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IN A NUTSHELL

High streets are in crisis, but this isn’t 
new: we need to understand the context

Place attachment helps us to understand 
why high streets matter to people and 
policymakers

Community businesses can make a 
significant difference in high streets that 
have fallen on hard times

There are long-term, entrenched 
challenges to overcome, and community 
businesses are not a quick fix



OUR 
RESEARCH 

QUESTIONS

CRESR was commissioned by Power to Change to 
look at how community businesses can help to meet 
the challenges of UK high streets. The research, 
completed earlier this year, builds on my previous work 
on high streets and town centres and considered three 
questions:

• How can community businesses succeed in high 
street contexts?

• How can community businesses contribute to high 
street regeneration?

• What long-term difference can we make by 
supporting community businesses in high streets? 



DEFINING THE HIGH 
STREET

‘A named street predominantly consisting of retailing, defined 
by a cluster of 15 or more retail addresses within 150 
metres’ (Office for National Statistics, 2020)

‘Streets or small collections of streets which act as the 
physical centre of a local community’ (Brett and Alakeson, 
2019)

High streets have a threefold centrality within 
communities:

• Physical: they contain a cluster of buildings and 
public spaces

• Economic: they contain a cluster of activities (not 
just shops) that generate income or provide services

• Social: they are a focus for people who gather to 
work, access services, and relax – and who may live 
there



HAS THE ZOMBIE APOCALYPSE 
ALREADY HAPPENED?



BLOODBATH IN BASINGSTOKE



‘…There i s  a  concern that  the h igh street shopping env ironment 
to which soc iety has grown accustomed … is  chang ing and we are 
not  sure whether we wi l l  l ike e i ther how i t  wi l l  change or what  i t  

wi l l  be changed to.’

Dawson, J. (1988). Futures for the High Street. 
The Geographical Journal, 154(1), 1-12.



‘The “cr is is”  has been pretty much perpetua l  s ince the 
1950s when the supermarkets f i rst  arr ived, and the h igh 

street  has been in  supposed cr is i s  pretty much constant ly 
ever s ince , so th is  i s  not  new … because people aren ’t  
rea l ly  d iagnos ing what ’s  happening they are proposing 

superf ic ia l  so lut ions , a l l  th ings which do no harm, 
improvements and tree p lant ing and pop-up bus inesses and 
a l l  those sor t  of  th ings , but actual ly  what  they ’re not  doing 

i s  understanding the depth of  the i ssues fac ing the h igh 
street .’

Interviewee, 2022



A WICKED PROBLEM 
IN THREE MESSES 



MESS ONE: CHANGING 
RETAIL TRENDS

• Changing soc ia l  and le i sure hab its : 
pubs , p laces of  worsh ip in  dec l ine , 
fast  food, vape shops  and tattooists  
up

• The rap id demise of  the 
depar tment store : 388 stores c losed 
between 2016 and 2021, 83% of  
space ( Jahshan, 2021)

• Digi ta l  trans format ion: internet 
sa les now account for 27% of  reta i l  
spending (ONS, 2022) 



MESS TWO: DYSFUNCTIONAL 
PROPERTY SYSTEMS

• Increas ing involvement of  pr ivate 
equ i ty investors seeking to ‘ f l ip ’  
assets  (Grimsey, 2012)

• Distant landlords are concerned 
with cap i ta l  va lue and lack loca l  
market knowledge and connect ions

• Neglect  has become a feature of  
dec l in ing loca l  markets : assets  have 
h igher book va lues than use va lues

• Business rates do not  re f lect  the 
rea l  costs  or va lue of  h igh street 
act iv i t ies



MESS THREE: PUBLIC SERVICE 
DECLINE

• Publ ic  ser v ices have increas ing ly  
van ished from loca l  h igh streets 
(post  of f ices , cour ts , hea l th 
ser v ices , counci l  o f f i ces)

• Auster i ty  has str ipped loca l  
government of  much knowledge and 
capac i ty, espec ia l ly  in  p lanning

• Local  government spending power 
has fa l len 26% s ince 2010, whi le  
soc ia l  care now accounts for 61% of  
spending (NAO, 2021)



LOVE AND LOSS ON THE HIGH 
STREET



Place attachment: a bond between people and 
places, comparable with the bond between children 
and their carers. Such bonds have ‘a strong positive 
effect in defining our identity, in filling our lives with 
meaning, in enriching it with values, goals and 
significance.’ 
(Guiliani, 2003: 137)



Place identity: ‘The symbolic meanings given to a 
place as an individual becomes psychologically 
invested in it.’ 

Place dependence: the ways in which a place meets a 
person’s physical, social and economic needs.
(Anton and Lawrence, 2016)







AFFECT AS SITE AND STAKE IN POLICY

Levelling Up White Paper: a mission ‘to restore a sense of community, 
local pride and belonging’ (HM Government, 2022)

Pride in place as an empty signifier: an expression that points to an 
absence that political actors then compete to fill (Norval, 2000)



‘… A h igh street  i s  something that ’s  an important marker of  
how we fee l  about that  p lace in  a  way that other th ings in  
town might not  be … seeing that  dec l ine i s  something that  

can rea l ly  impact on people ’s  fee l ings of  a  p lace , so 
community bus inesses see i t  as  the ir  role to say we’ve had 
enough and we want  to rev ive th is  in  a  way that makes us 

fee l  good to be from th is  town, or th is  b i t  of  town.’

Workshop participant, 2022



‘Nosta lg ia  is  adapt ive : i t  helps to put together broken par ts , 
bu i lds a br idge between past and present , increases se l f -esteem 

and l i fe  sat is fact ion, and re in forces socia l  t ies .’

Lewicka, M. (2014). In search of roots: memory as enabler of 
place attachment. In: Manzo, L., & Devine-Wright, P. Place 

attachment: Advances in theory, methods and applications. New 
York: Routledge



IS IT A BIRD? IS IT A PLANE? 
NO, IT’S SUPER-COMMUNITY!

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY

https://biz.libretexts.org/Courses/Lumen_Learning/Book:_Human_Resources_Management_(Lumen)/08:_Module_5:_Workforce_Planning/08.14:_Putting_It_Together:_Workforce_Planning
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


‘Local  people must  be empowered to redes ign the ir own h igh 
streets and have a say on the bus inesses , ser v ices and amenit ies  

that occupy i t , wi th increased CPO powers i f  necessar y ’

Gr imsey, W.  ( 2020 )  bu i l d  b a ck  be t te r : cov i d -19  supp l ement  fo r  town  cen t re s . 
H t tp : / /www.van i sh i n gh i gh s t ree t . com/



SYSTEM CHANGE OR URBAN 
ACUPUNCTURE?

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

https://www.flickr.com/photos/la-citta-vita/7347544454
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

Systemic place-based approaches are usually 
regarded as comprehensive efforts to tackle 
locational disadvantage, bringing together 
strategic partners to address inequalities 
(Public Health England 2019, Crimeen et al., 
2017, Taylor and Buckley, 2017). They often 
rely on the catalytic role of community-based 
organisations (Crisp et al., 2016) and work 
across multiple themes. 

Urban acupuncture is a term coined by Jaime 
Lerner, the former mayor of Curitiba, Brazil, 
to describe rapid, targeted changes in the 
urban fabric or in the animation of space 
(Lerner, 2011) and defined as ‘a hyper-localised 
healing treatment through place activation to 
enliven and recreate cities’ (Houghton et al., 
2015).

SYSTEM CHANGE? URBAN ACUPUNCTURE?

https://www.flickr.com/photos/la-citta-vita/7347544454
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


THE OPPORTUNITY FOR 
COMMUNITY BUSINESSES

• restoration of symbolic spaces that are regarded as 
locally significant; 

• re-use of available spaces left vacant by their owners; 

• repurposing of adaptable spaces that can meet 
community needs; 

• attracting new customers who can bring new activities 
into high streets; and 

• creating new constellations of interests to drive 
change. 



HOW COMMUNITY BUSINESSES CAN 
CONTRIBUTE TO WIDER REGENERATION

Regeneration concerns the wider economic, social 
and cultural wellbeing of the high street. Community 
businesses can occupy niches in the high street economy 
where change can be catalysed. These include: 

• A niche in time, occupying and animating buildings on a 
temporary or ‘meanwhile’ basis while the private market 
recovers; 

• A niche in space, bringing landmark buildings back into use or 
occupying a cluster of buildings that can create wider ripple 
effects; 

• A niche in the market, bringing new economic activities into a 
high street to complement and expand the existing offer. 



CASE STUDY: HASTINGS 
COMMONS

A focal point: community activity has mobilised 
around acquiring and repurposing a landmark 
building, the Observer newspaper office

An evolving coalition: several organisations 
and social entrepreneurs have come together to 
repurpose a cluster of buildings and spaces, all 
within walking distance, for arts, learning, 
housing, business and community space

A long term vision: it has taken 15 years of 
community engagement, planning and fundraising 
to reach the point where the Observer building 
is now being converted for community use



PERILS AND PITFALLS

affordability 
and 

accessibility
funding inappropriate 

policies poor planning

loss of local 
government 

capacity

insufficient 
community 

capacity



‘… Ever ybody’s  tak ing a  percentage , you’ve got  four sets  of  
people so by the t ime you’ve f in ished, that ’s  why you have 

to have 20% v iab i l i ty  because that person’s  tak ing 12%, that  
person’s  tak ing 3%…’

Interviewee, Hastings, 2022



‘What you get from funders never works the way it ought to
work. We’re treated l ike beggars a l l the t ime - the rules we
experience a l l the t ime are so stupid . We have to come up with
stup id solut ions a l l the t ime because of the stup id ru les .’

Interviewee, Hastings, 2022



‘Treasury metrics are land va lue upl i f t which we don’t care
about , and labour supply which is based on tax revenue . I t
just doesn ’t capture any of the good th ings we do.’

Interviewee, Hastings, 2022



WHAT KIND OF SUPPORT IS NEEDED?

help in getting access to property at the right price

financial support, including at-risk seed funding

supportive governance and regulation

help in building skills and networks



CREATING CONDITIONS FOR SYSTEM 
CHANGE: A LONG TERM DIFFERENCE?

Community businesses can create 
clusters of activity with a focus on social 
purpose and the common good. 

They can support new or emerging 
forms of economic activity, including 
hybrid commercial and social businesses 

They can help to slow down or prevent 
gentrification, keeping value within 
communities. Community asset ownership, 
supported by appropriate finance, can help 
to prevent boom and bust cycles. 



‘We have to bu i ld in  that connect iv i ty  between the th ings that 
we’re he lp ing to create , that ’s  why we focus heav i ly  on tra in ing, 
opportunit ies  for volunteering, jobs and connect ing ever ybody 

up, you put  people together and the magic happens .’

Interviewee, Huntly, Aberdeenshire, 2022

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

https://www.geograph.org.uk/photo/5637756
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


‘People don’t  want  to be embarrassed about where they ’re 
from. They want  a  veh ic le  to express pr ide in  where they l i ve .’

Council officer, Wirral, 2022

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:29-47_Market_Street,_Birkenhead.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
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