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The purpose of this report is to critically analyse the external factors that influence High Street Retailers in the UK. We will be looking at political, economic, social, technological, legal and environmental factors and these have impacted big retailers in the last 5 years.
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Findings

The UK entered the EU 40 years ago, then Brexit happened.  In January 2020, The UK officially left the European Union and Brexit was the most impactful thing to happen in retail. According to a report from 2022, luxury and fashion brands were seriously affected by reducing trade of goods between countries and removing the VAT rebate, which allowed foreign buyers to claim back 20% VAT for the luxury purchases from the UK (Skeldon, 2022).
High Street Retailers are worried about tax rises and other rising costs, as some shops are at risk of being closed and people will lose their jobs. Bank of England governor Andrew Bailey mentioned that the rise of the employer’s National Insurance tax “could mean higher inflation, lower wage growth, or higher unemployment”. The Government declared that its tax rises were necessary to avoid the rise of the minimum wage and cuts from social services (Labiak, 2024).
A new legislation has been introduced last year that allows Government to cut business rates for retail. To support this, the Government needs funds which will be collected from top high properties, such as large warehouses, who will be asked to pay more. As Employment Allowance increased, over 865.000 employers will not pay National Insurance this year. High Street Retailers will benefit for business tax being permanently cut from 2026 (HM Treasury & Murray MP, 2024).
Business in the UK are continuously changing the way they run their organisations as we are facing challenging times. As we know, the economy has suffered after Brexit and an international pandemic in 2020. As if it was not enough, we soon started to feel the consequences from the war between Russia and Ukraine in 2022. Same year in October, UK inflation reached a high of 11.1% in a 41-year period. This means huge production costs and business are forced to rely on price hikes to survive. Disrupted supply chains across Europe caused energy prices to rise and the increase in the cost of living is changing the way customers are consuming. Retailers have seen a decline in demand as customers are running on tight budget and impulsive buying has significantly reduced. The Russian- Ukraine was caused a supply chain cut globally and the difficulty on moving supplies around the world caused a rise of goods, electricity and gas (Adedayo, 2023). Food prices are expected to exceed 4% in 2025 due to inflation, comparative to 1.8% in December 2024. This increase is mainly caused by higher operational costs and taxes (Dabo, 2025).
According to the research meant to track vacancy rates in approximately 3,500 High Streets, over 17.500 chain stores closed in 2020, when Covid took over the world, with an average rate of 48 closures a day (Simpson & Palumbo, 2021). As people were almost forced to stay indoors during lockdown, online shopping was on the rise.
 In 2020, big retailers had to adapt and embrace this concept, as physical stores were no longer an option during pandemic. Improving websites and services like ordering online or picking up in store were critical investments as consumers tried to avoid human contact as much as possible, even post Covid (Salpini, 2025).
Unfortunately, the cost-of-living crise is still on the rise, and some consumers desperately tried to find ways to survive. Shoplifting was one of them, but in some cases, this was not enough. According to the British Retail Consortium, violence and abuse against shopworkers rose by 50% in 2025 (Wilson & Connolly, 2025). The fact that we have survived a global pandemic did not help either. Physical health was at risk for retail workers, and copying with tasks during pandemic was quite challenging. “Retail can be a high- stress environment”. Employees feel discouraged at their workplace as cases of crime and theft is still rising and more support is needed (Warren, 2024).
High retail companies must be one step ahead when it comes to technology as it is continuously changing. Disruptive innovation had a huge impact as is forced traditional retailers to accept it and adapt or give up and face extinction. The rise of online marketplaces such as Amazon and eBay, offering vast selections, competitive prices and home delivery, had a huge impact among consumers. The transition from physical shops to e-commerce, put most High Street retailers in difficulty as they must find ways to keep their customers interested. Another example of disruptive innovation is focused on personal experience. Now retailers collect data and customer’s preferences so they can focus on tailored offers and discounts based on their purchase history and online product searching. Some companies offer member subscription plans or reward cards to its customers where they will receive personalised offers, or they collect points as they shop to use for future purchases. Smartphones and mobile apps allow consumers to place online orders anytime, from anywhere. Traditional retailers must accept this new reality and come up with new ideas of developing attractive mobile phones, optimising their websites and find affordable ways of payment to keep up with technology and keep their customers. Disruptive innovation is not about retailers, but customers too as their expectations is always high. Everyone wants good quality products that can be easily ordered and delivered fast. To survive, traditional retailers must invest in technologies such as artificial intelligence, learning machines and data analytics to deliver personalised customer experiences (Jonathan, 2023).
Thanks to the rapid development of the AI, retailers are facing continuous transformation. AI is not just a technological advancement, but a tool that can enhance shopping experience, inventory management, customer service, marketing and advertising (Wilkins, 2024). According to a report from the Institute for Business Value revealed that 4 out of 5 customers who haven’t tried AI for shopping would like to give it a try. Customers are interested in using this to find deals, research products and resolve issues. AI algorithms analyse customer preferences, behaviour and past purchases to provide tailored offers and recommendations that will benefit retailers for having loyal customers, creating a more engaging shopping experience. Now retailers have introduced virtual assistants and chatbots to improve customers services by having their questions and issued addressed instantly and reduce waiting during phone calls. Customers have now access to more ways of researching a product before buying it thanks to AI-powered search engines. For example, AI can analyse images and search and find similar items to compare quality or price. What customers can do is checking out what other users said about the product and how much it has scored. This is called feedback, and most customers are now considering it before buying a product. AI is also used to prevent both retailers and customers from fraud and loss by analysing transactions and checking anomalies that could indicate fraudulent activity. Voice recognition technology allows machines to understand and respond to human voices. Voice assistants like Alexa have become very popular in present (Downie & Hayes, 2024).
As shoplifting cases are still on the rise, high retailers must act and consider hiring more security guards and invest in security systems to prevent theft from happening. However, retail security is not all about stopping theft: it is about protecting staff, customers and business from harm and loss. Most security guards have body cameras attached to them. They do not have the power to arrest thieves, but their presence can prevent crime. Store CCTV cameras have now installed a face recognition software that can help identify shoplifters (Alavi, 2025).




Conclusion

There are numerous factors that influenced High Street Retailers in the UK. Some adapted and moved on, some have struggled to keep their business standing. There are situations where retailers can not do anything to prevent loss or failure, and they must contain it.

Recommendations

High Retailers can benefit from applying some strategies to reduce costs and combating rising inflation.
 Investing in price- recent research suggests that consumers are willing to sacrifice quality over the price in some marketplaces. Business must develop more tailored messages that resonate to targeted consumers. Partnership between an entirely online business and in-store shop. Digital and Marketing investments could be beneficial for attracting new customers but also new collaborators. Establishing alternative supply sources and considering faster delivery options to improve customer shopping experience (Retail Economics).

To prevent theft and robbery, retailers can implement employee vetting to ensure that all staff have their background checks up to date during employment to reduce the riks of internal theft. They can also invest in optimising store layout to detect blind spots and hiring trained security staff. For customer and employee’s safety, training programmes for dealing with aggressive customers and the implementation of emergency procedures (T class UK Security, 2024).
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