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Design Thinking and Innovation in the UK Market: Developing Mark James Smart Salon
Introduction
The UK business environment is changing because of digitalisation, demographic change, environmental pressure, and rising customer expectations. Consumers expect convenient access, clear information, and personalised service, while businesses must improve productivity, control costs, and respond to social and environmental responsibilities. These conditions create opportunities for new ventures, but innovation should not begin with technology alone. Brown (2008) argues that successful innovation must balance desirability, feasibility, and viability. A venture should therefore solve a genuine user problem, be practical to deliver and create sustainable commercial value.
[bookmark: _Int_T1WziGCn]This portfolio contains two tasks. Task 1 identifies four promising areas for innovation in the UK market. Task 2 applies the five stages of design thinking: Empathise, Define, Ideate, Prototype and Test, to the development of Mark James Smart Salon, a proposed digital service for Mark James Hair in Stafford.



Task 1: Key Opportunities for Innovation and New Venture Creation in the UK Market
1.1 Digital transformation support for SMEs
Small and medium-sized enterprises increasingly depend on digital systems for booking, payments, customer communication, accounting, and online sales. However, many owners do not know which systems are suitable or how different platforms can work together. They may also have limited time, digital confidence, or financial resources. As a result, businesses sometimes purchase software that is too complex, poorly integrated, or difficult for employees to use.
A further problem is the use of disconnected tools. A business may manage appointments through one platform, payments through another and customer information through spreadsheets. This creates repeated data entry, errors, and unnecessary administration. Vial (2019) explains that digital transformation is not simply the introduction of technology; it changes processes, structures, and methods of creating value.
The market gap is therefore not a shortage of software, but a shortage of practical support that helps SMEs select, connect, and use digital systems effectively. A new venture could offer digital transformation as a managed service. It could analyse existing processes, recommend suitable tools, support implementation, and train employees. Packages could be adapted to sectors such as salons, tradespeople, and small retailers. Bharadwaj et al. (2013) argue that digital strategy should connect technology with wider business activities rather than treat each system as a separate investment.
[bookmark: _Int_K3HF5qUG]Cloud computing, application programming interfaces, and advanced platforms make this opportunity more feasible. They reduce the need for expensive infrastructure and allow different services to be linked. The venture could begin with one sector, develop standard templates and later expand across the UK through remote support and subscriptions. Revenue could come from setup fees, monthly support, and optional customisation. Financial sustainability would depend on measurable benefits, such as reduced administration, fewer errors and faster payments. Teece (2010) emphasises that technology creates value only when it is supported by a workable business model.
1.2 Technology-supported health and social care
Health and social care users may need to communicate with general practitioners, hospitals, pharmacies, carers, local authorities, and relatives. Information does not always move effectively between these groups, so users may repeatedly provide personal and medical details. Older adults and people with long-term conditions may also need help with medication, appointments, and emergencies while wishing to remain independent at home.
[bookmark: _Int_fuTDFCJL]Digital services can improve coordination, but they may also create barriers. Complex passwords, small text and confusing navigation may exclude older or disabled users. Cresswell, Bates and Sheikh (2013) explain that health technology succeeds only when it fits users’ routines and is supported by training and organisational change.
A market gap exists between traditional face-to-face care and fully automated monitoring. Many users may accept technology that supports human care but reject systems that replace personal contact. A new venture could offer medication reminders, appointment coordination, secure care records and non-invasive home monitoring. With informed consent, selected information could be shared with authorised carers or relatives. Sensors might identify missed medication or an unusual period of inactivity, but the system should not make medical diagnoses.
[bookmark: _Int_BCemCFIO]Wearable devices, home sensors, secure applications, and voice-controlled systems are key technological enablers. However, privacy, accessibility, and professional oversight must be built into the service from the beginning. Greenhalgh et al. (2017) show that digital health projects often fail because users abandon them, organisations cannot integrate them, or the service cannot scale beyond a pilot.
The venture should therefore begin with one clearly defined group, such as older adults living alone. A small pilot could test trust, safety and ease of use before expansion through councils, charities or care organisations. Revenue might come from subscriptions or organisational contracts. Social sustainability would depend on maintaining dignity, voluntary participation, and access to human support.
1.3 Whole-home energy coordination
Many UK households want to reduce energy bills and improve the environmental performance of their homes. However, homeowners may not know whether to prioritise insulation, heating controls, solar panels, battery storage, or heat pumps. Properties differ in age, structure and energy needs, so a solution that works well in one home may be unsuitable in another.
Customers may also struggle to compare costs, expected savings, disruption, and maintenance. Trust is a major issue because homeowners may not know whether an installer is recommending the best option or the product that creates the highest profit. The journey is often fragmented between surveyors, installers, and finance providers.
A market gap exists for an independent whole-home assessment and project-coordination service. The venture could begin with a digital questionnaire followed by a professional survey. Customers would receive a staged improvement plan based on their property, budget, and priorities. The service could compare quotations, coordinate accredited contractors, and monitor project quality.
[bookmark: _Int_dgTp6yEm]Wilson, Crane and Chryssochoidis (2015) found that renovation decisions are influenced by comfort, disruption and personal circumstances as well as financial savings. Recommendations should therefore reflect what individual households value rather than rely only on technical arguments.
Smart-meter data, thermal imaging, digital property records, and energy-modelling software would support more accurate assessments. A digital dashboard could allow customers to compare options and follow project progress. However, qualified professionals should confirm final recommendations.
The venture could begin in one region and build a network of reliable contractors before expanding. Revenue could come from assessment fees, project-management charges, or clearly disclosed commissions. Transparency is essential because hidden commercial relationships can damage trust. Sustainability should be measured through long-term reductions in energy consumption rather than the number of products installed.
1.4 Digitally coordinated local commerce and delivery
Customers in rural and suburban areas may face higher delivery costs, longer waiting times, and fewer choices than people in major cities. Independent producers and retailers may want to sell online but lack the resources and order volume needed to operate separate delivery services. Customers who want to support local businesses may have to visit several websites, make different payments, and arrange multiple collections.
A market gap exists between the convenience of large platforms and the local value offered by independent businesses. A new venture could create a shared digital marketplace where customers purchase from several nearby suppliers, make one payment, and choose collection or delivery. Orders could be combined at a local hub and distributed through coordinated routes.
[bookmark: _Int_QJOK1ZHo]Mobile-responsive e-commerce, digital payments, cloud inventory systems, and route-optimisation software are the main technological enablers. Real-time stock information would reduce unavailable orders, while route planning could improve delivery efficiency. Lim, Jin and Srai (2018) explain that last-mile delivery is one of the most expensive and complex parts of e-commerce because performance depends on location, order density, and customer expectations.
The platform must remain simple for participating businesses, including those with limited digital experience. The venture could begin in one town or a group of villages and expand through additional hubs after demand is proven. Revenue could come from commissions, delivery charges, and business subscriptions.
The model may support local firms and reduce duplicated journeys, but environmental benefits should not be assumed. Mileage, vehicle type, packaging, and failed deliveries should be measured. Nambisan et al. (2017) argue that digital innovation must consider the capabilities and working practices of all participants, not only the convenience created for end users.
1.5 Comparative evaluation
[bookmark: _Int_tRukwbjF]All four opportunities respond to identifiable user problems, but they involve different levels of risk. Digital support for SMEs may be the easiest to test because the technology already exists, and the service can be standardised. Health and social care offers strong social value but involves greater privacy, safety and ethical responsibilities. Whole-home coordination responds to financial and environmental concerns, but it depends on qualified professionals and reliable contractors. Local commerce can support independent businesses, although success depends on sufficient order density.
From a commercial perspective, the SME opportunity may be the most scalable because it can use remote delivery and subscriptions. Health technology requires institutional partnerships, while retrofit and local-commerce models depend more heavily on local physical networks. Teece (2010) explains that market potential depends not only on the importance of the problem but also on how value is delivered and captured.
A design-thinking approach would not attempt to serve the whole UK immediately. The stronger strategy is to select a narrow user group, conduct research, and test a simple version. Wider investment should follow only when evidence supports desirability, feasibility, viability, and responsible sustainability.



Task 2: Developing Mark James Smart Salon Through Design Thinking
2.1 Introduction to the proposed venture
Mark James Hair is an established salon in Stafford offering cutting, styling, colouring, barbering and professional treatments. The business already provides online booking and gift cards, giving the proposed venture a realistic digital starting point (Mark James Hair, 2026).
The proposed venture is Mark James Smart Salon, a mobile-responsive service that would connect guided booking, digital consultations, deposits, reminders, waiting-list management, aftercare and loyalty communication. The aim is not to replace stylists or move hairdressing online. Hairdressing depends on professional skills, creativity, communication, and trust. The digital service would organise information and remove avoidable inconvenience around physical appointments.
Kimbell (2011) explains that service design focuses on relationships and interactions rather than treating services as fixed products. Smart Salon should therefore be designed as one connected customer journey rather than as a collection of unrelated digital functions.
2.2 Empathise: Understanding customers and employees
The Empathise stage aims to understand the needs, frustrations, and expectations of the people affected by the proposed service. The main user groups include new customers, regular customers, customers with limited digital confidence, stylists, reception staff and management.
New customers may not understand specialist service names or know which stylist is appropriate. A customer may know the result they want but not understand whether they require highlights, balayage, toning or colour correction. They may also be uncertain about appointment length, likely price, and whether a consultation is needed. This uncertainty can delay booking or lead to the wrong service being selected.
Regular customers have different priorities. They may want to rebook quickly with the same stylist, receive reminders, and avoid entering the same information repeatedly. Customers booking routine services should not be required to complete the same detailed process as someone requesting a major colour change. A flexible service is therefore more suitable than one standard booking path.
Digital inclusion must also be considered. Some older customers, disabled users or people with limited digital confidence may prefer telephone or face-to-face assistance. Removing these channels could improve convenience for one group while excluding another. Lemon and Verhoef (2016) explain that customer experience is created across all touchpoints, meaning that digital and assisted routes should provide a consistent standard of service.
Employees are also users of the system. Stylists need accurate information about previous treatments, allergies, hair condition, and the customer’s desired result. Reception staff may want fewer repetitive enquiries, while management may want to reduce missed appointments and improve capacity use. A system that benefits customers but creates extra work for employees would not be sustainable.
[bookmark: _Int_IA5uEzM7]Research could include interviews, short questionnaires, observation of the booking process, and staff discussions. The salon could record common telephone questions, examples of incorrect bookings, and reasons for cancellation. These methods would help set real problems from assumptions. Rosenbaum, Otalora and Ramírez (2017) emphasise that customer journey maps should be based on evidence rather than management opinion.
Customer Journey Map
The findings from customer and employee research can be organised through a Customer Journey Map. This tool presents the main stages of the salon experience and identifies where customers may experience uncertainty, inconvenience, or weak communication.
	Stage
	Main customer difficulty
	Smart Salon response

	Awareness
	Limited knowledge of services and stylists
	Clear pages, stylist profiles and examples of work

	Consideration
	Technical language and uncertain prices
	Plain descriptions and estimated price ranges

	Booking
	Incorrect service selection
	Guided booking

	Consultation
	Important details may be missing
	Digital form and secure image upload

	Confirmation
	Appointment may be forgotten
	Automated reminders

	Salon visit
	Information may be repeated
	Consultation records available to the stylist

	Aftercare
	Verbal advice may be forgotten
	Personalised digital guidance

	Rebooking
	Customer delays returning
	Suggested date and easy rebooking

	Loyalty
	Messages may feel irrelevant
	Personalised communication preferences


The journey map shows that customer value is created before, during and after the salon visit. Improving the booking calendar alone would not address uncertainty during consultation, forgotten aftercare or weak rebooking. Patrício et al. (2011) argue that service innovation should connect the overall customer experience with supporting systems and individual service encounters. Smart Salon should therefore improve the full journey rather than one isolated stage.
2.3 Define: Identifying the central problem
The Define stage turns the research findings into a clear problem. The customer problem statement is:
Customers need a simple and personalised way to understand, book and manage salon services because the current journey may not provide enough guidance, transparency, or continuity.
The business problem statement is:
Mark James Hair needs to reduce unsuitable bookings, missed appointments, and disconnected communication while maintaining professional judgement and personal service.
The findings from the Empathise stage indicate that the difficulties are connected rather than isolated. Causal Mapping is therefore used to examine how unclear information and disconnected communication lead to unsuitable bookings, unused appointment capacity, lower customer satisfaction and reduced retention.
Causal Mapping
	Initial cause
	Immediate effect
	Business consequence

	Unclear service descriptions
	Wrong service selected
	Delays and dissatisfaction

	Uncertain prices
	Booking postponed
	Lost appointments

	Dependence on telephone contact
	Calls may be missed
	Reduced access

	Limited reminders
	Customer forgets
	Lost income

	Difficult cancellation
	Slot cannot be refilled
	Poor capacity use

	Separate customer information
	Questions are repeated
	Reduced efficiency

	Verbal-only aftercare
	Advice is forgotten
	Lower satisfaction

	No planned rebooking
	Customer delays returning
	Reduced retention


Eden (2004) explains that causal mapping helps organisations understand how separate issues contribute to wider outcomes. In this case, unclear information and disconnected communication lead to lost appointments, poor use of capacity, and lower customer satisfaction.
[bookmark: _Int_g58rLoGL]The central problem is therefore not simply the absence of a digital tool. It is the lack of continuity across booking, consultation, appointment management, aftercare, and rebooking. Any proposed solution should address these connected causes rather than introduce isolated features.
2.4 Ideate: Generating and selecting the concept
The Ideate stage involves developing several possible responses before choosing the strongest concept. Possible ideas include an improved website, a dedicated mobile application, digital consultation forms, automated reminders, appointment deposits, virtual consultations, hairstyle visualisation, waiting lists, online product sales, memberships and loyalty rewards.
A dedicated mobile application may appear innovative, but customers may not want to install an app for a service used only several times a year. A mobile-responsive website would be easier to access and would remove the need for installation or updates.
A fully automated artificial intelligence consultation would also create risks. Hair condition, previous chemical treatments, and realistic outcomes require professional judgement. A more appropriate option is an assisted consultation system. Technology would collect and organise information, while the stylist would confirm the final service.
The selected Smart Salon concept would combine five connected elements: guided booking with clear service information; digital consultation and secure image upload; deposits, reminders and waiting-list management; personalised aftercare and product guidance; and simple rebooking and loyalty communication.
Osterwalder et al. (2014) argue that a strong value proposition connects customer difficulties and desired gains with specific features. Customers want to understand services, choose correctly, manage appointments easily, and maintain their results. The selected features directly address these needs.
The Ideate stage produced several possible solutions with different levels of risk and strategic importance. The Innovation Ambition Matrix is therefore used to classify these options as core, adjacent or transformational innovation and to identify which ideas should be prioritised for early development.
Innovation Ambition Matrix
	Category
	Initiative
	Main purpose
	Risk

	Core
	Clear service information and guided booking
	Improve access to current services
	Low

	Core
	Automated reminders and cancellation links
	Reduce missed appointments
	Low

	Core
	Digital consultation forms
	Improve preparation
	Low to medium

	Adjacent
	Digital aftercare and product guidance
	Extend the service beyond the visit
	Medium

	Adjacent
	Loyalty and membership services
	Improve retention
	Medium

	Transformational
	AI-assisted style visualisation
	Advanced personalisation
	High

	Transformational
	Platform for other salons
	New business-to-business service
	High


[bookmark: _Int_JL15cvcm][bookmark: _Int_umoehgfO]Nagji and Tuff (2012) explain that organisations should balance core, adjacent and transformational innovation rather than invest all resources in high-risk projects. Mark James Hair should therefore begin with core improvements and selected adjacent services. Transformational ideas should be considered only after the first stages produce reliable evidence.
The concept is suitable because it combines customer value with practical implementation. It can be introduced gradually, uses technology that already exists, and keeps professional judgement at the centre of the service. It also creates future revenue opportunities through aftercare products, memberships, and stronger retention without requiring all these features at launch.
2.5 Prototype: Designing the first version
The prototype should present Smart Salon as one connected journey. It could be created as a clickable mobile-responsive website that allows participants to move from service selection to consultation, booking, confirmation, and aftercare.
The first screen would use plain-language categories. Instead of asking customers to select technical colour services immediately, it could ask what result they want, whether their hair is already coloured and its approximate length. The system could then suggest a possible service or recommend a professional consultation.
The next stage would show stylist profiles, expected duration, available appointments, and estimated price ranges. Price should be presented as a range because the final amount may depend on hair length, condition, and complexity. This would improve transparency without promising a fixed price before assessment.
[bookmark: _Int_r9NPjNEE]The consultation stage would collect only necessary information, such as previous treatments, allergies, hair condition and the desired result. Customers could upload photographs securely. Routine appointments would use a shorter form to avoid unnecessary effort.
The prototype would also demonstrate deposits, automated reminders, cancellation links, waiting-list notifications, and personalised aftercare. After a simulated appointment, the customer could receive maintenance guidance, relevant product suggestions, and a recommended rebooking date.
Thomke (2020) explains that early experimentation allows organisations to test assumptions before committing significant resources. A simple prototype would therefore be more useful than immediately purchasing or developing a complete system.
Telephone and face-to-face booking should remain available throughout the prototype stage. This would protect inclusion and allow the salon to compare digital and assisted experiences. The prototype should remain simple because its purpose is to reveal problems, not to present a final polished product.
2.6 Test: Evaluating and improving the venture
Testing should involve customers and employees. Approximately 15 to 20 customers could be selected across different age groups, service types, and levels of digital confidence. This would provide a range of experiences while remaining manageable for an initial test.
Participants could complete realistic tasks, such as finding a colour service, selecting a stylist, uploading an image, paying a deposit, and changing an appointment. The salon should observe where users hesitate, misunderstand information, or abandon the process.
Short interviews or questionnaires could then examine ease of use, trust, clarity, and accept to use the service again. Customers who prefer telephone booking should also test the assisted route to confirm that it remains efficient.
Stylists should assess whether digital consultation provides useful information. A form may appear detailed but still fails to collect what is needed for professional preparation. Reception staff should evaluate whether the system reduces repeated enquiries or transfers work to another stage.
[bookmark: _Int_YETFHuNm]After usability testing, a small live pilot could focus on new colour customers because these appointments involve greater uncertainty. The pilot could operate for a limited period and be compared with the previous process.
The prototype should be assessed through a combination of customer feedback, staff feedback and operational data, and would help determine whether the proposed service improves the customer journey and creates value for the business.
Thomke (2020) argues that experimentation should test assumptions rather than simply confirm an existing idea. Features should be changed, simplified, or removed when evidence shows that they do not create value. Testing may therefore return the project to Empathise, Define or Ideate, reflecting the flexible nature of design thinking.
2.7 Business viability, implementation and sustainability
[bookmark: _Int_C719rrfR]Smart Salon would create customer value through clarity, convenience, personalisation and continuity. Customers would receive better guidance, easier appointment management and aftercare information that remains available after the visit.
The business could benefit from fewer unsuitable bookings, lower non-attendance, improved capacity use, stronger retention, and more relevant product sales. Commercial viability should be assessed by comparing software, training, maintenance, and data-security costs with reduced administration, higher rebooking, and additional income. Teece (2010) explains that customer benefits must be connected to a workable delivery and revenue model.
Implementation should occur in phases. The first phase should introduce clearer service descriptions, guided booking, digital consultation forms, reminders, and simple cancellation. These changes are closely connected with the salon’s existing services and involve relatively low risk.
The second phase could introduce waiting-list management, personalised aftercare, and product recommendations. Loyalty and membership services should be added only when research demonstrates customer demand, and the financial model is clear. A phased approach would reduce risk and allow the salon to improve the system after each stage.
The venture should initially improve the customer journey without charging customers for access to the digital features. Revenue would mainly result from reduced appointment losses, improved rebooking, and carefully targeted product sales. A membership model might later include regular treatments, priority booking or selected products, but it should be tested before introduction.
The platform could scale because digital forms, reminders, and aftercare messages can support more customers without an equal increase in administration. However, automation should not prevent employees from reviewing information or speaking directly with customers. Patrício et al. (2011) emphasise that customer-facing interactions must remain connected to supporting organisational systems.
Employee training would be essential. Stylists and reception staff should understand how customer information is collected, where it is stored, and how to correct errors. Staff feedback should be reviewed during implementation because resistance may develop when the system adds work or does not reflect existing salon practices.
Environmental benefits may include reduced paper use, improved stock forecasting, and fewer unsuitable product purchases. However, online product sales may increase packaging and delivery. Salon collection, combined orders, and recyclable packaging could reduce these effects.
Social sustainability requires accessibility and responsible data use. Telephone and face-to-face support should continue so that digital development does not exclude customers. Photographs, allergy information, and consultation records should be collected, when necessary, stored securely, and used for clearly explained purposes. Customers should be able to control marketing communication and request the deletion or correction of their information.
[bookmark: _Int_H1QAC5Sf]The venture is therefore potentially desirable because it responds to customer difficulties, feasible because the main technologies already exist, and viable because it may reduce losses and improve retention. However, these conclusions remain proposals until supported by evidence from customer research and testing. Brown’s (2008) balance of desirability, feasibility, and viability should remain central throughout implementation.
Conclusion
This portfolio identified four UK market areas with potential for innovation and new venture creation. Digital transformation services could help SMEs integrate disconnected systems and introduce technology more effectively. Technology-supported care could improve coordination and independent living when safety, privacy, and human support remain central. Whole-home coordination could simplify complicated energy decisions, while shared local-commerce platforms could help independent businesses provide greater convenience.
The comparison demonstrated that each opportunity has different commercial and operational requirements. SME support may be easier to standardise, health technology requires stronger governance and institutional partnerships. Whole-home coordination and local delivery depend more heavily on trusted regional networks. In every case, technology should act as an enabler rather than the starting point.
Task 2 applied design thinking to Mark James Smart Salon. Empathise identified the needs of customers and employees. Define showed that the central problem involves unclear information and disconnected communication rather than simply a lack of technology. Ideate compared different solutions and selected an integrated mobile-responsive service. Prototype created a low-cost version of the customer journey, while Test established how the concept could be evaluated and improved.
The main recommendation is a phased introduction beginning with guided booking, digital consultations, reminders, and easier cancellation. Waiting lists, aftercare, product guidance, and loyalty services should follow only when testing demonstrates value. This approach reduces financial and operational risk while ensuring that digital innovation supports professional expertise, accessibility, and customer relationships.
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