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1. Introduction

In recent years, the quickly evolving economic, technological, and social landscape has presented increasing problems for UK High Street merchants.
External forces have significantly affected consumer behaviour, foot traffic, and corporate operations, ranging from the long-term consequences of COVID-19 to growing inflation and a nationwide cost-of-living crisis (BRC, 2022).
Using analytical methods and frameworks like the Fishbone Diagram, the Five Whys, Edward de Bono's Six Thinking Hats, and more general theories like SWOT and PESTLE, this research aims to critically examine these external aspects. 
For High Street retailers to survive and expand in the current unstable market, these tools aid in finding and assessing the underlying problems as well as potential solutions.












2. Findings

2.1 Root Cause Analysis Using Fishbone Diagram
[bookmark: _Int_GAwPQ5jA]A key issue's underlying causes can be found using the Fishbone Diagram, sometimes referred to as the Ishikawa Diagram. The primary impact in this instance is "Decline in High Street Retail Sales."
Categories:
· Economic: Inflation, cost-of-living crisis, job insecurity
· Health & Environment: Covid-19 aftermath, social distancing habits
· Technology: Growth of e-commerce and online-only discounts
· Consumer Behaviour: Changing lifestyle preferences, reduced disposable income
· Government Policy: Business rates, VAT policies, lockdown legacy
· Competition: Online retailers (Amazon, ASOS), out-of-town shopping centres

[bookmark: _Int_K1DlGYHV]High Street merchants are being affected by several interrelated external variables, including the health crisis, the economic downturn, and the digital revolution, according to the report. 
Retailers are failing because of fundamental changes in how, why, and where people shop, not just a lack of demand, according to Smith and Patel (2022).

2.2 Five Whys Technique
This easy-to-use yet effective technique aids in finding the underlying cause of an issue. This is the way it applies:

Problem:
· Why 1? Fewer people are visiting high street
· Why 2? Online shopping offers greater convenience and lower prices
· Why 3? Retailers online have lower overhead costs
· Why 4? High Street stores have higher rent and tax costs
· Why 5? Government policies and outdated business models do not adapt to the digital era
According to this research, the decline of High Street is not solely a result of COVID-19 but rather a result of a more profound structural shift towards digital consumption that has been worse by economic strain and regulatory inertia (McKinsey, 2023).
2.3  Edward de Bono’s Six Thinking Hats
This model supports lateral thinking by encouraging analysis from six distinct perspectives.
	Hat
	Perspective
	Application to Retail
	

	White
	Facts
	Store visits have dropped by over 20% since 2019 (ONS, 2024)
	

	Red
	Emotions
	Consumers feel anxious about spending due to job security and inflation
	

	Black
	Caution
	High fixed costs and uncertain footfall make stores financially fragile
	

	Yellow
	Optimism
	Localised shopping, eco-trends, and loyalty to independents are increasing
	

	Green
	Creativity
	Pop-up stores, in-store events, and tech integration can enhance experiences
	

	Blue
	Management
	Retailers must strategically balance in-store and online operations
	



Using this lateral thinking model can be essential for the development of the High Street, as it allows Stakeholders to tackle difficult problems with creative, balanced thinking. 









2.4 PESTLE and SWOT Analysis

PESTLE Analysis
	Factor
	Impact

	Political
	Brexit has created import/export challenges; inconsistent business support during Covid-19

	Economic
	Rising inflation (CPI at 6.7% in 2023), reduced disposable income, and business rate pressures

	Social
	Post-pandemic lifestyle changes and hybrid working reduce need for city-centre visits

	Technological
	Rapid rise of AI, digital checkout, and social commerce change consumer expectations

	Legal
	Complex employment laws and environmental regulations increase operating costs

	Environmental
	Pressure to be sustainable increases cost, but also offers brand opportunities




“PESTLE reveals that UK retailers operate in a highly volatile and regulated environment where flexibility and innovation are key to survival” 
(Choudhary, 2021).



SWOT Analysis
	Strengths
	Weaknesses

	Established brand recognition
	High operational and rental costs

	Loyal customer base in local areas
	Slow adaptation to digital platforms



	Opportunities
	Threats

	Click-and-collect systems
	Online giants dominate on price and planning

	Sustainable and local sourcing
	Inflation and job losses reduce demand




3. Conclusion

[bookmark: _Int_WgX88zoH]This report shows us that the UK High Street is confronted with long-standing external issues influenced by post-pandemic changes in consumers behaviour, digital revolution, and economic shocks. 
Techniques like the Fishbone Diagram and the Five Whys show us how problems like inflation, job losses, and health concerns are all related to declining sales. 
PESTLE and SWOT analysis prove that although there are significant risks, retailers who are prepared to adjust can take advantage of unexplored potentials. 
The Six Thinking Hats method proves that when developing a plan, empathy, creativity, and critical thinking must all coexist. These resources work together to create a structured and manageable vision of retail's future.
This study has allowed me to see that there are opportunities. 
Even after the pandemic, many customers still place a high importance on local identity, personalised service, and in-person interactions. 
Retailers are more likely to succeed if they can reinvent themselves with agility, digital savvy, and focus on the community. 
[bookmark: _Int_NdlZKIfC]I believe the way forward needs a cultural change in the High Street's definition of value in addition to economic adaptability. The report's conclusion is that High Street shops' ability to thrive and survive depends on their readiness to cooperate, innovate, and adapt their business models to changing external conditions. 
Proactive reform might revive the High Street and reaffirm its significance in a world where technology is king, while inaction could result in more closures.




4. Recommendations

Recommendation 1: Embrace Hybrid Retail Models

[bookmark: _Int_0vX4RBLU][bookmark: _Int_YIxfCVdY]In order to merge online and offline experiences, retailers should invest in integrated multi-channel platforms. The convenience gap with online competitors can be closed with features like click-and-collect, live in-store events, and localised delivery.
Example: Next PLC successfully combines online shopping with physical showrooms, offering flexibility and competitive edge (Retail Gazette, 2023).
Digital improvements are necessary, but in-store settings also need to change to provide value that goes beyond simple transactions. To promote interaction and justify foot traffic, retailers should think about developing immersive customer experiences, such as tech-enabled fitting rooms, live workshops, or product demos. Retailers such as Apple and Lush, for instance, provide interactive in-store experiences that deepen their brand narrative and foster community loyalty. In order to gauge demand, smaller independent merchants might also profit from working with online marketplaces or providing a small selection of products online. The secret is channel integration, not channel competition. This two-pronged strategy increases consumer reach while supporting the in-store retail experience's tactile and individualised advantages.

Recommendation 2: Collaborate with Local Authorities and Communities
Councils and high street retailers should collaborate to lower business rates and support "shop local" initiatives. Establishing community-focused areas like local art galleries, co-working lounges, or seminars within stores could increase traffic and interaction.
Example: John Lewis repurposed excess space in select branches into community zones, increasing engagement and footfall (BBC, 2022).
However, promoting business rate reform and better infrastructure (such as parking, public transport, and high-speed internet) can help level the playing field with internet merchants. It is important to view local governments as partners in regeneration rather than as regulators. In conclusion, retailers who embrace innovative hybrid models and actively take part in their communities will be better able to withstand outside influences and support their relevance over the long run.
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