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[bookmark: _Toc231089140]1. Introduction
One of the largest pressures which has influenced household spending in the United Kingdom is inflation. Inflation has subsided, yet consumers are still grappling with the cost-of-living crisis as the very high inflation of 2021-24 has been replaced by much lower inflation. The Consumer Prices Index (CPI) increased by 2.8% over the 12 months to April 2026, while the CPIH increased by 3.0% over the same time period (Office for National Statistics, 2026a). Moreover, the ongoing increases in prices means that households are still paying significantly more than they did prior to the inflationary period, despite the annual inflation rate falling (House of Commons Library, 2026). This means that the inflationary phenomenon is not an economic event, but a sustained phenomenon for consumer behaviour.
The dissertation will focus on the impact of the inflation on the spending behaviour of middle-class consumers in retail sector of the UK. Retail is a suitable industry, as it illustrates all people's daily decisions, such as food, clothes, home goods, personal care, electronics and other products. Inflation may affect the way consumers make purchasing decisions, the retailer they shop at, how they compare prices, how they take advantage of promotions or they may cut back on discretionary spending or buy a lower cost option. Rather than being the most financially vulnerable consumers, the study is focused on middle class consumers who may also be impacted by increased mortgage/rental payments, energy expenses, food and transportation costs. In this regard their expenditure decisions are relevant for retailers because they not only make essential expenditure in retailers but also discretionary expenditure.
[bookmark: _Toc231089141]2. Background to the Project
It's a double whammy for the UK retail sector. Both consumers and retailers have been extra careful as household budgets have been stretched and retailers have been dealing with increased operating expenses. In April 2026, the total retail sales in the UK fell 3% year on year; non-food sales decreased by 3.3% year on year and in-store non-food sales fell by 4.0% (British Retail Consortium, 2026a). The industry source attributes the cooling of demand to uncertainty and worries about the increase in living expenses. This indicates that inflation is not just a macroeconomic problem, but a problem directly for retailers who rely on consumers to be confident and on the regular spending path.
People have adjusted their finances in response to the many increased costs of living. Between October 2025 and January 2026, ONS survey data indicated that a majority (61%) of adults responding to the survey, who had taken action due to increased living costs, had reduced their spending on non-essentials, while 43% had been buying different brands to save money and 39% had been shopping around more for products and services (Office for National Statistics, 2026b). The responses indicate that inflation has an impact on discretionary and essential retail segments. It's not just a matter of price rises, however. It relates to the changes in consumer behaviour due to a decreased purchasing power of the income.
Care will be taken in this dissertation with the term middle-class. The study will operationally define 'middle-class consumers' as adults residing in the UK who self-identify as middle-class and who have a household income around the middle of the distribution of UK household income. According to the Department for Work and Pensions, the median household income in financial year ending 2025, before housing costs, was £719 per week (some £37,500 per year) (Department for Work and Pensions, 2026). This offers a tangible measure to filter out respondents and, at the same time, enables the survey to include respondents who consider themselves to be in the middle class.
[bookmark: _Toc231089142]3. Research Problem
The key research question is that whilst there is extensive reporting of the impact of inflation on UK consumers, its impact on middle class consumers in the retail sector is less well understood. Public data covers expenditure of all adults, or is weighted towards vulnerable groups, and helps to explain how all households are spending less, greater shopping around and purchasing cheaper food. Academic research in retail also confirms the return of inflation as a key challenge for retailers, though Dekimpe and van Heerde (2023) state that there is still not enough research on retailers' and consumers' behaviours during inflation. This provides a clear opportunity for a targeted dissertation which will be based upon inflationary pressures and retail consumer spending behaviour amongst middle class consumers in the United Kingdom.
The issue is crucial as there could be a divergence in the middle-class consumer response as compared to that of low-income households. They may be able to move around when it comes to income, but they also have other regular expenses like rent, mortgages, transportation, child care, credit repayments and lifestyle expectations. With rising prices, these consumers may not stop spending altogether, but they may cut down on their purchases of non-essentials, change stores, delay purchases, and/or shop for promotions. These changes are important for retailers to know, as they impact on the volume of sales, product lines, pricing and customer loyalty.
A simple two variable model will be employed in order to have a manageable dissertation. The independent variable is perception of inflationary pressures, which is the perception of the extent to which the rise in prices impacts consumers' household budgets and store selections. The dependent variable is the spending behaviour of the middle-class consumers in the retail sector in the UK, which involves reducing spending, choosing lower quality products, looking around for better prices, postponing purchases and using price discounts. This is a simple model that is appropriate as it is not an attempt to explain all aspects of consumer behaviour, but rather to determine if there is a measurable relationship between inflationary pressure and spending behaviour.
[bookmark: _Toc231089143]4. Research Aim, Objectives, Questions and Hypothesis
[bookmark: _Toc231089144]4.1 Research aim
· The aim of this study is to examine the impact of inflation on middle-class consumers' spending behaviour in the UK retail industry.
[bookmark: _Toc231089145]4.2 Research objectives
· To examine the current inflation and cost-of-living context affecting retail consumers in the UK.
· To assess how perceived inflationary pressure influences middle-class consumers' retail spending behaviour.
· To identify the main spending adjustments made by middle-class consumers, such as reducing non-essential purchases, switching to cheaper alternatives, shopping around and using promotions.
· To provide practical recommendations for UK retailers on responding to changing middle-class consumer behaviour during inflationary pressure.
[bookmark: _Toc231089146]4.3 Research questions
1. RQ1: What inflation-related pressures are currently affecting middle-class consumers in the UK retail market?
2. RQ2: What changes are middle-class consumers making in their retail spending behaviour because of inflation?
3. RQ3: Is perceived inflationary pressure significantly associated with changes in middle-class consumers' spending behaviour in the UK retail industry?
[bookmark: _Toc231089147]4.4 Research hypothesis
· H1: Perceived inflationary pressure has a significant positive effect on adaptive retail spending behaviour among middle-class consumers in the UK.
[bookmark: _Toc231089148]5. Brief Literature Review and Research Gap
[bookmark: _Toc231089149]5.1 Inflation, cost-of-living pressure and retail consumption
Inflation has a negative effect on the purchasing power of money because consumers have to spend more money for the same or similar type of goods. This has relevance in the retail sector in terms of day-to-day decision making as consumers see price changes in the supermarket, clothing outlets, discount stores and online retailers. Chua and Tsiaplias (2024) showed that supermarket price changes can have a significant impact on consumers' inflation expectations, particularly when there is a focus on price increases that are observed in frequently purchased goods. This is relevant to the UK as repeated shopping experience can be the basis for retail consumers to develop their sense of inflation, in addition to official statistics.
New retail literature reveals that inflation puts financial and psychological strain. However, when inflation and financial constraints are due to a crisis, Mennekes and Schramm-Klein (2025) showed that consumers may plan more, spend less on discretionary goods and switch to private labels. This is evidence for the claim that in order to cope with inflation people's spending behaviour is changed. Evidence from the ONS also indicates that consumers react to the increases in price by reducing their spending on non-essentials, increasing their search for better deals and purchasing cheaper food (Office for National Statistics, 2026b).
[bookmark: _Toc231089150]5.2 Price consciousness and value-seeking behaviour
Price is not just a cost, but also a cue that influences choice, according to consumer behaviour theory. Lichtenstein, Ridgway and Netemeyer (1993) demonstrated that price perceptions are related to behaviours like price searching, using coupons and buying less expensive alternatives. Ailawadi, Neslin and Gedenk (2001) also discovered that promotions and store brands can be a means for the value-conscious consumer to control his or her spending. The studies corroborate the suggested emphasis on spending adjustments including promotion seeking, changing to less expensive brands and retailer comparison.
The Theory of Planned Behaviour also helps to support the study. Ajzen (1991) believes that attitudes, perceived social pressure and perceived behavioural control influence behaviour. As it relates to inflation, consumers might believe that they can cut back or shop around for a better deal; it's a sensible and controllable reaction to higher prices. But the dissertation will not add several variables from the theory in the model. The theory will merely be applied as a simple explanation why perceived inflationary pressure can impact spending behaviour.
[bookmark: _Toc231089151]5.3 Research gap
This dissertation has a focused and applied gap. First, much of the evidence in the UK to date has been on the general response of households to the cost-of-living crisis but lacks in-depth analysis of middle-class retail consumers as a group. Second, while there are a number of industry reports that talk about sales trends and consumer confidence, there is not a clear academic relationship between perceived inflationary pressure and spending behaviour. Thirdly, academic literature acknowledges that inflation is a significant problem in retailing but that more specific research is needed on the consumer coping behaviour during times of inflation (Dekimpe and van Heerde, 2023). The current study aims to fill the void by testing the relationship between inflationary pressure and spending behaviour of the middle-class retail consumers in the UK with the help of a simple quantitative model.
[bookmark: _Toc231089152]6. Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework contains only one independent variable and one dependent variable. This keeps the dissertation focused, realistic and suitable for the available word count and data collection time.
[image: ]
Figure 1: Conceptual framework
Respondents' perceptions of inflationary pressures will be gauged by their perceptions of increased retail prices, the pressure on household budgets, and their concern about the rise in the cost of prices in the future. Retail spending behaviour will be assessed using the following indicators: decrease in non-essential purchases, use of discounts, brand switching, retailer switching, and change in purchasing frequency. The hypothesis is that the greater the perceived inflationary pressure, the more robust will be the adaptive spending behaviour.
[bookmark: _Toc231089153]7. Proposed Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc231089154]7.1 Research philosophy, approach and design
The study will be based on a positivist research philosophy as it seeks to test a measurable relationship between two variables through numerical data. A deductive method was adopted as the study started from the theory and literature on price perception, inflation and consumer behaviour and a hypothesis was tested using survey data. A quantitative cross-sectional design will be used since the data will be collected once from the respondents during the dissertation period. This is achievable within the scope of the project and appropriate for revealing patterns within a set of consumers (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc231089155]7.2 Population, sample and sampling method
The target population will consist of middle-class consumers aged 18 or over in the UK with retail goods purchase experience in the last 3 months. The study will attempt to obtain a minimum of 80-100 responses, which is higher than the 50 responses that is usually obtained in a small quantitative dissertation study. The respondents must have an income and consumer profile and thus the approach of sampling is non-probability sampling which is known as purposive sampling. You can also share via personal networks and general social media postings. No data from social media, or private profile data, will be collected.
[bookmark: _Toc231089156]7.3 Data collection method
Data will be gathered using closed question in an online questionnaire. The questionnaire will consist of screening questions, demographic questions and likert scale questions. The independent variable will be measured in terms of perceived inflationary pressure and the dependent variable will be measured in terms of retail spending behaviour. A questionnaire is appropriate as it can be used to gather data from consumers in an efficient way and can be statistically analysed (Creswell and Creswell, 2018).
Table 1: Variable operationalisation
	Variable
	Role
	Indicative measures
	Scale

	Perceived inflationary pressure
	Independent variable
	Feeling that retail prices have risen, pressure on household budget, concern about future prices
	5-point Likert scale

	Retail spending behaviour
	Dependent variable
	Reduced non-essential spending, cheaper brands, shopping around, delayed purchases, greater discount use
	5-point Likert scale


[bookmark: _Toc231089157]7.4 Data analysis plan
The data will be downloaded from the online questionnaire as a CSV file and analysed with RGui 4.5.1. Descriptive statistics will be used to provide an overview of the characteristics of the respondents and the key spending changes. Cronbach's alpha will be used to determine the reliability of multi-item scales. The retail spending behaviour will then be correlated with perceived inflationary pressure. Lastly, simple linear regression will be applied to test the hypothesis and to estimate the magnitude of the inflationary pressure on changes in spending behaviour. RGui 4.5.1 is appropriate for it, as it will be able to process numerical survey data and perform the necessary statistical tests for this simple two-variable model (R Core Team, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc231089158]8. Ethical Considerations
The study will follow normal research ethics for primary survey research. This will be a voluntary response and a brief information statement will be provided informing them of the purpose of the study, the types of questions on the questionnaire and of their right to withdraw prior to completing the questionnaire. No names, addresses, phone numbers, employer names or other identifying information will be collected in the survey. Income will only be collected and analysed in broad bands. Data will be kept confidential and only utilized for academic purposes. Respondents will be asked for consent prior to beginning the questionnaire. The research will exclude vulnerable subjects, and no deception, personal or sensitive information or financial advice will be used.
[bookmark: _Toc231089159]9. Project Feasibility and Timeline
The project is feasible because it utilizes a specific topic, a simple two-variable model and an online survey. The cost-of-living crisis in the UK and retail spending behaviour is a topical issue and there are available academic, government and industry sources. Data collection is also easy as the participants are not one organisation's employees but general adult consumers. The biggest risk is that the target group (middle class) may not return enough valid responses. To minimise this risk, the survey will be disseminated in a number of ways and will contain clear screening questions.
Table 2: Proposed timeline
	Activity
	May
	Jun
	Jul
	Aug

	Topic refinement and supervisor feedback
	███
	
	
	

	Proposal and ethics form
	
	███
	
	

	Literature review
	
	███
	█
	

	Methodology design
	
	██
	█
	

	Questionnaire design and pilot test
	
	
	██
	

	Data collection
	
	
	███
	

	Data cleaning and coding
	
	
	█
	█

	Data analysis using RGui 4.5.1
	
	
	
	██

	Findings and discussion writing
	
	
	
	███

	Final proofreading, formatting and submission
	
	
	
	██



[bookmark: _Toc231089160]10. Conclusion
This proposal presents a focused dissertation on the effect of inflation on the spending behaviour of middle-class consumers in the retail sector in the UK. The study addresses the present context of cost of living and focuses on the specific area of consumer spending adjustments, rather than inflation in general. The proposed model is kept simple because the independent variable is the perceived inflationary pressure and the dependent variable is retail spending behaviour. The research is feasible since it employs an online questionnaire, clearly defined target population and basic statistical analysis. The anticipated value added is a better understanding of how middle-class consumers will behave when faced with retail inflation pressure, as well as useful recommendations for UK retailers.
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[bookmark: _Toc231089162]Appendix A: Draft Questionnaire Items
The final questionnaire will be reviewed and refined before data collection. A 5-point scale will be used where 1 means strongly disagree and 5 means strongly agree.
Table A1: Draft survey items
	Section
	Purpose
	Example items

	Screening
	Confirm eligibility
	I live in the UK. I am aged 18 or above. I have purchased retail goods in the last three months.

	Perceived inflationary pressure
	Measure the independent variable
	Retail prices have increased noticeably. Rising prices have put pressure on my household budget. I am concerned that prices will continue to rise.

	Retail spending behaviour
	Measure the dependent variable
	I buy fewer non-essential items. I compare prices more often. I buy cheaper brands or private-label products more often. I delay larger retail purchases. I use discounts and promotions more often.

	Demographics
	Describe the sample
	Age group, gender, income band, household type and employment status.
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