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Introduction
The rapid acceleration of digital transformation following the COVID-19 pandemic has fundamentally reshaped the United Kingdom's business environment, particularly for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). While large organizations were generally equipped with the technological infrastructure required to transition towards digital operations, many SMEs faced considerable challenges in adapting to the changing expectations of consumers. The widespread adoption of e-commerce, digital payment systems, cloud collaboration tools, online booking platforms and home delivery services has altered consumer behavior permanently, creating both opportunities and challenges for businesses operating across urban, suburban and rural markets. Consequently, organizations must now embrace innovation not merely as a competitive strategy but as a prerequisite for long-term survival and growth.
This portfolio applies Design Thinking as the principal innovation framework to analyses the opportunities emerging from the UK's accelerated digital transformation. Design Thinking is a human-centered approach to innovation that prioritizes understanding users' needs before developing feasible, viable and desirable solutions (Brown, 2009). Complementary innovation frameworks, including opportunity analysis and causal mapping, are also employed to evaluate market opportunities systematically.
Task 1 critically examines the digital transformation landscape by identifying significant opportunity areas through an assessment of user pain points, market gaps, technological enablers, and the scalability and sustainability of potential ventures. Based on this analysis, the most promising opportunity area is justified using evidence from contemporary academic literature and industry reports.
Task 2 builds upon these findings by applying the five stages of Design Thinking—Empathies, Define, Ideate, Prototype and Test—to develop an innovative venture concept tailored to the identified market opportunity. The portfolio ultimately demonstrates how user-centered innovation can generate commercially viable and socially valuable solutions for the UK's evolving digital economy.







Task 1: Opportunity Area Analysis
The accelerated digitalization of the UK economy has generated numerous entrepreneurial opportunities across industries, particularly within the e-commerce ecosystem. SMEs increasingly rely on digital technologies to maintain competitiveness as customers demand faster, more personalized and seamless online purchasing experiences. However, digital transformation has not progressed uniformly. Many businesses continue to encounter technological, financial and operational barriers that restrict their ability to exploit emerging market opportunities fully.
Using the Design Thinking framework as the primary analytical lens, this section identifies areas where innovation can create meaningful value for underserved users. Rather than focusing solely on technological advancement, Design Thinking begins with understanding people's experiences and challenges before considering potential solutions (Dam & Siang, 2023). Consequently, the analysis first examines the pain points experienced by key stakeholders before evaluating existing market gaps, technological enablers and the long-term commercial viability of different opportunity areas.
The analysis focuses primarily on three user groups that have experienced significant disruption throughout the UK's digital transformation: independent retailers, rural consumers and last-mile delivery partners. Understanding the interconnected challenges faced by these stakeholders provides the foundation for identifying an opportunity capable of delivering sustainable competitive advantage while addressing genuine market needs.
User Pain Points 
Design Thinking begins with empathy by understanding the lived experiences of users rather than assuming what solutions they require. Within the UK's digital transformation landscape, three user groups experience particularly significant challenges: independent SMEs, rural consumers and delivery partners. Although technological adoption has accelerated across these groups, substantial unmet needs remain (Dam & Siang, 2023).
Small and independent retailers frequently lack the financial resources, digital expertise and technological infrastructure required to compete with established e-commerce platforms such as Amazon. Developing professional websites, integrating secure payment systems, managing online inventory and coordinating deliveries often require investments beyond the capabilities of micro-businesses. Consequently, many businesses continue relying on fragmented digital tools such as Facebook Marketplace, Instagram Shops and WhatsApp orders, creating inefficient workflows that increase administrative burden while reducing customer satisfaction.
Independent retailers also struggle to manage inventory across multiple sales channels. Orders received through websites, social media messaging applications and telephone calls frequently require manual updates, increasing the likelihood of stock discrepancies, delayed deliveries and dissatisfied customers (HM Government, 2024). Furthermore, many SMEs lack access to affordable business analytics that could help them understand customer purchasing behavior and optimize marketing strategies.
Rural consumers experience a different but equally significant set of challenges. Although online shopping has improved product accessibility, rural communities continue experiencing longer delivery times, higher shipping costs and reduced availability of same-day or next-day delivery services. Limited logistics infrastructure often discourages retailers from serving geographically dispersed populations, resulting in unequal access to digital commerce. These inequalities contribute to a persistent digital divide despite widespread internet adoption.
Digital exclusion also affects older consumers and individuals with limited digital literacy. Complex online purchasing processes, inconsistent payment interfaces and fragmented customer support discourage continued engagement with digital commerce. As a result, many rural consumers remain underserved despite increasing demand for online services.
Delivery partners constitute the third major stakeholder group. The rapid growth of e-commerce has significantly increased parcel volumes, creating greater workload pressures without necessarily improving operational efficiency. Drivers frequently encounter inefficient delivery routes, inconsistent communication between retailers and logistics providers, inaccurate customer information and failed delivery attempts (Zhao et al.,  2022).These inefficiencies reduce productivity while increasing operational costs and environmental impacts.
The experiences of these three user groups reveal interconnected challenges rather than isolated problems. Retailers require affordable digital infrastructure, consumers seek reliable and accessible services, while delivery partners need better coordination systems. From an empathy perspective, these users are not merely seeking new technology; they seek integrated solutions that simplify digital commerce while improving accessibility, affordability and operational efficiency.
Market Gaps 
Digital technologies have greatly increased the UK's e-commerce sector. However, there is still a significant market opportunity to be realized, especially at the SME level in rural locations. The existing digital platforms are more focused on individual business functions and do not offer the integration of online sales and delivery coordination, inventory management, etc. in one affordable platform.
The lack of access to digital for small retailers is one big issue. The sophisticated e-commerce platforms have a lot of features, but they will need you to pay a subscription fee, have technical skills and need to be maintained, which is not something many micro-businesses can afford. On the other hand, cheaper options often offer little functionality and require companies to use several software applications that are not integrated efficiently.
The other gap relates to the ability to enable e-commerce in the rural areas. In urban areas, logistics operations are well-developed with frequent, good service quality, whereas in rural areas, service quality is not consistent. Retailers tend to prefer market areas that are dense because operations will be more profitable to deliver products in such areas. As a result, the rural business or consumers are still poorly served, even though their online purchasing habits are growing.
One of the major gaps in the market is logistics coordination that is not coordinated. Retailers often have more than one courier service that does not have tracking or real-time management of deliveries. This means that the communication with the customers is not uniform, which leads to less trust and satisfaction (Tidd, & Bessant, 2021). Similarly, delivery companies do not have enough visibility of the readiness of the retailers for collections, causing failure to collect and operational inefficiencies.
The lack of digital capability is also a key market opportunity. A lot of SME owners are not fully aware of digital marketing, search engine optimization, customer analytics and e-commerce management. Current training programs tend to teach specific digital skills, but not provide support for businesses on their digital transformation path. This capability gap is a productivity issue, and negatively impacts long-term competitiveness due to technology investment.
Some of the identified gaps from a DT point of view are those that could be exploited by ventures that make digital commerce easier, not more complex (Tidd, & Bessant, 2021). Rather than addressing each challenge head-on, the successful innovation needs to be a combination of business functions, cost-effective, easy to use and scalable for SMEs with limited resources.
All these unmet needs point to an obvious opportunity to build a single digital platform, serving retailers, consumers and delivery providers at the same time. It would add value by eliminating a lot of fragmentation within the UK's rapidly changing digital commerce landscape.
Technological Enablers 
A number of technological advancements have accelerated digital transformation of UK SMEs, as well as provided opportunities for innovative business ventures. Cloud computing allows companies to utilize cost-effective inventory management software, customer relationship management (CRM), and online collaboration tools without a large investment. This not only saves operating expenses, but also optimizes the flexibility of businesses.
New payment technologies such as contactless payments, mobile wallets and QR code systems have made the payment process easier and more convenient for customers. This is because they are widely available to SMEs, enabling them to provide a secure and seamless customer payment experience that is similar to larger retailers (Kartajaya, 2021).
Low-code and no-code website builders have also come around to reduce the obstacles to e-commerce adoption. Even without having high technical expertise, it's more and more accessible for SMEs to set up professional online stores.
Scalability and Sustainability Potential 
An integrated digital commerce platform for SMEs is identified as the most scalability and sustainable opportunity area. As online trade increases, there is likely to be continued growth in demand for low-cost digital solutions from SMEs, which make up the bulk of businesses in the UK.
A cloud-based platform can be deployed nationwide at low cost, allowing for fast deployment of the platform in various regions and customer segments. Subscription-based pricing also offers businesses predictable recurring revenue, and ensures they can switch to new services as needed (Liedtka, 2018).
The opportunity also provides for long term sustainability. It is economically beneficial in enhancing the competitiveness of SMEs, by increasing their efficiency in the execution of their operations and decreasing their administrative expenses. Socially, it contributes to promoting digital inclusion, facilitating the participation of smaller companies and rural communities in the digital economy. Integrated logistics and optimization of routes contribute to the reduction of unnecessary travel distances, thereby contributing to lowering fuel consumption and carbon emissions in the environment.
Justification of Key Opportunity Area(s)
Several opportunities have arisen from the rapid digital transformation in the UK, such as digital payments, logistics optimization and retail management software, the analysis suggests. The best chance is, however, the creation of an integrated digital commerce platform for SMEs.
This opportunity is solving several user pain points, such as online sales integration, payment solutions, inventory management and delivery coordination, all in a single affordable platform (OECD, 2023). Current solutions involve SMEs having to operate a number of separate systems, which adds to cost and complexity.
The opportunity also meets the three sets of Design Thinking criteria. It is desirable as it is directly addressing the needs of SMEs, rural consumers and delivery partners. It's possible because it is based on current technologies like cloud computing, AI, APIs, and digital payment systems. Last but not least, it is viable due to its long-term commercial potential with the growth of e-commerce and subscription-based business model.
Task 2: New Venture Concept via Design Thinking
This part builds on the opportunity analysis presented in Task 1 and uses the five stages of the Design Thinking process: Empathies, Define, Ideate, Prototype and Test to develop a new venture concept. Design Thinking is an innovative process focused on the human, which aims to understand the user before creating solutions that are desirable, feasible and commercially viable (Brown, 2009). Unlike many technology-driven frameworks which are mainly about technology, the framework puts users at the heart of innovation, that is products and services solve real problems and are creating sustainable business value.
SmartLocal Hub is a cloud-based digital commerce platform that is targeted at small and medium-sized businesses (SMEs) in the UK. The platform offers online store building capabilities, digital payments, inventory management and delivery coordination, all in one single affordable platform. The venture tackles the disjointedness of the present digital commerce arrangements, which frequently leave SMEs with a number of disconnected applications to keep up with (OECD,  2023). SmartLocal Hub's aim is to streamline operations, enhance the customer journey and boost the competitiveness of local businesses by incorporating these functions.
Empathies 
The empathies stage is the base of the Design Thinking process as understanding the user experience is the prerequisite for the success of innovations. Entrepreneurs start by exploring the people's daily life challenges, behaviors and motivations that are causing the issue in a problem first before they go into the technology. The key end-users of SmartLocal Hub are independent retailers, delivery partners and rural consumers, who all have their own unique challenges but are interlinked within the UK digital commerce landscape.
Independent retailers are the main consumers of the venture as they have the highest challenges for digital transformation. Many small business owners are knowledgeable about their product, but lack knowledge of digital technologies. The owner interviews reveal that to run an online business, there are multiple systems in place for website management, payment processing, inventory management, and courier services (Department for Business and Trade, 2024). As per the industry reports, it is discovered that the proprietors of the small-scale enterprises (SMEs) need to have several different systems for managing website, payment systems, inventory, and courier services while operating an online business. The upkeep of these systems adds administration hassles and room for human error. One of the most common time-wasters for retailers is manually updating inventory, checking payments, and communicating with customers about delivery dates – activities that take significant time and effort away from growing a business. For many micro-businesses, the financial investment of having to buy more than one software subscription does not further incentivize digital adoption.
Retailers, apart from the financial issue, also mention the complexity of the existing e-commerce platforms. There are many out there, but they have been developed for larger businesses, which makes them hard to put in place within the smaller company. To this end, some SMEs are still using social media like Facebook, Instagram and WhatsApp to take orders from their customers, despite realizing they have limitations in their operations (Kartajaya, 2021). This scattered method often leads to slow reaction, out-of-sync information about the stock, and inconsistent customer encounters.
The second key group of stakeholders is rural consumers. Online shopping has become a much more familiar way for many people in the UK to shop, but people in rural areas still face inequalities when compared with those in urban areas (Evans & McAuley, 2022). They are also likely to face longer delivery lead times, delivery fees and limited product variety since many stores are located in high-traffic areas. Customers also get aggravated by lack of clarity about orders, especially when it comes to having multiple delivery service providers. Empathy mapping reveals that rural consumers care more deeply about these aspects of reliability, transparency and convenience than just having access to online shopping platforms.
Similarly, delivery partners face challenges due to disjointed digital systems. Drivers often have incomplete information from the customers, inefficient delivery routes and delays due to the lack of an integrated inventory and dispatch system in retailers. This inefficiency diminishes productivity and fuel usage, and raises operating costs (Liedtka, 2018). Thus, it is necessary for delivery staff to have better communication, receive correct order information and make good schedules, so as to enhance the service quality.
The empathy stage shows that these user groups have the same goal, albeit through different means as they work in the digital commerce ecosystem. Retailers want to have an easy operation, the consumers want to have a reliable shopping experience and the delivery providers want to be more efficient. Through their shared experiences, they have discovered the need for an integrated digital platform that brings all stakeholders together on one system. These learnings form the basis for shaping the core problem that this venture is trying to solve and for finding an innovative solution that can provide value along the entire digital commerce journey.
Define
The Define stage is when user insights are combined into a clear and actionable problem statement, following the empathy stage. Design Thinking is not solving individual features, but finding the root problem that caused users' frustrations. The analysis of the three groups of stakeholders shows that it is not a shortage of digital technologies but the lack of integration of the digital commerce systems made available to the SMEs that is the problem.
Small retailers often use multiple, standalone online tools for website management, payment processing, inventory control and fulfillment. These isolated systems cause work duplication, cost of running the business and loss of efficiency. Order confirmations are slow to arrive and communication and delivery data are not always accurate, leaving customers waiting for their orders and logistics providers with incomplete order information and inefficient delivery schedules. All these factors decrease the level of customer satisfaction and hinder the ability of SMEs to compete with larger online retailers.
The problem can then be condensed as follows: Using a Design Thinking problem statement:
Small and medium-sized retailers in the United Kingdom need an affordable, integrated digital commerce platform because existing digital solutions are fragmented, costly and difficult to manage, limiting business growth while reducing customer satisfaction and delivery efficiency.
This problem statement is based on the needs identified during empathy, and is broad enough to allow for innovative thinking to be explored, yet narrow enough to ensure a user-centered focus on value creation. It meets the three Design Thinking criteria as well. It is desirable because the challenge meets the needs of the stakeholders; feasible as the technologies exist; and viable because the acceptance of digital will result in ongoing market demand. This is a good way to get creative thinking going in the ideation stage because it establishes the direction for creative solutions.
Ideate 
In the ideation phase, many ideas are explored to narrow down options to the concept that will most effectively meet user needs. This part of DT promotes creativity by suspending judgment and considering various options. New solutions to the identified problem from the Define stage were brainstormed, mind mapped and "How Might We" questioned.
The central question guiding ideation was:
How might we enable UK SMEs to manage digital commerce more efficiently while improving customer experience and delivery coordination through one affordable platform?
A number of possible solutions arose from the brainstorming process. The first idea was to create a special inventory management app that would sync stock between the online sales channels. This concept solved a part of the problem, but not the other parts of the problem regarding payment integration and delivery coordination.
A second idea was to create an online marketplace just for small, independent shops in rural areas. In fact, this option would only make smaller companies more visible in the market, but wouldn't ease their operations in the company, or help to eliminate the use of multiple software solutions (Porter & Heppelmann, 2015).
The other concept was to develop a digital logistics platform that would match retailers with local delivery service providers using route optimization algorithms. This idea was a possible enhancement to delivery efficiency, but provided little assistance in inventory management and online sales and customer interaction.
These alternatives were evaluated, and it was found that each type of alternative only addressed a portion of the overall problem. Hence, the idea of an integrated platform has been embraced by merging the best attributes of the two concepts, called SmartLocal Hub.
SmartLocal Hub is a digital commerce platform in the cloud specifically made for SMEs. Rather than forcing companies to obtain a number of separate software, the platform incorporates vital digital commerce capabilities right into a single hassle-free user interface. Key features include website builder, e-commerce payment options, inventory management, customer relationship management (CRM), and order tracking and courier integration.
The platform would also feature a business dashboard which would give real-time data on sales performance, inventory levels, customer behavior, delivery status, etc. This information helps business owners make informed choices and minimizes the administrative burden. AI-driven analytics might help to make suggestions for stocking, determine items that are popular, and determine marketing strategies according to customer buying trends (Kartajaya, 2021). AI-driven analytics could recommend reordering stock, determine which items are in demand, and identify marketing strategies based on customer buying habits.
Unlike other enterprise solutions on the market, SmartLocal Hub would focus on cost and usability. Different pricing tiers of a subscription service would enable businesses to choose the right service for them according to their size and operational needs. Low code website builders and tutorials for setup would help entrepreneurs without technical expertise build online stores easily and quickly.
Prototype (Minimum Viable Product – MVP) 
During the prototype stage the selected idea will be brought to a practical solution which can be tested with users before full-scale implementation. When applied to DT, a prototype serves to test out assumptions, to reveal problems and to collect feedback from the user at a lower cost.
The MVP for SmartLocal Hub is a cloud-based platform that will include all the necessary key features that SMEs will need. These include online store builder, secure digital payment integration, inventory management, customer order tracking and basic courier integration. The platform would enable retailers to oversee products, accept orders online, and track deliveries from one dashboard rather than various disconnected applications.
The MVP would be introduced to around 20-30 SMEs in one region of the UK to assess its effectiveness. A variety of retailers – grocery, fashion and local artisan – would take part in the pilot programme. Order takers would place orders via the platform and delivery partners would get delivery information and collection schedules in real-time.
Test and Refine 
Testing is the last step in DT and is used to make sure that the prototype is solving the users' needs. SmartLocal Hub would not be taken as a 'done deal' but constantly assessed based on feedback from retailers, customers and delivery partners.
The MVP would be evaluated in a 3-month pilot program. Retailers would give feedback based on interview and questionnaire on the usability of the platform, inventory management and order processing. Customers would be able to fill satisfaction surveys on how easy it's to purchase, how the payment process works, along with whether they're satisfied with the delivery. Delivery partners would measure the coordination and communication of the delivery and the efficiency in operation.
The success of the platform will be measured in several key performance indicators (KPIs). These include order processing time, inventory accuracy, customer satisfaction ratings, delivery success rates and retailer adoption rates (Teece, 2018). A pre/ post comparison of these indicators would prove the platform's value, if any.
The results would then be applied in improving the platform. For instance, if it is difficult for retailers to manage their inventory, the dashboard would be simplified. These features would be added to the next version if customers ask for it or if they want to get better order tracking. Likewise, feedback from delivery partners can enhance the scheduling and integration of delivery partners.
Conclusion
This portfolio has illustrated how Design Thinking can be applied to innovation in the fast-growing digital economy in the UK. To identify key opportunities arising from digital transformation as a result of analyzing user pain points, market gaps, technological enablers and scalability was undertaken in Task 1. The results revealed that SMEs need a more hybridized approach to digital commerce management, which is more integrated and affordable.
Task 2 used the five phases of Design Thinking for the creation of SmartLocal Hub, a cloud-based platform that combines e-commerce, digital payments, inventory management and delivery coordination. The user empathy was introduced from the start, so the venture was focused on addressing users' needs and not just technology targets. The following steps took those learnings and converted it into a viable and viable business idea that can be tested.
Overall, the desirability, feasibility and commercial viability of SmartLocal Hub are quite high. The initiative could secure a competitive advantage for SMEs and help boost the digital economy in the UK, as it streamlines digital processes for SMEs and enhances the customer journey and delivery efficiency.
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