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3. [bookmark: _Toc237514810]Introduction
Digital transformation has significantly changed the way businesses operate and communicate with their customers in the United Kingdom. The growth of online shopping, digital payments, social media and cloud-based services has created new opportunities for businesses of different sizes. The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated this change because many organisations had to find alternative ways to continue operating when traditional face-to-face activities were restricted. However, digital transformation has continued beyond the pandemic and has become an important part of the modern UK business environment.
For small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), adopting digital technologies can provide opportunities to improve productivity, reach more customers and compete more effectively. Nevertheless, digital transformation can also create challenges. The Department for Business and Trade (2025a) identifies barriers to technology adoption among UK SMEs, including difficulties associated with cost, knowledge and implementation. This suggests that there is an opportunity to develop digital solutions that are accessible and practical for smaller businesses.
Design Thinking provides a useful approach for exploring these challenges because it places users and their needs at the centre of the innovation process. Rather than immediately developing a solution, the approach involves understanding users, defining their problems, generating possible ideas, developing prototypes and testing potential solutions.
This portfolio will use Design Thinking to examine opportunities created by digital transformation in the UK market. It will first consider user pain points, market gaps, technological developments, scalability and sustainability. It will then apply the five stages of Design Thinking to develop LocalLink UK, a proposed digital platform designed to help small independent retailers manage online sales, payments and local delivery more easily.





4. [bookmark: _Toc237514811]Design Thinking and Innovation
4.1 [bookmark: _Toc237514812]Concept of Design Thinking
Design Thinking is a human-centred approach to innovation that focuses on understanding users before developing solutions. Rather than beginning with a predetermined product, it explores problems from the perspective of those affected. Brown (2008) argues that Design Thinking connects human needs with technological possibilities and business requirements. This is important because innovation should provide user value while remaining practical and commercially relevant.
Design Thinking is also iterative, allowing ideas to be prototyped, tested and improved through feedback before major resources are committed. This is particularly relevant to digital transformation because adopting technology does not automatically solve customer problems. For UK SMEs, understanding users can help identify solutions that respond to practical issues such as affordability, digital capability and ease of use. LocalLink UK therefore applies this approach to understand small retailers before determining the platform’s most appropriate features.
4.2 [bookmark: _Toc237514813]The Five Stages of Design Thinking
The Design Thinking process can be organised into five stages: Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype and Test. Stanford d.school (2018) presents the process as flexible rather than strictly linear, allowing designers to revisit stages when new information about users or the problem emerges.
Empathise involves understanding users and their experiences, while Define identifies the specific problem to address. Ideate generates different potential solutions, which are then transformed into simple representations during Prototype. Test collects user feedback to identify weaknesses and possible improvements. This iterative process is valuable for uncertain business problems because solutions can be refined through learning rather than assuming that the first idea will be successful.
4.3 [bookmark: _Toc237514814]Design Thinking and Traditional Approaches
Design Thinking differs from traditional business problem-solving by prioritising user understanding before selecting a solution. Traditional approaches can be effective when problems and objectives are clearly defined, but may be less suitable when customer needs are uncertain or changing.
Design Thinking combines divergent thinking, which explores multiple possibilities, with convergent thinking, which evaluates and narrows these options (Design Council, n.d.). This can reduce assumptions and allow weaknesses to be identified through prototyping and testing before significant investment.
However, Design Thinking also has limitations. User research and repeated testing require time and resources, while feedback from small groups may not represent the wider market. Therefore, it should complement rather than replace financial analysis and market research. For LocalLink UK, understanding retailers is essential, but the solution must also demonstrate technological feasibility and commercial viability.
4.4 [bookmark: _Toc237514815]The Double Diamond Framework
The Double Diamond, developed by the Design Council, consists of four stages: Discover, Define, Develop and Deliver. It combines divergent thinking, where problems and solutions are explored broadly, with convergent thinking, where options are narrowed to reach a clearer direction (Design Council, n.d.).
The framework shares similarities with the five-stage Design Thinking process because both emphasise understanding users, generating ideas and testing solutions. However, the Double Diamond more clearly separates exploration of the problem from development of the solution, which can reduce the risk of investing in an incorrectly defined problem. It is also iterative rather than strictly linear, allowing new learning to influence earlier stages (Design Council, n.d.). For LocalLink UK, this reinforces the importance of understanding the challenges faced by small retailers before developing the digital platform.
5. [bookmark: _Toc237514816]UK Digital Market Opportunity Analysis
5.1 [bookmark: _Toc237514817]Changes in the UK Digital Market
The UK retail market has experienced significant digital change, accelerated by COVID-19 but continuing beyond the pandemic. Online sales represented 28.3% of total retail sales in Great Britain in December 2025, while online spending increased by 11.1% compared with December 2024 (Office for National Statistics, 2026). This indicates that digital purchasing remains an important part of consumer behaviour.
Digital engagement also influences customer expectations. Ofcom (2025) reported that UK adults spend around four and a half hours online daily, with smartphones accounting for most activity. Businesses therefore face increasing pressure to provide convenient digital ways to discover, purchase and access products and services.
However, smaller businesses may lack the financial and technical resources available to larger organisations. The Department for Business and Trade (2025a) identifies information gaps and challenges affecting SME technology adoption. This creates opportunities for affordable and accessible e-commerce, digital payment, marketing and delivery solutions. From a Design Thinking perspective, innovation should therefore focus on solving these user problems rather than adopting technology simply because it is available.
5.2 [bookmark: _Toc237514818]User Pain Points
Understanding user pain points is central to Design Thinking because innovation should address genuine difficulties rather than assumed needs. In the UK digital market, small retailers, consumers and delivery partners may experience different challenges.
For independent retailers, important barriers include the cost of technology, limited expertise and difficulties selecting appropriate digital tools (Department for Business and Trade, 2025a). Time and digital skills can create additional barriers, particularly when small businesses must manage several systems for sales, payments, communication and delivery (Department for Business and Trade, 2026). Recent OECD research also identifies cost and perceived relevance as important barriers to technology adoption among UK SMEs (OECD, 2026). The SME Digital Adoption Taskforce (2025) also identifies limited time, financial resources and expertise as barriers to digital adoption. Therefore, useful technology must be affordable and simple to operate. Evidence also suggests that digital support for SMEs can be fragmented, increasing the importance of simple and accessible guidance (SME Digital Adoption Taskforce, 2025).
Consumers have different expectations, including convenient purchasing, clear product information, simple payments and reliable delivery or collection. Using separate communication channels can make this process less consistent, while rural consumers may face additional access or delivery difficulties. Therefore, the opportunity is not simply another e-commerce platform, but an accessible service that reduces complexity by connecting essential digital activities in one place.


5.3 [bookmark: _Toc237514819]Market Gaps
Although UK small businesses can access e-commerce, payment, social media and delivery services, these are often provided separately. This can create complexity for independent retailers with limited time, resources and digital capability. The Department for Business and Trade (2026) identifies capability, awareness and cost as continuing barriers to SME digital adoption, suggesting that the gap concerns accessibility and integration rather than simply the availability of technology.
Independent retailers may also depend on generic platforms, while larger businesses can invest in customised systems and specialist staff. This creates an opportunity for simpler services designed around the operational needs of smaller businesses. The continued significance of online retail strengthens this opportunity (Office for National Statistics, 2026).
Therefore, a viable market gap exists for an affordable and integrated service combining essential activities such as product management, ordering, payments and local delivery support. This gap provides the basis for LocalLink UK, although its actual demand would require validation with potential users.
5.4 [bookmark: _Toc237514820]Technological Enablers
Several technological enablers make digital innovation increasingly accessible to smaller businesses. Smartphones are particularly important because they account for most of the time UK adults spend online (Ofcom, 2025). Therefore, new services should provide a simple mobile-responsive experience.
Cloud computing also allows ventures to access scalable computing resources without developing extensive physical infrastructure (Marston et al., 2011). Digital payment technologies enable remote transactions, while Application Programming Interfaces (APIs) can connect functions such as payments, orders and delivery within one service. Together, these technologies make an integrated platform such as LocalLink UK technically possible.
However, technological availability does not guarantee successful innovation. Digital tools must remain secure, affordable and understandable to intended users. However, adoption of more advanced technologies remains uneven across UK businesses, particularly by business size and sector (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2026). Design Thinking is therefore necessary to determine which technological capabilities provide genuine value to small retailers rather than adding unnecessary complexity.

5.5 [bookmark: _Toc237514821]Key Opportunity Areas
Digital transformation creates several opportunities for UK ventures, although their attractiveness depends on user need, competition and scalability. Simplified e-commerce is particularly relevant because online retail remains an important part of UK consumer activity (Office for National Statistics, 2026). SMEs could benefit from accessible tools for product management and online ordering without requiring advanced technical knowledge.
Other opportunities include digital marketing, booking systems and integrated payments. UK Finance (2025) reports that cards represented 64% of UK payments in 2024, demonstrating widespread adoption of digital payment methods. Last-mile delivery also presents opportunities, although creating an independent national delivery network would require significant investment; integration with existing providers may therefore be more feasible.
Overall, an integrated service combining simplified e-commerce, payments and local delivery support appears attractive because it addresses several connected user problems. However, adding too many functions could increase complexity. User research and testing should therefore determine which features provide sufficient value before the service is expanded.
5.6 [bookmark: _Toc237514822]Scalability and Sustainability
Digital platforms can offer scalability because additional users can be supported without an equivalent increase in physical infrastructure. Cloud computing can provide scalable resources as demand changes (Marston et al., 2011), allowing LocalLink UK to begin with a limited pilot before expanding geographically. However, scalability also requires sufficient customer support, secure data management, payment processing and delivery partnerships. Rapid growth without these capabilities could reduce service quality. Government policy also recognises the importance of supporting SMEs to start, scale and grow within the UK business environment (Department for Business and Trade, 2025b). 
Sustainability should be considered economically, socially and environmentally. An affordable revenue model could support long-term operation, while improved digital access may help independent retailers participate in online commerce. This is relevant because capability and cost remain barriers to SME digital adoption (Department for Business and Trade, 2026). Environmentally, however, e-commerce may increase transport and packaging impacts. LocalLink UK should therefore explore collection options, grouped deliveries and lower-emission delivery partnerships rather than assuming that digitalisation is automatically sustainable.
Overall, scalability should involve controlled growth that balances commercial opportunity with operational capacity and responsible development.
6. [bookmark: _Toc237514823]New Venture Concept: LocalLink UK
6.1 [bookmark: _Toc237514824]Empathise
The Empathise stage focuses on understanding users before developing solutions. Stanford d.school (2018) emphasises understanding users and their experiences within human-centred design. For LocalLink UK, the primary users are small independent retailers, while customers and delivery partners are additional stakeholders.
Secondary research identifies digital capability, awareness and cost as barriers affecting smaller businesses (Department for Business and Trade, 2026). Based on these findings, a hypothetical persona was created to explore potential user needs. This persona is not a real interview participant and therefore represents assumptions that would require validation through primary research.
User Persona – Sarah
Sarah is a 48-year-old independent shop owner who manages most daily activities herself. She uses social media and messaging applications for customer communication but finds managing orders, payments and delivery arrangements across different channels time-consuming. Her priorities are simplicity, affordability and reliability.
Customers require convenient product information, secure payments and clear delivery or collection options, while delivery partners need accurate order information. Therefore, LocalLink UK must balance retailer simplicity with customer convenience and reliable delivery coordination.
	Says
	Thinks
	Does
	Feels

	I need an easier way to manage online orders.
	Digital systems may be expensive and difficult to learn.
	Uses social media and messaging applications to communicate with customers.
	Frustrated when managing several tasks and digital channels at the same time.


Empathy Map for the hypothetical LocalLink UK user persona. Source: Author’s own work based on Department for Business and Trade (2026).
6.2 [bookmark: _Toc237514825]Define
The Define stage converts insights from empathy into a clear, user-focused problem. Rather than assuming that retailers simply need more technology, the challenge should reflect their actual difficulties. Secondary research indicates that cost, digital capability and implementation remain barriers for smaller businesses (Department for Business and Trade, 2026). Combined with the hypothetical persona, this suggests that managing several digital systems may create unnecessary complexity.
Problem Statement: Small independent UK retailers need a simple and affordable way to manage essential digital sales activities because using multiple platforms for products, orders, payments and delivery can create additional complexity, particularly for businesses with limited time and digital capability.
How Might We: How might we help small independent UK retailers manage online sales more easily without requiring advanced digital skills or multiple complicated systems?
This definition focuses on the user problem rather than a predetermined solution, allowing different ideas to be considered during the Ideate stage.
6.3 [bookmark: _Toc237514826]Causal Mapping Analysis
Causal mapping helps identify relationships between factors contributing to a problem. For LocalLink UK, it illustrates how limited digital capability, cost, time pressures and multiple systems may combine to create difficulties for independent retailers. The Department for Business and Trade (2026) identifies capability, awareness and cost as barriers to SME digital adoption.



Order and Communication Difficulties


Less convenient Customer Experience
Difficulty Selecting Suitable digital Tools
Limited digital capability


Use of Separate or Unsuitable Systems
Potential Lost Sales Opportunities
More Time Spent Managing Digital Activities



Cost Barriers
Limited Time


Figure 1 presents these relationships based on secondary research. The map is a simplified representation and does not imply that every retailer experiences identical problems. However, it highlights that addressing only one issue may be insufficient. For example, introducing another ordering tool could increase rather than reduce complexity if retailers must manage an additional system. Therefore, LocalLink UK should address connected causes by prioritising simplicity, affordability and integration.
6.4 [bookmark: _Toc237514827]Ideate and Brainstorming
The Ideate stage encourages the generation of multiple solutions before selecting a concept for development (Stanford d.school, 2018). For LocalLink UK, brainstorming generated five alternatives: an online store builder, a WhatsApp ordering assistant, a local marketplace, a payment and order management tool, and an integrated digital platform.
As shown in the brainstorming table, each idea offers benefits but also limitations. The integrated platform was selected because it addresses several connected pain points by combining essential digital activities. However, this option also presents a risk of becoming too complex if excessive features are introduced.
Therefore, LocalLink UK should initially focus on essential functions rather than attempting to provide every possible digital service. Additional features should only be considered following user testing. This balances creativity with practical evaluation and provides the basis for developing a Minimum Viable Product (MVP).
	Idea
	Main Benefit
	Main Limitation

	Simple online store builder
	Easy way to sell products online
	Does not integrate other activities

	WhatsApp ordering assistant
	Familiar and accessible communication
	Depends on an external platform 

	Local online marketplace
	Connects local retailers and customers
	Requires sufficient users to create value

	Payment and order management tool 
	Simplifies transactions and orders
	Limited support for wider ecommerce activities

	Integrated digital platform
	Combines key activities in one service
	Could become complex if too many features are included


Source: Author’s own work.

6.5 [bookmark: _Toc237514828]Prototype and Minimum Viable Product
Following ideation, the Prototype stage converts the selected concept into a representation that can be evaluated before significant resources are invested (Stanford d.school, 2018). Prototyping can also support experimentation and learning during product development, helping organisations test ideas before committing to more extensive development (Thomke, 1998). LocalLink UK would initially be developed as a Minimum Viable Product (MVP) to test whether the core service is understandable and useful to independent retailers.
The MVP would include five essential functions: retailer registration, product catalogue creation, customer ordering, digital payment, and delivery or collection selection. Retailers could upload products and manage orders through one dashboard, while customers could browse products, pay and choose how to receive their order.
Advanced features such as automated marketing, detailed analytics and AI recommendations would initially be excluded because they could increase cost and complexity before the core concept has been validated. Simple digital wireframes would represent the main screens and user journey. Feedback could then identify unnecessary steps, missing functions and usability problems before further development.
Create Product Catalogue
Retailer Registration

Digital Payment
Customer Places Order


Order Confirmation
Delivery or Collection


Figure 2. LocalLink UK MVP prototype and proposed user journey. Source: Author’s own work.
6.6 [bookmark: _Toc237514829]Test and Refinement
Testing evaluates whether the proposed solution addresses user needs and can generate insights that require earlier Design Thinking stages to be revisited (Stanford d.school, 2018). For LocalLink UK, an initial pilot could involve approximately 10–15 independent retailers over four to six weeks, testing product creation, orders, payments and delivery or collection.
Evaluation measures could include task completion time, successful orders, users requiring assistance and retailer satisfaction. Customer feedback could assess the ease of browsing products, payment and delivery selection. Short interviews or questionnaires would also identify confusing, unnecessary or missing features.
Results would be used to refine the MVP before another testing cycle. For example, difficulties uploading products could lead to a simplified catalogue process, while payment abandonment could require redesign. This iterative approach would allow LocalLink UK to improve before wider expansion rather than assuming that the initial prototype is ready for market launch.
7. [bookmark: _Toc237514830]Evaluation of the Proposed Solution
7.1 [bookmark: _Toc237514831]Desirability
Desirability evaluates whether a solution addresses genuine user needs and provides sufficient value. LocalLink UK aims to reduce the complexity experienced by independent retailers when managing digital activities. Cost, digital capability and implementation remain barriers to technology adoption among UK SMEs (Department for Business and Trade, 2026). An integrated platform could respond by combining products, orders, payments and delivery or collection within one service.
The concept may also benefit customers by providing a simpler purchasing journey. This is commercially relevant because online retail continues to represent a significant proportion of retail activity in Great Britain (Office for National Statistics, 2026).
However, desirability cannot be confirmed through secondary research or a hypothetical persona alone. Retailers may have different needs or already use alternative services successfully. Interviews, prototype testing and pilot participation are therefore necessary to validate actual demand and willingness to use LocalLink UK.
7.2 [bookmark: _Toc237514832]Feasibility
Feasibility evaluates whether LocalLink UK can realistically be developed using available technology and resources. The proposed MVP relies on established technologies, which improves technical feasibility. Cloud computing can provide scalable computing resources (Marston et al., 2011), while APIs could connect the platform with existing payment and delivery services.
Limiting the MVP to essential functions also reduces initial development requirements. However, technical feasibility does not guarantee straightforward implementation. LocalLink UK would require software expertise, secure data management, reliable payment integration and technical support. It must also comply with UK data protection requirements when processing personal information (Information Commissioner’s Office, n.d.).
Therefore, LocalLink UK appears technically feasible, but implementation depends on appropriate expertise, security and reliable external partnerships. A controlled MVP and pilot would be more realistic than immediately developing a complex national platform.
7.3 [bookmark: _Toc237514833]Viability
Viability considers whether LocalLink UK could generate sufficient revenue to support long-term operation. A possible model is a low-cost monthly subscription for independent retailers, potentially combined with different service levels. Alternatively, a small transaction fee could be charged, although pricing must remain affordable because cost is a recognised barrier to SME technology adoption (Department for Business and Trade, 2026).
Commercial viability would depend on retailers receiving sufficient value to continue paying. LocalLink UK must also compete with existing e-commerce, payment and delivery services, making simplicity, integration and its focus on independent retailers important sources of differentiation.
The pilot should therefore test willingness to pay alongside usability and explore acceptable pricing structures. Overall, LocalLink UK has potential commercial viability, but this cannot be confirmed until demand, operating costs, customer retention and willingness to pay are tested in practice.
7.4 [bookmark: _Toc237514834]Sustainability
Sustainability requires consideration of economic, social and environmental impacts. Economically and socially, LocalLink UK could support independent retailers by improving access to digital commerce while helping consumers purchase from local businesses.
Environmental impacts are less certain. Although digitalisation may reduce some paper-based processes, online purchasing can increase packaging and delivery activity. Melkonyan et al. (2020) highlight the environmental, social and economic considerations associated with last-mile delivery. Therefore, LocalLink UK should not be considered environmentally sustainable simply because it operates digitally.
Potential measures could include encouraging collection, grouped local deliveries and partnerships with lower-emission delivery providers. However, their effectiveness would require testing because impacts depend on factors such as transport methods, distance and customer behaviour. Sustainability should therefore remain an ongoing consideration alongside user satisfaction and commercial performance.






8. [bookmark: _Toc237514835]Conclusion
This portfolio examined how digital transformation creates opportunities for innovation and new venture creation in the UK. The analysis identified opportunities associated with e-commerce, digital payments and mobile technologies, while also recognising barriers affecting smaller businesses, including cost, digital capability, time and technological complexity.
Applying Design Thinking provided a user-centred approach to these challenges. Empathising and defining helped identify potential difficulties faced by independent retailers, while causal mapping explored relationships between these problems. Brainstorming generated alternative solutions before LocalLink UK was selected and developed into an MVP concept.
LocalLink UK proposes an integrated platform combining product management, customer ordering, digital payments and delivery or collection. Prototype testing and a controlled pilot would allow the concept to be refined before wider implementation.
The evaluation suggests potential desirability, feasibility and viability. However, these conclusions remain provisional because the portfolio relies primarily on secondary research and hypothetical user analysis. Direct research with retailers and customers is therefore necessary to validate demand, usability and willingness to pay.
Overall, Design Thinking provides a flexible approach that combines user understanding, experimentation and commercial evaluation. For LocalLink UK, continued testing would be essential to determine whether the proposed solution can translate identified market needs into a sustainable venture.
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