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Design Thinking and Innovation through Digital Transformation: Transforming Selenni into Selenni 2.0, An AI-Powered Digital Platform for UK SMEs
[bookmark: _Toc235370779]Executive Summary
The Covid-19 pandemic accelerated a shift toward online buying, digital payment and home delivery that has continued well beyond city centres, reaching suburban and rural UK communities where farmers, independent retailers and service businesses increasingly sell, get paid and deliver online (SME Digital Adoption Taskforce, 2025). This report applies the five stages of Design Thinking, supplemented by the Design Council's (2019) Double Diamond, causal mapping and the Business Model Canvas (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010), to identify viable innovation opportunities in this shift and develop Selenni 2.0, a proposed digital growth and fulfilment platform for UK SMEs.
Task One identifies five linked opportunity areas: e-commerce platforms, digital marketing, retail management software, integrated digital payments and last-mile delivery, and shows that the underlying problem is not a shortage of digital tools but their fragmentation, cost and poor fit for SMEs outside major urban centres, particularly where rural postcodes carry delivery surcharges (Mordor Intelligence, 2025). Task Two develops this into Selenni 2.0: a single subscription combining a storefront, integrated payments, AI-supported marketing, CRM and a delivery-partner matching tool that compares rates across existing couriers rather than building new delivery infrastructure.
A phased MVP, a causal map of the problem, a Business Model Canvas and a structured test plan are used to evaluate the concept's desirability, feasibility and viability. The report concludes that Selenni 2.0 represents a realistic response to an evidenced market gap, provided it is positioned to reduce fragmentation for underserved SMEs rather than to out-compete specialist providers on any single function.
[bookmark: _Toc235370780]1.Introduction
The Covid-19 pandemic acted as a catalyst for structural change in UK commerce, accelerating the adoption of digital technologies far beyond the retailers and service businesses that had already invested in them (Vial, 2019). E-commerce expansion is no longer confined to major cities: suburban and rural communities that previously relied on in-store shopping have adopted online purchasing at scale, driving record parcel volumes through Royal Mail, DPD and Evri and prompting farmers and local producers to build direct-to-consumer models using Facebook, Instagram and WhatsApp (Mordor Intelligence, 2025). Hairdressers and personal trainers have introduced online booking, fitness instructors have moved classes to Zoom, tutors now teach remotely, and even market traders and corner shops have adopted QR codes and card-only payment (SME Digital Adoption Taskforce, 2025).
This shift has embedded digital commerce more deeply into the UK economy and created substantial opportunity across e-commerce platforms, digital marketing services, retail management software, integrated digital payment systems, and supply chain and last-mile delivery solutions. Early movers in these areas have gained a durable competitive advantage (Verhoef et al., 2021). However, small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), 5.5 million businesses accounting for 99.8% of the UK business population, continue to lag other G7 economies in digital adoption, held back by cost, limited digital expertise and, outside major cities, unreliable and expensive last-mile delivery (SME Digital Adoption Taskforce, 2025).
Design Thinking offers a human-centred response to this problem by focusing on genuine user needs before proposing solutions. Brown (2008) argues that successful innovation balances customer desirability, technological feasibility and business viability. This report applies the five stages of Design Thinking, supported by the Design Council's (2019) Double Diamond, causal mapping (Ishikawa, 1990) and the Business Model Canvas (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010), to analyse the scenario above and develop Selenni 2.0: an evolution of the existing Selenni apparel business into a digital growth and fulfilment platform for UK SMEs adapting to this shift. Task One identifies the key opportunity areas within the UK market; Task Two develops and evaluates Selenni 2.0 as a specific venture concept in response.
[bookmark: _Toc235370781]2. Task One: Identifying Innovation Opportunities within the UK Market
[bookmark: _Toc235370782]2.1 The Post-Pandemic Digital Shift in the UK SME Sector
The scenario described above is well evidenced. UK courier and parcel operators handled around 5 billion parcels in 2024, and the domestic courier, express and parcel market is projected to grow at a compound rate of over 5% to 2030, driven substantially by the continued rise of online shopping outside major cities (Mordor Intelligence, 2025). Rural areas, including the Scottish Highlands, Northern Ireland and remote parts of Wales, routinely carry delivery surcharges and face longer, less reliable last-mile coverage than urban postcodes, even though Royal Mail's universal service obligation guarantees delivery to every address (Mordor Intelligence, 2025). This directly affects the farmers and producers described in the scenario: platforms such as WeFarmShop have emerged specifically because individual farms struggle to combine an online storefront with affordable, reliable delivery beyond their immediate area.
At the same time, the OECD (2025) finds that cost, perceived relevance and a lack of trust in technology vendors remain the primary barriers to UK SME technology adoption, and that adoption is markedly lower for CRM, payments and advanced tools than for simpler tools such as a basic website. A 2024 British Chambers of Commerce survey found 43% of UK SMEs had no plans to use AI at all, reflecting the uncertainty around emerging technology noted in the scenario. Taken together, this indicates that the barrier facing SMEs is not a lack of awareness that digital transformation matters, but the practical difficulty of assembling affordable, integrated tools that work for a business outside a major city.

[bookmark: _Toc235370783]2.2 Opportunity Areas, User Pain Points and Market Gaps
Using a Design Thinking lens, five linked opportunity areas can be identified, each grounded in the scenario and justified against a specific user pain point and market gap:
· E-commerce platforms – many small retailers, farmers and market traders (as in the scenario) still rely on informal channels such as Facebook and WhatsApp rather than a proper storefront, because existing platforms are built for larger or more technical users (OECD, 2023).
· Digital marketing services – businesses that have moved online struggle to maintain a consistent presence across channels and cannot easily tell which activity brings customers back (Federation of Small Businesses, 2023).
· Retail management software – service SMEs such as hairdressers, personal trainers and tutors need booking and customer management tools, but existing CRM options (see Table 2) are priced and designed for larger sales teams, not sole traders.
· Integrated digital payment systems – corner shops and market traders adopting card-only and QR payments, as described in the scenario, often lack a system that reconciles payments with orders and inventory automatically.
· Supply chain and last-mile delivery solutions – rural and suburban SMEs face higher delivery costs and less reliable coverage than urban competitors, directly limiting the growth of direct-to-consumer models such as farm shops (Mordor Intelligence, 2025).
These five areas are interdependent rather than separate: an SME that solves its e-commerce and payments problem still cannot grow if its delivery costs remain uncompetitive, and a marketing effort is wasted if the underlying storefront and fulfilment experience cannot support the resulting orders. This interdependence, developed further in the causal map in Section 3.1, is the central justification for treating these as one connected opportunity rather than five separate ventures.
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2.3 Market Gaps


Table 2 compares three widely used platforms against the proposed Selenni 2.0 offering.

	Platform
	Core focus
	Approx. entry-level cost (2026)
	Strength
	Limitation for SMEs

	Shopify
	E-commerce Storefront
	£39/month (Basic)

	Strong payments and catalogue tools

	No CRM, marketing or delivery; needs extra apps


	Wix
	Website building
	£29/month (Core)

	Fast, easy site set-up

	Limited CRM, automation and payments


	Hubspot
	CRM and marketing automation
	£20/seat (Starter); £890+ (Pro)

	Powerful CRM and automation

	Steep Pro-tier jump; £2,300+ onboarding fee; no e-commerce or delivery


	Selenni 2.0 (proposed)
	Integrated storefront, payments, marketing, CRM, AI support and delivery coordination.
	Single subscription, below combined tool cost

	One entry point to online selling, incl. delivery matching

	Unproven; must build trust vs established providers





As the comparison shows, Shopify, Wix and HubSpot each perform a single function well but leave the SME to assemble the rest; critically, none directly addresses delivery cost or coordination, which the scenario identifies as a distinct barrier for rural and suburban sellers. This is consistent with Schumpeter's (1934) argument that innovation often lies in new combinations of existing capability rather than a single new technology, and with the OECD's (2018) definition of innovation as the improvement of products, services, processes and business models. Selenni 2.0 targets this specific, evidenced gap: an SME expanding into e-commerce for the first time currently has no single, affordable way to sell, get paid, market itself and arrange competitive delivery.
[bookmark: _Toc235370785]2.4 Technological Enablers
Several converging technologies make this opportunity newly viable. Cloud computing and AI have become accessible to smaller organisations, reducing the cost of building a storefront, CRM and analytics tooling (Verhoef et al., 2021). Courier operators have also begun exposing this infrastructure programmatically: DPD, Evri and Royal Mail now publish delivery cut-off times and rates via application programming interfaces (APIs), which allows a third-party platform such as Selenni 2.0 to compare live rates across couriers for a given postcode rather than requiring an SME to negotiate with each provider separately (Mordor Intelligence, 2025). Concrete examples of how AI would support a typical user include:
1. Generating a week of social media captions and product listings from a single photo and short description
1. Comparing delivery rates and estimated transit times across Royal Mail, Evri and DPD for a given order and postcode
1. Answering routine customer questions (stock availability, delivery times, booking slots) through a simple chat widget
1. Producing a short, plain-English monthly summary of sales, most profitable delivery routes and underperforming listings
Framing AI as a small set of specific, everyday tasks rather than a generic label matters given that many SME owners remain uncertain about what AI tools do (OECD, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc235370786]2.5 Scalability and Sustainability
Selenni 2.0 adopts a platform-based subscription model, allowing new SME customers to be added at low marginal cost and supporting recurring revenue (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010). Because the delivery element is built on partnerships with existing national couriers rather than a new physical fleet, the platform can scale into new regions without the capital investment that a delivery-owning competitor would require. From a sustainability perspective, consolidating delivery bookings across a customer base also creates the potential to negotiate better rural rates over time and reduces the number of part-loaded vehicle journeys associated with several small businesses booking couriers independently, supporting both commercial scalability and more efficient use of existing logistics infrastructure.
[bookmark: _Toc235370787]3. Task Two: Applying Design Thinking to Develop Selenni 2.0
As an entrepreneur responding to the opportunity identified in Task One, this section applies the five stages of Design Thinking (Brown, 2008), structured using the Design Council's (2019) Double Diamond: Discover and Define forming the first diamond, Develop and Deliver forming the second, to move from broad problem exploration to a specific, testable venture concept. Causal mapping (Ishikawa, 1990) is used in the Empathise/Define stages to trace the problem to its root causes, and the Business Model Canvas (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010) is used in the Prototype stage to test commercial viability alongside desirability and feasibility.

[bookmark: _Toc235370788]3.1 Empathise
Brown (2008) argues that successful innovation begins with empathy, identifying problems from the user's perspective rather than from internal assumptions. The scenario points to at least three affected user groups: small retailers and producers moving online for the first time, rural consumers who want the convenience now standard in cities, and delivery partners (owner-drivers and courier depots) managing uneven, low-density rural rounds. Table 1 presents an illustrative persona developed from the first group, which is the primary target user for Selenni 2.0.

	Category
	Detail

	Name
	David Pryce

	Business
	Independent farm shop and butchery, rural Powys, Wales

	Size
	Owner-operator plus two part-time staff; sells produce on-site and via a Facebook page

	Current tools
	Facebook page for orders, WhatsApp to confirm collection/delivery times, cash and card machine on-site, no website or online payment system

	Digital pain points
	Cannot take online payments or structured pre-orders; deliveries beyond the immediate village rely on the owner's own van, as courier rates for the postcode carry a rural surcharge; no way to track which social media posts generate actual orders

	Goals
	Reach customers across the wider county without spending on a website he cannot maintain; get paid online before collection; find an affordable way to post orders further afield

	Attitude to AI
	Sceptical of “tech for tech's sake” but open to tools that visibly save time or bring in new customers


David's situation illustrates why rural and suburban SMEs following the scenario's direct-to-consumer model cannot simply adopt a generic e-commerce platform: the core constraint is not desire to sell online, but the combined cost and complexity of payments, marketing and delivery for a business outside a well-served postcode.
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Figure 1: Causal map of the core problem facing rural and suburban UK SMEs
The causal map shows that the five root causes converge on a single core problem: SMEs outside major urban centres cannot currently convert post-pandemic demand for online buying, digital payment and home delivery into reliable, sustainable sales, because the tools required are fragmented, costly, and not designed for their scale or location. This confirms that the five opportunity areas identified in Section 2.2 are best addressed as one connected venture rather than five separate products and provides the foundation for the Define stage below.
[bookmark: _Toc235370790]3.2 Define
The Define stage translates empathy research into a clear problem statement rather than a list of symptoms (Brown, 2008). Based on the causal map and the evidence gathered in Task One, the problem statement for this report is defined as:
UK SMEs outside major urban centres struggle to sell online, get paid digitally and deliver reliably to customers because existing digital tools are fragmented, costly and not designed for their scale or location, limiting their ability to capture the post-pandemic shift toward online and direct-to-consumer commerce.
This definition provides clear direction for the Ideate stage, in which candidate solutions are generated and evaluated against the causal map above


[bookmark: _Toc235370791]3.3 Ideate
A structured brainstorming session was used to generate a wide range of candidate solutions before narrowing to a single concept, consistent with Design Thinking's emphasis on divergent thinking before convergence (Brown, 2008; Liedtka, 2015). The raw list of ideas generated is set out below:
1. A standalone AI marketing tool for SME social media content
1. A simple website-builder service for first-time online sellers
1. A CRM system tailored to sole traders and micro-businesses
1. A digital consultancy offering one-off advice without a supporting platform
1. A courier-comparison and booking app for small sellers
1. A QR/contactless payment kit for market traders and farm shops
1. An online booking widget for service SMEs (hairdressers, personal trainers, tutors)
1. A rural parcel-locker or drop-point network
1. A dedicated direct-to-consumer marketplace for farmers and producers
1. A single integrated platform combining storefront, payments, marketing, CRM and delivery comparison (selected concept)
Each idea was evaluated against the causal map in Section 3.1: ideas addressing only one root cause (for example, the marketing tool or the booking widget alone) would leave the remaining causes unresolved, while the delivery-focused ideas (locker network, courier app) would require capital investment disproportionate to a new venture. The selected concept, Selenni 2.0, was chosen because it synthesises the strongest elements of several ideas: a storefront, integrated payments, AI-supported marketing, a lightweight CRM, and a delivery-comparison tool built on existing courier partnerships rather than new infrastructure, directly addressing all five root causes identified in the causal map without the capital cost of owning delivery infrastructure.

[bookmark: _Toc235370792]3.4 Prototype
Following Design Thinking's Deliver stage, the Prototype turns the selected idea into a tangible, testable concept. Rather than building a finished product immediately, a Minimum Viable Product (MVP) is developed containing only the features needed to test the central hypothesis, reducing development risk before further resources are committed (Ries, 2011; Brown, 2008). Table 3 sets out a phased feature scope.
	Phase
	Features included
	Purpose

	Phase 1 (MVP)
	Simple storefront/website builder; integrated card and QR payments; basic CRM (contact list and order tracking); AI content assistant for product listings and social captions; a delivery-partner matching tool that compares rates across existing couriers (Royal Mail, Evri, DPD) for a given postcode
	Test whether a single, affordable entry point solves the fragmentation and delivery-cost problem before adding complexity

	Phase 2 (post-trial)
	AI chatbot for customer queries; automated email/SMS marketing; online booking calendar (for service SMEs such as hairdressers and personal trainers); stock and order trend alerts
	Expand functionality based on user feedback once core value is validated

	Phase 3 (scale)
	Local delivery-partner network for last-mile drop density in rural postcodes; predictive demand recommendations; accounting software integrations; multi-location support
	Support growth once SMEs outgrow the core platform and reduce reliance on national courier surcharges



To test commercial viability alongside desirability and feasibility, a Business Model Canvas (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010) was developed for the MVP, shown in Table 4.
	Building Block
	Detail

	Key Partners
	Royal Mail, Evri and DPD (delivery integration); payment processors (Stripe/card networks); local business support networks and Growth Hubs

	Key Activities
	Platform development and maintenance; AI content/analytics tooling; delivery-rate aggregation; customer onboarding and support

	Key Resources
	Software platform; AI models (via API); partnerships with couriers and payment providers; customer data and analytics

	Value Proposition
	A single, affordable subscription that lets a rural or first-time SME sell online, take digital payments, market itself and get products delivered, all without assembling separate tools

	Customer Relationships
	Self-service onboarding with guided setup; ongoing support via chat and a knowledge base; community of SME users for peer learning

	Channels
	Direct online sign-up; partnerships with Growth Hubs and business support networks; referrals from participating couriers and payment providers

	Customer Segments
	Independent retailers, farm shops and producers, and service SMEs (hairdressers, personal trainers, tutors) in suburban and rural UK areas moving online for the first time

	Cost Structure
	Platform development and hosting; AI API usage; courier/payment integration fees; customer support

	Revenue Streams
	Monthly subscription (tiered by feature set); a small percentage fee on payments processed; optional paid add-ons in Phase 2/3




Structuring the prototype this way keeps the initial build focused on the core causal problem: storefront, payments, basic CRM, AI content support and delivery comparison, while leaving more complex features, such as a dedicated rural delivery network, for later phases once real usage data is available.
[bookmark: _Toc235370793]3.5 Test
The final stage evaluates the prototype through user feedback, validating assumptions and identifying weaknesses before a full launch (Brown, 2008). The MVP could be trialled over a twelve-week period with approximately 20–30 SMEs drawn from the groups identified in the scenario: rural farm shops and producers, independent retailers, and service businesses such as hairdressers and personal trainers, ideally recruited through a specific pilot area (for example, a market town in mid-Wales or the Yorkshire Dales) to test the delivery-comparison feature under realistic rural conditions.
Rather than relying on general satisfaction alone, the trial should track specific, measurable indicators:
1. A reduction in the number of separate tools/subscriptions a participating business uses for selling, payments and marketing
1. Average delivery cost per order compared with the business's previous, individually booked courier rate
1. Time spent per week on digital admin, self-reported before and after the trial
1. Whether the AI features (content generation, delivery comparison, analytics summary) were trusted and used, not just available
These indicators would be gathered through short surveys and follow-up interviews (Ries, 2011) and used to refine the MVP before wider release. Testing is treated as the beginning of continuous improvement rather than a final checkpoint, consistent with the iterative principle at the core of Design Thinking (Brown, 2008; Kolko, 2015).
[bookmark: _Toc235370794]4. Evaluation of the Proposed Venture
The proposed development of Selenni 2.0 demonstrates strong potential to address the digital transformation challenges facing UK SMEs described in the scenario, particularly those outside major urban centres. By integrating a storefront, digital payments, marketing, CRM and delivery comparison into a single platform, the venture offers a customer-centred alternative to the fragmented solutions summarised in Table 2, consistent with Brown's (2008) principle that innovation should begin with user needs rather than technological capability alone.
A reasonable objection is that all-in-one SME platforms have been attempted before, often struggling against specialist competitors who out-perform any single feature of a generalist tool; Shopify's payments and catalogue tools, for instance, are unlikely to be matched quickly by a new entrant (Table 2). Kim and Mauborgne (2005) would frame this as the risk of competing in a crowded, contested market rather than creating uncontested space through genuine value innovation. There is a real risk that Selenni 2.0 ends up doing several things adequately rather than one thing exceptionally.
This risk is mitigated by the platform's specific positioning: rather than competing with Shopify or HubSpot on their own terms, Selenni 2.0 targets the segment the causal map identifies as underserved: rural and suburban SMEs for whom the combined cost of fragmentation and delivery is the binding constraint, not the sophistication of any single tool. This is closer to Kim and Mauborgne's (2005) value innovation than direct feature competition. The phased MVP in Table 3 also allows the platform to prove core value before competing on more advanced features, and the testing plan in Section 3.5 is designed to catch early signs that the “adequate at everything” risk is materialising, so the offering can be narrowed if trial data suggests that is necessary.
Developing and maintaining an integrated platform still requires significant financial investment and ongoing development, and dependence on courier partners for the delivery-comparison feature introduces commercial risk if API access or pricing terms change (Verhoef et al., 2021). Successful adoption also depends on organisational readiness among SME users themselves. Despite these limitations, the concept remains commercially attractive because it targets an identifiable, evidenced gap rather than attempting to out-compete specialists across the board. Future development could add sector-specific features (for example, booking calendars for service SMEs) and deeper courier integrations, allowing the platform to evolve while retaining its core differentiator: reducing the combined cost of fragmentation and delivery for underserved SMEs.
Overall, Selenni 2.0 represents a realistic and evidenced business opportunity rather than a purely technological one. Its success will depend on continuous customer feedback, iterative development, and the organisation's ability to balance integration with the specialist quality SMEs also value, consistent with the Design Thinking principles applied throughout this report.
[bookmark: _Toc235370795]5. Conclusion
The Covid-19 pandemic accelerated a shift toward online buying, digital payment and home delivery that has reached suburban and rural UK communities, creating substantial but underserved opportunity across e-commerce, digital marketing, retail management software, digital payments and last-mile delivery. Applying Design Thinking, supplemented by the Double Diamond, causal mapping and the Business Model Canvas, showed how this scenario translates into a specific, evidenced problem, namely fragmentation and delivery cost for SMEs outside major urban centres, rather than a general absence of digital tools.
Selenni 2.0 was developed as a direct, testable response to this problem, integrating a storefront, payments, marketing, CRM and delivery comparison into a single subscription built on partnerships with existing couriers rather than new infrastructure. The evaluation in Section 4 shows the value of confronting the venture's most obvious weakness directly: the risk that an integrated platform is outcompeted by specialists on any single function. Addressing that risk through a clearly defined target user and a phased MVP, rather than ignoring it, is what makes the proposal a realistic rather than purely aspirational response to the challenges facing UK SMEs.
Overall, this report demonstrates that Design Thinking, combined with complementary frameworks such as causal mapping and the Business Model Canvas, provides an effective basis for new venture creation because it forces innovation to be tested against genuine user needs and evidenced market conditions at every stage.
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