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[bookmark: _gkh9ak66syjx]Introduction 
Like any part of the world, the high street has been a retail business destination for decades in the UK where it consists of both local and global brands The UK high street market features a good mix of businesses, supermarkets,  speciality stores, famous retailers, clothing retailers etc where it consists of the big four retailers of the UK Tesco, Asda, Sainsbury’s and Morrisons. However, the UK high street business are going through massive challenges which led to even closure of major stores due to evolving customer habits, Covid aftermath, economic pressure due to various reasons such as increased living costs, the rise of online shopping, low footfall, high rental etc resulting in shop closure and empty retail spaces. The report is indicated to discuss external factors affecting the High street retail sector. A SWOT analysis and a broad PESTEL analysis evaluating political, economic, social, technological, legal and environmental impact in which economic and technological factors will be discussed in detail. Edward de Bono's Six Thinking Hats framework will be used to identify diverse perspectives of the situation and based on the insights, strategic recommendations will be provided to support the high-street retailers  (O’Donnell, 2025). 


[bookmark: _fixhudr51b0n]SWOT analysis 

Swot analysis of the strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and strengths. Identifying strength factors helps to address opportunities better with a clear plan to overcome the weaknesses. The competitive advantage acquired through this process can considerably minimise the threat factors. Strengths are, A space within the high street with the presence of both small shops and renowned brands offers high recognition and opportunity to provide unique in-store experiences. The major weaknesses are the high operational cost and its direct impact on profit and sales. Post-pandemic, customers opt for multi-channel shopping, product and brand substitution, high technological adoption, increased eco-consciousness etc (Das, Sarkar and Debroy, 2022) and addressing all of the above is impractical. Opportunities lie in the capacity to address the evolving requirements of the customers, Availability of online and offline shops sustainability initiatives etc can improve the situation. Post-pandemic,  offering eco-friendly products and services has become inevitable. Discussing the threats, the high cost of living has considerably affected the purchasing power of the customers. Additionally, competition,  labour shortage, and supply chain disruptions have worsened the situation. The rise of organised crime is alarmingly increasing especially in the co-op. Consumers and employees do not feel safe working in such an environment under low job security(Ward, 2025). Shoplifting and theft have become a common problem in  high streets and  Office for National Statistics, 2023 has recorded more than 430,000 cases, an increase of more than a third in 2022 (Teasdale, 2024)
[bookmark: _kbix1d767a3h]
[bookmark: _g5ee1gcx6i6p]PESTEL analysis 

Discussing the PESTEL factors, under political factors,  increasing Government rules and regulations such as tax rates, increased minimum wages, employment law requirements,  regulations after BREXIT on EU nationals, Post BREXIT trade restrictions etc are causing cost hikes,  supply chain disruptions, and logistics barriers. By the end of 2020, 14% of retail spaces were vacant in the High Street in the UK. Additionally, the increased rate of shoplifting calls for stricter law enforcement. To address this, policies such as the "Build Back Better High Streets Strategy" a government initiative to transform high streets into vibrant places for work, visits, and living were introduced. (Ministry of Housing Communities and Local Government, 2021)
[bookmark: _u5h0gc9kht2]Coming to economic Factors, The Centre for Retail Research forecasts 17,350 store closures over the next 12 months, which was 13479 in 2023  the High street retailers are suffering from the cost of living crisis, inflation, increase in minimum wages, increased operational costs due to increased rent, technology adoption, increased business rates, loss due to massive competition from online stores etc. The British Retail Consortium (BRC)  observed that Rachel Reeve’s budget is putting a cost hike of  £ 2.3 billion for the employer on National Insurance contributions. Additionally, a 6,7% increase in the national minimum wage is creating a burden of more than £2.7bn additional wage cost for the retail sector. An increase in property taxes as well as a reduction in business rate discounts are also causing challenges in the high Street retail business (O’Donnell, 2025) In response to this, the Government has initiated schemes such as the "Build Back Better High Streets Strategy" and offering funding schemes like  High Streets Fund, Levelling Up Fund etc Approximately, £10 billion of funding for high streets to revive High Street businesses were also been initiated to support this effort. (Ministry of Housing Communities and Local Government, 2021). Also, the UK government has introduced  40% business rate relief for 2,50,000 retail shops, which will be beneficial for High Street retail shops as well until 2026 and also planning to lower the business rate by 2026.  (O’Donnell, 2025). 
[bookmark: _97zge47zs4fb]
[bookmark: _rpmuquqlxt31]Under social factors -  the world witnessed a permanent shift in consumer behaviour after the Pandemic, and the retail sector is experiencing a decline in footfall due to the customers’ preference for online shopping. According to Marslow’s hierarchy of needs, consumers prioritise their actual needs  (McLeod, 2024). Businesses like coffee shops, cafes, convenience stores, and value retailers are the only four categories experiencing growth since 2024. It aligns with the theory that People value experience more than luxury, and affordability remains top, with shoppers prioritising value and cautious spending. (PwC, 2024)
[bookmark: _vqmniprchs23]Considering the technological factors, the retailers are suggested for strategic use of digital marketplaces to sustain their business. Highstreets are the lifeblood of retail businesses and competition from online shopping sites is a huge threat for physical shops.(Akerberg, 2024). The requirement is a huge burden on shop owners as it demands a captivating in-store experience, technology and innovation to enhance the shopping experience, and trained staff to survive but needs huge investment. Return to office policy has a positive impact on retail footfall.(Akerberg, 2024). 

Legal factors, In the UK,  retail is one the top taxed sectors in the country (Partridge, 2025) and the retail sector is marking a  £7bn increase in their costs in 2025 due to the government’s hikes to employers’ national insurance contributions “national living wage”, as well as new packaging levies. The situation is alarming and resulting in massive closure of retail shops all over the country. The government is making efforts to mitigate the negative impacts. But companies like Sainsbury’s have already axed 3000 jobs in the last year due to cost pressure and legal requirements. BREXIT impact Post BREXIT trade restrictions supply chain disruptions, and logistics barriers have also impacted. (Partridge, 2025) Coming to environmental factors As customers have become eco-conscious and are ready to pay more for sustainable options, offering eco-friendly products and services can improve sustainability.(CIPD, 2024)

Six Thinking Hat is a tool developed by Edward de Bono in 1986. It is a well-structured tool to support group discussion, individual thinking and decision-making through representation involving 6 metaphorical hats with different colours, each representing 6 different thinking styles.(The De Bono Group, 2025). The white hat represents facts and information. The High Street retail sector is facing massive challenges due to low footfall, cost hikes, and financial burdens due to rules and regulations. The sector is facing high competition from the online sector and is under pressure to adapt technology and strategic business plans for incorporating strategic business plans cost-effectively. The red hat represents feelings and emotions, the retailers are under pressure while consumers are happy with the multi-channel purchasing and are price conscious. (Chamie and Ikeda, 2015) . The black hat discusses challenges and risks, store closure, high cost, financial overburden, Consumers’ preference for online stores, rules and regulations etc are putting barriers for both large and small retailers. Yellow hats stand for opportunities, the situation can be considered as an opportunity for growth by adapting to the evolving consumer needs by investing in technology, in-store experiences, staff training of staff and attracting consumers. The green hat represents creativity and innovation where the retailers can innovate, such as AI and addressing sustainability requirements to attract eco-conscious customers, and the Blue hat gives the big picture. The retailer who adapts to the changes by investing in technology and innovation and enhancing the physical store experience with digital convenience can only survive. 


[bookmark: _ec7r1pfkuqwe]Conclusion and recommendations 
The retail sector is the blood of the UK high street business, and being a sector with a high contribution through tax and employment opportunities, the government should not delay the support for its revival. Online retail giants like Amazon are putting pressure on retail owners to adopt an online presence. Seasonal sales and retail with no online stores are more prone to struggle. The evolving consumer behaviour, rising costs and online shopping are the key reasons for the challenges, but with effective financial support and rules and policies, the government can strengthen the High Street retail business. The High Street market of the UK is dominated by 4 giants: Tesco, Asda, Sainsbury’s and Morrisons, and the sector is facing store closures all over the high street. As discussed, the major reasons are the rising cost of living, adhering to the rules and regulations, evolving consumer behaviour, competition from online shops, and adapting to technology. AI can be incorporated into services such as AI incorporated in-store shopping experiences with digital convenience, aligning with eco-conscious and sustainable practices, personalisation, improved digital presence, etc. To survive, the High Street retail sector must highly invest in technology, adapt to ethical retail strategies like sustainability, focus on experienced retail business, etc. (Gov. UK,  2024)  Thus a curated and intimate shopping experience can enhance customer satisfaction and improve footfall and profitability (Weidig, Weippert and Kuehnl, 2024)
The Government must support the sector to revive with more policies and support funding such as reducing business rates, Tax relaxation, support funding for closed businesses, etc. Stringent rules and punishment should be imposed on shoplifting cases to protect the safety of employees and customers. The government should invest in infrastructure improvements, funding to improve digital presence, run campaigns to shop on high streets, etc. Also, improve security measures by investing in surveillance AI-based cameras, improve accessibility and infrastructure facilities, impose fines and punishments, provide training support for staff, support funding for upskilling to address staff shortage, etc. 
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