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State of play
CWB INVESTIGATES HOW THE SCHOOLWEAR RETAIL SECTOR IS FARING AND
WHAT INDEPENDENTS ARE DOING TO MAINTAIN MARKET SHARE

The echoes of the recession are still reverberating
throughout the UK and its businesses, with the economic
downturn and depleted consumer confidence continuing to
challenge retailers. While schoolwear independents may
have some degree of advantage over their fashion rivals in
terms of schoolwear being an essential purchase, it does
not, by any means, grant an easy ride. The schoolwear retail
sector is, and has been for a number of years, hard hit by the
supermarkets; there are rising wholesale prices due to
fluctuations in currencies and hikes in raw material prices as
well as issues with delivery and stock. Most recently, there’s
the question mark over the effects of education secretary
Michael Gove’s vision for all state schools in England to
eventually be given the option for academy status. With
academies tending to supply their own goods, schoolwear
independents could potentially find themselves losing out.  

Nevertheless, in the face of such challenges,
schoolwear retailers are looking for ways to fight back,
diversifying product offers and identifying new growth
opportunities to help maintain market share and remain as
competitive as possible. Lesley Williams, owner of Havering
Schoolwear in Essex, has been trading at her premises for
six years, with turnover up year on year. Of late, however,
she’s noticed margins slipping due to increased costs and
with this in mind has identified small growth opportunities to
help recoup sales. Since the closure of Woolworths, for
instance, she’s discovered high demand for plimsolls.
Similarly, Steve Optix, manager of the Camberley-based
branch of Brenda’s Schoolwear, has been cashing in on
swimwear, bowlswear and dancewear having noticed a large
gap in the market for the products within his area. 

For Marc Lawn, managing director of The Business
GP, understanding what your customers want and making
sure you deliver more of it – better – is an obvious but key
objective. Carrying out simple market research – using a
member of staff on the high street or in-store or via a
newsletter – is an option. The key is deciphering what you
want answers to and keeping the process of getting those
answers as simple as possible.

Marketing for all businesses is essential and for
independent businesses, local advertising and promotion is a
must. By default, schoolwear independents primarily serve a
local market but it is those who go that extra mile, getting
their businesses involved and noticed by the local community
and schools, who are the ones really reaping the rewards.

Gill Phipps, owner of Shirley-based schoolwear store
Early Years, regularly sponsors raffle prizes for her local

schools and deems integrating herself into the community
and actively promoting her business locally, is essential not
only to her own success, but for the general health of
independent retail in the local area.

“I’m on the committee of our local Town Centre
Partnership and it’s invaluable to my business as it not only
ensures we’re kept in the loop regarding anything that might
affect us, but part of the work of the Partnership is to
promote businesses in the area and keep the town centre
alive. The success of other businesses in the locality directly
affects Early Years – no one wants to visit a shop in a 
run-down, unpopular area.”

Fellow schoolwear independent Optix agrees,
alluding to the promotion and image of his store within the
community as being one of his key business strategies.

“We support all of our schools in their fairs and
fundraisers by way of promotion and prize donations and
have regular spots in magazines and press aimed directly at
our target audience. As a family business of 61 years, we
care passionately about our customers and our local image
and we’re continually looking to support and promote the
local community by way of website sponsorships, bowls
clubs, football clubs and local charity support.”

Williams has found her most successful investment
in terms of local advertising has been her van, which she’s
had heavily sign-written with distinctive graphics. In 
addition, she’s recently joined the local council’s Women in
Business networking group, where she attends regular
meetings with other like-minded local companies. She also
makes a point of supporting her local schools and charities
with fundraising.

Motivational business speaker and business
turnaround expert, Emma Wimhurst, is all for local business
promotion but is keen to point out that there are ways and
means to get the best out of one’s involvement. If there’s no
conflict in product or services she advocates cross
merchandising with other local retailers – such as stationers
or children’s footwear retailers, for instance. She also
emphasises that identifying your target market and ensuring
every activity talks to them directly, prompting them to 
take action, is what retailers should be aiming for. So, for
instance, while advertising in the local paper is useful, alone
it’s less targeted than say, a mail-out to the new families
joining a school’s reception class. And, as mentioned by
Phipps and Optix, she agrees working with local schools as
much as possible is a must, everything from sponsoring

events – which you can then provide promotional material
for – through to mail-outs with discounts or a loyalty card
scheme to encourage repeat custom. 

Buying strategies is another area proactive retailers
are addressing. Optix, for instance, has found himself being
tougher on suppliers, mainly on quantity and supply issues.
Phipps finds herself in a similar position. While she’s tried to
support her suppliers, ordering early and trying to give them
the truest idea of quantities she requires for the year, she
has found herself becoming more vigilant in terms of who
she does business with.

“The last thing we wanted was for suppliers to run
out of goods during back to school due to them worrying
about overstocking. We cannot expect suppliers to hold vast
reserves of stock for retailers to fall back on while we hedge
our bets, assuming they will come to our rescue. On the
other hand, we’re becoming more cautious of who we do
business with; companies who are continually out of stock or
bad on deliveries are causing alarm bells to ring.”

The subject of the internet and its prevalence is a
debatable issue for schoolwear retailers. While many
childrenswear independents now offer an online facility to
complement their store, many schoolwear retailers find
parents often prefer the personal touch when it comes to
purchasing school uniform. 

While Phipps does sell online, and it is a resource
she would never consider not offering her schools and
parents, as a percentage she does very little of her business
through it, with parents preferring to visit the store for a 
one-to-one service and ensure their children obtain the

correct uniform, in the correct sizes. 
“Even parents who are unable to visit in person tend

to prefer to order via phone rather than online, often
preferring advice regarding sizes and information on uniform
requirements that they can only get from speaking to a
human being. My advice to other retailers would be to
definitely have a website, but be cautious how much time 
and expense you give to it. A basic, but workable, site is all
that is required.” 

Williams recently started selling schoolwear and
brownie and cubs uniforms online and has found her website
has enabled her to reach a wider geographic area. Optix,
meanwhile, includes the ninth relaunch of his website in the
last ten years as one of the many initiatives he has under way
this year to streamline his business and create a more fluent
experience for his customers. 

“We’ve overhauled our website and online shop this
year and it has yielded a greater number and cross-section
of web orders than previous years,” says Optix. “We
anticipate this will continue to grow and we’re more proactive
than ever before in getting new lines online faster.”

So, while schoolwear retail is undeniably tough and
new challenges continue to come to the fore, it’s reassuring
to hear there are those using their challenges to slowly but
surely, improve and hone their businesses. �
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