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Title: A critical analysis of external factors impacting High Street retailers in the UK


Introduction

High street retailers in the UK have faced increasing challenges over the past decade due to a variety of external factors. The high street is often regarded as a central part of the community. However, growing competition from large shopping centres and online retailers has put it under significant strain, contributing to the recent decline of traditional retail spaces (Reuters, 2025). Once the cornerstone of local commerce and community life, high street shops are now under intense pressure from changing consumer behaviours, economic uncertainty, technological advancements, and socio-political influences. This essay will explore the key external factors affecting high street retailers in the UK, including economic conditions, technological innovation, socio-cultural changes, environmental pressures, and political influences such as Brexit (Griffiths et al., 2013)


Findings

Shift in Consumer Expectations 

One external factor impacting high street retailers is the shift in consumer expectations regarding how public spaces are used. Increasingly, more people nowadays are drawn to town centres that offer more than just shopping. People want spaces for socialising, leisure, and community engagement. Research shows that transforming high streets into vibrant and bright social spaces, instead of relying purely on retail attraction can help to slow down or even stop the decline of physical stores (Griffiths et al., 2013). This shift places pressure on retailers, as success now depends not only on the products they offer but also on how well they mix into the broader, experience-based environment. Reports like the Portas Review (2011) emphasise this by recommending changes that make high streets more appealing and multifunctional, signalling a need for coordinated planning between retailers, local authorities, and policymakers. However, this study is quite old so its relevance can be questioned, but it is definitely still applicable to today’s society. 


Economic Pressures

High street retailers in the UK are facing a lot of economic pressures that threaten their ability to operate sustainably. Rising costs like increased business rates, higher national insurance contributions, and the introduction of things like the plastic packaging tax have all contributed to big financial strain, particularly for smaller independent retailers (Tokio Marine HCC, 2025). Alongside this, wider economic challenges like inflation and low consumer spending have made demand on the high street weaker. This actually makes it really hard for shops to maintain profitability (Barclays, 2024). According to PwC (2025), the rate of shop closures is expected to increase rapidly as operating costs continue to rise, forcing many businesses to reduce their presence or close entirely. These economic factors are largely outside the control of individual retailers, yet they play a major role in shaping the future of the UK high street.


Technological Advancements 

The growth of technology and the Internet has really transformed shopping habits, leading to the rise of online shopping and e-commerce. Weltevreden (2007) showed that in 2005, online shopping made up about 3.1% of total retail spending. This showed the early impact of the Internet on retail. Importantly, he also pointed out that online shopping can complement physical stores, as many consumers research products online but still choose to buy in-store. This pattern is supported by more recent studies indicating that strategies which combine online and offline channels help retailers attract customers and increase sale (Verhoef et al., 2015). But as e-commerce continues to grow rapidly, high street retailers face pressure to invest in constant renovation and innovation to stay competitive and attractive to consumers (Burt and Sparks, 2003). Online shopping offers advantages such as greater accessibility, direct communication with customers, cost savings, and access to wider markets (Doherty et al., 1999). However, the social experience of shopping in physical stores remains an important draw for many shoppers, something that online retail cannot fully replace (Dennis et al., 2010).

Recent research support these earlier findings. For example, a 2023 report from the UK Office for National Statistics shows that online retail sales now account for around 30% of total retail sales, highlighting the dramatic shift toward e-commerce (ONS, 2023). Also, studies indicate that retailers who successfully integrate their online and physical stores tend to perform better, with consumers valuing the flexibility to browse online and purchase in person (Rigby, 2011; Pantano et al., 2020). Despite this, the rapid growth of e-commerce presents ongoing challenges for high street retailers, who must continually reinvent themselves to maintain foot traffic and sales (Euromonitor International, 2024).


Socio-Cultural Trends and Their Impact on High Street Retailers

Changes in society and culture have had a big impact on high street retailers in the UK. More people now want quick and easy ways to shop, which has led to the rise of online shopping and click-and-collect services (Deloitte, 2023). Younger generations like Millennials and Gen Z are also more interested in experiences, for example they like dining out or entertainment, more than buying products, so high streets need to offer more than just shops to stay appealing (Deloitte, 2023). Another important change is the growing focus on ethical and sustainable shopping. Many people now want to support businesses that care about the environment and treat workers fairly. If retailers do not offer eco-friendly or ethical options, they may lose customers quickly (Accenture, 2021). Family life and where people live are also changing. For example, more people live alone or in busy cities, so there is more demand for smaller, local shops. During the COVID-19 pandemic, people became more focused on health, wellbeing, and shopping locally, which helped small and independent shops gain more support (PwC, 2022). All of these changes mean that high street retailers must adapt to new expectations and lifestyles to stay successful.


SWOT Analysis of High Street Retailers:

	Strengths
	Strong Brand Recognition: Many UK high street retailers, such as Marks and Spencer and John Lewis, have long standing reputations. This brand attracts loyal customers and offers a competitive advantage.

Physical Presence and Customer Experience: Physical stores provide face-to-face interaction, product testing, and immediate purchase, all of this adds value that online retailers often cannot offer (Dennis et al., 2010).

Various Use of Channels: Retailers who have adopted click-and-collect, in-store returns for online purchases, and mobile apps offer a more flexible and convenient service (Verhoef et al., 2015).


	Weaknesses
	High Operational Costs: Retailers on the high street face expensive rent, staff wages, and utility bills compared to online-only businesses.

Slow Adaptation to Change: Traditional retailers have at times been slower to adopt digital technology or shift strategies in response to changing consumer expectations.

Outdated Store Formats: Some stores lack modern looks, technology, or customer engagement strategies, which does not appeal as much to younger markets (Burt and Sparks, 2003).


	Opportunities
	Sustainable and Ethical Consumerism: More consumers now support businesses that focus on sustainability, fair trade, and ethical sourcing (Accenture, 2021).

Experience-Led Retail: Younger generations prefer experiences over products. This creates opportunities for stores to offer workshops, events, cafés, or interactive displays (Deloitte, 2023).


	Threats
	E-Commerce Growth: Online retailers like Amazon are so popular because they offer wider ranges, lower prices, and 24/7 convenience. In 2023, internet sales accounted for around 26% of total UK retail sales (ONS, 2023).

Changing Consumer Behaviour: Modern shoppers expect fast delivery, flexible payment, and online accessibility, which can make purely physical stores less attractive.

Economic Uncertainty: Rising living costs, inflation, and economic slowdowns reduce disposable income and footfall on the high street (PwC, 2022).



Conclusion

This SWOT analysis, along with business theory, shows that UK high street retailers still have strong points, like well-known brands and good customer service. However, they also face problems like high running costs and being slow to keep up with digital changes. To survive and grow they need to make the most of their strengths and take advantage of new opportunities, such as focusing on eco-friendly shopping and offering better in-store experiences. At the same time, they must tackle outside threats by investing in new ideas and keeping up with customer needs.






Recommendations

Recommendation 1: Embrace Multi-Channel Retailing

To remain competitive in an increasingly digital retail environment, high street retailers must fully embrace a multi-channel approach that can connect their online and offline services. This includes features such as click-and-collect, in-store returns for online purchases, personalised digital communications, and mobile apps that enhance the shopping journey. By doing this retailers can offer flexibility and convenience that match modern consumer expectations. A study by Verhoef et al. (2015) says that a seamless multiple-channel approach leads to increased customer loyalty and better brand perception. Retailers with strong customer service in-store can build on this advantage by offering a consistent experience across platforms. Additionally, this strategy helps bridge the gap between e-commerce and traditional retail, appealing to a broader audience. Without adapting digitally, high street retailers risk losing further ground to online-only competitors.


Recommendation 2: Marketing the High Street as an exciting social and experience-based destination

High street retailers should market their physical stores as social and fun experience rather than just places to buy products. This shift can include hosting in-store events, creating spaces for community engagement, and offering experiences like product demonstrations, coffee lounges, or creative workshops. These additions help separate high street stores from online shopping, which does not have the human interaction and social atmosphere. Reports like the Portas Review (2011) emphasise that bringing life back to the high street means making them more enjoyable and useful community spaces. Research from Deloitte (2023) also supports this, showing that younger consumers in particular value memorable, engaging retail experiences. By offering something beyond transactions, retailers can boost footfall and increase dwell time, leading to greater brand loyalty and potential sales.
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