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1. INTRODUCTION
In recent years, the UK’s high streets have faced significant challenges due to changing consumer habits, the rise of e-commerce, and economic pressures. Many well-known retailers, including department stores and chain shops, have struggled to maintain profitability, leading to store closures and reduced foot traffic. The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated these trends, further straining physical retail spaces.
WHSmith, a longstanding high street retailer known for selling books, stationery, and convenience products, has also been affected by these shifts. Originally established in 1792, WHSmith has expanded its presence to travel locations such as airports and railway stations. Despite diversification, the company faces challenges such as increased online competition, inflation, and changing customer preferences.
This report will explore the external factors influencing high street retailers in the UK, with a specific focus on WHSmith. Using tools such as PESTLE and SWOT analysis, the report will assess how the company is impacted by economic, social, and technological factors. Finally, recommendations will be provided on how high street retailers can adapt and remain competitive in an evolving retail landscape.
2. FINDINGS
To understand the challenges faced by WHSmith and other high street retailers in the UK, it is essential to analyse the external factors shaping the retail industry. This section applies the PESTLE analysis, which examines political, economic, social, technological, legal, and environmental influences, as well as the SWOT analysis, which identifies the company’s strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats.
• Technological Factors (PESTLE):
Retailers are increasingly using artificial intelligence (AI) for personalised recommendations and supply chain optimisation. WHSmith could benefit from AI-driven inventory management to reduce stock shortages and overstocking issues. Additionally, investing in an improved mobile app with features like digital coupons and AI-powered book recommendations could enhance customer engagement.
• Environmental Factors (PESTLE):
Sustainability is no longer just a trend but a consumer expectation. Many shoppers prefer to buy from companies with strong environmental policies. WHSmith has introduced paper-based alternatives to plastic packaging, but it could further enhance its sustainability efforts by offering refillable stationery products or partnering with eco-friendly publishers to promote sustainable book production.

2.1 PESTLE Analysis
Political Factors
Government policies in the UK have aimed to support high street retailers through temporary business rate reductions and regeneration initiatives. However, political uncertainty and changes in tax policies can create financial instability for retailers. Additionally, Brexit has affected supply chains and increased import costs, which could negatively impact WHSmith’s profit margins.
Economic Factors
The rising cost of living and inflation have led to reduced consumer spending on non-essential goods such as books, magazines, and stationery, which are core products for WHSmith. Moreover, the increase in the UK’s minimum wage and higher rental costs for retail spaces put financial pressure on businesses. Another major challenge is the shift in consumer behaviour, with more shoppers opting for online retailers like Amazon, reducing foot traffic in high street stores.
Social Factors
Consumer preferences are changing, with a growing number of people choosing online shopping over physical stores. This shift directly impacts WHSmith’s traditional high street locations. However, the company benefits from its presence in travel hubs such as airports and railway stations, where convenience-based shopping remains relevant. There is also an increasing demand for personalised retail experiences, which WHSmith could leverage through in-store events or exclusive product launches.
Technological Factors
Advancements in technology are transforming the retail landscape, with innovations such as self-checkout systems and e-commerce platforms improving the customer experience. WHSmith has invested in its online store, but it still lags behind major competitors in terms of digital presence and online sales. The company must further integrate technology into its operations to remain competitive.
Legal Factors
Retailers in the UK must comply with strict data protection laws such as GDPR when handling customer information. Additionally, labour laws require companies to meet minimum wage standards and ensure fair working conditions, which can increase operational costs. WHSmith must continuously adapt to these legal requirements to avoid potential fines or reputational damage.
Environmental Factors
Sustainability concerns are becoming increasingly important, with consumers expecting businesses to adopt eco-friendly practices. WHSmith has begun introducing environmentally friendly products, but public pressure for greater sustainability is growing. Reducing plastic usage, sourcing sustainable materials, and improving waste management practices could help the company align with consumer expectations.
2.2 SWOT Analysis
(SWOT stands for Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats. Strengths and Weaknesses are internal factors, while Opportunities and Threats are external.)
• Strengths (S): Strong brand reputation, prime store locations in airports and train stations.
• Weaknesses (W): Weak online presence, higher prices than online competitors.
• Opportunities (O): Expansion of e-commerce, growing demand for sustainable products.
• Threats (T): Increasing competition from online retailers, rising operational costs.
WHSmith has several strengths that have helped it remain a well-known retailer despite the challenges facing the high street. The company benefits from a strong brand reputation, with over 230 years of history, and strategically located stores in high-footfall areas such as train stations and airports. Additionally, WHSmith offers a diverse product range, including books, stationery, travel essentials, and snacks, which helps attract different customer segments.
However, the company also faces weaknesses, including a heavy reliance on physical stores at a time when online shopping is dominating the market. Compared to online competitors like Amazon, WHSmith’s digital presence is relatively weak, and its prices are often higher than those of purely online retailers, making it harder to compete.
There are several opportunities for WHSmith to strengthen its position in the retail sector. Expanding its e-commerce platform and improving its digital presence could help attract more customers. Additionally, growing demand for sustainable products presents an opportunity for the company to introduce more eco-friendly product lines. WHSmith could also enhance the in-store experience by offering exclusive events, such as book signings or personalised shopping experiences, to attract more customers to its physical locations.
Despite these opportunities, WHSmith also faces significant threats. The rise of online retailers continues to divert sales away from brick-and-mortar stores, leading to declining foot traffic in traditional high street locations. The company also faces increased operational costs, including higher wages and rent, which could put further strain on its profitability.
3. CONCLUSION
The analysis of WHSmith and the broader UK high street retail sector highlights several key challenges and opportunities. The PESTLE analysis demonstrated that economic factors such as inflation and rising operational costs are putting financial pressure on retailers, while the shift towards online shopping is reducing footfall in physical stores. Political uncertainty, including Brexit-related supply chain disruptions, further complicates the retail landscape. However, technological advancements and sustainability trends present opportunities for retailers to innovate and adapt.
The SWOT analysis revealed that WHSmith benefits from strong brand recognition and strategically located stores, particularly in travel hubs. However, its reliance on physical stores and its weaker online presence put it at a disadvantage compared to digital-first competitors. To remain competitive, WHSmith must strengthen its e-commerce operations and explore ways to enhance the in-store experience to attract customers.
While high street retailers continue to face significant disruptions, those that successfully adapt to changing consumer behaviours and market conditions can still find opportunities for growth. The next section will outline specific recommendations to help WHSmith and other high street retailers navigate these challenges effectively.
4. RECOMMENDATIONS
Based on the findings, the following recommendations are proposed for WHSmith and similar high street retailers:
WHSmith should not only improve its online presence but also focus on creating an omnichannel shopping experience, allowing customers to switch seamlessly between online and in-store shopping. For instance, it could introduce a subscription model for stationery and books, offering exclusive discounts to members. Additionally, launching an in-store digital kiosk where customers can browse and order unavailable stock for home delivery would help bridge the gap between online and offline retail.
To enhance the in-store experience, WHSmith could introduce loyalty programs that reward frequent shoppers with exclusive discounts or early access to new book releases. Furthermore, creating dedicated event spaces in larger stores for author signings or educational workshops would add value and differentiate the brand from online competitors.
1. Strengthen Digital Presence and Omnichannel Strategy
One of the key weaknesses identified for WHSmith is its underdeveloped online platform compared to competitors like Amazon. To address this, the company should invest in its e-commerce and omnichannel strategy, ensuring seamless integration between its physical stores and online operations. This could include:
• Enhancing the user experience on the WHSmith website, offering faster checkout processes and personalised recommendations.
• Expanding the “click and collect” service to encourage in-store visits while maintaining the convenience of online shopping.
• Investing in mobile apps and digital loyalty programs to increase customer engagement.
By improving its digital infrastructure, WHSmith can tap into the growing e-commerce market while still benefiting from its physical presence.
2. Enhance In-Store Experience and Diversify Product Offering
As consumer preferences shift towards online shopping, high street retailers need to offer unique in-store experiences that justify visiting physical locations. WHSmith could implement:
• Interactive experiences, such as book signings, writing workshops, or personalisation services for stationery.
• A focus on travel essentials, further expanding its range of convenience products to cater to commuters and travellers, who represent a key customer base for WHSmith.
• More sustainable and eco-friendly product lines, responding to growing consumer demand for ethical shopping choices.
By differentiating itself from purely online competitors, WHSmith can create a compelling reason for customers to visit its stores, helping to sustain foot traffic despite broader retail industry challenges.
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