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Introduction 

In the last five years (2020-2025) The UK High Street in UK has transformed significantly, driven by the Covid-19 Pandemic, Brexit, inflation, cost of living, and accelerated digitalization. Covid has brought major economic losses to the retail industry as many retail stores and shopping malls were forced to close for several months due to staying at home. Economic uncertainty, new technology and changing shopping habits have also played a part in shaping the current retail landscape (Retail Economy). Shopping habits have changed significantly. Rather than visiting traditional high street stores or shopping centers, more and more consumers now prefer to buy goods online (L. Gatward 2023).


Retails sales in the UK dropped by 1,9% in 2020- the biggest fall on record – with non-essential shops hit hardest. Sales fell sharply in March and were down 19% by April. As lockdowns eased, demand picked up, partly due to people shopping online more. By May, online sales were up 60%, helping the sector recover. For July, overall sales (excluding fuel) rose above pre- COVID levels and were 5,8% higher by December (Office for National ,2021) 
[bookmark: _Int_W7BMfG0W]Over the past five years, shopping habits have changed a lot, with more people buying online due to the pandemic. Retails has had to adapt to digital trends and new customer needs. High streets are also changing – now mixing shops with homes, offices, and local services. A survey by Savoo found that it takes up 53% of high street space, while retail makes up just 34%. (HR News ,2021) 
The British high street is still in decline, with both small shops and big chains struggling. Retail expert Mary Portas says we need “less retail but better retail “and is urging the government to step up support. Nearly 97% of retailers feel help is lacking. Experts warn more closures are coming as pressures on shops keep growing. (Mayers Clark ,2025)

The aim of this report is to analyse the external factors affecting the UK High Street, guided through PESTLE and SWOT analysis and academic literature. 


Findings

By early 2021, the macroeconomic situation recovered faster than supply, causing shortages, bottlenecks and rising inflation. These insights are useful for government and businesses to adjust strategies, respond to the impact of Brexit and covid-19, and support long-term economic stability (Plos One ,2023)

By 2025, more than 40% of retail sales in the UK are happening online- a big jump from just under 30% only a few years ago. Major players like Amazon and Asos, along with new Ai-powered platforms, are changing the game by offering highly personalized shopping experiences, super-fast delivery and easy customer service, all from a smartphone. Things like virtual try-ons, Ai suggested products, and even same day deliverers. Online shopping isn't just convenient anymore, it's interactive, smart, and tailored to what each customer wants (The UK Times, 2025) 



PESTLE Analysis

	Political
	Economic
	Social
	Technological
	Legal
	Environmental

	· Brexit
· Covid Restrictions
· Government regulations 
· taxes



	· Cost of living crisis
· Brexit
· Income level
	· Lifestyle
· Income level
	· Research 
· Technology    trend
	· Natural risk
· Consumption trends
	
· Regulations
· Wages
· rights



Political factors

Brexit: Since Brexit in 2020, new customs and rules have disrupted UK-EU trade. Non-food exports dropped by 18%, with clothing and Footwear hit hardest talling by 64%, from £7.4 billion in 2019 to £2.7 billion in 2023 (A. Otto 2024).                                                            Brexit changed what people buy and how UK trade works. Since 2019 retail imports rose by £18.8bn, but exports hit hardest, down nearly 64% while health & Beauty grew slightly (4,7%). Trade intensity for non-food goods stayed below pre-2020 levels (Tradebyte 2025). 
 Economic Factors
Inflation and energy costs: Since 2022 inflation topped 10%, causing real wages to drop. As a result, people are spending less, hurting retail sales. Energy bills rose again in 2024, with households paying about £149 more annually. (Independent, 2024).                         Government programs: Temporary support like furlough and business rates relief helped during lockdown, but costs rose when they ended. Around £23bn grants were given to businesses, from £27bn given to local councils (G. Barret, Final Report).            Economic challenges such as inflation and reduced consumer spending pressures on        UK retail. The cost-of-living crisis has particularly affected discretionary spending, in influencing purchasing decisions in retailers like John Lewis and M&S.                             Rising burdens: Increases in insurance premiums, safety, wages and security have raised the barrier to entry for smaller retailers. 
Technological factors 
Digital transformation and e-commerce growth are critical factors in retail success. John Lewis Invesment in all channels are integrated to create a seamless customer experience. Companies constantly investing in digital transformation have geerally performed better than their competitors, even during challanging times in recent years. These businesses have gained better efficiency and strong sales, which helped them grow their market share, improve profitability, and build more resilient businesses models. As the retail sector keeps changing, digital technology remains a key driver of progress and competitiveness for retail brands (Retail Economic, 2025).









SWOT Analysis

	Strengths
	Weaknesses

	· Strong brand loyalty and heritage 
· Commitment to sustainability
· Diverse product portfolio (M&S)

	· Heavy reliance on UK market
· High fixed costs and overheads
· Price sensitivity in competitive markets 

	Threats
	Opportunities 

	· Growing competition from global e-ecommerce giants (e.g., Amazon)
· Brexit retailed import export/ challenges
· Shifts in consumer behaviour towards fast fashion and discount retailers
· Inflationary pressure 
	· Rising consumer demand for ethical products
· Innovation in supply chain and inventory management
· Expansion in digital and Omnichannel retail 
· Collaboration with tech startups for innovation


The strategic reviews highlight where John Lewis and M&S currently stand. While both companies enjoy solid brand reputations and have taken steps toward digital   transformation, they continue to grapple with intense competition, financial constraints, and shifting customer expectations.

3 Conclusion 

Fast-paced digital change and rising operational costs and driving consolidation in the retail sector, where dominant players grow stronger while smaller ones are pushed out.  The High Street is transforming, shifting its focus from purely selling products to offering a unique, engaging experience.   Factors like Brexit, rising, rising inflation, the COVID-19 pandemic, and the climate emergency are deeply linked, with each one amplifying the impact of the others.  The long-term success of the High Street will rely on strategic investment in digital innovation, local engagement, environmental responsibility, and
The ability to adapt to change. 
John Lewis and Mark & Spencer operate in a highly dynamic environment influenced by
multifaced external factors. Political uncertainties such as Brexit, economic inflation, and changing social attitudes require adaptive strategies. Technological advancements provide opportunities but also raise operational requirements necessitate compliance and sustainability efforts. Together, these factors shape the strategic imperatives for UK High Street retailers to maintain relevance and competitive advantage.
According to two big retailers, John Lewis is showing early signs of progress. In the 12 weeks to 27 April 2025, sales rose by 2,4%, outperforming the fashion markets by 1.4% growth. Across the partnership, including Waitrose, profits jumped 73% to £97m, with total sales up 3% to £12.8bn, driven by better products quality, value, and service. However, John Lewis still lags behind M&S, which has strengthened its fashion offering. M&S grew its UK clothing market share to 5,2% in 2024, while John Lewis has remained
at 1.6% since 2019 (Drapers News 2025). 
In 2024, despite strong economic indicators, consumer confidence stayed low- a trend called a “vibecession”. This affects ted spending, but some retailers still managed to grow by focusing on strategy and innovation. Advances in technology, especially Ai, have also helped improve operations and boost efficiency across the sector (Perspective, 2025).


4.Recommendations 
· Technological support for SMEs- Provide subsidies and practical training in areas such as e-commerce, digital marketing, and data analysis to help small businesses remain competitive.
· Urban revitalisation programmes- Encourage the development of hybrid spaces that blend retail, services, and cultural elements (e.g. pop-up shops, co-working spaces, and food trucks) to increase footfall and engagement.
· Stimulation regional shopping hubs- Offer tax incentives to retailers that invest in sustainable technologies and practices in underserved areas.
· Public private partnerships- Foster collaboration with universities to support innovation and build more resilient and flexible supply chains.
· Integrated support system- Develop government-led programmes that combine access to technology, ESG consulting, and promotion of local products and services. 
· Invest further in digital innovation and multichannel integration- To address changing consumer behavior and falling in store sales, John Lewis and Mark & Spencer should strengthen they e-commerce platforms and deliver seamless online-to-offline experiences.
· If store is located away from the high street or shopping Centre, attracting new customers can be difficult. To boost footfall, it is important to take simple, low-cost steps: Use online tools-create a basic website with contact details, opening hours, and products examples, stay active on social media to connect with your community. Use sighs strategically –place pavement signs on nearby busy street, keep the message simple and during special offers or seasonal events, update signage to catch more attention (News, 2025)
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