Financial pressure on pubs laid bare
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For communities across Britain, the pub is a vital community hub and a core part of our high streets. Yet behind the bar, owners are dealing with a tough economic climate. Industry figures from the British Beer and Pub Association (BBPA) show that, on average, close to two pubs close their doors permanently every day, prompting policy debates at the highest levels of government. To understand where Britain's pub culture remains strongest and where venues face the greatest challenge, Capital on Tap analysed 32 major British towns and cities. The study examines overall pub density, average Google review scores, balance between independent and chain venues, local search interest, net venue changes over two years, and the average cost of a pint. Britain's strongest pub scenes To identify the locations with the strongest overall pub scenes, each city was assigned an index score out of 10 based on pub density, customer satisfaction scores, independent venue share, local search interest, recent growth, and pint affordability. 


 Rank 

Location

Pub and bar density per 10,000 residents

Average Google rating for pubs

Proportion of independent pubs

Average monthly search demand for pubs per 10,000 people

Net change in pub and bar numbers 2023 to 2025

Average cost of a pint

Final Score


 1

Brighton and Hove

7.74

4.42

79.40 per cent

1317.52

2.33 per cent

£6.65

7.36


 2

Norwich

6.52

4.40

86.42 per cent

944.56

0 per cent

£5.50

7.19


 3

Liverpool

5.22

4.38

78.65 per cent

604.04

0 per cent

£5.00

6.29


 4

Manchester

4.33

4.36

76.21 per cent

1126.21

6.25 per cent

£6.00

6.16


 5

City of Bristol 

4.44

4.35

70.04 per cent

1531.72

-4.35 per cent

£5.80

5.85


 6

York

5.98

4.34

63.20 per cent

877.97

0.00 per cent

£5.00

5.81


 7

Blackpool

5.58

4.24

70.31 per cent

181.19

14.29 per cent

£3.50

5.80


 8

Newcastle- upon-Tyne

4.36

4.37

67.16 per cent

632.41

3.70 per cent

£5.00

5.74


 9

Sunderland

4.01

4.34

78.18 per cent

90.22

-4.17 per cent

£3.25

5.71


 10

Oxford

3.92

4.37

65.33 per cent

1738.58

0.00 per cent

£6.75

5.69


 Brighton and Hove ranks as Britain's top pub destination. The city has 7.74 pubs per 10,000 residents, the highest concentration in the study, alongside strong customer review scores (4.42) and a market where nearly four in five venues (79.40 per cent) are independently run. Norwich takes second place with a final index score of 7.19, standing out for its thriving independent scene. An impressive 86.42 per cent of all pubs in Norwich are independently run, the highest proportion in the country. Liverpool and Manchester are close behind, proving major northern cities can offer a huge variety of pubs while keeping their independent character firmly intact. Bristol, York, and Blackpool round out the upper ranks. Blackpool achieved a 14.29 per cent net growth in active venues between 2023 and 2025 while offering an accessible average pint price of £3.50. Oxford rounds out the top 10 with the highest online search demand per capita in Britain, generating 1,738.58 monthly pub searches per 10,000 residents. Where Britain's pub scene is under pressure Examining closure rates and venue availability highlights the areas where local pub scenes face the greatest structural pressure. Locations with the steepest venue losses (2023-2025) To uncover where pub scenes are shrinking fastest, Capital on Tap evaluated the net percentage change in pubs and bar numbers over a two-year period.


 Rank

City / Town

Net venue change (2023–2025)

Pubs per 10k residents


 1

Plymouth

-17.39 per cent

3.50


 2

Stoke-on-Trent

-13.64 per cent

3.49


 3

Bath

-13.04 per cent

4.98


 4

Wolverhampton

-10.53 per cent

3.02


 5

Coventry

-6.25 per cent

2.06


 The sharpest venue losses between 2023 and 2025 occurred across a mix of coastal, industrial, and heritage locations. Plymouth recorded the largest decline in active venues, with pub numbers falling by 17.39 per cent. Stoke-on-Trent saw the second-largest drop, losing 13.64 per cent of its pubs over the same two-year period, while Bath recorded a 13.04 per cent decline. These reductions highlight how rising operating costs and business rates affect different regional markets, regardless of whether they rely on local high-street footfall or tourist visits. Locations with lowest pub density and unmet demand Comparing physical pub density against online search volume reveals cities where interest in local pubs outpaces supply. Search volume reflects queries from locals and visitors hunting for somewhere to drink, ranging from everyday terms like “pub near me”, “local pub”, “pub food”, and “pub garden” to city-specific queries such as “best pubs in [city]” and “pub crawl [city]”. 


 Rank

City / Town

Pubs and bars per 10k residents

Monthly search demand per 10k


 1

Birmingham

1.78

460.2


 2

Reading

1.90

691.7


 3

Coventry

2.06

388.7


 4

Leicester

2.35

148


 5

London

2.56

1,623.4


 While smaller destinations often maintain a dense network of venues, large commercial hubs tell a very different story. Cities like Birmingham, Reading, and Coventry operate on the lowest venue density in the country, with Birmingham offering just 1.78 pubs and bars for every 10,000 residents.  This low physical footprint does not necessarily mean a lack of local interest, however. In major commuter and commercial centres, high online search volumes suggest strong consumer demand that existing venue numbers are hard-pressed to match. London, for instance, pairs a modest density of 2.56 venues per 10,000 residents with more than 1,600 monthly searches per 10,000 people, a dynamic mirrored in Reading, where high search activity contrasts with a venue density of under two pubs per 10,000 residents. True cost of a pint Rising menu prices often lead pubgoers to assume that landlords are enjoying record profits, but historical data shows that prices have simply been forced upward by decades of compounding overheads. When looking at historical data provided by the BBPA, the scale of this pricing pressure becomes clear. Over the past two decades, the average cost of a UK pint stood at just £2 in 2000 and £3 in 2010, before jumping past £3.70 pre-pandemic and breaking through the historic £5 threshold. Yet despite prices more than doubling over the last 25 years, financial breakdowns reveal net margins remain slim. On a standard £5.01 pint, the pub's net profit margin accounts for just 2.4 per cent, which works out to a single 12p per drink sold.  A breakdown of the hidden costs in a pint


 Group

Component

£ per pint

 per cent of selling price


 Tax

VAT

£0.84

16.8 per cent


 Tax

Duty

£0.48

9.6 per cent


 Tax

Business Rates

£0.11

2.2 per cent


 Tax

Employment/Other Taxes

£0.17

3.4 per cent


 Tax subtotal

 

£1.60

31.9 per cent


 Other Costs

Cost of Sales

£1.30

25.9 per cent


 Other Costs

Wages

£0.98

19.6 per cent


 Other Costs

Utilities

£0.22

4.4 per cent


 Other Costs

Other Costs

£0.79

15.8 per cent


 Other Costs subtotal

 

£3.29

65.7 per cent


 Pub Income

Pub Income

£0.12

2.4 per cent


 Pub Income subtotal

 

£0.12

2.4 per cent


 Direct taxes and business rates take up nearly a third (32 per cent) of every pint sold, covering VAT, beer duty, payroll taxes, and local business rates. Day-to-day operating costs, such as buying stock, paying wages, utility bills, and venue upkeep, account for another 66 per cent (£3.29) of the selling price. Regional retail prices reflect these underlying commercial costs. London (£7), Oxford (£6.75), Brighton (£6.65), and Reading (£6.50) have the highest average pint prices, driven by elevated property rents, rates, and labour expenses. On the other end of the scale, Sunderland (£3.25), Hull (£3.25), and Blackpool (£3.50) offer the most affordable average pint costs in Britain. Navigating financial pressures in the pub trade Operating on a 2.4 per cent net profit margin leaves venue owners with virtually no room for error when overheads rise, or footfall slows during quieter trading months. With tax adjustments, wage changes, and energy costs testing hospitality cash flow, active financial management is essential for small business survival. Capital on Tap chief financial officer Rebecca Alford said: “Our findings show a pub industry operating on paper-thin margins. Government figures show rateable values for pubs jumped by an average of 30 per cent following recent revaluations. Even with targeted government relief on the horizon, venue owners must proactively manage their working capital today. “For hospitality SMEs, building financial resilience comes down to three key actions: “Rolling cash flow forecasting: operating on a 2.4 per cent margin leaves businesses vulnerable to seasonal spending dips. Maintaining a rolling 13-week cash forecast helps owners anticipate off-peak trading months in Q1 and reserve funds for quarterly liabilities like VAT and business rates. “Targeting underserved demand: businesses can capitalise on high local demand. The data highlights significant regional gaps, with commercial hubs like Reading recording low pub density paired with strong online search volume. For independent operators in these markets, building a strong digital presence and optimising local listings for high-intent searches, like pub gardens or food, can help capture footfall that is actively looking for venues. “Protecting working capital: managing inventory overheads is critical when supplier costs account for 25.9 per cent of every pint sold. Utilising flexible financial tools, such as a business credit card, allows publicans to fund stock purchases ahead of peak trading periods like summer or Christmas without depleting liquid cash reserves.” To identify, evaluate, and rank Britain's strongest pub scenes, Capital on Tap analysed 32 of Britain's largest towns and cities. An overall pub score out of 10 was calculated using all available metrics, with each metric weighted equally. The data, which was collected in August, was drawn from a combination of ONS, Nexus, Google Keyword Planner and Numbeo.
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