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A role for Universities

Lancaster 
University

Northern Powerhouse & academic 
anchor institutions

▪ The N8 group of northern research 
intensive universities have 
committed to working with 
government:
“to build innovation communities 

for economic growth across the 
North of England.”

▪ Lancaster VC Professor Mark E 
Smith appointed Chair of N8 Board 
of Directors, Nov. 2018.

So the interesting question for us:

Can our ideas and research be useful, 
when applied to a District or a Town?



Town Centre Performance

Presented by Dr Chris Ford FCA, 24 April 2019

For further information, or to continue the 
discussion in relation to this presentation, 
please contact: c.ford@lancaster.ac.uk

mailto:c.ford@lancaster.ac.uk


Town Centre Performance

1. Background – prior research

2. What’s the issue nationally – Future High Street Fund

3. What’s the issue locally – Recent insights

4. Evaluating Penrith – Who / Why / How

5. Evaluating the town centre  role through ecosystems 

6. Managing action – challenges and opportunities



Background – prior research
▪ Phase I (2011 - 12)

▪ Collaborative Innovation in 

11 multinationals

▪ Phase II (2012 - 015)

▪ Business models & performance 

in three strategic alliances 

▪ Phase III (2015 - 17)

▪ In-depth study of the performance of a 

leading bioscience hub and its tenants

▪ Phase IV (2017 - 19)

▪ Appointed a Cabinet Office Policy Fellow, to 

advise & evaluate their Open Innovation Team



What’s the issue nationally – Future High Street Fund

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/future-high-streets-fund/future-high-street-fund
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What’s the issue nationally – Future High Street Fund

https://www.retailgazette.co.uk/blog/2018/12/timpson-report-
grassroots-approach-needed-rejuvenate-high-streets/

▪ £675m fund for Councils 
to bid in to.

▪ Focus is on infrastructure, 
linked to highly ambitious 
and visionary projects, in 
problem areas.

▪ Last time we saw 
something similar: Portas
review in 2011.  

https://www.retailgazette.co.uk/blog/2018/12/timpson-report-grassroots-approach-needed-rejuvenate-high-streets/


What’s the issue nationally – Future High Street Fund

▪ £675m fund for Councils 
to bid in to.

▪ Focus is on infrastructure, 
linked to highly ambitious 
and visionary projects, in 
problem areas.

▪ Last time we saw:
Portas review in 2011. 

▪ Common concerns about 
retail sales and retail 
footprint.

▪ Common themes of 
Leadership, 
Collaboration,  
Community, & 
Local relevance https://www.drapersonline.com/news/indies-fury-over-

portas-pilot-failure/7027465.article
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What’s the issue locally – preliminary insights

Retail challenges

▪ Empty stores

▪ New Squares unresolved

▪ Lack of a busy, regular market
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▪ Pedestrianisation, or not?
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What’s the issue locally – preliminary insights

Cultural challenges

▪ No central hub like Brewery Arts

▪ Not enough ‘going on’ in the centre
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Evaluating Penrith – Who/Why/How



Evaluating Penrith – Who/Why/How

Economy
▪ Retail performance is just one component

▪ Place-based investment (business / skills) 

▪ Centre provides the social / cultural glue

▪ Key asset in digital economic age 

The measurement of town centre performance, nationally, is dominated by 
agencies that support the information requirements of big retailers.

These evaluations pay little or no attention to wider economic roles of a 
town, or responsibilities of those who manage the town.

Need a much better understanding of what drives people’s attachment to a 
place, not only for retail or tourism, but for sustained investment.



Evaluating Penrith –
Who/Why/How

Town centre and retail expertise:
Dr Cathryn Hart

New research collaboration,
Commenced January 2019 and extending 
for two years (minimum).
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Evaluating Penrith – Who/Why/How

Functional Touchpoints

Stores
Number, type, 
variety, quality

Products
Range, 
depth

Access
Ease to 
centre

Layout
Navigation, 
movement

Parking
Convenience, 
availability

Info. & 
signage

Experiential Touchpoints

Savings & 
bargains

Refreshments & 
entertainment

Atmosphere Markets

Special 
events

Social 
interactions

Customer 
service

Town Centre Customer Experience



Evaluating Penrith – Who/Why/How

Economy
▪ Retail performance is just one component

▪ Place-based investment (business / skills) 

▪ Centre provides the social / cultural glue

▪ Key asset in digital economic age 

The measurement of town centre performance, nationally, is dominated by 
agencies that support the information requirements of big retailers.

These evaluations pay little or no attention to wider economic roles of a 
town, or responsibilities of those who manage the town.

Need a much better understanding of what drives people’s attachment to a 
place, not only for retail or tourism, but for sustained investment.



HealthCulture

Evaluating the town centre role through ecosystems 

People

Place

Economy Environment

What do we need the town centre to do for us and our businesses, to support them?

How does it add value to all of the things that we individually value?

Can this generate both current and imagined-future place attachment?



Evaluating the town centre role through ecosystems 

Culture: 
• Centre for performing arts on the site 

of old Argos – practice & performance.
• Summer and Christmas events 

programme for town centre. 

Economy:
▪ Business & Innovation Hub in New 

Squares, with repurposing of units.
▪ Visitors centre & dedicated attempt to 

attract tourism, incl. coaches.

Environment:
▪ Create green routes out of town.
▪ Explore different options for the centre.
▪ New relationship with The Beacon.



Evaluating the town centre role through ecosystems 

Health

Culture

Economy

Environment ▪ What is the Vision for each of 
these?  Do they connect up?

▪ What’s the 5-10 year strategy 
to achieve these?

▪ Can we set objectives / 
targets against all of these –
that link to each other in a 
meaningful way?

▪ What kind of leadership or 
management do we need, to 
deliver this kind of joined up 
performance management?



▪ Multiple interested 
organisations

▪ All with limited resources

▪ All committed to having a 
positive impact

▪ But how well do they co-
ordinate?

▪ Can responsibilities be 
efficiently divided, and 
areas of leadership be 
agreed?

Managing action – challenges and opportunities

EDEN

PENRITH 
TOWN 

CENTRE
BID

BID 2

TOWN 
COUNCIL

PENRITH
CHAMBER



Cumbria County Council

Cumbria LEP

Cumbria Chamber

▪ Multiple interested 
organisations

▪ All with limited resources

▪ All committed to having a 
positive impact

▪ But how well do they co-
ordinate?

▪ Can responsibilities be 
efficiently divided, and 
areas of leadership be 
agreed?

Managing action – challenges and opportunities



▪ Multiple interested 
organisations

▪ All with limited resources

▪ All committed to having 
a positive impact

▪ Staffed by a wide range 
of talent

▪ Dealing with issues that 
are significantly under 
local control, ie, real 
scope for change

So where do we start?

Managing action – challenges and opportunities
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