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Abstract

The high street is perceived as being at the hefathe community. However
increasing pressure from larger shopping centres amtine retailers threaten high
streets and are seen to be behind a recent deflitraditional retail spaces. This
report evaluates the methods that councils androdwnomic development
organisations are using to promote traditional hggreet retail environments. It
focuses on two important time periods in the retalendar, Christmas and Black
Friday 2014. Fieldwork was conducted in 15 towntess in South East England,
which included interviews with town centre managersd planners as well as
observations of promotional events and activitiesfound that involving the
community in events and initiatives is an importamty to add vitality back to the
high street however more needs to be done on anadtievel in the form of cutting
business rates and amending planning policy. Wittikstthreat from online retailers
can have detrimental effects on the high streés, ¢an be minimised by using the
Internet alongside physical retail stores and oftemore than just a basic service to
increase customer satisfaction. Significantly fetai must adapt to changing
environments and meet customer’'s needs by meehieig aspirations from retail
shopping.

Keywords. Economic Geography, Black Friday, High Street,i@ntetailing, Retail,
Town Centre

I ntroduction

In the UK retail methods have been constantly cimgngince the mid-1960s aiding
consumption (Thomas, Bromley and Tallon, 2004) eilative methods have risen
from the growth of households with a car and thee rin large scale shopping
environments such as superstores and out of totai parks. Planning policies that
favour shopping centre developments have beenifi@éehais a serious threat to high
street retailers as they deter consumers away fh@rhigh street stores and have a
negative implication on the community (Gransby, 89®ue to on-going pressures
from the Internet and other methods of shopping hilgh street needs to “increase the
value they provide to the customer” and shoppingne and promotional initiatives
are a key way of engaging consumers with indepdndetail stores and the
traditional high strediKumar, 1997; 4).

To inject vitality back to the high street, it igaed that focusing on creating a social
space rather than a “retail attractor” aids progjoes to minimise the impact from
threats to physical retail stores (Griffiths et @&013; 2). Town centres will benefit
from finding a way to alter the image of high stest® make it a more attractive retail
space and reports such as by Portas (2011) lay getries of recommendations to
make the high streets more appealing to consurblsiag case study examples, this



study will predominately be looking at the effeetness of these initiatives on local
high streets and the implications for retailers.

Literature Review
2.1 Threats to the high street

Dawson (1998) refers to the high street as anyetiidat we maintain for nostalgic
reasons however we still keep despite the chargethermore it is suggested that
high streets “are loosing individuality” (DawsorQ2B; 3). Jackson (1998) suggests
that shoppers are deterred from high streets daerne and beggars and that you are
six times more likely to be affected by this congmhrto a shopping mall. The
shopping experience is one that is critically exsedi and it has been studied that
consumers still value the face-to-face assistarura &tore staff, the ability to see and
touch a product before they purchase and the dveadial interaction” that retalil
stores offer (Kim and Kang, 1997; 6). The expectatiof consumers are consistently
changing and retailers need to respond and maenieds.

The growth of technology and use of the Internet gi@en rise to online shopping
and the development of e-commerce. Weltevreden7(28&cusses the use of the
Internet in retail, has the potential to alter ghiag methods and in 2005 online
shopping contributed to 3.1% of total expenditureatail. However the Internet also
has the means to complement shopping in store ghraonsumers searching for
goods online and then going in-store to purchake. growth of e-retailing will lead
to the need for continuous investment to the higkes for “constant renovation and
reinvention to remain attractive” (Burt and Spark803; 9). The advantages of online
shopping are accessibility, direct communicatioosst savings and new markets
(Doherty, EllisChadwick and Hart, 1999) and whilst the social egpee of
shopping in physical stores cannot be replaced,thheats described, “cannot be
readily ignored” (Doherty, EllisChadwick and Hart, 1999; 4).

2.2 The Portasreview

The Portas review was an independent report pudaligi 2011 to discuss the decline
of high street shopping over the past few yearse Téview aimed to set out a
structure that would give the “high street a fighgtchance” and discusses a series of
28 recommendations that she suggests will helpstabésh growth for high street
shopping (Portas, 2011; 4). Out of the 28 recommemals, business rates was one
that was seen to be the most significant due tio tiigh expense and can contribute a
high percentage of a retailers costs (DCLG, 20I3)ere was an emphasis on
modelling the high street around the changes inswmers’ preferences and
adaptation was key.

While the review has emphasised the need for chamgg 12 town centres were
selected to receive government funding as ‘Portlm¢ wns.” The aim of a Portas
Pilot town was to re-image the town centre in orteenable an increase in retalil
shopping on the high street. In a BBC report tbakéd at the initial success of the
Portas Pilot town scheme a year after The PortagefRewas published, in 7 of the
towns shop vacancies had decreased however ottegatiumber of shops that have
closed increased. In 10 of the government fundedso had an overall fall in the



number of occupied retail units with more unitssahg than opening. Only 2 towns
showed progress a year after the initiatives dssdisn the review were enacted
(Fenwick and Browning, 2013).

In July 2012, there was an increase in the numb&svens that would be funded by
the Portas Pilot's scheme bringing the total to(2dpline, 2014). In April 2014,
changes were made to business rates that lea@ategisupport for small businesses
in the form of a discount. Parking enforcement weaxed in town centre areas on a
case-by-case basis. Key local stakeholders werengav greater say in their town
centres and there is an emphasis on local leagerGmneater support was given to
local markets through a national campaign in May2@inally there was a reduction
in the red tape for planning (through easily allogvthe operation of ‘pop-up’ stores)
which allows for development in town centres ea@Bpv.uk, 2012).

2.3 Future of the high street

From the evidence, it is suggested that consumarg an “engaging experience”
when they go shopping (Niehm et al.,, 2007). Usimgdence from a study in
Singapore, Ibrahim and Wee (2003) researched tading a shopping experience as
a means to satisfy consumers. Figure 1 shows thdusions from their study and the
factors that contribute to a positive shopping egmee. It shows that to create a
‘shopping experience’ that retailers need to commgne what customers want to feel
when they shop in store (and potentially detramtnfionline shopping). Figure 1 also
shows the importance of transport links to maxingisefort and how the retail space
can include ‘value-added features.’
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Figure 1: Model showing an entertaining shoppingesience (Ibrahim and Wee, 2003; 22)

Kang and Kim (1999) also discuss the positive aflentertainment in a shopping
environment in response from competition from netaiting methods. Thomas and
Bromley (2002) identify a spiral of decline for aédtin small towns and this has
resulted from the emergence of superstores anatthfeom shopping centres. In
addition it is stated that development in retailmgthods has lead to loss of the social
aspect for the community however there is a needn&intain the “vitality and
viability of traditional town centres” (Thomas amiomley 2002; 25). The vitality
and viability of town centres is an important cgoiceshen considering the future of
the high street as it signifies the extent to whactown centre is busy and viability
signifies the level of investment that comes in.



Whilst retail shopping on the high street is a Kagtor in bringing an increased
footfall to a town centre, there is an importanteftering more than just a shopping
environment for consumers and entertainment can sgddificant value to the
“commercial viability” to help sustain the highett (Page and Hardyman, 1996; 2).
The decline of town centres can have an added ingraemployment, the appeal to
the area, and the competition of prices.

M ethodology

The main aim of this study is to investigate thie@fveness of the recommendations
set out by Portas and if this has enhanced thedirgkt. Data was collected over a 2-
month period with Black Friday and Christmas 20%4te chosen case studies. The
area of study selected was the towns and citidseitHiome Counties.

Black Friday is the day after Thanksgiving and emsidered a significant shopping
event in the United States. Many retailers hostered shopping hours and
promotional offers during the day. The increasentine shopping has allowed Black
Friday to become a phenomenon globally.

Interviews were conducted with town centre managgeranagers of bid projects,
marketing managers for shopping centres and mendfdzcal councils. This was
done to gain a better understanding of the decisiaking process for promotional
activities and if there was a perceived benefitetail stores. Table 1 shows which
town centres interviews were obtained from.

Town County Identifier Organisation Role Date Methodol ogical
Centre Notes

1 | Basingstoke Hampshire 11 Destination Administrator | January | Phone interview
Basingstoke 2015

2 | Canterbury| Kent 12 Canterbury BID  Administratpdanuary | Phone interview
2015

3 | Colchester | Essex 13 Colchester Council January | Phone interview
Borough Council| Official 2015

4 | Crawley West Susse 14 Crawley Local January | Phone interview|
Borough Council Economy 2015

Manager

5 | Dorchester | Dorset 15 Dorchester Town Clerk January | Email Interview
Town Centre 2015

6 | Eastbourne| East Susse 16 Eastbourne | Administrator | January | Phone interview|
Town Centre 2015

7 | Guildford Surrey 17 Experience General January | Phone interview
Guildford Manager 2015

8 | Luton Bedfordshire 18 The Mall Marketing | January | Phone interview
Manager 2015

9 | Maidstone | Kent 19 Local Council Councill January | Email Interview
Official 2015

10 | Reading Berkshire 110 Reading CIC CommunicatDecember| Email Interview
ons Manager | 2014

11 | Watford Hertfordshire 111 Watford Council| Town Centre | December| Phone interview
Manager 2014




Table 1: Table showing a list of interviews conducted and identifiers that will be used
within the study

An observation study was carried out in Readingexamine the promotional

activities during Black Friday and witness if themas an impact. Furthermore in-
store sales were compared with online sales tafdbere was a difference. During

the Christmas period an observation study was tekkst to identify the activities

that were taking place in the town, noticing ifrdn@vas a perceived effect on footfall
and any other general observations of the effegtayfs to promote the high street to
consumers. During the observation study, identiegt changes in the town centre
(e.g. parking initiatives or pop-up stalls) and mxang any other ways of attracting
consumers to the town. Table 2 shows which townresran observation study took
place in and compares this to the town centreseviméerviews took place.

Home County Town Centre | nterview Observation
Study

Bedfordshire Luton X
Berkshire Reading X X
Buckinghamshire| Milton Keynes X
Essex Colchester X
Hampshire Basingstoke X
Hertfordshire Watford X X
Kent Canterbury X

Maidstone X

Rochester X
Middlesex Wembley X
Oxfordshire Bicester X
Surrey Guildford X
West Sussex Crawley X
East Sussex Eastbourne X
Greater London West End X
(Dorset) Dorchester X

Table 2: Table showing which studies wer e conducted at each town centre

Results & Discussion
4.1 Opinions of the Portas Review

Interviews conducted inferred a very mixed respamgsr the Portas review. “Good
ideas however cost to independent retailers” (1015} “solutions are in local
engagement and ownership” (12, 2015). Many town eityd centres have formed a
Business Improvement District in response to thwere for example in Canterbury
and during the interview stated they have seenffareince on the high street (12,
2015). One of the most significant factors thathbeen established as an outcome of
the Portas report is the need for business ratéseohigh street to be fairer. In recent
national government policy business rates have laekled however high street
retailers still believe more could be done in redgcrates. From interviews



conducted, it has been found that business rategprige of a high percentage of
costs for retailers. By reducing these rates wallllov retailers to keep prices steady
for consumers and focus on the customers needstvaning costs.

Whilst the recommendations in the Portas reviewewgelcomed and accepted by
many of the town centres, they believed that ma@ to be achieved on a national
level through business rates and planning policynéke a significant difference to
retailers on the high street. Dobson (2012), stedke importance of independent
retailers in the economy and despite changes bykhgovernment, planning policy
still remains an issue with large superstores taldominance. Whilst the Portas
review discusses the need for funding to aid tleempttion of high streets, from the
evidence collected there is a theme that town esrdre resorting to involving the
local community instead in the form of choirs arahtts. This is not only a cheaper
option however it is also one that encourages comimispirit and involvement
further providing vitality into the town centre. terature by Clarke, Kirkup and
Oppewal (2012), supports the recommendations ofPihitas review and discusses
the importance of town centre management and ev&d®ras seen in several town
centres where this idea had been taken up. Towtneceranagement allowed retailers
to have a greater voice in the decision making ggedor initiatives and events for
the high street and more involved in the schemaswiould help to increase footfall.
Whilst many of the interviewees agreed that ondhepping was a threat, very much
like Portas (2011) they suggested that there wéterdactors that were having a
greater impact on independent retailers (as prelyonighlighted). As part of her
recommendations Portas (2011) encouraged the ligét 40 create a dynamic mix
and this has been seen in Watford where they arently undergoing a development
involving new entertainment facilities. The Portasiew is perceived to be an ideal
starting point, to aid town centres to provide regjation back to the high streets.

4.2 Creating a shopping Environment

From the data collected, it was evident that proomal activities during the
Christmas period are still used in attracting comsts to the high street. Table 3
shows a summary of the events held in the townregnin each of the Home
Counties. For high streets, activities and initeg that help to promote the town
centre during particular periods is a method o&ting a shopping experience. In turn
this will help to attract consumers and create zzhn the area, giving the high street
sustainability.

Town Late Carol | Christmas | Dancers | Charity | Christmas Gift Choirs/Orchestra | Fireworks | Parking Santas Market
Centre Night Singers event lights Wrapping Initiatives | Grotto/Characters
shopping

Basingstoke | x X X X X

Bicester b3 X

Canterbury b3 b3

Colchester 3 X

Crawley X X X X X

Dorchester X

Eastbourne X b3 X 3

Guildford X X X p.3

Luton

Maidstone

Milton
Keynes

Reading

Rochester

Watford

Wembley

West End




Table 3: Table showing the Christmas events held in town centres

One general outcome from the interviews across nwdrtjre town centres, is that
money is limited (e.g. in Basingstoke) to offerefrevents and promote Christmas and
activities have scaled in comparison to previousryeln Maidstone, due to budget
constraints they didn’t hold a Christmas campaigthe town centre and “instead left
it up to the shopping centres” (18, 2015). In Watfaheir ideas however came from a
cultural leaders group, which is a variety of stakders that have an influence over
the way in which the town centre is managed. Maldegisions in a consortium
together with retailers is a common theme andlas found in Colchester where a
one-off Christmas event was held. At the counadythelieved that there was a feel
good factor attached to promoting the high streed was a way to encourage
consumer spending.

Christmas in general can be considered a boom péoiothe high street, however
with the development of shopping methods has laddeeased competition amongst
different types of retailing. Except in the caseMEidstone as they decided to hold no
Christmas initiatives or events, it is clear tha high street managers and councils
still value the high street as a viable and sigaiit shopping method due to them
spending money on these events discussed with sgamning over the whole festive
period. The report by Portas (2011) identified thabple’'s expectations when they
shop, are changing over time and that the highesthas to meet these new
expectations to continue to thrive. Council offisieand town centre managers
identify the need to arrange attractions to brimghie mix of people associated with
families and children and this supports the cond®piGregson and Lowe (1994)
stating that the differences in shopping methodterdi by different classes. Fyfe
(1998) examines the experience of going shoppingthe importance of enhancing
people’s perceptions of the high street and physibapping in general. From the
data collection, there is evidence that retaileewehattempted to enhance the
experience for consumers through the use of inigatsuch as Christmas lights,
choirs and festival food stalls. In the case of dReg the marketing campaigns that
take place during this time “generally do creatmsextra footfall” (110, 2014). Fyfe
(1998) continues on to explain how the high stredtecoming more of an informal
scene and with street events as a key method ractitly passing consumers is an
evident way to add vibrancy to the high street.

From the observation study and witnessing the gémapact of initiatives over the
Christmas period there is reasoning for argumeat they have an influence on
footfall on the high street. In Watford, the locadrket had moved from a segregated
area near the Intu Watford shopping centre to @nrtain high street. Even the
council believed that the “relocation of the marketd a positive influence on
footfall” (111, 2014). By hosting the local markeh the main high street, this
counteracts with Dawson (1998) as this demonstiab@s independent retailers can
still have predominant standing in physical retadthods. The market can be viewed
as a nostalgic shopping method by associating whils the high street and the
significant increase in footfall withessed showattim this scenario the market proved
to be a method of adding vitality to the high strdackson (1998) discusses how the
negative impression of the high street can puslsumers towards shopping centres
due to crime and beggars, however from resear@fatiord suggests that the council
are marketing the high street towards a more fafnigndly environment with the



market and events that target children. The evie@iccreating a safe environment
has the means to give confidence back to consuamerencourage shopping on the
high street. This safe environment enhances thepshg experience and this has
been a predominant outcome through the research.

4.3 Effectiveness of Black Friday on the High Street

Many retailers found Black Friday as a pivotal maine the start of their Christmas
shopping period with a representative from Lutoatisg, “it was the start of the
Christmas shopping period” (18, 2015). In shoppiegtres, the perceived impact was
far greater, with queues from 2am and The Malluolh opening from 4am to allow
some of the larger stores to begin opening theiestearly and leading to a rise in
footfall.

During the observation study in Reading, there wast more offers in The Oracle
shopping centre compared to the high street. Téenty of the major retailers held

a sale during Black Friday including those thaindigublicise this nationally such as
Hollister or Bank Fashion. The value of the saleiechbetween 10% and 50% in
store and generally the shops weren’'t as busy psced just through observing.
Looking at the high street, there was clearly amaased footfall than there normally
would be. In addition in practically all cases, sedes in stores mirrored the sales
online except for Game that kept online and inesteales separate. This year sales
were up by 22% compared to last year and this sheowgseater impact of Black
Friday this year (BBC News, 2014).

Due to Black Friday generally being restricted to24xhour sale period, many
consumers resort to online shopping due to the exmence and to avoid the long
gueues. Many of the online sales started at midragld lasted over the weekend in
comparison to in-store where majority of storesRieading held sales only for the
day. Spring-board.info (2015), found that due tadRl Friday, the Christmas footfall
had shifted from December to November with the odtehange increasing by 9.4%,
which was an increase from the previous year (3g8@wth). Shopping online can’t
be underestimated and in particular literature sashHart, Doherty and Ells
Chadwick (2000) explores the convenience for eilmega which is backed in the
observation study where stores such as Next andhSaked online shopping to
support their stores.

The literature concludes that retailers need tdurapconsumers and entice them to
stay longer in stores, and this can be throughodists and incentives (Boyd Thomas
and Peters, 2011). This concept links back to titgaiives that were run over the

Christmas period that help to attract consumetkedigh street.

4.4 Impact of Christmas led activities on the high street

Majority of the town centres that | spoke to, bedié that the promotional activities in
place over the festive period attracted a greabetfdll to the high streets. In
Canterbury, they recognised a 10% increase in Dieeerand believed that the
Christmas lights contributed to this growth (12,180 In Colchester, they found that
consumers felt good about being in the town cehtieugh the added atmosphere and
the festive lights had a significant impact. Cnegtan atmosphere in the high street



seems to be beneficial and can lead to a busieodo@r the retailers than normal
with footfall increasing drastically. Some actiesi such as the half marathon in
Basingstoke however, had a different objective timaneasing footfall and was used
as a means to raise money for charity. Howeverasiigjstoke they found that whilst
the footfall increased, many didn’t spend as mudaney as was anticipated. In
Luton, there was a greater perception that theatnves to create a “greater
experience for consumers” had a positive impadghdapendent retailers (18, 2015).

It is perceived that Christmas will always brindpigher footfall to town centres due
to the increase in demand for consuming, however dinccess of Christmas on
retailers does vary. The initiatives in place (sashthe grotto, or food stalls) gave
consumers that feeling that they were gaining noare of the experience as they
weren’t just going to the high street to shop. Bfteactions for Christmas created a
positive festive feeling around the town centre alowed for the public to feel they
were benefiting particularly if the event was fré@éis correlates with Kim and Kang
(1997) who state that shoppers want to feel “arnetun the investment of time” and
this can be witnessed when people can visit thie sigeet and benefit from the local
events at the same time. One of the most recogmigembmes from the study over
Christmas was the involvement of the local communif examples such as in
Basingstoke local choirs performed at the highestthristmas event. Whilst it may
be perceived that this was simply a money savieg it can also further satisfy the
public if they know locals are performing and irese footfall further to the area on
that day due to local people that want to supgwetdommunity. During the festive
period community spirit can be valued as a key titierand is a positive way to
attract consumers to the high street. This wayaoisitlering the community in the
high street is reinforced In Allies and Morrisonbidn Practitioner2013) and as well
as the high street being referred to as way totiigethe community it can also
represent a social space to gather and a bring@wertogether. That feeling of using
local groups in Christmas initiatives is becomingrnore popular due to the low
costs of providing entertainment and the suppaatrcthey bring.

Conclusion

The literature heavily suggests that the high sti®eontinuingly under threat and

that retailers need to adapt to offer greater comwvee for consumers. This was
shown through using the Internet as a complimenphygsical stores with many

advertising ‘click and collect’ or in-store returrend this suggests a greater
convenience for consumers (Weltevreden, 2007) hEurtore creating an experience
in the town centre was deemed as a pull factorebovigorate the high street and
sustain growth. In general the events and initestithat took place in town centres
over the Christmas period were a key determinabtimging an increased footfall to

the high street.

Events held over the festive period ranged fromcb@sristmas lighting around the
high street and carol singers to Santa’s grottotaethed stalls. Involving the local
community in these kind of events was deemed inaporin bringing a positive

festive spirit however also is a way of cutting tsosn entertainment. The focus of
events and activities during the festive period banviewed as creating a further
experience for the shoppers and this supportsiite that infers this. Black Friday is



another recent initiative that has caught on fronitédl States and can be signified as
the start of the Christmas shopping period. Marngilexrs who participated in this
Black Friday sales, witnessed an influx of extratomers and benefited from the
national media coverage on this event. However swlilis can bring an increased
footfall for stores during the end of Novemberwias mentioned that it could deter
shoppers after the Christmas period.

Whilst some of the recommendations by Portas (20ddyld be considered

unsuitable, after speaking to councils and org#éoiss, it was established that the
Portas review was a good starting point for higteedt development and can be
considered as a way to boost localism by givingdbemunity a greater voice in

managing their town centre. The review was widetgepted however two key

recommendations were identified by retailers asiBggnt — reduction in business
rates and altering planning policy. It was statest by acting upon these two policies
alone from a governmental alone would benefit ragket retailers and give them a
fighting chance. In many of the case study examfiiese was an appointed town
centre or local economy manager whose role isdbk into sustaining the future for

the high street and evidently the local councildl salue the high street as a
significant shopping method. The government haslemtly seen the imperative
nature to support high streets and funding has lgaem through the Portas Pilots
scheme and changes over business rates and plaroliog have been put in place
however from interviews conducted that is still Babugh.

From the research conducted there is evidence ggest that the high street is
sustainable with the correct management and adapgatnput is required by varying
stakeholders (such as governments, local counoilantre managers) to achieve the
conditions for a vibrant high street. Furthermdne tigh street suffers from high
costs and lacking resources, with the correct sdpfespecially for independent
retailers) can help the high street to thrive arektrthe recommendations as set out
by Portas.
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