
   
        

 

 

 

Scotland’s Town Centres: New Understandings of Retail Structure, Vacancy, Churn and Resilience 

The Project: 

There has been a long-running structural and spatial revolution in British retailing; this is seen in the 

organisational concentration, power structures, scale of retail stores and the location of such stores.  

In recent years these long term trends have been accelerated and exacerbated by the rapid rise of 

the internet, enabling home and mobile shopping on a mass scale, and by the last five years of 

recession. Consumer behaviours and retail responses have changed dramatically. Alongside this has 

run a decentralisation of many other activities away from central places such as town centres.  

Examples include schools, cinemas, government functions, hotels, residential and sports facilities.   

 

The net effect is that town centres, and high streets within, have become less central to people’s 

lives, with a consequent reduction and change in the retail presence.  This crisis of the high street 

has been recognised in government sponsored inquiries (e.g. The Portas Review) and by industry 

commentators (e.g. the Grimsey Report).  In Scotland the government commissioned the Fraser 

Review (the National Review of Town Centres) which reported in July 2013 and in turn generated a 

Government Town Centre Action Plan in November 2013. The academic supervisor (Leigh Sparks, 

Professor of Retail Studies) was a member of the Fraser Review team.     

 

These reports and plans recognise the changes in retailing and the need to have, as part of a vibrant 

town centre, a strong retail presence.  They point to the lack of good data on retailing in town 

centres, a media commentary which focuses on a macro (often crude) vacancy rate for shops in a 

town, and stress the need for enhanced local measurement, understanding and management. 

 

Previous work by the applicant e.g. Findlay and Sparks 2010, 2012 has demonstrated that (a) there is 

a need to consider retail presence and vacancy over longer time frames; longitudinally rather than in 

a single snap-shot and (b) that the concept of a single town vacancy rate can be misleading and 

requires to be replaced by new measures such as persistent vacancy/presence, churn, diversity and 

resilience, all built-up from individual store and street locations so as to understand their spatial 

dimensions.  This is especially the case when active management of the town centre is required. 

However there has been a lack of reliable detailed store based and locationally grounded data, 

available longitudinally and comparably across town centres.  

 

This situation has been altered immeasurably by the Local Data Company (LDC).  The LDC has been 

working towards a real-time census of retail shops in towns and town centres (and other retail 

places such as shopping centres and warehouse parks), with details collected regularly and 

consistently by on-site investigators.  This data is accumulating over time, allowing longitudinal 

work, (and over places as additional coverage is completed) and is organised by line of business, 

shop type and name, geo-location and other dimensions. Additional external data sources 

complement the data records. In Scotland many hundred town centres are covered, with all shops in 



these centres identified and updated on a regular basis. This allows new measures of structure, 

diversity, vacancy, churn and resilience to be developed on a local basis to better understand, 

compare and manage towns and town centres. 

 

This database was used by the applicant and the LDC to inform the first Scotland’s Towns Summit in 

December 2013; dimensions of this data set for the largest towns in Scotland were presented and 

discussed, though at a macro level.  The LDC is a commercial organisation which focuses on high 

level analysis of the data for media and government and on catchment and centre data for 

commercial clients and local government.  They recognise the strength of partnering with academic 

institutions which can take the data and ask more sophisticated, conceptual and analytic questions. 

There is thus benefit for both organisations and for intellectual development and output/impact 

from this collaboration. 

 

The proposed research develops a new understanding of retail vacancy, churn, diversity and 

resilience in Scotland’s towns.  The research questions focus on: 

 

(a) What are the appropriate measures beyond ‘simple’ vacancy to understand the changing 

structure of retail in towns and town centres? 

(b) What do these new measures show for Scotland’s towns at national and local levels? 

(c) How can these new measures and understandings inform new management of town centres 

and places? 

 

This subject is of interest to a range of stakeholders and will generate considerable media interest, 

coverage and impact.  Both the applicant and LDC run blogs on retail and town centres issues with 

considerable followings and have extensive contact networks and social media presence. The LDC 

has had considerable impact on local and national policy through the use of its data.  We would wish 

to hold free public events on aspects of this research as it progressed and as part of our ongoing 

collaboration on analysing Scotland’s changing town centre and retail position.  We have a track 

record of doing this successfully (this is best seen at www.stirlingretail.com which contains some of 

the BBC and media coverage of the Scotland summit). This work is already informing Scottish 

Government and local government policy development. We would expect the PhD student to 

receive media training and to use our links in the media and government to develop the impact of 

the research. 

 

The student would be supervised by Leigh Sparks (who was a member of the Fraser Review, is Chair 

of Scotland’s Towns Policy Group, and has extensive successful PhD supervision) together with Anne 

Findlay from Stirling and Matthew Hopkinson (who was a member of the Grimsey Report team) from 

the LDC. Other members of the LDC would provide technical expertise as appropriate. We would 

expect the student to be based in London for a period(s) of the research, though the online nature of 

the LDC system does lend itself to online training. Our collaboration has previously successfully 

utilised virtual meeting technologies for detailed engagement, training and discussion. 

 

The output of the project beyond the thesis includes academic outputs as well the public, media and 

government engagement and impact above. The research will generate academic output in business 

and management, retailing and geography/urban journals.  Leigh Sparks has an extensive academic 

output and impact record and the LDC is keen to see its data used academically.  The topic of 

resilience and town centres has recently been covered in a 2013 special issue of Cities (the editorial 

pointed to the previous thorough work of Findley and Sparks on retail) and by Wrigley and Dolega 

(2011) in developing initial measurement concepts produced by Findlay and Sparks in 2010.  A 

programme of academic output will be built in with the PhD student from the outset, and suitable 

training, mentoring and co-authoring opportunities provided. 
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Further Information and to Register an Interest in the PhD, please contact 

 

Leigh Sparks, Professor of Retail Studies, University of Stirling. 

Tel: 01786 467384, Email: Leigh.sparks@stir.ac.uk 


