THE UK
RETAIL MARKET
OPPORTUNITY:
YOUR INDEPENDENT
AND AUTHORITATIVE GUIDE
TO THE UK RETAIL MARKET

WELCOME

RESILIENT RETAIL

UK retailing is facing growing challenges but as Sarah Golden
of the British Independent Retailers Association (bira)
reports, the very best retailers continue to build
strong businesses.

Welcome message from Louise Young,
Managing Director of Retail,
Ascential Events

The UK retail industry is
undergoing enormous change
as it adjusts to the realities of
today’s highly connected and
digitally-driven world. This is
happening against another
reality which is the enormous
competitive pressures faced by
the UK’s retailers. Ask any retail
expert and they will confirm
that the UK is one of the most
competitive and tough markets in
which to operate. The Brexit vote
will no doubt only add to that
pressure.
But these factors do not render
UK retailing unattractive. Far
from it. Competition has created
some of the most innovative,
creative and successful retailers
in the world – both small, medium
and large.
The UK consumer still loves
to shop although needs to be
enticed by great new product and
attractive stores or websites.
This special report provides
deeper insight from experts and
key statistics on the UK market
to help all those considering
entering this outstanding retail
landscape.
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customers to buy. But they will
buy great new products and that
is why at Spring and Autumn Fair
we seek to bring together the
world’s best suppliers to meet
with the UK’s retail buyers. I am
delighted that we have updated
this UK Market Report for 2016 to
tell the world about the strength
and attractiveness of retailing in
this country.

65.1 MILLION

UK POPULATION
IN 2015
Office for National Statistics

2ND

LARGEST GDP
IN EUROPE

The UK independent retail sector is diverse, agile,
imaginative and ever-evolving. With increased
competition and mounting pressures,
independents constantly develop to meet the
growing demands of consumers; diversifying,
expanding their ranges and keeping ahead of the
trends.

*All figures are from bira’s Openings and Closures Report, produced in conjunction with Local Data Company.

THE UK MARKET
REPORT 2016

Spring Fair and its sister event,
Autumn Fair, have been serving
the UK retail industry for over 65
years. It is a fantastic sector that
never stands still and creates
some amazing retailers who thrive
on the sheer pace and
opportunity to bring together the
very best products for their
customers. We also know that it
is getting ever harder to tempt

Independent retailers make up 65% of our retail
space in the UK, this equates to some 283,571
stores. Whilst only marginal, there was growth in
the independent sector in bira’s most recent
openings and closures report (0.18%), with Wales,
Yorkshire and the Humber seeing the greatest rise.
However, as more and more pressures are put on
retailers and multiple retailing is in decline (-0.59%),
the independent sector remains resilient.
One of the reasons for this resilience in
independents is their ability to develop and
diversify to satisfy their current customer as well as
being able to attract new customers. This ability to
be nimble means they are often more willing to
give new ranges and products a go and to offer a
point of difference to their multiple competitors.
They don’t want to sell the same products as
everyone else on their high street. These new
ranges can introduce customers to their business
that they wouldn’t ordinarily have and keep them
coming back for more.
The biggest trend we are seeing in the
independent retail sector at the moment is
diversification, with many retailers offering added
extras for their customers; whether it be greetings
cards at till points, fashion accessories in their gift
shop or giftware in their cookshop. By opening up
their businesses to a diverse range of products
they become a one stop shopping destination.

More independents are offering ‘experiences’
within their business and plan special events to
draw customers in. Suppliers are invited to
demonstrate their products, there are cooking
demonstrations, fashion shows, pre-sale events
for loyal customers and VIP nights etc.
This all equates to a strong sector, that is charged
and ready to react at speed, something that the
multiples simply can’t do.

Sarah Golden.
Marketing and Membership Director,
British Independent Retailers Association

55%

PROPORTION
OF INDEPENDENT
RETAILERS
CONFIDENT ABOUT
YEAR AHEAD

STRONGEST
PRODUCT SECTORS:
FURNISHINGS,
FLOORCOVERINGS
AND BEDS
Bira members survey
January-March 2016
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UK LEADS
THE WAY
Why is the UK such an attractive retail market for
international suppliers? Because it has risen to the
challenge of tough market conditions to create some of
the world’s most innovative retailers argues veteran retail
analyst, Richard Hyman, founder of RAH Advisory Ltd.

PROJECTED RETAIL SALES
GROWTH 2016-21
TOTAL RETAIL SALES

Retail has always been the most dynamic of
industries but it has never faced greater challenge
and change than right now. Technology has been
the key agent of change, representing both a threat
and an opportunity. A key threat is the potential for
brand owners and suppliers to go direct to the
customer and miss out the retailer altogether. This
has happened, but only on a small scale. Retail is
making huge strides in adding digital data to its
existing customer insight.

Richard Hyman is an
independent retail analyst and
consultant at Richard Talks Retail.
He was the founder and former
Managing Director and CEO
of RAH Advisory Ltd.

8%

OF ALL
UK BUSINESSES
ARE RETAILERS

3 MILLION
EMPLOYED
IN UK RETAIL

Another threat is economic – online retail tends to
add capacity and cost, without adding demand.
The resulting pressure on profitability is
concentrating retail minds across the industry.
The opportunity is a low cost channel direct to
customer’s lives, their homes and their mobiles.
This 24/7 access gives the customer increased
power to buy when and how they want, and the
retailer the opportunity to tailor their pitches
accordingly. Most important, every time a
customer engages with the vendor online, websites
can track where they go and what they buy.
This explosion in customer knowledge is driving
change. The phrase “the customer is king” is
generations old but it has been more or less empty,
until now. Today, the customer truly holds all the
cards. Never has there been so much choice and

this is intensifying competition. With
23% of non-food sales now taking place
online, the UK has the highest penetration of any
developed retail economy. This is the key factor
making UK retail the leading market in the world
in terms of innovation and leading edge thinking.
What happens in our market will gradually
permeate all the developed economies in time.

GERMANY

£434bn £495bn

14%

FRANCE

£377bn £429bn

13.6%

Online has been driving capacity growth and the
resulting margin dilution is another key challenge.
Driving volumes and being able to target offers
precisely are critical.

UK*

£343bn £377bn

2016

2021

% CHANGE
(IN LOCAL CURRENCY)

9.9%

ITALY
Retailers still retain the key customer
£287bn £314bn
9.5%
relationships that brands depend on. The need
to leverage data and customer insight to deliver
increasingly imaginative offerings makes the UK
SPAIN
£164bn £188bn
14.9%
the frontline of global retail innovation. Intensifying
competition is raising the bar and leadership
teams can no longer rely on the rear view mirror
NETHERLANDS
15.8%
£77bn £89bn
to set strategy. Editing ranges, optimising the
supply chain, managing often excessively large
store portfolios and increasing customer service
IRELAND
23.5%
£27bn £34bn
are among the headline issues they face. The
pressure of having to deal with this against the
background of a tight economy is bringing the
very best out of UK management and the retail
Source: Planet Retail
*UK forecasts adjusted to account for potential effects of the Brexit negotiations
industry they run.

190,355
NUMBER OF
RETAIL
BUSINESSES
IN UK
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MOBILE: RETAIL’S
NEW FRONT DOOR
% OF ONLINE SALES
FROM MOBILE
(TABLET AND SMARTPHONE)

45% of total ecommerce sales from
tablets and smartphones in the UK in 2015
(IMRG)

30% of total ecommerce sales from tablet
and smartphones in the USA in 2015 (Internet
Retailing)

Smartphones are increasingly
the devices UK consumers
use when they first search for
or discover products and
brands. So it’s crucial to
understand the strength of
mobile commerce in the UK
explains, explains Practicology
CEO Martin Newman.

SMARTPHONES
IN THE UK
40% of mobile sales are from
smartphones

79% smartphone sales are growing at
year on year

2.1% the average conversion rate for
visits to UK retail sites on smartphones

transaction on a smartphone

UK TABLET COMMERCE
60% of mobile sales are from tablet devices

This change in consumer behaviour has been
rapid in the UK and Asian markets, and is still
evolving. Initially retailers saw traction with tablets,
but now the importance of smartphones is
increasing, not just as a sales channel but
increasingly as a marketing channel too. In
particular, there is a strong uptick in mobile usage
around gifting events such as Christmas.

Martin Newman is the founder
and CEO of retail consultancy,
Practicology and is a
Non-Executive Director of
White Stuff and Conviviality plc.

Both Google and Facebook are beginning to
develop advertising products that are designed to
drive ROPO. Retailers can create product ads for
Google search results that show where their
nearest store is stocking the item in the advert,
and Facebook will allow advertisers to create ads
that are tailored to the location of the user when
they view them.
Mobile can be seen as both a threat and
opportunity for retailers of all sizes. But as it is
changing the way consumers approach making
purchases it is not a trend that any consumerfocused business can afford to ignore.

So it’s clear that if you want to sell homewares and
gifts online that you need to understand how
consumers engage via mobile, and particularly
smartphones.
All of the growth in UK online sales in 2015 and
2014 can be attributed to growth in mobile sales,
says online retail industry body IMRG. In the last
three months of 2015 a tipping point was reached,
when more than 50% of ecommerce sales were
completed on mobile devices.
So if you want to sell online then you need a
website that displays well on all kinds of devices,
and this normally means choosing a responsive
web design that automatically changes how the
site displays based on the device that it is being
displayed on.

(all figures from IMRG)

£76 the average basket value for a retail

Whether you sell online or not, be certain that the
majority of UK customers are online at some point
in their purchase journey. Increasingly they are
likely to be online using a smartphone or tablet,
rather than a desktop or laptop too.

Even if you don’t sell online then you should think
about how consumers discover and research your
products online. This customer behaviour is called
ROPO - research online, purchase offline – and is
also increasingly conducted on mobile devices.
Indeed, in 2015 Google announced that more than
50% of the searches conducted on its platform
globally are from mobile devices. And if you market
your business via social media then the numbers
are even higher, both Twitter and Facebook say
that more than 80% of their users are mobile.

E-COMMERCE SALES
% OF TOTAL RETAIL
2016
BRAZIL

2021
3.5%

9.3%
7.8%

CHINA

9.6%

FRANCE

8.6%

GERMANY
INDIA
ITALY

UK
USA

16%
12.3%

1.0%

2.6%
7.6%
10.3%

JAPAN
RUSSIA

11.3%

4.1%
13.9%
7.9%

12.2%
15.1%
8%
20.7%
11.4%

5.4% tablet sales are growing at year
on year

3.8%

the average conversion rate for visits
to UK retail sites on tablets

£61 the average basket value for a
retail transaction on a tablet
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“YOU NEED A WEBSITE THAT DISPLAYS WELL ON ALL
KINDS OF DEVICES, A RESPONSIVE WEB DESIGN THAT
AUTOMATICALLY CHANGES HOW THE SITE DISPLAYS BASED
ON THE DEVICE THAT IT IS BEING DISPLAYED ON”
7

BACK IN FASHION

A combination of factors is making prospects for the UK’s
smaller retailers the most positive they have been for years
says property expert Nico Beedle.

Although the current retail climate comes with its
challenges for landlords, retailers looking to take
physical space are presented with a real
opportunity. Landlords are increasingly aware
that they will not simply be able to fill high streets
and shopping centres with UK brands which
have existed for decades. As a result,
international brands, SMEs and independent
retailers are now in a stronger position than ever
to negotiate bespoke deals on space to suit their
business needs.

Nico Beedle is Partner at specialist law firm
Merali Beedle which works with retailers
across the UK.

283,571
NUMBER
OF SHOPS
IN UK
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65%

PROPORTION OF
ALL UK SHOPS
OWNED BY
INDEPENDENTS

It is therefore possible to substantially de-risk
stores by linking outgoings to turnover and by
agreeing a clear exit strategy in the event that the
store is not as profitable as expected. Landlords
have woken up to the fact that independent
retailers and SMEs may be interested in taking on
space on a short-term basis (often in the form of
‘pop-ups’) which can reduce vacancies and
provide excellent exposure for both brands and
landlords looking to let that space longer term.  
The shift in landlords’ attitudes towards SMEs and
independent retailers makes commercial sense –
research published by Kantar Retail and Groupon
has shown that 71% of shoppers would visit their
high street more if there were a greater range of
independent shops. Another survey produced by
MyHermes indicates that 55% of people shop with
an independent retailer at least once a week, and
that 83% shop in-store.
In addition, despite the fact that Millennials have a
reputation for being more reliant on technology
than previous generations, recent research in the
US shows that 82% of Millennials believe it is
important for retailers to have a physical presence,
and although e-commerce is undoubtedly
growing, it is still projected to account for only
19.3% of retail sales in the UK in 2019.
Retailers who are interested in taking space in the
UK should therefore be positive, and will find a
market in which landlords are increasingly willing to
adapt their offering to match the business needs
of their tenants.

XXX
XXX
XXXXX
XXXXX
XXXXXXXXXXX
XXXXXXXXXXX
XXXXXXXXX
XXX XXXX
XXX
X

BEAUTIFUL
WASTE
34%

In an era of sustainability and « less
is more » waste from one industry
can be precious to another. We
see recycled wood, plastic, glass
and other materials beautifully
upcycled in refined and subtle
ways that whisper sophistication.

SWEET
NOSTALGIA

The gentle side of British craft is
celebrated, reviving homely pieces
such as crocheted doilies, crossstitched patterns, embroidered
cloths and even chintz. New
colourways are key to updating the
look!

SUPER
TROPICALITY

Leaves and flowers will continue to
inspire, pairing bright hues with
lush jungle greens. The look can
be exotic, or it can be more
domestic: think tropical chintz!

SEASONAL TRENDS

The UK market for homewares remains strong. Lisa White,
Head of Homestyles and Interiors at trend forecasters WGSN,
sets out the themes that they predict will excite UK consumers.

EXPERIENCE THROUGH PRODUCT

Consumers are spending more on experiences than on goods, so products that offer personal and family
experiences and moments will be clear winners. Luxury is evolving from what we own to how we live.

ARMCHAIR
TRAVEL

Even if customers stay at home,
they will want to “travel” through
inspiring global products that
reflect a multiplicity of ethnic
influences, from Brazil to Bhutan,
Cape Town to Cuba.

ANALOGUE
NOSTALGIA

We will see mixes of high and
low-fi, AI and In Real Life products
and experiences. There is a
continued desire to reference
pre-internet designs and
technology from the 1970s and
1980s with bold, contrasted
graphics.

TIME TO PAUSE

We will celebrate slowing down,
enjoying the moment, and finding
more of a balance with time and
technology. Scent, softness and
tactility will be key ways to engage
the senses.
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In an ever-increasingly short-order market, Autumn Fair
is perfectly placed to attract top multiple retailers and
independents ahead of their most lucrative retailing seasons.
ATTRACTS POWERFUL
BUYING AUDIENCE
88%

of all Autumn Fair visitors visited
AF15 to discover new products and/or
suppliers

Connecting thousands of top retailers with the latest
products, brands and trends for 2017.
THE SPRING FAIR
DIFFERENCE.

THE CURATED SHOW SECTORS INCLUDE:

Established in 1952, Spring Fair is the UK’s
biggest and most popular destination for the home
and gift industry. With 14 carefully curated show
sectors ranging from Gift & Lifestyle to the
brand-new-for 2017 DIY & Home Improvement
sector, the show boasts the most comprehensive
selection of new designs and products of any
UK show, attracting a huge 64,000+ visitors each
year. During the course of the event Spring Fair’s
3,000+ exhibitors have an unrivalled opportunity to
build relationships, write orders and gain leads
with a captive audience of department store
buyers, independent retailers, online retailers,
interior designers and beyond.

ORDERS

INNOVATION

OF VISITORS SEE
SPRING FAIR
EXHIBITORS AS
RELEVANT TO
THEIR BUSINESS

OF VISITORS
PLACED AN ORDER
AT OR AS A RESULT
OF SPRING FAIR
2016

OF EXHIBITORS
SUCCESSFULLY
LAUNCHED NEW
PRODUCTS AT
SPRING FAIR 2016

88%

Source: Visitor survey, Spring Fair 2016

78% of visitors said they placed or will
place an order as a result of their visit to
Autumn Fair.

94% had purchasing authority or could
influence purchase decisions.

27,000+ visitors attended.
“SMALLER SHOWS ARE
NOT EFFECTIVE FOR US
AND I THINK THAT IF YOU’RE
SERIOUS ABOUT DOING BUSINESS
IN THE UK YOU HAVE TO BE
VISIBLE AT AUTUMN FAIR.”
Julian Atkinson
Reprographics Manager
Root Candles

RELEVANCE

87%
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• Body & Bath
• Children’s Gifts, Toys & Gadgets
• Christmas Gifts, Floral & Seasonal Decorations
• Contemporary Gift
• Fashion/Jewellery, Accessories & Luggage
• Volume Gift & Home
• Greetings & Gift
• Home
• Gift
• Retail Solutions
• The Summerhouse
• Kitchen, Dining & Housewares
• The Party Show
• BRAND-NEW FOR 2017 DIY & Home Improvement

92%

of those with sole/joint purchasing
responsibility only visited AF15 to discover
new products or suppliers

83%

As the sister event to Spring Fair, Autumn Fair (held
early September) is strategically positioned to offer
retailers the all-essential opportunity to source new
products ahead of their busiest business periods
(including Christmas, Easter and Mother’s Day).
Exhibitors have the opportunity to get their new
products out to the market and retailers can come
to stock up and top up on products as well as
preview and trail new product lines.

INFLUENCE BREAKDOWN
2015 PURCHASING ROLE

83%

SOLE OR
JOINT
RESPONSIBILITY

Naomi Barton
Portfolio Director
Autumn Fair, The Light Show
Ascential Events,
The Studios,
2 Kingdom Street, London, W2 6JG
T: +44 (0)203 0332155
M: +44 (0)7789 942 569
E: naomi.barton@autumnfair.com
www.autumnfair.com
Nick Davison
Portfolio Director, Spring Fair
T: +44 (0)203 033 2161
M: +44 (0)7595646492
www.springfair.com
Zoë Bonser
Head of Sales,
Spring Fair & Autumn Fair
Ascential Events
The Studios,
2 Kingdom Street, London, W2 6JG
E: zoe.bonser@ascential.com
T: +44 (0) 203 033 2370
M: +44 (0) 759 049 5987

www.springfair.com
www.autumnfair.com

