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Kingston Chamber of Commerce is very aware of the retail concerns that 
our members express to us. The high street is a very emotive and visible
reflection of how we feel Kingston is doing but, as we know from all the 
news reporting, we are not alone. It is fair to say that the issues for retail 
and digital transformations have combined in a complex and fast  
changing manner that is unprecedented.
 
A greater proportion of our Chamber membership is non-retail. The bulk of our membership  
comprises of professional businesses but we do have a number of larger retail members such as  
McDonalds, Carluccios and John Lewis. Regrettably with retail, the Chamber does not have as  
much leverage as we would like due to the two largest issues, business rates and landlord rents,  
very much requiring national and Council input. However, the retail landscape affects us all.  
We engage with our retail membership and regularly feedback concerns and opinions to the 
Council and other strategic partners.
 
In Kingston town centre, the retail voice is largely represented by Kingston First. They are a BID 
organisation, focused on the town centre (www.kingstonfirst.co.uk). They work with the Council 
and the main strategic partners in Kingston, such as the University and ourselves, to promote and 
support the town centre.

At the end of February 2020, it was announced that Kingston Council and Kingston First had 
appointed Arup to lead on the development of a new vision for its town centre. The study will look at 
the opportunities and challenges facing Kingston town centre and will drive its future employment, 
cultural, education, business, transport and regeneration offer, which will contribute to a successful, 
vibrant and inclusive centre, supporting the delivery of growth in the borough over the next 15 years. 

In partnership with Kingston Council and Kingston First, Arup will review options for the town 
centre including how key sites such as the Cattle Market Car Park, Surrey House, Eden Quarter, 
Guildhall and Ashdown Road Car Park can meet these challenges and deliver social, economic 
and environmental outcomes that support the borough’s residents, businesses and visitors in years 
to come.

The purpose of this report is to inform and to offer a range of retail opinions. These edited articles  
are sourced from online media over the past two years and provide a range of insights and possible 
solutions to the health of retail. There is no one clear answer as the issues are complex. However,  
we believe that greater knowledge can help us understand and allow us to contribute to the  
debates in a more informed way.



1.
Why 2019 wasn’t the ‘worst year on record’ 
for retailers
Spectator Life
Kate Andrews, January 2020
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UK retail industry figures from the British Retail Consortium (BRC), which calls 2019 the 
‘worst year for retail in 25 years’. The trade body’s numbers, published today, find total 
sales in the UK fell by 0.1 per cent from 2018, the first decline in annual sales since 1995. 
BRC also highlight relatively poor sales in November and December last year, which fell 
0.9 per cent.

On the face of it, news of marginally declining retail sales seems in line our broader narrative about 
struggling high streets and changes in consumers’ shopping and spending habits. But long-term 
evidence challenges this grim interpretation of the figures, and breaking down different areas of retail 
reveals that it’s not all bad news – especially for consumers.

Contrary to the claim that 2019 was the ‘worst year’ for retail in a quarter of a century, the annual 
sales value of Britain’s retailing sector has been on a fairly consistent rise for well over a decade.
The total value of retail sales (excluding fuel) was £125 billion less in 2005 than it was in 2018.  

While 2019 may have been a year of sluggish retail growth, it’s strange to categorise it the ‘worst 
year’, as if annual retail figures from the early 1990s or early 2000s would be more preferable to  
todays. But BRC is clearly focused on the state of the high street, rather than the retail market overall, 
as their survey excludes some of today’s most important online retail players, like Amazon, which now 
account for one in every five pounds spent on British retail (a Retail Economics report estimated last 
year that over half of UK retail sales will be online by 2030).

There’s no doubt that traditional brick and mortar shops are suffering consequences from a  
combination of factors, including price competition from online retailers and outdated public policy 
around business rates, which have contributed to recent high street struggles, highlighted by 
BRC’s figures.

But while people are switching their traditional shopping habits for clothes and toys on the high street 
to experience-based purchases (cinema tickets, dining out and ordering in), the total sales value of 
retail (including fuel) has remained fairly consistent month on month over the past five years. While 
customers are changing their purchasing preferences, they are not abandoning their consumerist 
tendencies all together.

Acknowledgements to:
   Spectator Life
Kate Andrews, January 2020

The full article can be read at:
https://life.spectator.co.uk/articles/why-2019-wasnt-the-worst-year-on-record-for-retailers
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2.
High Street: How many UK shops have closed?
BBC News 
Emma Simpson Business correspondent
October 2019
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What is behind the High Street crisis? 

1. Shops are empty, and too big
Fashion chains Karen Millen and Coast recently announced closures. They had more than 100 
outlets and concessions between them. The fast-growing online fashion chain Boohoo snapped up 
the brands following their collapse. But Boohoo isn’t interested in owning and running physical stores 
and so relaunched them as online-only retailers. New research also indicates the top 150 UK retailers 
have 20% more store space than they need and can afford. Some shops such, as New Look, have 
done restructuring deals with their landlords, closing hundreds of shops between them. 

2. Shopping habits are changing
In the past few years, things have become a lot harder for traditional retailers. Companies have had to 
deal with rising costs. Researchers at A&M and Retail Economics suggest during the past five years, 
companies have had to spend 10.8% more on things such as business rates, increasing wages 
and rents. And, at the same time, retailers are trying to adapt to rapidly changing shopping habits. 
Consumers now spend one in every five pounds online - and if businesses are seeing 20% fewer 
sales on the shop floor as well as their fixed costs rising, then profit margins will be squeezed. 
This huge shift in spending is making businesses think again about how they make money.  
Too many retailers either fail or are unable to adapt. Those with underlying problems have suffered. 
Take Debenhams, it’s been struggling for years. Its previous owners had saddled it with a huge 
amount of debt and it was tied into long leases.

3. Footfall is declining
Shoppers are making fewer visits to High Streets. The retail analytics company Springboard tracks 
footfall in main towns and cities. It’s seen a decline in numbers for the past few years. 

4. Jobs are being cut
From March 2016 to 2019, UK retail lost 106,000 jobs according to the British Retail Consortium 
(BRC). Those figures are based on data from the Office for National Statistics. Poundworld saw the 
biggest job losses, with more than 5,000 redundancies. Toys R Us and Maplin also lost 5,500 jobs 
between them. More than two years ago, the BRC warned there would be up to 900,000 fewer jobs 
in retail over the next decade.

5. Tastes are changing
Although the first half of this year saw a net decline of 1,234 chain stores on British High Streets,  
there were some bright spots. Takeaways, gyms and specialist vaping shops were some  
categories that saw the largest increases in store openings. Analysts have said this demonstrates 
the High Street’s move away from traditional retailing. But the overall picture is the UK has too many 
shops, they’re too big and in the wrong locations. The winners will be the companies that know what 
their consumers want and give it to them, with great service and products they want to buy.
 
Acknowledgements to:
   BBC News
Emma Simpson, October 2019

The full article can be read at:
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-49349703

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-49349703
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Many major retail chains seem to be in trouble. This week Marks & Spencer said it will close 
down 100 stores as profits tumble. This follows Mothercare’s announcement last week of  
50 store closures. House of Fraser is restructuring. Debenhams’ profits have collapsed.  
And earlier this year Toys r Us and Maplin crashed into administration.

Restaurants also seem to be under the cosh, with Jamie’s Italian, Prezzo and Byron all shuttering 
stores. Some of these businesses, such as Debenhams, have blamed the snow this year for their 
problems. But is this simply a lame excuse?

Does the stress on the UK’s High Street and retail parks reflect a struggling British consumer?  
Or is the rise of online shopping to blame? Or punitive taxation in the form of business rates?
What is really going on with the retailing sector? And why does it seem to be in crisis?

Consumer spending, which accounts for 60 per cent of GDP, was clearly hit by higher inflation last 
year. Inflation shot up above 3 per cent in 2017, as the slump in sterling in the wake of the Brexit vote 
was passed through. Average wages, meanwhile, were flat, putting a real terms squeeze on  
households.

Richard Hyman, a veteran retail advisor, argues that the UK consumer has been struggling ever  
since the financial crisis a decade ago, although that weakness had been temporarily disguised by 
low interest rates and one-offs like PPI compensation payments from banks. “I’ve been warning  
about this [crunch for retailers] for 15 years. The writing has been on the wall,” he says.
“It’s quite simple: there’s not enough spend and too many mouths to feed.”

Is the internet to blame?
The latest official data shows that internet sales as a share of total sales is around 17 per cent.  
That’s up from almost nothing fifteen years ago. That rush online will undoubtedly have hurt many  
high street shops, particularly department stores. It will also have been a factor in the demise of  
the likes of Maplin. 

“Online retail hasn’t made the pie any bigger – it’s just been cannibalising it,” says Mr Hyman.
However, there’s no reason why existing bricks and mortar retailers can’t sell online too. And some – 
such as Next – have done so reasonably successfully. But the reality is that many have under invested 
in their online offering. M&S admitted this week that its website is still too slow.
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What about taxes?
Many high street firms criticise punitive business rates, and complain that the likes of Amazon pay less 
because they operate from out-of-town fulfilment centres and thus pay lower rates.

Business rates are due to rise for many firms in April. But this is because rates are linked to rents and 
rents have risen in many areas since the last valuation exercise. That implies that some retailers, who 
are bidding up rents, still see opportunities for profit.

The retailing analyst Nick Bubb criticises the Government for failing to come up with a “proper online 
sales tax” to replace business rates which he characterises as a “tax on high street property”.
Yet the tax issue is likely to be more a symptom than a fundamental cause of many firms’ difficulties.
And it’s important to bear in mind that not every retail business is struggling. 

The problem is that the successful and quietly effective ones tend not to attract so many headlines.
“The conditions are not impossible,” argues Mr Pritchard of Peel Hunt. “There’s plenty of retailers 
doing well enough.”
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Online rivals
The internet has made life challenging for retailers in a number of ways. Apart from directly diverting 
sales, it has given shoppers less reason to visit their high street, reducing small retailers’ chances of 
drawing in passing trade, while the cost and complexity of building the infrastructure to deliver goods 
to homes efficiently has hit profits. As traditional retailers struggle to adapt, they are being pressed 
by online specialists, such as Asos, Amazon and Boohoo.com, unhindered by a long tail of outdated 
stores. The ease of comparing prices and accessing goods from around the world has given more 
options to those based in small towns who are no longer restricted to shopping local, making 
competition tougher than ever.

The internet is also enabling savvy shoppers to trade goods among themselves much more easily. 
In the US, the fashion resale market, both on and offline, is expected to rise 13% between 2016 and 
2021 to $33bn, and new specialist sites such as Hewi (Hardly Ever Worn It) and Vinted as well as 
Depop are also expected to drive growth in the UK.

Rising costs
As traditional retailers battle to fund adapting their businesses to cope with the shift to online 
shopping, they are being hit with a perfect storm of other cost rises. The fall in the value of the pound 
following the Brexit vote has pushed up the cost of sourcing goods abroad. The impending exit from 
the EU and lower value of sterling have also acted to push up wages in some areas as it has been 
more difficult to find skilled workers who have traditionally come from mainland Europe, such as 
van drivers. The rise in the legal minimum wage and imposition of the apprenticeship levy have also 
pushed up costs, as has a rise in business rates this year. 

Consumption fatigue
After years of filling their wardrobes and homes with material possessions, Brits appear to have 
reached “peak stuff”. Young people are now more likely to be renters rather than buyers, meaning 
they’ve no yearning to fill a bottom drawer with household goods they may have to lug between 
short-term lets.  Barclaycard data for last year reveals a 10% increase in spending on entertainment 
and an 11.4% rise in spending on telecoms, which of course doesn’t include all those direct debits 
paying for long-term phone contracts. Entertainment, pubs and restaurant spending was all up in 
double-digit percentages last year, according to Barclaycard, but women’s clothing spending was 
down. 

High-street decline
Retailers are currently closing stores at a faster rate than during the recession, but despite the 
underlying issues being well rehearsed, no coherent plan has emerged to tackle high-street decline. 
Some 50,000 stores are deemed surplus to requirements and MPs have recently launched a fresh 
inquiry, with the goal of drawing up a vision of what high streets and town centres could look like by 
2030. But while MPs and retail experts bang their heads together, the pace of decline only 
accelerates. Last week Marks & Spencer confirmed plans to close 100 of its traditional high-street 
stores by 2022 as sales move online. M&S’s predicament typifies that of large chains with long 
histories: stores opened on once-thriving high streets are now surrounded by discount stores and 
fast-food outlets. M&S’s predicament typifies that of large chains with long histories: stores opened on 
once thriving high streets are now surrounded by discount stores and fast food outlets. 
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Bad management 
The world wide web has been around for more than 25 years so retail bosses have had plenty of  
time to get used to the idea and adapt their businesses. Nearly 50% of Next’s £4bn sales are rung up 
online, whereas last week Marks & Spencer admitted that despite spending the best part of £400m 
on its website operation, it is still too clunky and needs more money thrown at it. 

There are clear instances of bad management heightening the pressure created by the structural 
change bearing down on the high street: Homebase, which employs more than 11,000 people, was 
sold for just £1 after its new Australian owners, Wesfarmers, made terrible decisions that turned a 
profitable business into a massive loss-maker. Analysts level claims of inexperience at the bosses of 
retail chains such as House of Fraser, which has joined a long list of household names that includes 
Carpetright, New Look and Mothercare resorting to company voluntary arrangements (CVA), a form 
of insolvency, to jettison their weakest stores.

Spending squeeze
Consumers have just escaped a long period of falling real income and the scars are now becoming 
visible on the high street. Last year saw inflation rise to 3%, while wages remained stuck between  
2% and 2.5%. According to pay experts, most wage bargaining deals signed last year were n 
earer 2%. That made for a significant fall in inflation-adjusted earnings and depressed the disposable 
incomes of most shoppers.

However, Brexit uncertainty – and the transformation of working life following the rise of self-
employment, part-time jobs and zero-hours contracts – more than offset the pressure from rising 
vacancy rates to send household incomes falling backwards. A lack of investment by British business 
has also played its part, keeping productivity and wage rises low.

To maintain their standard of living, consumers have ramped up their borrowing, especially to buy 
cars and other big-ticket items. They have also run down their savings. The hope is that falling  
inflation this year will allow real incomes to rise again and a credit binge can be avoided. That’s what 
most forecasters expect, though the twists and turns of Brexit could wreck that prediction.

7

Acknowledgements to:
   The Guardian
Sarah Butler, Zoe Wood and Phillip Inman, October 2018

The full article can be read at:
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2018/may/26/six-reasons-why-british-retailers-are-struggling

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2018/may/26/six-reasons-why-british-retailers-are-struggling 


5.
Top retail trends to expect in the roaring 2020s 
Sahar Nazir
Retail Gazette, January 2020 

Kingston Chamber of Commerce  February 2020
The Health of Retail

The Retail Gazette spoke to industry experts to find out what UK retail can expect this year.

SUSTAINABILITY
Last year saw seven out of 10 grocers reduce their plastic packaging, as well as make pledges to 
reduce their carbon footprint.

Alex Rohloff, co-founder of payment system Laybuy, told Retail Gazette that sustainability “will no 
doubt continue into 2020”. He suggested that the retail sector is likely to see strong transitions to 
environmentally friendly and decomposable products in the next year. Although this movement has 
been seen before, he said the introduction of single use plastic bags was really just “the tip of the 
iceberg”. Oliver Guy, industry director at Software AG, said environmental responsibility would become 
a differentiator for retailers this year. He also said the increased focus on the environment will allow 
retailers to access consumer choices seamlessly, helping them respond accordingly.

Food waste concerns are also expected to continue dominating retailers’ agendas in 2020.  
AI-enabled platform Symphony RetailAI predicted that consumers will become more eco-conscious, 
thus placing increased pressure on retailers to forecast their food wastage as accurately as possible.

TECHNOLOGY
The shift from in-store exclusivity to omnichannel spending has pushed retailers to make huge 
adjustments in the way that they do business – and those who failed to adapt have been left behind.
This has encouraged further tech innovation – such as Adidas’ London flagship which brought in 
virtual mirrors late last year, and Sainsbury’s launching the UK’s first till-free store.

Symphony RetailAI predicted that retailers will increasingly rely on technology to advertise their brand. 
Although this has been done before, the firm said “retailers will look to tech to ensure that the right 
customer is targeted at the right time and place”.

James Harvey, chief tech officer at Cisco AppDynamics, told Retail Gazette that retailers will likely 
focus more on the digital customer experience rather than the in-store or face-to-face experience  
“for the first time ever”. Angus Burrell, UK general manager of payments solutions company Valitor,  
argues, “The reason that social commerce will continue to be such a powerful force is because it 
serves one of consumers’ most pressing needs; convenience. Social networks will continue to make 
the path to purchase shorter and less complicated, allowing consumers to make a quick purchase 
with minimal effort.”

EXPERIENTIAL RETAIL
While technology has undoubtedly changed the way we shop, the purpose of the bricks-and-mortar 
retail store has also changed. Last year saw stablemates John Lewis and Waitrose launch a customer 
experience-centric concept in Southampton as part of a trial, while Adidas’ 27,000sq ft London 
flagship introduced interactive changing room mirrors and a printing machine for customising 
products in store.
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The Body Shop offered experiential retail with a blend of relevance – it revamped its London Bond 
Street store into a concept store by offering a dedicated activism corner, refill station and product 
zones – where customers can learn more about its sustainability initiatives.

“In the next year, the penny will drop, and the role of the store will change: it’ll become a place for 
consumers to have more of an experience,” said Raphaël De Perlinghi, business director at online 
retailer Targus. Burrell added: “The high street will continue to redefine itself, becoming a destination 
for experiences, not just product purchases.” According to Symphony RetailAI added that 
personalisation will also have an increased role, as retailers seek to offer a “compelling shopping 
experience that will grant a competitive edge”. 

CUSTOMER LOYALTY
There’s increasing evidence to suggest that consumers will flick between loyalty schemes depending 
on what’s on offer at any given time. Due to this increasing competition, 2019, saw major retailers put 
forward initiatives to boost loyalty.

Morrisons teamed up with market research company IRI to offer personalised rewards, while fellow 
Big 4 grocer Tesco revealed Clubcard Plus would offer further savings. Discounting is one initiative 
that retailers undertake when trying to attract customers, and many of them capitalise on sales events 
such as Black Friday – although this hasn’t always worked in favour. The ONS found in December that 
retail sales grew at their weakest annual rate since October 2017 despite steep discounting on the 
high street. Black Friday discounting failed to attract shoppers, as sales fell 0.6 per cent during 
November – making it the fourth monthly decline in a row.

“Those participating not only suffer from reduced margins due to the sales volume, but also due to the 
fact that they’re effectively pulling their Christmas sales forwards in the process,” Rohloff explained.
“Retailers don’t especially enjoy these periods. But by choosing not to participate, they’re basically 
conceding to their competitors who are offering customers sweeter deals.” 

OVERVIEW
Gone are the easy days to win customer loyalty. Consumers feel no shame in looking to a  
competitor if a brand cannot offer them the right experience at the right price. Social media has 
helped to fuel this mentality, with the likes of Instagram allowing consumers to jump from retailer to 
retailer, with direct-to-consumer brands sells directly to their customers. The retailers that triumph 
in the midst of this are those that not only offer products, but an entire culture and ethos for their 
audience to buy into. What’s pivotal for retailers is to ensure that they aren’t just innovating or digitising 
for the sake of it, but truly understanding the problem that they are trying to solve, and the way they 
go about meeting the needs and desires of their customers.
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How can you go from ghost town to boom town? We speak to those that have reinvented their 
high street to find out how they did it. 

But transforming an ailing high street, while unforgiving trading conditions are leading many big  
businesses to shut up shop, is a Herculean task. Yet it’s not impossible. Not long ago, Altrincham was 
referred to as a ghost town. Back in 2010, the Greater Manchester area was found to have England’s 
emptiest high street as more than 30% of its shops stood empty.

Last November, Altrincham was crowned as the best high street in the country in the Great British 
High Street awards, run by the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government. So, how did 
it go about this dramatic turnaround?

Community-driven transformation
The transformation of Altrincham was very much driven by the community. This is something that  
Sir John Timpson recommended in his High Street Report, published in December. In fact,  
Altrincham was one of the areas that Timpson took inspiration from while writing his review.

Angela Stone from Altrincham Partnership, which was the forerunner to the town’s Business  
Improvement District (BID) Altrincham Unlimited, first got involved a decade ago, around the time 
Altrincham was burdened by the ghost town label. She says the opening of the Trafford Centre, just 
seven miles away, was the catalyst for the town’s decline. A lot of effort has been put into promoting 
local businesses and creating community events in Altrincham

Stone says a lot of effort has been put into promoting local businesses and creating community 
events in the town centre to get people out onto the high street. This ranges from ‘Veg Out’, an 
initiative to get people to sample local eateries, to indie shopping event Shoptober, to the annual 
music festival Goose Green, now in its fifth year, which attracts more than 8,000 people.

Stone says these events “remind people that we do have a strong retail offer and encourages them 
to stay and sample it”. Crucially that group of local people was given backing – and funding – from 
Trafford Council. This was further bolstered by the creation of the BID in 2016, which has helped to 
grow the events it puts on.

Planning controls
A key element of Altrincham’s transformation has been the community taking control of town centre 
planning.

Altrincham’s Neighbourhood Plan Forum, which comprise local businesses and community groups, 
developed a plan that dictates what happens in terms of planning in the town centre. This plan has 
been voted through by residents and businesses so it is now enforceable by law for the next 30 years.
Stone sits on the forum, which tackles issues such as parking. “We’ve got a development going on 
starting this year to double the amount of space available in our council car parks. We felt as though 
we didn’t have enough parking in the town centre,” says Stone. “We’ve got a development going on 
starting this year to double the amount of space available in our council car parks.”
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Another initiative that the Neighbourhood Plan Forum is keen to push forward is turning the upstairs of 
retail units into residential. “It will make the ground floor units more affordable for smaller businesses,” 
says Stone. Making it easier for smaller businesses to thrive on the high street has been a priority for 
Altrincham. One initiative that has proven successful is a loan scheme for small businesses to make 
units usable. Trafford Council set up this initiative in Altrincham but has since rolled it out across the 
entire borough. Stone says the benefit of the scheme is that it is “self-funding” and as businesses pay 
the money back, others can dip into it.

Reinventing the high street
Altrincham town centre has undergone much change during the past decade and retail plays a less 
prominent role. The high street now hosts two gyms, an Everyman cinema and a bustling food 
market, which houses a plethora of eateries and a 180-seater dining area. 

Stone says it is important for high streets and town centres to make themselves a destination for 
something other than retail. “We very much became somewhere that people want to come to eat out. 
It’s about finding something that’s different about your area.”

Taking stock in Stockton
It was the collapse of a big retailer that forced leaders at Stockton Borough Council to take action to 
transform its high street. Neil Schneider, chief executive of the council, says: “The closure of 
Woolworths was a pivotal moment. It forced us to rethink things.”

Schneider admits that Stockton had been struggling for a while before Woolworths, a big anchor 
tenant in the city centre, hit the buffers. Like Altrincham, the success of a big retail park nearby – 
Teesside Retail Park – had wooed away big businesses.  Schneider decided to focus on what was 
different about Stockton town centre.

“We had this market town, with a proud history of our market offer. What are we doing trying to 
compete with retail parks? We need a complementary offer, not the same offer. “We needed to look 
backwards, to our soul, history and heritage, and reinvent ourselves. We’re a welcoming place with a 
sense of spirit and entertainment, we’re a market town. We’ve got to position ourselves there.”
The council set about reinventing Stockton as a kind of outdoor community centre.

Investments 
The council invested in its market, known locally as ‘The Queen of the North’, and made it central to 
its high street. The market, which runs on Wednesday, Friday and Saturday and has more than 100 
independent stalls, brings people to the heart of Stockton.

Stockton also committed to bringing new businesses to the town centre. At the council-supported 
Enterprise Arcade at the Fountain Shopping Mall, young businesses can take space for as little as 
£10 a day to try out their format. Schneider describes the scheme as a “grow our own” and says the 
next generation of independent traders is coming through the Enterprise Arcade. Already 14 former 
tenants have moved into more prominent units in the town centre. The council has also offered  
grants of up to £5,000 to help businesses refurbish vacant units. 
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Like Altrincham, Stockton also focused on putting on events to get people out on the high street. 
Community carnivals, Diwali-inspired festivals and giant tea parties have been hosted, as well as 
some grand-scale events. The Stockton International Riverside Festival attracts up to 500,000 people 
and the town will also host the City Games this year, which will be broadcast live on BBC One.

Thriving night-time economy
While Altrincham’s reinvention centred on its foodie credentials, Stockton has played on its reputation 
as a night-time destination. To build on that, the council is bringing back to life the Globe Theatre,  
a dramatic art deco building that will host live music and comedy when it opens next year.
This means Stockton will have three live music venues. Hotel group Hilton has also built a new  
Hampton Inn in Stockton to help bring more visitors to the town centre.

A proactive council
A proactive council has been critical to Stockton’s turnaround, says Soult. “The council has got itself 
into gear,” he says. “I’m unapologetic in taking a lead in place-shaping,” says Schneider. “The local 
authority has to invest and not expect a financial return.” So far, more than £35m has been spent  
on regenerating Stockton – and Schneider intends to invest more. He says Stockton Council is  
approved to borrow £35m for strategic acquisitions and he sees the potential to snap up land for 
redevelopment.

However, he says the council cannot lead high street regeneration alone and insists buy-in is needed 
from the entire community, including local businesses and residents. Schneider advises town centres 
to first and foremost come up with a concrete plan as to how to rejuvenate their high street.
”You can’t just replicate and clone what other high streets have done. You’ve got to find your heart 
and soul,” he says. “And when you have a good plan, it’s easy to attract funding.” Stockton has 
secured funding from organisations such as Heritage Lottery, the Arts Council and Sports England, 
says Schneider.
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7.
Retail Is Reinventing Its Way To Recovery 
Paul Sulyok Contributor 
Forbes, January 2019

The perfect storm of intensifying online competition, high rents and lower consumer spending 
has conspired to further squeeze these retailers and it now seems no company is safe.

As a serial entrepreneur it is not in my nature to focus on problems–but it is certainly not in my nature 
to ignore them either. I know that we need to deal with challenges head-on before they become 
insurmountable. The good news (and, despite what you may believe, there is considerable good  
news out there!) is that there is enough dedication, vision and commitment in the retail sector to  
ensure success, despite the current unfavourable headwinds.

Fear is the enemy
All the challenges impacting the sector, combined with negative headlines and persistent question 
marks over its future are creating a downward spiral that could further destabilize the market. Those of 
us who have weathered the economic storms of previous years know all too well how this plays out. 
A culture of fear begins to take hold. This fear can be far more damaging and disruptive than even the 
most worrying facts. Fear kills confidence which is critical to a business’s success and this loss  
of confidence has profound and deeply damaging consequences. Suppliers start to shorten their 
payment cycles, banks tighten their lending criteria, consumers begin to tighten their belts. 
All this occurs, not because bad things are happening, but because there is a persistent fear that 
bad things might happen soon. For business, this is pure poison. 

Recovery is on the horizon
So how, as an industry, do we bounce back from this? The retail sector has always needed huge 
amounts of dynamism and creativity to respond to market conditions and what we see happening 
now is really no different. If you look beyond the dramatic headlines and negative spin, you can clearly 
see an industry that is intelligently transforming itself. New channels are driving growth at the same 
time as the old channels decline. It is a total reinvention of retail and is hugely exciting.

Reinvention with purpose
The most successful elements of this reinvention are those which have truly put the customer at the 
very heart of everything. Retailers of all sizes are improving their offer for customers in multiple ways 
and we are all going to reap the benefits. Whether this is by better reaching out to customers on 
social media to inspire and involve them, or by delivering new experiences in-store or by automating 
warehouses and shops it is adding up to a re-energized, reinvigorated retail sector.

If we are to survive and thrive as retailers, it is incumbent upon us to ensure we take nothing for 
granted, that we are open to new and innovative ideas and that we act before a crisis hits, rather than 
responding to a bad situation to see if we can weather the storms. I’m fully confident that the retail 
sector in this country will be in excellent health as we move forward. It will not be easy. It will take 
huge amounts of bold leadership and innovative thinking but if we seize the opportunity now and take 
control of the future, there is everything to play for. 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/paulsulyok/2019/09/15/retail-is-reinventing-its-way-to-recovery/#473764
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