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1. [bookmark: _Toc193999151]Introduction
High Street retail in the UK is going through a major transformation. Since 2020, many well-known stores have shut their doors as rising prices, online shopping, and concerns around shoplifting have forced businesses to rethink how they operate (British Retail Consortium, 2024; KPMG, 2023). People are shopping differently, expecting more convenience and ethical choices, while retailers are struggling to keep up with new technology and changing habits.
In this report, we will analyse how external factors are shaping the retail world, focusing on three popular brands: NEXT, Superdrug, and Currys PC World. These retailers cover fashion, beauty, and electronics, three very different but interconnected sectors. Using tools like PESTLE and SWOT analysis, we will break down how economic pressures, crime, tech innovation, and shifting consumer values are impacting the High Street (Deloitte, 2024; Jones and Comfort, 2022; Schleper et al., 2021). The report also draws on real-world challenges like the shoplifting crisis and offers practical ideas to help businesses adapt and thrive.
[bookmark: _Toc193999152]2. Findings
[bookmark: _Toc193999153]2.1 PESTLE Analysis Overview
 A PESTLE analysis is a useful way to understand how external factors affect retailers by breaking them down into six areas: Political, Economic, Social, Technological, Legal, and Environmental.
[bookmark: _Toc193999154]Political
Government decisions on taxes, Brexit rules, and law enforcement continue to shape the retail landscape (House of Commons Library, 2020). The Ukraine war added further complications. As a consequence, NEXT decided to pull out of Russian and Ukrainian markets to manage reputational risk (Financial Times, 2022). Many retailers are now calling for more government support, especially in tackling shoplifting and modernising business rates.


[bookmark: _Toc193999155]Economic
The economy is declining, with inflation driving up everyday costs (GOV.UK, 2023). This means shoppers are spending less, and major high street retailers like NEXT and Currys are feeling the effects (PwC, 2024). Superdrug, on the other hand, has tried to stay competitive with offers and loyalty rewards. The Ukraine conflict pushed energy and logistics costs even higher, forcing many companies to adapt quickly. Rising interest rates and fluctuating consumer confidence levels have also made it harder for retailers to predict demand and maintain stable profit margins (KPMG, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc193999156]Social
Shoppers care more about ethics, sustainability, and convenience than ever before. Superdrug is promoting cruelty-free and eco-friendly products, while NEXT and Currys are personalising shopping experiences with home delivery, styling services, and lifestyle branding. The demand for inclusive branding and representation has also grown, pushing retailers to reflect social values in marketing and product offerings (Bäckström, Egan-Wyer and Samsioe, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc193999157]Technological
To compete with online giants, retailers are investing heavily in technology. Currys offers video help for shoppers, while Superdrug's app links to loyalty and health services. NEXT has upgraded its inventory systems so customers can get what they want, where they want it. Multi-channel strategies that are mixing online and in-store services, are essential now (Deloitte, 2024). Moreover, artificial intelligence and data analytics are helping these retailers to offer personalised promotions and predict buying trends, which are becoming key to customer retention (McKinsey & Company, 2023). Majority of high street retailers have implemented loyalty cards that offer a key element in gathering data about customers preferences and spending habits.
[bookmark: _Toc193999158]Legal
Retailers face many legal barriers: data protection, employment law, and, most urgently, shoplifting. With over 1,300 daily incidents reported (British Retail Consortium, 2024), retailers are stepping up with private security and high-technology deterrents, as police resources remain stretched. Compliance with changing data regulations, particularly regarding the use of customer information in digital services, has added another layer of complexity to retail operations (Odgers Interim, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc193999159]Environmental
Green retailing is becoming a must. Consumers want eco-friendly choices, and brands are responding to the pressure. Superdrug offers refill stations, and NEXT is committed to sustainable cotton sourcing. Currys promotes recycling schemes for old tech products. Retailers are also setting long-term sustainability goals in response to rising climate awareness and regulatory expectations across the UK and Europe (Superdrug, 2024; NEXT plc, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc193999160]2.2 Focused Analysis on Key External Factors
[bookmark: _Toc193999161]Economic Pressures
The rise in costs, from energy to staffing, has pushed retailers to make tough decisions. NEXT shut underperforming stores and boosted its online strategy, while Currys offered flexible finance to keep big-ticket items moving. Promotions help, but they also squeeze profit margins (KPMG, 2023). The devaluation of the pound and increasing import costs for key goods, including electronics and apparel, have further impacted supply chain efficiency and inventory planning (PwC, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc193999162]Retail Crime and Legal Ambiguity
Retail crime is rising sharply. Superdrug has reported serious incidents, prompting investment in staff safety measures. Currys is increasing surveillance. But when shoplifting under £200 often goes unpunished, retailers feel exposed. Many are pushing for tougher laws and dedicated police resources (British Retail Consortium, 2024). There is growing concern that inconsistent enforcement of minor offences is encouraging repeat theft, prompting some stores to trial facial recognition and body-worn camera systems (The Guardian, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc193999163]Technology as a Competitive Advantage
Technology investment helps brands stand out. NEXT uses its Total Platform to support other retailers, turning operations into income. Superdrug’s AI suggests personalised offers, and Currys helps customers through virtual advice. These tools boost loyalty but require major resources and cybersecurity planning (Deloitte, 2024). Integrating technology into physical stores, like digital shelves and smart fitting rooms, could be the next step in blending convenience with experience (Mintel, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc193999164]2.3 SWOT Summary
The SWOT framework helps summarise how internal strengths and external risks shape the strategies of retailers like NEXT, Superdrug, and Currys PC World. These companies benefit from strong brand presence, customer trust, and well-established store networks, which provide a solid foundation in a competitive market (NEXT plc, 2024; Superdrug, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc193999165]Strengths
· Recognisable and trusted brand names (Which?, 2024)
· Nationwide store networks and logistics capabilities (Currys, 2024)
· Strong digital platforms and mobile applications (Deloitte, 2024)
· Flexible service options such as click-and-collect and virtual consultations
[bookmark: _Toc193999166]Weaknesses
· High exposure to in-store theft and retail crime (British Retail Consortium, 2024)
· High cost investments in digital infrastructure and sustainability compliance (Jones and Comfort, 2022)
· Dependence on consumer discretionary spending (KPMG, 2023)
· Inconsistent customer traffic in store across locations
[bookmark: _Toc193999167]Opportunities
· Increasing demand for ethical, sustainable and value orientated retail (Bäckström, Egan-Wyer and Samsioe, 2024)
· Expansion of personalised digital engagement tools and loyalty programmes (McKinsey & Company, 2023)
· Growth in integrated retail and lastmile delivery services (PwC, 2024)
· Community-focused branding and health-oriented offerings (Mintel, 2023)
[bookmark: _Toc193999168]Threats
· Rising operational costs due to inflation and supply chain instability (KPMG, 2023)
· Legal loopholes and lack of enforcement around retail crime (The Guardian, 2023)
· Competition from digital-native and pure online retailers (Retail Bulletin, 2024)
· Broader geopolitical risks impacting sourcing and distribution (Schleper et al., 2021)
Retailers can use this framework to stay agile and make smarter decisions in a rapidly changing retail environment, however, its effectiveness depends on their ability to act rapidly on insights, invest in innovation, and continuously reassess external pressures that may impact their operations and long-term strategy.
[bookmark: _Toc193999169]3. Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc193999170]Establish Safe Retail Zones and Shared Security Resources
Retailers could work with local councils and police to make stores safer. Shared investments in AI security, better staff training, and faster response systems could make a real difference in high-crime areas. Superdrug and Currys could lead the way, especially given their existing challenges with theft and violence (The Guardian, 2023; British Retail Consortium, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc193999171]Accelerate Integrated Customer Experience and Loyalty Platforms
NEXT and Currys should take customer engagement further with smarter technology like predictive offers and green delivery options. Superdrug can build on its health app features to offer advice and rewards. These upgrades have an estimated cost of £250,000 to £500,000 a year but could improve loyalty and sales (McKinsey & Company, 2023; Deloitte, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc193999172]Formalise Sector Representation in Legal Reform Discussions
Retailers should unite under industry groups to push for tougher laws on shoplifting. A review of the £200 threshold and support for retail-specific policing could create a safer environment. Partnering with experts and local MPs would give retailers a stronger voice in shaping future policies (British Retail Consortium, 2024; Odgers Interim, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc193999173]4. Conclusion
This report has explored the major external challenges facing UK High Street retailers through the lens of NEXT, Superdrug, and Currys PC World. It is clear that a mix of economic stress, rising crime, and tech transformation is reshaping how these brands operate. Customers are more demanding, and retailers need to be faster, more digital, and more sustainable to keep up (Bäckström, Egan-Wyer and Samsioe, 2024). On top of local issues like theft and inflation, global events like the Ukraine war are also affecting supply chains and energy costs. The retailers best prepared for this new landscape are those that are open to innovation, flexible in their operations, and engaged in shaping industry-wide solutions (Egan-Wyer et al., 2021; Schleper et al., 2021). To keep moving forward, the High Street must become more connected, more customer-focused, and more future-ready.	
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