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Flexibility, footfall and focus: the basis for 
continued attraction

Nick Knapman, Head of Shopping Centres at DAC Beachcroft asked leading 
academic Professor Cathy Parker, and her team at Manchester Metropolitan 
University, for their thoughts on how consumers can be encouraged to 
return again and again to shop in our town and city centres. Their response 
considers flexible approaches to empty spaces, the more detailed study 
of footfall profile and the importance of centres having a strong focus — 
a strong sense of their purpose.

Tactical urbanism, lean urbanism, adaptable neighbourhoods and pop-up urbanism are just some of the 
terms used to describe a broad movement in urban renewal, a trend informed by a planned limited life or 
built-in obsolescence. The Manchester team believes that this trend, with its roots in the recent recession, 
provides real insight into how our towns and cities remain relevant and interesting to consumers. 

All these terms capture a range of examples including temporary galleries, art installations, cultural events, 
festivals and pop up shops. Most have relied on the more flexible use of fixed space. These interventions 
have become increasingly professionalised and are now part of mainstream urban regeneration. Often 
they are the product of self organising community activity that establishes experimental or alternative 
uses compared to mainstream economic or cultural activities. 
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“Increasing footfall should be the 
fundamental goal of the pop up market”
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According to Professor Cathy Parker, this signals a need to appreciate the benefits of some other 
fundamental forms of retailing.  “Our recent research shows that temporary, regular, retail markets can 
continue to play an important role in the life of towns and cities” ii, Although 26% of markets have 
experienced a decrease in performance successful markets can significantly increase football by between 
15-27% compared to locations without markets, with the proviso of effective management (or collective 
management by the traders) as a requirement for strong performance” iii, she adds. 

The need to diversify what town and city centres offer in support of sustained vitality has been widely 
recognised by the British Council of Shopping Centres, The Association of Town Centre Managers, the 
British Retail Consortium and by the National Planning Policy Framework. Footfall measurement is one 
important indication of vitality, albeit not a measurement of retail spend. Nevertheless, unlike retail spend, 
there are no sensitivities around footfall data and it is also a good measure of how relevant a location is to 
its catchment.

“Footfall signatures give us insight into 
when temporary interventions might  
be most appropriate”

ii  Hallsworth, A Ntounis, N Parker, C and Quin, S (2015). Markets Matter: Reviewing the Evidence and Detecting the Market Effect.  

Institute of Place Management. Manchester. www.placemanagement.org/media/9501/Markets-Matter.pdf. iii Retail Markets Alliance 

(2012) 2012 Retail Markets Survey Report, NABMA
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Manchester Metropolitan University’s High Street 2020 project iv provided the opportunity to examine 
footfall data from Springboard, covering half a billion people movements over a three year period. From 
the analysis clear profiles for different types of towns emerged. “These footfall signatures give us important 
insight into the different way towns and city centres are being used, provide clues about how the centre 
can better meet the needs of the user, when temporary interventions might be most appropriate and 
what future evolution would be most appropriate” says Simon Quin. “While on average, footfall is 
decreasing, some centres are bucking that trend” he said “and we wanted to know why”.

The team grouped centres into four types; comparison, holiday, specialist and convenience where 
possible. “Half of the centres studied did not have a particular signature and performed significantly worse 
than those that were more distinct” explains Nikos Ntounis. The team believe their classifications will 
prove very useful to both the retail and the retail property industry. Previous classifications have been 
based on retail rankings, which depend on the presence or otherwise of multiple retailers. As the number 
of outlets required by a multiple to have a national presence falls, retail rankings have become increasingly 
meaningless for many locations.

iv For more details see www.placemanagement.org/special-interest-groups/town-and-city-centresdowntowns/town-centre-policy-

and-research/hsuk2020/
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These are often (but not always) the big, regional centres. Regardless of size however, comparison 
shopping towns and cities show steady footfall during most of the year, with peaks at the back to 
school period and Christmas. With a wide geographical reach, they offer the broadest range of retail, 
leisure, food and beverage. The scale of change in last quarter of the year suggests that additional people 
are coming from a wider catchment at that time. Their means of transport, knowledge of the 
city and the centre, time spent and requirements for food and drink may differ greatly from more 
regular, local users. Flexible facilities and additional signage are just some of the features required at 
busier times of the year.

Footfall signature of comparison shopping towns and centres

Comparison shopping towns and centres
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Footfall signature of holiday towns and centres

These locations see a significant peak building from Easter into the summer months. They are not 
centres that people are using primarily for the retail offer but leisure shopping is part of the visit. One 
of the challenges for these locations is to be relevant to both local and occasional users.  Footfall 
profiles suggest that most of these centres are not supportive of significant new retail development. If 
new development does take place it will most likely be to replace existing stock. The other opportunity 
that may exist in some holiday towns is to reposition themselves as speciality towns, if they have a 
distinctive enough offer. Retail development to support this may be appropriate, but this would be 
smaller scale shop units or possible modern market facilities.

May NovFeb Jun DecOctApr SepAug

Holiday towns and centres

MarJan Jul



8

These centres see a peak before Christmas, but also enhanced and maintained footfall from May to 
October. They also have longer dwell times.  Footfall flow suggests they are good at serving local as 
well as visitor requirements. Successful management requires understanding of when locally focused 
initiatives are most appropriate, as well as those for more occasional visitors. Their strong 
performance, relatively year round, may make them attractive for development. However large 
covered shopping centres or even large stores are often difficult to fit into the structures of such 
centres and they may already have access issues.  The opportunities may be to provide retailers with 
a smaller but premium offer, as compared to what is available in comparison towns and shopping centres.  
They can also provide opportunities for showrooms and collection locations for larger retailers.  
There will also be demand from specialist independents and smaller chains.

Speciality towns and centres
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Footfall signature of speciality towns and centres
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The more varied the functionality  
the wider the potential
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Often with a non retail anchor, such as transport or employment, these have no particular monthly 
upsurges or crashes. This is, in part, an indication that they are fulfilling their local role. Steady footfall 
has obvious merits, but convenience shoppers will move elsewhere is somewhere else is more 
convenient. Their local nature is critical to future evolution.  

Space for smaller range food stores will continue to be required in convenience and community 
centres. For future development, much of the rest of the retail offer will be able to reuse existing 
premises, with some refurbishment or reconfiguration for new occupiers. As convenience centres seek 
to become more even more convenient, storage space for click and collect may be useful. Pop ups and 
other short term occupiers may become more frequent in these towns and markets will remain. Ensuring 
the market is a functioning one is a key issue and may involve relocation and refurbishment of the market 
facilities, as well as changing opening hours, to provide, for example, a reliable food offer.

Encouraging temporary uses, be they regular or one-off, provide additional opportunities to 
attract additional footfall, to create or reinforce a sense of purpose and introduce another 
element of attraction to retail centres. A more varied offer also raises the potential for generating 
models of town centre management based on inclusive forms of local governance through better 
integration between planners and stakeholder groups with the ultimate goal of developing a 
stronger, collective experience. The more varied the functionality, the wider the potential this has 
for the visitor and this has to be good for vitality and vibrancy. 

Convenience and community towns and centres
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DAC Beachcroft is an international legal firm. A specialist and dedicated retail centre group, part of a  
135 strong real estate team, offers strength and depth in five UK cities. We provide a comprehensive 
service to major property and investment companies with an interest in retail, helping our clients  
create and manage exciting and sustainable retail and leisure destinations. 

Nick Knapman, Head of Shopping Centres

 +44 (0)117 918 2292

 nknapman@dacbeachcroft.com 

The Institute of Place Management is the professional body for people involved in making, maintaining 
and marketing places. As part of Manchester Metropolitan University, the Institute of Place Management 
is a not-for-profit membership body dedicated to supporting people who serve places with unbiased 
research, continuing professional development, post-graduate qualifications and networking 
opportunities. 

 www.placemanagement.org

Professor Cathy Parker is Chair of Retail and Marketing Enterprise and Chair of the Institute of Place 
Management. She is also Editor in Chief of the Journal of Place Management and Development and has 
published many articles and reports in the areas of retail and town centre city change. She was also lead 
academic researcher for the prominent High Street Britain 2015 Enquiry. 

 c.parker@mmu.ac.uk

Simon Quin is Director of Place Management at the Institute of Place Management. Simon has previously 
been CEO of the Association of Town and City Management as well as a Board Member of the 
International Downtown Association. 

 simon@placemanagement.org
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