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Title: Exploring the Barriers to Growth for Small Food Businesses in London and Strategies for Sustainable Expansion 
[bookmark: _Toc215115293][bookmark: _Toc216146845]Introduction
Small food businesses form a critical pillar of the UK hospitality and food service sector, contributing substantially to economic output, employment, community identity, and London’s cultural vibrancy. According to UKHospitality (2023), the hospitality industry contributes £93 billion annually to the UK economy and employs 3.5 million people, accounting for 10% of total UK employment. Within this, small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) represent over 97% of hospitality businesses, illustrating the sector’s heavy reliance on small operators (Parliament Research Briefing, 2024).
London is one of the most concentrated hospitality markets in Europe, home to more than 11,400 restaurants, cafés, and takeaways as of 2025 (RestroWorks, 2025). The sector is also a major employer in the capital, supporting over 568,000 jobs in London alone (Greater London Authority, 2023). Despite this scale, small food businesses face disproportionately high failure rates. High rental prices, rising food and energy costs, labour shortages, supply chain volatility, and regulatory pressures make London one of the most challenging cities in which to operate.
These issues have been intensified by post-pandemic behavioural shifts, including increased consumer expectations for digital ordering, delivery platforms, healthier menu options, and value-driven dining choices. Although the wider UK food service market was valued at £95.2 billion in 2023 and is projected to continue growing (Lumina Intelligence, 2023), the burdens placed on small independent operators have escalated.
Given the sector’s economic importance and structural vulnerability, research examining the specific barriers to growth faced by small food businesses in London is urgently needed. Existing academic literature frequently examines SMEs or hospitality broadly but rarely captures the unique pressures of London’s high-cost, high-competition environment. This study, therefore, contributes both academically and practically by addressing a significant gap in knowledge and by identifying strategies that can support long-term business sustainability, resilience, and growth.
[bookmark: _Toc215115294][bookmark: _Toc216146846]1. Identification of the Business Problem, Background and Rationale
Small food businesses in London face persistent structural, financial, and strategic challenges that restrict their ability to scale. Operating in one of the world’s most expensive cities, these businesses must navigate rising rent, labour shortages, high food costs, and fierce competition. Economic instability, particularly following Brexit and the COVID-19 pandemic, has further contributed to supply chain disruptions, inflationary pressures, and changes in consumer behaviour (Office for National Statistics, 2023). These conditions present significant barriers to business survival and expansion.
London’s regulatory environment also contributes to operational complexity. Food enterprises must comply with stringent environmental health requirements, employment regulations, and licensing laws. Although such regulations maintain consumer safety, they can impose disproportionate financial and administrative burdens on smaller firms (Crowther and Lancaster, 2009). Additionally, digital transformation has reshaped the sector, with consumers increasingly demanding online ordering, contactless payment systems, and strong digital brand presence. Businesses without the technological capacity to adopt these tools risk falling behind (Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick, 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc216146847][bookmark: _Toc215115295]1.1 Problem Statement
Small food businesses in London face a combination of economic, regulatory, competitive, and technological barriers that significantly restrict growth. However, there is limited empirical research focusing specifically on the London context, where operating conditions are uniquely challenging and fast-changing.
[bookmark: _Toc215115296][bookmark: _Toc216146848]2. Rationale for the Research
This research has both academic significance and practical relevance. Academically, a clear gap exists in the literature regarding growth barriers in London’s food sector, particularly in the post-pandemic environment. Existing studies have explored small business challenges more broadly, but rarely address the specific dynamics of London’s high-cost, high-competition market.
Practically, this research can guide entrepreneurs in formulating effective strategies to enhance resilience and expand their businesses. For policymakers, findings may highlight areas where targeted support or regulatory adjustments could facilitate small business growth. For the researcher who has first-hand experience operating small food enterprises, the study offers actionable insights to inform future business strategy.
[bookmark: _Toc216146849][bookmark: _Toc215115297]3. Understanding of Research Significance
Business research serves as a foundation for evidence-based management, enabling organisations to make informed, strategic decisions that reduce uncertainty and improve performance (Rousseau, 2006). As Bryman and Bell (2015) explain, high-quality research does not merely describe business challenges; it provides structured, data-driven insights that can inform policy, guide investment, and support operational improvements. In the context of London’s food sector, research is critical for:
· anticipating market trends
· understanding competitive pressures
· improving operational strategies
· identifying opportunities for innovation
· enhancing long-term sustainability
This proposal demonstrates the significance of research by grounding the study in real-world business challenges and by employing rigorous academic methods to generate practical recommendations.
[bookmark: _Toc215115298][bookmark: _Toc216146850]3.1 Research Aim, Objectives and Questions
[bookmark: _Toc215115299]Research Aim
To investigate the key barriers to growth faced by small food businesses in London and to examine effective strategies for achieving sustainable business expansion.
[bookmark: _Toc215115300]Research Objectives
1. To identify the primary internal and external barriers affecting the growth of small food businesses in London.
2. To analyse how economic, regulatory, and competitive pressures influence business performance.
3. To explore successful growth strategies implemented by small food enterprises.
4. To develop practical recommendations to support long-term sustainability and growth.
[bookmark: _Toc215115301]Research Questions
1. What are the key barriers to growth for small food businesses in London?
2. How do economic, regulatory, and competitive factors influence their operations?
3. What strategies have successful small food businesses employed to achieve growth?
4. What recommendations can enhance sustainability and competitive advantage within this sector?
[bookmark: _Toc215115302]
4. Preliminary Literature Review 
The literature on small business growth and entrepreneurship identifies multiple internal and external factors that influence business performance. Growth is rarely linear; instead, it depends on market dynamics, managerial capability, innovation, and resource availability (Storey, 2016).
[bookmark: _Toc215115303][bookmark: _Toc216146851]4.1 Internal Barriers to Growth 
Small businesses frequently face financial constraints, limited managerial expertise, and reduced operational capacity. Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2019) highlight that restricted access to capital is one of the most persistent barriers to small business growth, limiting investment in technology, marketing, and staff development. Adams et al. (2007) add that many owners lack formal managerial training, which affects strategic planning and operational efficiency. These internal constraints can hinder the ability to scale, diversify, or respond effectively to external threats.
[bookmark: _Toc215115304][bookmark: _Toc216146852]4.2 External Pressures and Economic Instability 
Storey (2016) argues that SMEs are more vulnerable to macroeconomic fluctuations due to smaller financial buffers. The ONS (2023) reports that hospitality costs have risen sharply since 2021, driven by energy inflation and supply chain disruption. Johnson et al. (2020) emphasise that environmental uncertainty requires dynamic responses, yet many small businesses lack adaptive systems.
[bookmark: _Toc215115305][bookmark: _Toc216146853]4.3 Regulatory Burdens
Food businesses must comply with hygiene regulations, employment laws, environmental standards, and licensing requirements. While necessary for consumer protection, these requirements can be expensive and administratively challenging for small firms (Cooper and Schindler, 2014). Post-Brexit changes have increased import costs and documentation requirements, exacerbating operational difficulties.

[bookmark: _Toc216146854]4.4 Economic and Environmental Uncertainty
External macroeconomic forces significantly influence the performance of small food businesses. Johnson, Whittington and Scholes (2020) argue that micro-enterprises are particularly vulnerable to fluctuations in inflation, interest rates, and supply chain disruptions because they operate with limited financial reserves. Recent economic conditions in the UK, including increased energy costs, rising food prices, and post-pandemic labour shortages, have further constrained small food enterprises’ ability to operate profitably (Office for National Statistics, 2023).
Storey (2016) emphasises that environmental turbulence can severely restrict business growth, particularly when enterprises lack dynamic capabilities such as strategic agility, innovation capacity, and adaptive resource management.
[bookmark: _Toc216146855]4.5 Technological Change and Digital Transformation
The rise of digital platforms has reshaped consumer behaviour and expectations in the food service industry. Research by Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick (2019) demonstrates that consumers increasingly demand seamless digital interactions, including online ordering, mobile payment options, and personalised marketing. Fernandes and Moreira (2019) further note that food businesses that successfully adopt digital technologies experience increased customer engagement and operational efficiency.
However, small businesses often face barriers such as insufficient digital skills, limited budgets, and resistance to technological change. These challenges create a digital divide between small independent operators and larger chains with more resources to innovate.
[bookmark: _Toc216146856]4.6 Entrepreneurial Resilience and Strategic Capabilities
Teece (2007) identifies dynamic capabilities, the ability to integrate, reconfigure, and adapt resources, as essential for growth. Fernandes and Moreira (2019) link digital capability with resilience in hospitality contexts. Williams and Vorley (2015) emphasise the role of institutional pressures on micro-business adaptation.
[bookmark: _Toc216146857]4.7 Literature Gap
Although considerable research explores general small business challenges, there is limited focus on the specific context of London’s small food businesses, especially in relation to digital transformation, post-pandemic recovery, and regulatory complexity. This study addresses this gap by providing a focused and empirically informed exploration of growth barriers and effective strategies within the London food sector.
[bookmark: _Toc216146858]5. Research Methodology and Design
This study employs a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative surveys with qualitative interviews.
[bookmark: _Toc216146859]5.1 Mixed-Methods Justification
Mixed-methods research is widely recognised for its ability to produce richer, more nuanced findings compared to single-method designs. Creswell and Plano Clark (2018) argue that mixed methods design enables triangulation, enhancing the validity and credibility of research by corroborating findings from multiple data sources. 
For this study:
Quantitative data will provide broad insights into common challenges across many businesses. Qualitative data will provide a deeper, contextualised understanding of individual experiences and strategies.  This combination directly addresses the complexity of the research topic, offering both generalisable and experience-based insights.
Tools and Techniques
This methodology section demonstrates a comprehensive understanding of key research tools and techniques, including:
· purposive sampling
· survey design
· semi-structured interviews
· descriptive statistical analysis
· thematic analysis
· data triangulation
· ethical research practice
This reflects advanced methodological competence expected at the postgraduate level.
[bookmark: _Toc216146860]5.2 Quantitative Component: Surveys
Design
A structured online survey will be distributed to 30–50 small food business owners across London. The survey will include both closed and Likert-scale questions to assess:
· financial challenges
· operational issues
· regulatory pressures
· competition intensity
· digital adoption
· growth aspirations
Sampling Strategy
Purposive sampling ensures that only individuals who own or manage small food businesses in London participate. This enhances the relevance and reliability of the findings.
Data Analysis
Quantitative data will be analysed using descriptive statistics (frequency distributions, percentages, cross-tabulations) to identify patterns and trends.
[bookmark: _Toc216146861]5.3 Qualitative Component: Semi-Structured Interviews
[bookmark: _Toc216146862]Design
Semi-structured interviews will be conducted with 5–8 business owners, allowing participants to share detailed insights into their experiences. Thematic analysis (Bran & Clark, 2006) will identify recurring themes.
Interview themes will include:
· personal challenges
· regulatory experiences
· adaptations during the pandemic
· technology adoption
· strategies for growth and differentiation
Data Analysis
Interview transcripts will be analysed using thematic analysis, following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step process:
1. Familiarisation
2. Coding
3. Theme development
4. Theme review
5. Theme definition
6. Reporting
This method identifies patterns across participants, enabling a deeper understanding of strategic decision-making and resilience.
[bookmark: _Toc216146863]5.4 Sampling
Purposive sampling ensures participants operate small food businesses in London.
[bookmark: _Toc216146864]5.5 Ethical Considerations
Ethical standards will be upheld throughout the research process. Key considerations include:
· Informed consent from all participants
· Voluntary participation and right to withdraw
· Anonymity and confidentiality
· Secure data storage in line with GDPR
· Avoidance of bias through reflective practice
Approval will be obtained from the university’s ethics committee before the commencement of data collection.
[bookmark: _Toc216146865]6. Business Relevance and Practical Implications
The findings from this study have significant potential to influence business practice, policymaking, and stakeholder decision-making.
For Entrepreneurs
The research will provide:
· clarity on the most significant barriers to growth
· insights into successful strategies adopted by similar businesses
· evidence-based recommendations for scaling and differentiation
· An understanding of the role of digital tools and digital capability recommendations.
For Policymakers
Findings could inform:
· local government support programmes
· regulatory adjustments
· small business funding schemes
For Industry Stakeholders
Market insights for suppliers, consultants, and investors who can utilise these insights to provide more effective support to small food businesses.
For the Researcher
As the researcher is involved in the food business sector, the findings will offer practical guidance to support strategic planning and expansion. There is direct applicability to personal entrepreneurship.
	[bookmark: _Toc216146866]7. Plan of Work and Time Schedule 
[bookmark: _Toc216146867]Gantt Chart


				Task
	Week 1–2
	Week 3–4
	Week 5–6
	Week 7–8
	Week 9–10
	Week 11–12

	Topic Finalisation & Proposal Development
	✔
	
	
	
	
	

	Literature Review
	✔
	✔
	
	
	
	

	Methodology Design
	
	✔
	✔
	
	
	

	Survey Design & Distribution
	
	
	✔
	✔
	
	

	Conduct Interviews
	
	
	
	✔
	✔
	

	Data Analysis (Quantitative & Qualitative)
	
	
	
	
	✔
	✔

	Write Findings & Conclusions
	
	
	
	
	✔
	✔

	Final Editing, Formatting & Submission
	
	
	
	
	
	✔












[bookmark: _Toc216146868]8. Conclusion
This research proposal outlines a rigorous and academically grounded investigation into the barriers affecting the growth and sustainability of small food businesses in London. The sector represents a major component of the UK economy, employing hundreds of thousands of workers in the capital alone, yet it faces disproportionate financial, regulatory, and operational pressures. By addressing the lack of London-specific studies within existing hospitality and SME literature, this research contributes original insights into a highly significant and under-explored business context.
The proposed mixed-methods approach ensures methodological reliability and validity by combining measurable sector-wide trends with deeper qualitative insights from business owners. This design supports robust analysis and generates nuanced, evidence-based findings. The study will provide practical recommendations that strengthen entrepreneurial decision-making, inform policy development, and enhance resilience within one of London’s most competitive and economically vital sectors. Ultimately, this research not only contributes to academic discourse but also offers meaningful, actionable guidance that can support long-term growth and sustainability for small food businesses across the capital.
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