Innovation Opportunity

	Awareness
	Business owners look for a digital payment solution
	But, too many similar providers are present, which make comparison difficult for SMEs with limited digital skills.
	AI-powered recommendation tool

	Consideration
	SumUp is compared with competitors.
	But, there are concerns related to hidden fees, contracts and system compatibility.
	Transparent pricing and compatibility checker

	Purchase & Onboarding
	SME owners buy a card reader and register.
	Verification, setup and configuration processes are time-consuming.
	AI-based on boarding with guided support

	Using the Service
	They accept payments and manage operations.
	Users have to use multiple systems for payments, inventory, bookings and accounting, which reduces efficiency and even increase costs.
	Integrated platform combining payments, CRM, inventory and invoicing

	Business Growth
	They review sales and plan expansion.
	Users find it difficult to interpret business data and identify trends.
	AI dashboard providing forecasts, customer insights and personalised recommendations



Analysis of user pain points
According to the customer journey, SME owners use digital payment tools, but they still face problems. The first pain point occurs at the awareness stage, where too many providers offer similar services. In the absence of enough digital literacy, it becomes difficult to identify most appropriate payment systems. This, in turn, slows decisions and lowers their confidence. 
During the consideration stage, businesses owners often worry about clear pricing and whether systems will work with what they already use. Many SMEs perform their operations on tight budgets and cannot afford unexpected transaction charges or software that do not connect with their accounting or online sales platforms (Okeke, Bakare and Achumie, 2024). Purchasing decisions get delayed because of these uncertainties. 
At the purchase and onboarding stage, technical problems are faced by small business owners (Monika, 2026). It can be difficult for owners to register a business account, complete identify verification and configure payment devices, specifically when they do not strong digital skills. The overall experience is hampered because of a lengthy onboarding process. This can even possibly discourage businesses from fully using digital tools. 
The biggest pain point occurs during the usage stage. SumUp makes payments easier, but there are many SMEs that are still dependent on separate apps for stock control, bookings, accounting, payroll and marketing. This fragmented digital ecosystem makes operations more complicated, forces repeated data entry and raises software costs (Nayak, Nayak and Joshi, 2025). From the perspective of design thinking, there is a clear chance to build one platform that covers many user needs at once. 
At the growth stage, SMEs are likely to struggle to turn payment data into useful insights (Pay.UK, 2022). Payment systems produce valuable information, but many owners do not have the skills to read reports and make smart decisions. An AI-powered analytics tool can be helpful for SMEs in making better choices and growing stronger over time. This tool should give tailored advice, sales forecasts and customer behavior insights. 
Overall, the customer journey map highlights that the core user pain points are not just related to payment processing itself. Simple, affordable and integrated business management solutions are required for SMEs. These solutions would help in reducing complexities in operations, improving efficiency as well as supporting sustainable business growth. These unmet needs are depictive of significant opportunities for innovation. 
Market gaps
The adoption of digital payment has expanded significantly worldwide including the UK. According to Shaw, Eschenbrenner and Baier (2022), e-commerce increased by 25% from 2019 to 2020. It rose from $516 billion (11.1% of total retail sales) to $644 billion (14.2% of total retail sales). This shows that online sales remain substantially higher in comparison to pre-pandemic era. This further indicates that digital commerce has become a permanent feature of customer behaviour. This shows that opportunities are present in continuously creating integrated digital business solutions. 
Statista (2020) states that it is expected that digital payments may reach $37.45tn in 2026. With this, it shows an annual growth rate (CAGR 2026-2031) of 4.31%, hence the total amount will reach $46.25tn by 2031. This market is experiencing a surge in growth. This growth is mainly driven by increasing e-commerce and mobile payment practices. This has become the preferred payment method for many customers. However, payment processing solely does not provide competitive differentiation. 
Mintel reports posits that modern customers are likely to mostly prefer convenience and cost-effectiveness (Holschuh, 2025). They often look for personalised digital experiences when interacting with businesses. Therefore, SMEs are required to have technologies that improve experiences for customers along with simplifying internal operations. 
Competition in digital payments has increased immensely. Some of the prominent companies that are operating in the global digital payments market are PayPal, Adyen, Tencent and Alipay, among others (Market Data Forecasts, 2026). Most of the competitors differentiate themselves on the basis of pricing, payment functionality or hardware. There are only few providers that integrate appointment scheduling, AI business analytics, automated marketing and inventory management. 
This creates a significant market gap for an affordable all-in-one platform which is capable of replacing multiple software subscriptions.  
Technological enablers
Innovation is possible in this market because of numerous environmental factors. 
The first enabler is the presence of widespread fast broadband and mobile internet in the UK. According to Beckett (2023), in 2024, the average internet speed was 157Mbps. This strong connection makes it easy for small businesses to use online systems without needing much technical setup. 
Technology costs have been significantly reduced because of cloud computing (Khan, 2023). Instead of purchasing expensive software licences, SMEs can subscribe to Software-as-a-Service (SaaS) platforms. They can pay a monthly fee for online platforms. This makes advanced technologies tools affordable and easier to use. 
The other enabler is represented by artificial intelligence (AI). It has the capability to handle tasks such as bookkeeping, predict sales in the future and recommend pricing strategies (Quiroz-Vázquez and Goodwin, 2024). Using AI, customer purchasing behaviour can also be analysed along with providing personalised business advice without needing expert skills.
Open banking and Application Programming Interfaces (APIs) make it possible for payment systems to link directly with accounting, banking, stock management and online store platforms. This smooth connection is helpful for businesses to run their digital operations more easily. 
Government programs are helpful for small businesses in encouraging digital transformation (Chen et al., 2021). These programs are effective enough to offer support for using new technology, provide funding for innovation and expand broadband access. These efforts make it easier for SMEs to adopt digital tools. 
At last, people and businesses have become used to digital payments specifically after the COVID-19 pandemic. Contactless cards, QR codes and online transactions are now normal, so there is less resistance to new digital tools. 
Potential for scalability and sustainability 
The proposed innovation, which is a fully integrated AI-powered SME management platform can be evaluated using the Desirability, Feasibility and Visibility (DFV) framework.  
Desirability
The solution meets real customer needs that are identified through the customer journey. SMEs are required to have easier business management, lower software costs and better customer insights. Customers also get benefits through quicker payments, tailored services and better experiences. The desirability for the solution is high because of its strong alignment with user needs.  
Feasibility
The needed technologies are already available. Cloud computing, AI, APIs, mobile applications and digital payment systems are affordable and widely available. SumUp already has payment infrastructure and customer relationships, so moving into full business management is technically possible. 
Viability
Subscription SaaS models give steady income and keep customers loyal, which depicts that commercial viability is strong. Lifetime value of customers increases by adding further services such as payroll, inventory management, AI analytics and customer marketing.  The large base of small businesses in the UK offers big potential in the market and cloud systems make it easy to expand abroad at low cost. 
Further, integrated digital platforms contribute to sustainability by reducing paper receipts and reducing travel through digital administration. These platforms make operations more efficient. Cloud systems also lower the requirement for hardware along with supporting SMEs in their long-term digital shift. 
[bookmark: _Toc235460456]Task 2
Venture name: SmartBiz360
Tagline: One platform, Every business need
SmartBiz360 is a cloud-based SaaS platform, which is designed specifically for UK SMEs. This venture is different from SumUp, which primarily focuses on payment processing. SmartBiz360 is more than that and integrates activities like digital payments, inventory management, appointment booking, CRM and AI sales forecasting. More aspects consist of customer loyalty programs, accounting integration and marketing automation. This platform mainly targets independent retailers, salons, small cafes, market traders and SMEs in rural areas. 
Application of five stages of design thinking
Empathise
The first stage of design thinking is empathise. This stage involves understanding users, their experiences and the problems that they face before creating solutions (IDEO U, 2025). The customer journey analysis has shown that the main users of this platform are small UK businesses like shops, salons, cafes, market stalls, rural businesses and home-based businesses. These SMEs have started to use digital payments so that they can fulfil expectations of customers, but they still face many challenges that restrict efficiency and growth. 
During the awareness stage, it is difficult for many SME answers to choose a digital payment provider. Companies like Square, Zettle and Stripe all offer similar products and prices (Dizon, 2025). But many small business owners do not have strong digital skills, therefore, it becomes confusing for them to compare features, fees and compatibility. This, in turn, makes decision-making process slow and stressful. 
At the consideration stage, financial concerns become a major issue. Small businesses owners generally operate on tight budgets and worry about hidden transaction fees, long-term costs and whether payment systems will work with their current accounting or online shop software (Wagner, 2026). Because of these doubts, perceived risk increases and often slow down adoption. 
Challenges are also presented at the purchase and onboarding stage. Small business owners often struggle with technical tasks. It can be complicated and time-consuming for them to deal with identity checks, account sign‑up and setting up payment devices. A long onboarding process disrupts business and lowers confidence in using digital tools. 
The biggest problems occur when using the services. Payment systems make transactions easier, but many SMEs still depend on separate tools for stock, bookings, accounting, and payroll and customer management. For example, a café owner might use SumUp for payments, Shopify for online orders, QuickBooks for accounts, Google calendar for bookings and Excel for stock. Management of these multiple disconnected systems results in repeated data entry. Also, the use of multiple platforms increase subscription costs and reduces efficiency. 
At the growth stage, small business owners often struggle to understand transaction reports and customer data. Payment systems collect useful information, but many users do not have much analytical expertise to identify sales trends, understand behavior of customers or predict future demand. As a result, they are most likely to make decisions on the basis of intuition instead of evidence. 
Entrepreneurs can empathise with small business owners by understanding these user experiences. This also specifies their unmet needs in clear manner. 
Define (Problem statement)
The define stage of design thinking revolves around turning insights collected from the empathy stage into a clear problem statement (IDEO U, 2025). The customer journey clearly shows that UK small businesses make successful use of digital payment systems. But, they face numerous inefficacies because of fragmentation of important functions across many separate tools. Different apps are often used to handle activities like payments, stock, bookings, accounting and customer management. This, in turn, has adverse effect and raises costs, duplicates admin work as well as lowers productivity. In addition to this, many SME owners do not have adequate digital skills, which makes it difficult to connect these systems or use the data properly for decisions.
Problem statement
How SMEs would be able to manage payments, bookings, inventory, customer relationships and business insights through a single integrated, affordable and user-friendly that contributes to reducing operational complexities, lowering costs as well as supporting informed business decisions.  
Ideate (SCAMPER)
The ideate stage of design thinking is about coming up with many creative ideas without judging their feasibility immediately (IDEO U, 2025). Using the pain points found in the empathy stage, three possible venture ideas were created with the SCAMPER technique. SCAMPER (Substitute, Combine, Adapt, Modify, Put to another use, Eliminate, Reverse) is helpful in innovative thinking by analysing how existing products or services can be changed so that customer needs can be met (Pilat and Krastev, 2024). 
Idea 1: Integrated business hub
The first idea is an Integrated Business Hub, which is cloud-based platform that combines all key business management functions into one single platform. This would provide convenience to SMEs as they could handle payments, stocks, bookings, customer management and accounting in one place. This would reduce the costs associated with paying for separate services. This tackles the main pain point from the customer journey, where owners constantly switch between apps to finish routine tasks. Through the combination of these functions, SMEs can reduce complexities, save money as well as boost productivity. 
Idea 2: AI business assistant 
The second idea is based on an AI business assistant that is helpful for small business owners in making smarter decisions. This assistant would study transaction data so that future sales can be predicted. Through this analysis, it would also recommend optimal stock levels, answer business questions and create performance reports automatically. Currently, there are many SMEs that collect useful data but do not have the skills to turn it into insights. With the help of an intelligent assistant, data interpretation may become easier. It can also be supportive of evidence-based decisions without needing advanced technical knowledge. 
Idea 3: Community marketplace
The third idea is a community marketplace, which involves a shared platform within the same local area. On this platform, local independent businesses will be able to sell together. This platform will be helpful for customers as it will enable them to buy from several shops in one order and get a single delivery. This idea would be beneficial in strengthening local economies along with boosting visibility of small businesses. It also effective as it makes deliveries more efficient by combining logistics. This will be of great use for rural businesses and independent retailers where are deprived of enough resources and cannot build their own online stores. 
SCAMPER Analysis
	SCAMPER Technique
	Application to the New Venture

	Substitute
	Replacement of separate software subscriptions for one all-in-one business platform. 

	Combine
	Combination of digital payments, inventory management, bookings, CRM and accounting in one app.

	Adapt
	Adaptation of AI technologies that are used commonly in large enterprises so as to provide affordable business intelligence for SMEs. 

	Modify
	Simplification of dashboards and workflows so that owners with limited digital skills can use them easily.

	Put to Another Use
	Transformation of payment transaction data into actionable business insights, forecasts and customer behaviour analysis.

	Eliminate
	Removal of duplicate data entry and the requirement to switch between disconnected software applications.

	Reverse
	Instead of forcing SMEs to adapt to complex tools, tailor the platform to their business type and needs.


Selected idea: Integrated AI business platform
The Integrated AI business platform is the selected idea. This idea is the combination of the strengths of the other two ideas. Also, it is also effective as it directly tackles the biggest user pain points from Task 1. Aspects like digital payments, bookings, accounting and customer management are brought together into one cloud system in this platform. At the same time, it also embeds AI analytics to guide smarter business decisions. 
This concept was chosen because it meets strong demand for an affordable all-in-one solution. Also, this concept fills a clear gap left by existing payment providers that mainly focus on transactions and offers strong scalability through a Software-as-a-Service (SaaS) subscription model. Financial sustainability is ensured by recurring revenue. Further, the combination of an integrated business tools with AI insights is effective in creating a unique value that is harder for rivals to copy. Overall, the Integrated AI business platform offers the best foundation for building an innovative and commercially viable venture in the UK SME market. 
Prototype
The prototype stage of design thinking is about building a minimum viable product (MVP), in which only key features are required to solve the main user problem and gather early feedback (IDEO U, 2025). For the proposed venture, SmartBiz360, the first version focuses on making everyday business tasks easier for UK SMEs, instead of offering a full business management system. 
The MVP will involve six main functions namely- card payment acceptance, QR code payments, a basic inventory tracker, an appointment calendar, a customer database and a daily sales dashboard. The MVP will provide a simple AI Daily Summary, instead of a full AI assistant. This summary is automatically operated highlighting, total sales, bestselling items, low-stock alerts and upcoming appointments. This limited AI feature gives experience of business insights to users without making development too complex at launch. The MVP will also be a mobile application, so that owners can manage their business from anywhere. 
A simple and intuitive dashboard design is followed in the proposed wireframe. This would ensure ease of use for users who do not have adequate digital skills. 
Home Screen
· Today's Sales 
· Inventory Alerts 
· Upcoming Appointments 
· Customer Insights (AI Daily Summary) 
· Accept Payment 
This clean layout design saves time by putting the most-used tools on one screen. Using the MVP, quick market testing is possible by focusing only on essential features. This also helps in keeping development costs low. Further, it can be upgraded in the future using user feedback. 
Test and refine 
In the test and refine stage of design thinking, it is evaluated if the MVP truly meets the needs of the users as well as finds areas for improvement before a full launch (IDEO U, 2025). In the first phase, 20 SMEs will be recruited from different sectors including hair salons, cafes, grocery stores, florists and market traders. This would be effective in ensuring that feedback reflects a wide range of business settings and operational needs.
The selected businesses will join a four-week pilot program. During this period, they will use the SmartBiz360 MVP in their daily operations. Feedback will be collected through semi-structured interviews, observations and online surveys so that experiences of users can be collected and usability issues can be identified. Performance will be measured with key indicators such as ease of use, time saved on admin tasks, customer satisfaction, number of transactions processed, feature usage rates and Net Promoter Score (NPS).
The venture can improve further through collected feedback. For example, if users face difficulties with the inventory tracker, the design can be simplified. Numerous rounds will be held until user satisfaction reaches more than 90%. This is effective in ensuring that the platform meets SME needs before a wider launch. 
Implementation
	Implementation Area
	Plan

	Stage 1
	The MVP will be launched in London in stage 1. This will target independent retailers, cafés, salons and other SMEs in order to validate the business model. In this stage, the venture will also collect feedback from users early. 

	Stage 2
	Operations will be expanded to Manchester. Improvements will be used from the pilot phase so that customer adoption can be increased and market presence can be strengthened. 

	Stage 3
	This stage will involve extension of the platform to rural businesses and market traders. This will support SMEs that have limited access to integrated digital business solutions.

	Stage 4
	In this stage, the platform will be rolled out nationally across the UK after refining the product. This refinement will occur on the basis of customer feedback and market performance. 

	Marketing Strategy
	SmartBiz360 will be promoted with the help of Facebook, Instagram and LinkedIn. Partnerships with Local Chambers of Commerce will also occur along with participating in small business expos so as to reach SME owners. 

	Revenue Model
	This platform will generate income through subscriptions on monthly basis. Also, there will be freemium model with basic features and premium AI features will be available through paid plans. A small transaction fees will be charged on digital payments.


Challenges
Intense competition: Established competitors like SumUp, Square and Stripe have strong brand recognition and large customer bases (Dizon, 2025). Hence, it becomes difficult to attract new customers. SmartBiz360 can stand out by offering an integrated all‑in‑one platform. This is a platform which combines payments with business management and adds AI-powered insights. 
High development costs: High investment is required for building an integrated cloud platform (Muhammad Zulhusni, 2026). This can be managed if SmartBiz360 first launches an MVP and then secure external funding or government innovation grants. Then, it should focus on expanding features step-by-step on the basis of user demand. 
Cybersecurity and GDPR compliance: Security breaches or failure to meet GDPR rules could harm customer trust and lead to legal penalties (GDPR, 2024). Therefore, SmartBiz360 should use encryption, multi-factor authentication and regular security audits along with ensuring full GDPR compliance. 
SME adoption and technical integration: SMEs may hesitate to switch platforms or face problems in connecting with their existing software. Adoption can be encouraged by providing free trials and onboarding support. Training should be given to the staff along with encouraging API integrations with popular accounting and e-commerce systems. 
Success factors and measurement
The long-term success of SmartBiz360 is dependent on offering an affordable, reliable and easy-to-use platform that solves the daily challenges of UK SMEs. Satisfaction and lasting adoption will be boosted through secure payments, responsive customer support and AI-driven recommendations. Success will be tracked using clear KPIs.
	Critical Success Factor
	KPI (Measure)
	Target

	Easy-to-use platform
	Average user satisfaction
	> 4.5/5

	Affordable pricing
	SMEs onboarded
	5,000 in Year 1

	Reliable platform
	Transaction success rate
	99.9%

	Strong customer support
	Customer retention rate
	90%

	Secure payment processing
	Monthly active users
	80%

	AI-powered recommendations
	Reduction in administrative time
	30%

	Sustainable business growth
	Annual revenue growth
	20%


These success factors show that SmartBiz360 successfully mitigates the market gap by using a user-centred design thinking approach. The venture delivers a scalable solution by combining an integrated business management platform with AI insights. 
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The analysis has shown that significant opportunities are present within the UK market for integrated digital business management solutions. The customer journey mapping has revealed that challenges are faced by SMEs related to system fragmentation, onboarding complexity, operational inefficiencies and limited data analysis capabilities. Further, SmartBiz360 has been developed to address these unmet needs through the application of five stages of design thinking. This venture offers a scalable and commercially viable solution through the integration of digital payments, business management functions and AI-powered insights within a single platform. This has shown that SmartBiz360 is capable of improving productivity of SMEs along with supporting their informed decisions. 
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