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A Reflective Essay on External Factors Impacting High Street Retailers in the UK

Introduction
High street retailers in the UK have been facing tons of challenges lately. With online shopping taking over and costs climbing higher every year, it's tough for them to keep their doors open. In this essay I’m going to dig into these issues using PESTLE analysis and stakeholder theory, with a special focus on the raise in the National Insurance Contributions (NICs). I think these tools are super helpful to figuring out what’s going on and how businesses can deal with it. I’ve seen High Street struggles firsthand, I used to work part time at a local little clothing shop, and my boss was always stressing about bills and competition from Amazon, eBay. It’s not just big chains like Mark & Spencer feeling the heat- small shops are getting crushed too. The NICs raise is just one more thing piling on the pressure, and I want to understand how it fits into the bigger picture. Let’s get started.
Understanding PESTLE Analysis
PESTLE is this awesome tool businesses use to check out what’s happening outside their control. It stands for, Political, Economic, Social, Technological, Legal, and Environmental factors (Johnson et al., 2017). It’s great because it helps spot risks and opportunities, kind of like radar for trouble (Worthington & Britton, 2015). For High Street shops, PESTLE shows all the stuff hitting them from the outside – government policies, economic shifts, you name it.
 I like PESTLE because it covers everything. It’s not just about money or laws; it’s the whole deal. The Economic part includes the NICs raise, which I’ll get onto later, but there’s also Social stuff like changing shopping habits, or Technological shifts like online platforms. When I first heard about PESTLE in class, I thought it was just another boring acronym, but now I see how it helps make sense of chaos. For retailers, who are already hanging by thread, it’s a lifeline to figure out what’s coming next.
Political Factors
Political factors are all about what the government’s up to. In the UK, Brexit’s been a nightmare for retailers – supply chains got messed up, and costs shot up (Retail Economics, 2023). Then there’s the NICs raise, a policy that’s supposed to fund health and social care but feels like a punch in the gut for businesses (Gov.uk,2022). Political decision can make or break a shop, and it’s wild how much power they have.
I remember my local shop shutting down post-Brexit because he couldn’t get his usual stock from Europe. It’s stuff like that, that makes me realize politics isn’t just boring headlines – it's real life for these retailers.

Economic Factors
Economic factors are about the money side of things- think inflation, taxes and spending power. The NICs raise fits right in here. It’s pushing up costs for businesses at a time when customers are tightening their belts due to inflation (ONS, 2023). Retailers are stuck they’re paying more to employ people, but they can’t always raise prices without losing sales (CBI, 2022).
Social Factors 
Social factors are about people and trends. Online shopping’s taken over – everyone's glued to their phones, ordering from Amazon or Ebay (Retail Economics, 2023). But there’s also this push to “shop local,” which could be a lifeline for High Street stores if they play it right. It’s a tug-of-war between convenience and community.
I’ve noticed this myself. I love the ease of online shopping, but I feel kind of guilty when I walk past empty storefronts. 
Technological Factors
Technology’s shaking things up big time. From self-checkouts to online stores, retailers must adapt or get left behind. Some are using apps to offer deals or let you order ahead (McKinsey,2023). But tech isn’t cheap, and that’s a problem for smaller shops.
Legal Factors 
Legal factor’s cover laws and rules. Employment law tie into the NICs raise since it’s about employer contributions. There’s also stuff like data protections for online sales, which adds another layer of hassle (Worthington & Britton, 2015). 
For smaller retailers, keeping up with legal stuff is a full-time job they can’t afford. 
Environmental Factors
Environmental factors are going green. Customers want sustainable products, and climate change is messing with supply chains (Retail Economics, 2023). Retailers must care about this now, whether they like it or not.
I try to buy eco-friendly when I can, but it’s pricey. Shops need to figure out how to be green without jacking up prices too much – it's a tricky balance.


 

The Raise in National Insurance Contributions 
National Insurance Contributions are payments businesses and workers make to fund things like the NHS and pensions (HMRC,2023). In 2022, the government bumped it up by 1.25% to pay for health and social care, and it’s still hitting wallets today (Gov.uk,2022). For High Street retailers, this means shelling out more for every employee, which is brutal when they’re already losing customers to online giants (Retail Economic,2023).
In PESTLE, this slots into Economic factors. The NICs raise could mean thousands extra a year for a small shop- say £2,000 per employee (CBI, 2022). They may have to raise prices or cut staff, but both options sucks.  Imagine a shop with five workers. That’s potentially £10,000 more a year just in NICs. If they’re already scraping by, that’s a killer. Big chains like TESCO might handle it better- they've got deeper pockets- but even they’re looking at millions in extra costs (The Guardian, 2022). It’s a ripple effect; higher costs, higher prices, fewer customers, less profit.
But there’s another side. The government says this cash is for healthcare, which we all use. Still, for retailers fighting to survive, it feels unfair-they're being asked to foot the bill while online companies often dodge the same pressure.
Applying Stakeholder Theory
Stakeholder theory says businesses should care about everyone affected by their decisions, not just the owners (Freeman,1984). That’s employees, customers, supplier, the government- all the player (Parmar et al., 2010). The NICs raise shows how tangled this gets.
Here’s who’s impacted
· Employees: They’re paying more NICs from their wages, so their take home pay drops. If shops cut jobs to save money, they’re screwed (TUC,2023).
· Retailers: Higher costs shrink their profit. They might hike prices or lay people off, which isn’t a fun choice (British Retail Consortium,2023).
· Customers: If prices go up, they might shop less, especially with living costs soaring (ONS, 2023).  
· Government: They get more money from NICs, but they’ve got businesses and workers yelling at them (The Guardian, 2022).
It’s wild how these groups connect. If retailers jack up prices to cover NICs, customers might bail, sales drop, and then staff get cut. It’s like a domino effect. Stakeholder theory makes me think about balancing all this – how do you keep everyone happy? Maybe retailers could cut costs elsewhere, like using tech, instead of slashing jobs.
I read about a store that switch to self-checkouts to save on staffing (McKinsey, 2023). It’s not perfect – some folks hate those machines – but it beats firing people. Stakeholder theory pushes you to get creative like that.
Critical Reflection
Using PESTLE and stakeholder theory has opened my eyes to what High Street retailers are up against. PESTLE laid out the big external hits, like the NICs economic sting (Yuksul, 2012). Stakeholder theory showed me who’s feeling the pain and why it’s a big deal (Mitchell et al., 1997).
They’re awesome together – PESTLE spots the problems, and stakeholder theory dig into the human side. It’s made me realise businesses can’t just chase cash; they’ve got to think about society too. Cutting staff might save a few quid now, but if word gets out, they’re treating people badly, customers might ditch them. Reputations huge. 
I’ve also learned innovation’s key. In class, we talked about how tech like self-checkouts or online sales can cut costs (Porter,2008). 
PESTLE can feel too broad – like, how do you weight political stuff against tech? And stakeholder theory’s tricky when everyone wants different things. Employees want jobs, customers want low prices – good luck pleasing both! Still, they give you a solid starting point to tackle messy problems.
This has change how I think about a business. In my future career- maybe in retail or management – I will use these frameworks to spot issues early and figure out fair solutions. It’s not just theory anymore; it's practical stuff I can actually use.
Recommendations
Here’s some ideas for retailers to handle the NICs raise and other challenges:
1. Tech up: Go big on online sales or machines like self- checkouts to save on staff costs (McKinsey, 2023). A local bookshop near me started an online store, and it’s kept them afloat.
2. Talk to people: Work with employees and customers- offer discounts to keep shoppers coming or asl staff for cost-saving ideas (Harvard Business Review, 2021). Happy workers and loyal customers are gold. 
3. Mix it up: Sell new products or services to boots income. Maybe host workshops or events- something online can’t copy.
4. Team up: Partner with other local shops for joint promos or shared costs. My town’s High Street did a “shop local” day, and it brought in crowds. 
These aren’t quick fixes, but they could ease the NICs pain and keep everyone in the game. Retailers have to adapt, or they’re toast.
Conclusion
This essay been a deep dive into how the NICs raise and other factors are hammering High Street retailers. PESTLE showed the economic and external angles, while stakeholder theory highlighted who’s getting hit and why it matters. These tools are clutch for breaking down business problems and finding smart way forward. I’ve learned a ton, and I’m stoked to use this stuff in my studies and beyond.
High Street shops are in a rough spot, but they’re not doomed. With some clever moves- tech, teamwork, innovation-they can fight back. It’s about staying flexible and keeping people at the heart of it all. 
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