HIGH STREET RETAIL

Is there still life in
the high street?
he Portas Review, a governmentbacked scheme spearheaded by
entrepreneur and television retail
expert Mary Portas, was to deliver a rescue
package for the UK'sailing high streets.
The scheme, announced in December
2011, planned to split £1.25 million among
12 'pilot towns'to rejuvenate their retail
activities and an additional 370 towns were
promised £10,000 each. The aim was to get
empty shops back into use, to empower
local authorities to give concessions to new
local businesses and to make high streets
more accessible, attractive and safe.·
Yet our high streets continued to
decline during 2012. Research from PwC
and The Local Data Company shows
20 shops closed each day last year - that
is nearly one every hour. The South East
topped the list with most shop closures,
ahead of the West Midlands. Unsurprisingly,
some shops did better than others in
the current economic climate - pound
shops, pawnbrokers and cheque cashing
companies prospered. Health food shops,
jewellery and clothing stores were
amongst those worst affected.
Early 2013 figures make gloomy
reading, too. According to the Office for
National Statistics, our spend in the retail
sector increased by only 0.1% between
March 2012 and March 2013. However,
the largest contribution came from large
food and online retailers so the implication
is small independent retailers are still
suffering.
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The UK high street is said to be on its knees or even dead.
While there is no denying it has taken a hefty battering
recently, are these reports exaggerated? And what does
the future hold? BETTER BUSINESS investigates

Failed support
As for the Portas scheme, retail commentator and member of the Portas Review team
PaulTurner Mitchell has recently claimed
that most, if not all, of the local authorities
charged with "kick starting a renaissance"
in town centres have failed to do what they
are supposed to be doing. Apparently, of
the money awarded to the pilot 12 local
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before ... It will not work
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authorities, only £135,000 has been spent,
largely on bureaucracy and admin costs.
The scheme's first progress report has been
shelved for now.
"Much of what the Portas Review has
proposed had already been done before:' says
TarlokTeji, retail analyst at Manchester
Business School. "It will not work because
it's trying to recreate the traditional UK high
street and the traditional UKhigh street is in
terminal decline. Also, what they have
proposed is not being implemented with the
speed that is required 50, at present the only
conclusion is that it has been a waste of time
and money."
Local authorities are also failing in
creating diversity, says Tom Kirkpatrick,
Retail Expert at Onyx Media and
Communications:
'1\high street with
eight hairdressers, seven nail bars, four pound
shops and five bookies will never regenerate
because it won't bring back a cross-section
of shoppers."
Some blame the high street's decline
on reduced customer spending, but
Tarlok disagrees, saying that it is merely a
contributing factor. "The overall year-on-year
~ page 20
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~ spend in retail has reduced only marginally
from £515 per week in 2008 to £484 in 20 11,
that's about 6% since the onset of the credit
crunch," he says. 'Today we are spending
pretty much the same but we are not
spending on the high street."
Increasingly, consumers shop on line at the beginning of this year, online
sales were up 10.1% on the previous year
according to the BRC-KPMGRetail Sales
Monitor. "But, even though e-commerce is
growing, it still makes up only 15%of total
UK retail sales today," saysTarlok. It is the
large out-of-town shopping centres that
have the most impact. "Consumer footfall
migrates to the better shopping experiencenew, clean, secure, free parking, air conditioning, toilets, child and disabled friendlyand this trend will continue,"Tarlok says.
Deloitte's The Store of the Future report
predicts that three out of 10 high-street
shops will close by 2017. E-commerce will
continue to grow - according to research
by the Boston Consulting Group, 23% of all
our shopping will be done online by 2016.
But this still leaves 77% for traditional, nononline channels. However, if we want to
keep the high street alive, "we need to
re-imagine its purpose and use: saysTarlok.

Changing consumer
behaviour
But first we need to understand what
customers now want. 'The halcyon 'billsand-bling days' ended abruptly in 2008,"
says retail psychologist Or Tim Oenison,
Director of Retail Intelligence at Ipsos
Retail Performance. 'The British shopper

Increasingly, we let the internet and social networks
guide our shopping decision making by checking out
user feedback and ratings given by fellow shoppers

has regressed to satisfying home comforts
and family needs and we are going back
to buying what we know and trust."
Customers also want value and
discounts. "We make fewer weekly supermarket visits and more daily top-up trips, to
reduce wastage and cut household bills," says
Tim. "Having said that, we have left a little
space for occasional treats to reward ourselves
for our attempts to move to a more austere
lifestyle."We have become cautious
shoppers too, not prepared to take risks
with our purchases. Tim says:"Increasingly,
we let the in tern et and social networks guide
our shopping decision making by checking
out user feedback and ratings given by fellow
shoppers."
Today's consumers want convenience
and an on-demand, hassle-free experience.
"From the bricks-and-mortar shops, we want
good service and knowledgeable staff, a good
range of products and no queues," adds Tim.
We also want to be able to choose where
to do our browsing and buying - online or
in-store. ':4lthough there's plenty of evidence
to suggest the majority of consumers research
items on line before buying in-store, a study
from Forrester Research confirms that 51% of
consumers don't want to wait for a product
to arrive and 41% want to see it in person

before buying," says Martin Philpott,
Head of Retail at IMGROUP.
A satisfying shopping experience has
always been a sociable one so, on the high
street, customers want a 'community
experience; too. "A high street should be a
destination for communal, social and leisure
activities, not just a home for retailing - a
fusion of work, domestic and social worlds
breathing character, personality and a sense
of belonging to its local community. It should
be a place to inspire and to be proud of, a
place to feel at home," saysTim.

Retailers' response
How can high-street retailers respond to
the changing consumer behaviour, needs
and wants? "Many towns have a Chamber
of Commerce or a Rotary club that local
businesses can join and where they can all
work together to decide what will be best
for their high street," saysTom Kirkpatrick.
"Through these channels, traders can also
present ideas and propose solutions to the
local authority and raise any concerns they
have."
Bricks-and-mortar retailers who refuse
to digitalise at least some of what they
offer will lose out in the long run. Remote
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buying is nothing new. "After all, for a
number of years people have purchased
goods from home shopping catalogues and
still continue to do so today," saysTom. "In a
digital age, all retailers should be offering their
customers the opportunity to shop online,
otherwise the only person they are penalising
is themselves. This is a key way to ensure you
engage with your customers, whether they
walk into your premises or not."
One solution may be for retailers to mix
'high street' with 'high tech' and adapt their
offering so that it works alongside digital
channels rather than try to compete with
them. "Retailers should make their stores more
interactive, creating a much richer and more
entertaining shopping experience," says
Sue Benson, managing director at retail
marketing agency The Market Creative.
"Examples would be personalising products
while you wait, exclusive 'behind-the-scenes'
experiences, interactive displays, video and
touch screens and use of OR codes."

Without having to
commit to a long lease
or a large space,
retailers can test
their product and gain

shopper feedback
Joined-up thinking
More pop-up shops could invigorate high
streets, too, and are a low-cost option for
those new to retail. "Use them for sample
sales,private 'VIP'events, to raise awareness
or to inject an element of fun, surprise and
engagement" says Sue. "Bestof all, use them
to 'beta test' a new retail concept at a lower
cost before rolling it out."
Created in Yorkshire first appeared
in The Ridings Shopping Centre in the
heart of Wakefield as part of a monthly
pop-up boutique. "After a lot of great
feedback from shoppers, pop-up retailer
Lynne Thompson decided to work with
other local crafters to run it full-time in one
of our units," says Barbara Winston, The
Ridings'Centre Manager. Selling handmade items from over 25 local crafters, the
store is manned by the crafters who take it
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in turns to work there and sell each other's
products. "Created in Yorkshire originally
used a third of the unit but quickly expanded
to the whole one," says Barbara. 'Their
Facebook presence has increased by 300%
in the last six months and their success has
generated coverage in the local press."
Identity, run by sisters Katie and Stacey and
selling fashion items designed and created
by the sisters as well as t-shirts from other
independent retailers, is another store
which has taken a full-time unit in The
Ridings after trialling at the pop-up
boutique.
"Pop-up stores encourage entrepreneurism and are a great way for new brands
to launch in a fairly risk-free environment,"
says Barbara. "Without having to commit to
a long lease or a large space, retailers can test
their product and gain shopper feedback.
This works particularly well with pop-up stores
that return on a regular basis - brands can
amend their product or service after receiving
feedback and trial them again."
Which independent high street retailers
stand the best chance of success in future?
"It will be those that invite feedback from their
customers and those that work together with
their local community and fellow businesses,"
saysTom Kirkpatrick. "It'snot so much what
type of business they are - all businesses need
to evolve to match the current trends."
Tarlok Teji, on the other hand, believes
some independents will have the upper
hand. "High-street butchers, in particular,
have seen increased customer numbers since
the horsemeat scandal, with consumers
switching loyalty to a more trusted source for
their meat," he says. "Large retailers cannot
compete with them on customer service,
quality and personalised products."The
winners will also be those retailers who
invest in employee training and improve

Tips for success
•

Maintain a strong focus in
your specialist area

•

Offer a high level of personal

service
•

Make sure your staff are

knowledgeable
products

about your

•

Stay adaptable and flexible
to local demand

•

Treasure your loyal customer

base - offer them discounts
and rewards for their ongoing
custom
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The winners on the high street •••
•

DIY goods, gardens and interior
design

•

Independent
shops

•

Pet-related businesses

•

Local, specialist food shops,
including home delivery services

•

Pop-up shops or market-type stalls

cafes and coffee

••• and the losers
•

Consumer electronics

•

Music shops

•

Bookshops

•

General food retailers

•

Clothing shops (other than
boutiques)

their customer service. 'Customer service is
the key to a sustainable future for independent retailers. Consumers want to be valued as
people rather than bejust another shopper,"
saysTarlok.
To help them succeed, both consumers
and retailers need to put some pressure
on the local authorities to ensure that the
high street is not flooded with duplicate
businesses. "Perhaps the solution is to have
a quota for a business type, depending on the
size of the high street in question," suggests
Tom. "Once this quota is reached, a 'waiting
list' can be kept and first refusal can be offered
if and when a similar business closes, moves
away or the high street undergoes expansion."
The government launched a new initiative in March to build on the Portas Review
initiative and to drive it forward. The Future
High Street Forum brings together the
country's civic and business leaders across
retail, property and hospitality sectors but is
it likely to succeed? Tarlok is not convinced:
"We need to go wider to re-conceptualise
the UK high street and put the community at
the heart of it. This would mean changing
national and local government policies,
such as business rates. The high street must
undergo a radical change and support
smaller, independent traders to showcase
their products and broaden their appeal
to a wider audience:'_
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