A Critical Analysis of External Factors Impacting High Street Retailers in the UK
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        1. Introduction
The changes to the UK high street in the past twenty years have been striking. Footfall has declined and many shops have vacancies. There has also been a growth of internet shopping. Once a mainstay of British commerce and socialization, the high street is currently grappling with substantial pressures from technology, economy, society and politics. The British Retail Consortium (2024) reports that 2023 saw a loss of over 80,000 retail jobs with 14.2% of high street shops left empty. This report critically analyses the external macro-environmental and strategic factors affecting high street retailers using PESTLE and SWOT frameworks. These findings will assess the influence of economic instability, digital disruption, changing consumer habits and regulatory changes on retail performance. This could help to bring informed recommendations that can help high street regeneration and retail competitiveness.

2. Findings.

2.1 PESTLE Analysis.

PESTLE (or PESTEL) analysis can be used to analyse the situation of UK high street retailers.

Political.
Government policy has supported high street retailers as well clenched them through their evolution. According to the British Independent Retailers Association (BIRA, 2023), small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) consider business rates as a significant burden. These groups propose that business rates have become outdated and inappropriate since they unfairly charge physical stores. The UK government launched levelling up fund and future high streets fund to revitalise our town centres. Economic.
Consumers are already slowing spending as inflation, interest rates and wages bite. According to data from Office for National Statistics (2024), retail sales volume fell by 2.2% during Q1 2024. Retailers are facing higher operational costs, notably energy and supply chain cost increases, that are squeezing profit margins (PwC, 2024).

Social.
Consumer preferences have shifted significantly. Today’s customers look for convenience, sustainability, and personalisation. Younger consumers prefer ASOS or Shein, while older, more cost of living cautious customers are more careful on their spend (Mintel, 2024). Furthermore, more people are moving to big cities which makes small towns empty.
Technological.
Technological advancements have revolutionised retail. Opportunities and threats created by e-commerce, mobile payments, and data analytics. Even though online shopping is more convenient, it brings in fewer shoppers to storefronts. Retailers with no omnichannel strategy get left behind. (Deloitte, 2023) Furthermore, both automation and personalisation powered by AI has leveled up customer service.

Legal.
Retailers are increasingly facing interrogation on consumer rights, GDPR and labour laws. Thanks to the Plastic Packaging Tax (HMRC, 2022) and environmental laws, compliance costs have increased. If they are poorly managed, they could cause reputational and financial harm. Environmental.
The models of business are changing due to climate pressure. Retailers need to cut carbon footprints, waste, and proof of ethical sourcing. According to WRAP (2023), consumers are more aware of the environmental impact of products. Consequently, there is demand for second-hand, local, and “slow fashion” alternatives.  Businesses failing to adapt risk brand alienation.
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2.2 SWOT Analysis.

The SWOT framework looks at internal strengths, weaknesses, and external opportunities, threats from a strategic point of view.

Strengths.
•	Customer Loyalty Is A Priority For Leading Companies  (John Lewis, Marks, and Spencer).
•	A physical presence allows customers to touch products and have them right away.
•	The capacity to organize community activities and services that increase customer loyalty and visitor traffic.

Weaknesses.
•	Traditional retailers experience slow pace of digital transformation
•	Expensive expenses, like rent, rates, and staff, make a business less agile.
•	Online retailers have a better set of customer analytic tools.

Opportunities.
•	Shops have started having events and workshops to have more retail experience.
•	Using click-and-collect services to drive foot traffic.
•	Local artisans, pop-ups and co-working spaces are examples of partnerships that can help diversify use.

Threats.
•	Online-only players and global giants like Amazon are aggressive competititors.
•	Economic instability is keeping consumers from spending.
•	Crimes and anti-social behaviour are on the rise and so is shop lifting, which deters shoppers and increases costs (BBC News, 2024).
3. Conclusion

High street retailers in the UK are navigating a volatile landscape shaped by technological disruption, shifting consumer expectations, and macroeconomic pressures. The traditional retail model—built on physical presence—is being challenged by the agility and convenience of e-commerce. Nonetheless, high street retailers still have strategic value if they adapt to emerging trends and capitalise on their community-rooted presence. Through PESTLE and SWOT analysis, this report has identified the critical external factors affecting the sector and laid the foundation for actionable improvements.

4. Recommendations

1. Invest in Omnichannel Integration and Digital Infrastructure:
Retailers should prioritise seamless integration between physical stores and online platforms. This includes improving websites, offering mobile apps, enhancing click-and-collect systems, and personalising the customer experience using AI and data analytics (Deloitte, 2023).
 2. Reimagine the High Street Experience:
High streets must evolve from shopping zones into multifunctional spaces offering leisure, culture, and community services. Retailers should partner with local authorities, independent traders, and social enterprises to host events, co-working hubs, and pop-up collaborations (Centre for Cities, 2023).
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