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1. Introduction
The UK High Street Retailers have been facing significant challenges caused by a declining number of customers and increased store closures. This report will critically analyse the current external factors impacting High Street retailers, using the PESTLE and SWOT frameworks (Bransford & Stein, 1993) & (Helms & Nixon, 2010). It analyses the impact of political, economic, social, technological, legal, and environmental pressures, This rapport will aim to identify the main factors behind the High Street's struggles and propose strategic recommendations for the future growth (Proctor, 2019).
2. Findings: Analysis of External Factors
Political Factors
Government policies and their power to make laws and decisions have significantly influenced the functioning of the High Streets. The key challenge for retailers is the business rates, which are often a lot higher than those from online competitors, impacting profits and essential investments (British Retail Consortium, 2023). The larger business properties have more disadvantages as the property tax system it is based on the property value. Planning regulations can also affect the retailer's ability to expand the range of products or services. The increases to the National Living Wage raise the running costs for retailers who rely on more staff. The ongoing Brexit influences supply chains by increased import tariffs costs, it also affects the availability of labour, all of which contribute to increased operational  complexity and expense for retailers (KPMG, 2021). Government support for town centres, with reliable, long-term policies, is essential to help the retailers build their confidence and encourage them to invest.
Economic Factors
Economic conditions are the most impactful external force on High Street retailers. The cost of living crisis has significantly reduced consumer spending capacity, this resulted in reduced spending on non-essential goods (Office for National Statistics, 2023). Prioritising the essentials impacts the sales for fashion, homeware, and leisure retailers. High inflation makes everything more expensive for both consumers and retailers, cutting into profits (Bank of England, 2023). Retailers are struggling with less demand and rising expenses. Rising interest rates make businesses face an even bigger challenge by making business loans more expensive and reducing consumers income through pricier mortgages. Because of global events and post-pandemic recovery, supply chains are breaking down, meaning less product and higher shipping costs (Deloitte, 2022). Therefore High Street retailers are highly affected by a bad economy and low consumer confidence.
Social Factors
Changing social habits and demographics are altering shopping patterns, with e-commerce now being a top choice for its convenience and wide selection, especially since the pandemic (Capgemini, 2022). It challenges the traditional physical store model. People now prefer shopping for experiences over just buying things, wanting unique store activities and social interaction (PwC, 2021). More people working remotely means fewer daily commuters in town centres, hurting lunchtime and after-work shopping (ONS, 2022). Growing awareness of sustainability is changing how people shop, making retailers prove their ethical methods (NielsenIQ, 2023).
Technological Factors
Technology brings big risks and rewards. E-commerce platforms are a major threat, still dominating with their convenience, huge selections, and low prices. High Street retailers are forced to spend a lot to merge online and in-store shopping for customers. Online retailers use data analytics to pinpoint what customers want, leading to personalized marketing and better stock management, something that many High Street retailers lack. Stores are using more tech like AR and self-checkout to improve shopping and efficiency (Gartner, 2023). However, this tech is expensive to buy and maintain, which is a barrier for some business. Retailers must adapt to fast-changing contactless and mobile payments to meet customer demands for speed and ease


Legal Factors
Retailers face many complex laws that affect their business and following them can be very challenging. Consumer protection laws like the Consumer Rights Act 2015 set strict rules for product quality, descriptions, returns, and refunds, which retailers must carefully follow (Gov.uk, 2015). Data privacy laws like the UK's GDPR set strict rules for handling customer data, demanding strong security and ongoing compliance (ICO, 2023). Employment laws, covering everything from working hours to safety and discrimination, dictate how retailers manage staff, increasing their admin and costs. Selling certain products, like alcohol or medicines, means retailers also need special licenses, adding to the rules. Breaking these laws can lead to big fines, affecting the retailer's reputation, or even force them to close, making legal compliance a critical ongoing concern.
Environmental Factors
Growing environmental concerns and more regulations are strongly impacting High Street shops. Consumers want products that are ethical, eco-friendly, and have less packaging (Euromonitor International, 2023). This pressures the retailers to change their supply chains, products, and how they handle waste, often costing them more. New government rules for reducing carbon and plastic waste, like taxes on single-use plastics or mandatory recycling, mean higher operating costs for businesses (Defra, 2023). Retailers are under pressure to cut their carbon footprint, from store energy use to product delivery and green supply chains. Extreme weather from climate change can hurt store visits, break supply chains, and damage shops, adding complex challenges to retailers. Brands now need to show they care about environment, it's essential for their image and attracting buyers.
SWOT Analysis Application (External Focus)
To understand the external factors impacting High Street retailers, I'm going to use a SWOT analysis. While SWOT usually looks at both internal and external factors, focusing on the external elements (Opportunities and Threats) will help combine insights from the PESTLE analysis. 
Opportunities
Growing demand for local and independent businesses: Many consumers are increasingly seeking unique products, A personal way to shop that creates a sense of community and makes people loyal to local businesses.
A desire for engaging retail experiences: High Streets can become places where people go for fun and to socialize. They can offer entertainment, food, drinks, and services alongside regular shops to create a complete experience

Government and local efforts to improve areas: Policies, money, and investment to improve town centres can help pay for better infrastructure and give businesses reasons to set up shop there
Prioritize eco-friendly and ethical choices: Retailers can stand out by clearly selling sustainable products, Clear supply chains and eco-friendly operations, attracting the growing number of more aware customers.
Temporary shops and flexible rent agreements: This offers new, innovative businesses an easy way to test the market without high costs, and it helps landlords
fill empty shops with different kinds of businesses
Threats:
Online competition: Online shopping keeps getting bigger and smarter, offering great convenience and huge product selections, and often lower prices, remains a primary threat.
Economic downturns and reduced consumer spending: Ongoing price increases and higher loan costs, and the increased cost of living crisis impact consumers ' less money to spend on non-essentials, so people buy less from shops
High operating costs: Very high business taxes, rising energy costs and ongoing increasing labour costs continue to reduce the profits for High Street retailers.
Changing consumer habits: People are moving away from traditional shopping trips towards quick, easy and often online, shopping, with a desire for experiences instead of just buying things.
Security concerns and rising crime rates: The rise of shoplifting in the UK and worker abuse, creates an unsafe environment for staff and causes big financial losses.

3. Conclusion
In conclusion, UK High Street shops face a very difficult and often unfriendly environment, shaped by complex political, economic, social, technological, legal, and environmental pressures. Online shopping is taking over, and the cost of living crisis is hitting hard, high running costs threaten many traditional businesses. Political decisions regarding business rates and planning, alongside the ongoing impact of Brexit, increase regulatory and financial pressure. People want experiences and sustainability, so businesses need to change how they operate, while fast tech changes mean businesses need to invest a lot in digital tools. Despite these big challenges, there are chances for High Streets to become vibrant community centres, by using local appeal, unique experiences, and smart technology. The survival and resurgence of the UK High Street will hinge upon the strategic ability of retailers to adapt, innovate, and collaborate in response to these dynamic external forces (Marchau, 2019 & Keough, 2019).
4. Recommendations
Based on the critical analysis of external factors impacting UK High Street retailers, the following specific recommendations aim to make them more resilient and help them grow.
Create experiences and community spaces: High Street shops should focus on experiences, not just transactions. Offer services, events, and communal spaces to give people a reason to visit and stay. For example, a bookstore could host author readings; a clothing store, a styling workshop, and shopping is becoming more about experiences (PwC, 2021). This is a big chance for shops, as people want experiences and community. By transforming stores into activity hubs: workshops, cafes, or local events, Retailers can attract people in ways online shopping cannot. 
Link online and physical stores, using local digital tools.
High Street retailers need to fully connect their online and in-store operations, focusing on boosting their local online visibility and convenient services. This includes maintaining up-to-date online stock levels, offering "click-and-collect" options, and engaging actively with local online communities. While Online shopping is a clear threat. Using click-and-collect and local delivery gives physical stores an edge because they're nearby (Deloitte, 2022).
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