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Introduction
High street retailers in the UK have faced a wave of store closure in recent years. In 2024 alone, around 13,500 shops closed, with an average of 37 shops shutting each day, which is a sharp 28% increase from the previous year (Goodley, 2025). This isn't 't just about changing habits or bad luck – it reflects a complex mix of external pressures. From the surge in online shopping and the long tail of covid 19 disruption causing a rise in shoplifting (Beck, 2025). 
Amid these challenges, retailers must diagnose underlying issues and make adaptive decisions. This report critically analyses the external factors impacting UK high street retailers. I will conduct an root cause analysis to uncover why retailers are struggling, I will then apply Edward de Bono’s thinking hats theory to guide how retailers make decisions under pressure, and finally, I will use analytical models such as SWOT to contextualise the challenges. Examples from River Island will be integrated to illustrate and analogise the severity of the apocalypse of UK high steer stores Aswell as the high importance of making the right decisions when facing challenges as a retailer and how to integrate methods such as Root Cause Analysis, Edward de Bono’s thinking hats, PESTLE, and SWOT to influence and shape their decisions.

Findings

Root Cause Analysis of High Street Challenges
RCA is a systematic technique aims to uncover why problems occur originally and how to prevent them from recurring (Tremblay,2025) One popular RCA technique is the ‘5 why’s’ method which involves asking 'why’ repeatedly to drill down to a core problem. (Croft, n.d) For example, if a shop’s sales are declining one might ask:
1. Why is shoplifting increasing in my store? Because more people are stealing 
2. Why are more people stealing? Because prices are too high
3. Why are prices too high? Because of inflation
4. Why is there inflation? Because the economy is struggling
5. Why is the economy struggling? Because of Covid's impact

This simple inquiry process can reveal that the apparent problem (shoplifting) stems from deeper problems. We can apply this method to this problem:

Online shopping is a factor which has made many retails stores clash. River Island has been one of the most visibly affected high street retailers by the shift to online shopping. It recently announced the closure of around 33 stores. To cope, the company announced plans to shut down around 33 stores, many in busy towns centres like Banbury. The closures are part of an effort to cut costs as the brand struggles with rising rent, wages, and strong competition from online retailers. River Island is also asking for rent reductions on stores that aren't making enough money, hoping to stay afloat by focusing more on online and fewer physical locations (Mcguire,2023)

1. Why did River Island stores close?  because they were losing too much money
2. Why were they losing money? Because sales were dropping
3. Why were sales dropping?  because more customers started online shopping instead of in store
4. Why did customers prefer shopping online? Because its more convenient, often cheaper, and there’s more variety (Finical Holdings, n.d)
5. Why didn't River Island keep up with this change? Because they were behind on innovation, and competitors


Applying Edward de Bono’s thinking hats to this problem

In 1985, Dr Edward de Bono introduced the concept of Six Thinking Hats, a method that uses six different coloured imaginary hats to represent distinct types of thinking. Each hat encourages a specific focus: the white hat is for facts and information, the red hat is for emotions and feelings , the yellow hat for identifying opportunities and positives, the black hat for spotting problems and risks, the green hat for creative ideas, and the blue hat worn by the discussion leader, for managing the thinking process. (BBC Bitesize, n.d)
River Island can apply Edward de Bono’s six thinking hats to tackle its store closure crisis and adapt to the rise of online shopping. Starting with the white hat, the facts show a 19% drop in sales and over £33 million in losses, leading to the closure of 33 stores and requests for rent relief. The black hat highlights risks, such as damaging the brand by closing too many stores or falling behind online competitors. However, the yellow hat brins hope: downsizing can cut costs and allow River Island to focus on better performing locations and digital growth. The red hat reminds us of the emotional toll: staff may feel insecure and loyal customers could feel let down. The green hat encourages fresh ideas such as personalised shopping apps and finally the blue hat ties it all together, River Island should make an action plan, make new ideas and regularly do a SWOT analysis to see how their staff is doing and how customers are feeling. To illustrate, I've created a SWOT Analysis for this problem:







SWOT Analysis
Strengths 
· Established brand with over 70 years of fashion heritage (River Island, n.d)
· Strong reputation, clothing up to date with trends, reputable 
Weaknesses
· Lack of physical stores, which can reduce customers and customer loyalty
Opportunities
· Personalised shopping apps 
· More online ads
· Chance to improve websites
Threats 
· Damaging their brand reputation due to costs and losses
· Falling behind competitors and further damaging their reputation

 According to Helms and Nixon (2010) SWOT Analysis remains widely used in academic peer reviewed literature. Studies continue to support SWOT as a valuable tool for planning and decision making. Over the past ten years, research has increasingly applied SWOT to assess organisations and recommend strategic actions. Its role as a method for strategic positioning has expanded beyond individual companies to include entire countries and industries making it a common feature in almost every published business case designed for student analysis. Additionally, consultants, trainers, and educators frequently use SWOT as a teaching tool.
Pestle analysis
The PESTLE Analysis helps a manager recognise the main external factors that could impact the future growth and direction of the business (Marmol and Feys). 
PESTLE Analysis for River Island’s online shopping problem
Political
Brexit has made buying and selling with Europe more expensive and harder (Caon, 2022)
Economic 
People have less money to spend because the economy is struggling with inflation
Social 
Most people prefer online shopping than going into a physical store and social media is thriving in this generation
Technological
River island needs better websites, apps, and online ads to keep up
Legal  
Online shopping needs to follow privacy rules, terms and conditions
Environmental
Customers want ecofriendly and ethically produced clothes. This is important to company reputation.

According to Marmol and Feys (2018) PESTLE is successful because identifying key future macroeconomic factors and creating various scenarios enables managers to more effectively anticipate the strategic choices required to support the growth and long-term sustainability of the business

Conclusion
When you take a step back and weave together these models, it becomes abundantly clear that the UK high street retail isn't simply dying; its undergoing metamorphosis , To conclude, UK high‑street retailers are battling Covid’s aftermath, rising shoplifting and a mass move online which are ball symptoms of deeper issues like outdated tech and neglected digital experiences. But by embracing flexible platforms, AI driven personalisation and click and collect, they can reconnect with customers. It’ll take smart, creative thinking and a balance of facts, feelings and risks but with the right leader, the high street can thrive again. 
 Recommendations 
1. Create a good shopping website 
Building an online shopping website begins with researching your market to shape product offerings. Design your online store using a theme that highlights your brand, use high quality images for your products, detailed descriptions, and organised categories (Spocket, n.d)

2. River Island should focus on coming up with fresh, innovative ideas to keep up with the fast-changing retail environment. The company should develop a clear action plan with specific steps, timelines and responsibilities to ensure their ideas are turend into actions, regularly practising SWOT and PESTLE  is also important as it helps the business keep track of their strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats, allowing room for growth and alchemising even their weaknesses and threats into something innovative 
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