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High Street retailers in the UK are facing a lot of pressure right now. Over the past few years, things like rising costs, changes in shopping habits, and an increase in theft have made it harder for shops to survive. Many well-known retailers have had to close stores or make big changes to how they operate (Financial Times, 2023). This report will look at the different outside factors affecting High Street retailers today. It will use tools like PESTLE and SWOT to break down the political, economic, social, and other key issues. One major focus will be the rise in shoplifting, using Tesco as a case study to show how big retailers are being impacted and what they’re doing to respond.
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Political:
 Politics has had a big impact on UK retailers. For example, Brexit caused problems with getting goods in and out of the country, and many shops now face higher costs and delays (BBC News, 2023). Another issue is cuts to public services like the police. This has made it harder for retailers to deal with crime, especially shoplifting, because there’s often no follow-up even when there’s clear evidence (Retail Gazette, 2023).
Economic:
 The UK is going through a tough time economically. Prices have gone up a lot—especially for food—and wages haven’t kept up. This cost-of-living crisis means people have less money to spend, so they’re shopping less or going for cheaper options. Sadly, it’s also led to more shoplifting, as some people feel forced to steal basics like food and toiletries (ITV News, 2023; Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2023). This has hit major retailers like Tesco hard.
Social:
 The way people shop is changing. A lot more customers are shopping online instead of going to town centres. Since the pandemic, fewer people are visiting physical shops, and this has really affected High Street stores (Statista, 2024). At the same time, there’s more social pressure for shops to support their communities and be more ethical in how they run their business.
Technological:
 Technology is moving fast, and retailers are having to keep up. Things like self-checkouts, online shopping apps, and AI security systems are becoming normal. But not every business can afford these changes. Also, some tech—like self-checkouts—can make it easier for people to steal if there aren’t enough staff around to keep an eye on things (Centre for Crime and Justice Studies, 2022).
Legal:
 Many retailers feel the law isn’t on their side when it comes to shoplifting and crime. Police often don’t respond to incidents, which means criminals don’t fear getting caught. On top of that, shops have to deal with lots of legal rules around things like employee rights, data protection, and health and safety, which can be expensive to manage (British Retail Consortium, 2023).
Environmental:
 More people are thinking about how their shopping habits affect the planet. Retailers are under pressure to reduce waste, cut down on plastic, and sell more eco-friendly products. While this is a positive change, it can be expensive and hard to put into action—especially for smaller businesses that are already struggling.
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Strengths:
 Many High Street retailers still have strong brand names that people know and trust. Shops like Tesco and M&S have loyal customers who keep coming back. Another advantage is that most of these stores are in good locations, like busy town centres, where they get a lot of visibility. Some retailers have also done well by combining in-store and online shopping options, offering more convenience. Larger businesses also have the ability to change their product ranges quickly if customer demand shifts.
Weaknesses:
 One of the biggest weaknesses is that many High Street stores still rely heavily on customers physically visiting shops. Since fewer people are going out shopping like they used to, this is a problem. Running a physical store is also expensive because of rent, energy bills, and staff wages. Another weakness is that with fewer staff—especially due to cost-cutting and automation—there’s less supervision on shop floors, which makes it easier for theft to happen. Some stores also offer different levels of service, which can affect the customer experience.
Opportunities:
 There are still good chances for retailers to grow if they adapt. For example, using both online and in-store services together (like click-and-collect or local delivery) can help meet customer needs better. Shops can also use new technology to make shopping smoother and reduce crime—things like smart security systems and better data tracking. More people are also interested in eco-friendly shopping, so selling sustainable products or reducing waste could attract new customers (Sky News, 2024). Working with the police or local communities could also help reduce theft and improve safety in stores.
Threats:
 There are lots of challenges facing High Street retailers. The biggest one is the ongoing cost-of-living crisis, which means people are spending less money (Office for National Statistics, 2023). Shoplifting is also a growing problem, especially when police response is low. On top of that, online-only stores often sell things cheaper, and that makes it hard for High Street shops to compete. Brexit has also caused problems with finding enough staff and getting supplies, which adds more pressure on businesses.
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Tesco is a good example to use when looking at how shoplifting is affecting High Street retailers. As one of the biggest supermarket chains in the UK, Tesco has seen a big rise in theft in recent years. Their former chairman, John Allan, even described it as a “crime wave” hitting stores across the country (The Guardian, 2023). More and more people are stealing everyday items like baby milk, meat, and toiletries. A big reason for this is the rising cost of living—when food prices went up by over 19% in 2023 (ONS, 2023), many people started stealing because they simply couldn’t afford basic things.
Tesco’s situation also shows how the lack of police support has made the problem worse. In many cases, even when there’s clear CCTV footage of the crime, the police don’t turn up (Retail Gazette, 2023). This makes shoplifters feel like they can get away with it, and it puts staff and customers at risk. Because of this, Tesco has had to spend more money on things like extra security guards, locked shelves for high-theft items, and smart cameras that use AI to spot suspicious behaviour.
Another issue Tesco faces is organised retail crime, where groups of people steal expensive products in large amounts and sell them on places like social media. This kind of crime has been growing, especially in city centre stores where foot traffic is high (British Retail Consortium, 2023). Tesco has responded by working more closely with local police and trying new security strategies to reduce these kinds of thefts.
Even the layout of Tesco’s stores can sometimes make it easier for theft to happen. Self-checkout machines, wide aisles, and fewer staff on the shop floor—often due to cost-cutting—can make it harder to watch what’s going on. While these changes help reduce costs and speed up shopping, they also create gaps in security (Centre for Crime and Justice Studies, 2022).
In the end, Tesco’s case shows that shoplifting is more than just a problem for the police to solve. It’s connected to bigger issues like poverty, rising living costs, weak enforcement, and changes in how stores are run. Fixing it will take more than just hiring more security guards. It will require teamwork between retailers, the police, the government, and local communities. It also means understanding that some people shoplift out of desperation, not because they’re simply trying to get away with something.
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In summary, High Street retailers in the UK are facing a mix of difficult challenges. The rising cost of living, weak police response to crime, and changes in the way people shop have all made it harder for shops to survive. Shoplifting has become a serious issue, especially for large retailers like Tesco, who have seen a big increase in theft of basic items. This is not just a crime problem—it’s also linked to bigger issues like poverty, social inequality, and a lack of support from public services.
At the same time, there are some opportunities. Many retailers are starting to use technology and new ways of selling (like click-and-collect) to stay competitive. But they also need help from the government and local communities to deal with problems like theft and falling customer numbers. Without that support, many High Street shops may continue to struggle or even shut down.
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1. Work More Closely with Local Communities and Police
 Retailers should build stronger relationships with local police, councils, and community groups. This could include sharing CCTV footage faster, reporting repeat offenders, or joining local crime prevention partnerships. More cooperation could help reduce shoplifting and improve safety in stores.
2. Balance Technology with Staff Presence
 While self-checkouts and other tech can save time and money, retailers should also make sure there are enough staff around the store. Having visible staff on the shop floor can stop some thefts before they happen and improve customer service at the same time. This balance could help protect both the business and its customers.
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