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UK TOWN CENTRES
REVOLUTION
AND RESILIENCE
Serving as a focal point for business and commercial activity,
town centres have been evolving throughout history, catering
to the needs of the local population.
Traditionally, we associate these
areas with high street retailing.
However, ongoing structural
change and evolving consumer
shopping habits, are changing
the way in which we utilise town
centres. While change in the retail
sector and on the high street is
by no means a new phenomenon,
technology is facilitating this
change at a rapid rate.
As a result of these evolving
consumer expectations, retail
is polarising according to
shopper mission.
However, as the means of
distribution shift away from
the traditional store model
and consumer shopping habits
change, the role of the town
centre has evolved. While
change in the retail sector and
on the high street is by no means
a new phenomenon, technology
is facilitating change at a rate
not previously seen before.
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As a result of these evolving
consumer expectations, retail is
polarising according to shopper
mission. These missions generally
fall into one of three categories;
large comparison and leisurebased destination trips, purpose
shopping focused on specific
purchases, and community-based
convenience trips. For retail
locations that do not fall into
at least one of these categories,
the need for re-purposing
is greatest.
The Cushman & Wakefield
Resilience Index has been updated
with the government’s Future High
Streets Fund in mind, and has
been designed to consider which
locations have been more resilient,
and why, in order to assess what
needs to be done for the future.

We have included a summary of
key findings in this short report,
which will be followed by a
series of insight blogs on the
Cushman & Wakefield website.
These will explore key themes
in more detail.

METHODOLOGY
The fundamentals of the Resilience Index remain the same as last year,
although the model has evolved to encompass additional variables which
give a broader overview of town centres, as well as potential resilience
going forward.
The retail destinations were initially selected based
on the availability of prime rent and yield data held
within our own database, as well as CACI Retail
Footprint Score – these locations remain unchanged
on last year. Once again, Central London submarkets
have been excluded from the index as market
fundamentals are not comparable with the rest of
the UK. We do, however, include Greater London
submarkets classified by CACI as Metropolitan
Towns, including Richmond, Kingston-upon-Thames,
Croydon and Wimbledon.
The model includes 24 variables, many of which
have been tracked over an eleven-year period, and
combines town, catchment and local authority data.
Towns have been ranked according to each variable,
with the overall ranking calculated from the weighted
average of individual rankings.

Property variables account for 25% of the overall
weighting, with the remaining 75% split evenly across
all other variables. Data sets we have introduced this
year include residential rental affordability, planning
system efficiency and the diversity of Gross Value
Added (GVA) by industry.
In order to carry out analysis across similar types
of locations, we have identified 10 ‘Town Types’, which
are as follows; Core Cities, Medium Cities, Small
Cities, London Suburbs, London Commuter Towns,
New Towns, Historical Towns, Spa Towns, Industrial
Towns and Seaside Towns.
In addition to the Resilience Index, we have also
considered several forecast variables, to identify
pockets of expected growth in consumer demand
and proxy retail and investor interest. The indicator
considers projected growth in the number of
households, working age population and real
disposable income over the next five years.

VARIABLES IN THE CUSHMAN & WAKEFIELD RESILIENCE INDEX
PROPERTY
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KEY FINDINGS

TOP 10
1

CAMBRIDGE (1)

2

BRISTOL (9)

3

GUILDFORD (2)

4

EXETER (7)

5

OXFORD (5)

6

BATH (3)

7

EDINBURGH (32)

8

BRIGHTON (8)

9

LEEDS (25)

10

KINGSTON-UPON-THAMES (6)
Source: Cushman & Wakefield
*Note: Last year’s ranking in brackets.

PROPERTY
Prime rents have fallen by 59% in real terms over the last eleven years, with no evidence
of real rental growth in any of the 250 locations. Marlow and Dorking were the strongest
performers in this category, recording respective declines of 8% and 12%. Conversely,
Bolton, Wrexham and Greenock saw rents fall in real terms by 81%, 80% and 77%
respectively. In general, Core Cities, London Suburbs and Spa Towns have undergone
a less severe correction than Seaside, New and Industrial Towns.

Compared to last year, rent as a proportion of comparison spend has fallen from 12.8% to
10.2%, which is an indication that rents are beginning to adjust to more sustainable levels.
Given that rent should typically account for between 10-12% of turnover, there are 69
locations in our index that still appear ‘overrented’. In general, these locations are situated
in Greater London and the South East, where prime rents are higher, although many of
these areas have been categorised as either ‘Very High’ or ‘High’ according to our Growth
Potential Indicator, which may go some way to sustaining these higher retail rents.
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Prime yields have seen further softening over the last twelve months and are now, on
average, 120 bps higher than in 2007 compared to 110 bps at end-2017. Yields are
beginning to move out across most retail sub-sectors, as the investment market adjusts
to both structural change and more uncertain economic outlook. In keeping with the
general theme of polarisation in the retail sector, Core Cities are the only town type to have
seen yields harden since 2007 (-8 bps). Seaside and Industrial towns, on the other hand,
recorded respective outward movements of 177 bps and 194 bps during this time.

Given the downward movement of prime rents and outward shift of yields, capital values
have also seen further deterioration over the last twelve months. As at the end of 2018,
capital values in general were 38% below their 2007 levels, compared to 34% at the end
of 2017. That said, 59 of the 250 locations have benefited from growth in capital values
over the last eleven years. By and large, these locations tend to be large metropolitan
cities such as Glasgow (83%), and towns in the South East of England, for example
Marlow (79%) and Winchester (76%).

AVERAGE REAL RENTAL DECLINE BY TOWN TYPE (2007-2018)
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KEY FINDINGS

RETAIL PROVISION
Seaside Towns have the lowest comparison and leisure spend densities of all town types,
reflecting high floorspace provision per capita. Given their historical dependence on
tourism, high leisure floorspace density figures in seaside locations come as little surprise.
Whilst high floorspace densities would infer oversupply, vacancy rates in Seaside Towns
are in keeping with the national average of 12.5%, and are lower than Core,
Medium and Small Cities as well as New and Industrial Towns.

Large catchments in both Core and Medium Cities ensure low floorspace provision per
capital in these locations. Small Cities generally benefit from dominance within their
catchment, although typically not within their region. For this reason, catchment size
tends to be curtailed by larger competing centres.

It is generally accepted that most town centres in the UK have an excess of retail floorspace
– up to 30% in some cases – and on a regional basis, the index highlights Wales as the most
over-supplied. Retail and leisure floorspace densities are high, which is reflected in low
spend densities. Vacancy rates in Wales are also high, although have shown some sign
of improvement, having fallen from 14% at the end of 2017, to 13% at the end of 2018.
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KEY FINDINGS

AVERAGE RANK VS. AVERAGE CATCHMENT SIZE BY TOWN TYPE
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Source: Cushman & Wakefield, CACI

There is a strong correlation between catchment size and rank, with higher ranking locations
typically benefiting from larger catchments. Looking ahead, Commuter Towns and London
Suburbs are forecast to see the highest growth in working age population and households,
which will reinforce the position of these locations in the town centre hierarchy.

In terms of catchment composition, affluence and a large student population are key contributors
to town centre prosperity. In addition to the extra comparison spend students contribute to a
town centre economy, they are also recognised as supporting the night time economy.

The correlation between long term unemployment and rank is less significant in the top 150
locations, than in the bottom 100.
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CATCHMENT AVERAGES BY RANK
ABC1
HOUSEHOLDS (%)

STUDENT
POPULATION (%)

LONG TERM
UNEMPLOYED (%)

COMPARISON
TOURIST SPEND (£m)

Top 50

58.4

7.7

1.1

524

51-100

56.5

6.3

1.0

241

101-150

55.5

5.7

1.1

137

151-200

48.3

5.6

1.3

150

Bottom 50

46.1

4.9

1.3

80

Source: Cushman & Wakefield, CACI

24% of town centres that fall within the bottom 50 of the index are classified as Seaside
Towns. Whilst tourism was once the main driver of the economy in these locations,
low cost international travel has eroded the popularity of these towns. This is reflected
in the relative tourist spend figures of the bottom 50 locations, which is on average
85% lower than in the top 50 performing town centres.
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KEY FINDINGS

ECONOMIC
In addition to the shopper population of a town centre, the importance of the workplace
and resident population has also been gaining recognition in recent years, as key
stakeholders seek to increase the number of people utilising town centres. For this reason,
we have considered both the business and residential environment of each location.
The industry reliance score represents the diversification of GVA by industry – a score of
1 reflects a relatively even split of GVA across industries, whereas a score of 6 has been
allocated to locations with a heavy reliance on one industry. Interestingly, there is almost
no variation in industry reliance either regionally, by town type, or by rank, and 90% of
locations within the index score between 1-3. The remaining 10% that score between 4-6
is made up mainly of London Suburbs and London Commuter Towns, such as Wimbledon,
Bracknell and Chiswick, as well as Industrial Towns, for example Sunderland and Derby.

PROPORTION OF PLANNING APPLICATIONS APPROVED WITHIN COUNCIL TARGET
90
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Source: ONS, NISRA, Gov.scot, Cushman & Wakefield
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Industrial towns offer the greatest affordability in terms of house
prices, having seen house price growth of only 8% since 2007 (versus
the Index average of 24%). This is also mirrored in the private rental
market, with rent typically accounting for 23% of income in Industrial
Towns. In general, the cost of renting ranges between 18-51% of
income, with an average of 28%. London Suburbs and London
Commuter Towns accounted for the strongest growth in house
prices over the eleven-year period at 62% and 48% respectively.
As the need to re-purpose commercial space in town centres
becomes increasingly urgent, the responsiveness and
efficiency of local authorities and planning departments
is more important than ever. On the whole, there is minimal
variation in planning efficiency amongst town types, region
or rank. However, within the raw data, the number of major
planning applications approved within council target
timeframes ranges between 41%-100%.
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OPPORTUNITIES
FOR GROWTH
Based on forecast data from Oxford Economics, we have graded
the locations in the Resilience Index from ‘Very High’ to ‘Very Low’
according to our Growth Potential Indicator. The grading considers
population growth, age structure, growth in disposable income and
planned housing delivery, and has been created to identify pockets
of expected growth in consumer demand.
Investors and developers can also
use this indicator to proxy retailer
demand going forward.
Beyond its application on a
retail front, population structure,
affluence and housing delivery are
also important considerations for
non-retail stakeholders.
While there are many factors
that will influence town centre
prosperity going forward,
by considering changes in the
variables, local councils, investors
and developers can align
re-purposing policies with
expected demand.

‘VERY HIGH’ GROWTH AREAS

As shown on the adjacent map,
we anticipate strong growth
around London and the South
East. Benefiting from overspill
from the Capital, these locations
should see working age
population and disposable income
increase by an average of 3%
and 13% respectively, over the
five-year forecast. Outside
London and the South East,
Manchester and Exeter are the
only two locations included in the
Resilience Index that fall into the
‘Very High’ category. Both cities
provide an administrative and

‘MEDIUM’ GROWTH AREAS

commercial focus for their wider
regions, and as such, will continue
to attract a larger proportion of
capital, both financial and human.
Regionally, lower growth rates
are forecast in Northern England,
Scotland and Wales, albeit with
pockets of higher growth around
Edinburgh and Glasgow. This is
significant for local authorities; for
locations that are expected to see
little to no growth in affluence or
working age population, excess
retail space may be better utilised as
affordable or age-specific housing,
healthcare or education facilities.

‘VERY LOW’ GROWTH AREAS

MANCHESTER

LEICESTER

PLYMOUTH

WATFORD

FARNHAM

HARTLEPOOL

ILFORD

COVENTRY

DARLINGTON

ROMFORD

LEEDS

DUMFRIES

WELWYN GARDEN CITY

BASINGSTOKE

BLACKBURN
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GROWTH POTENTIAL
BY LOCAL AUTHORITY

Very low
Low
Medium
High
Very High

*please note that not all local authorities
shown on this map are included in the index
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UK TOWN CENTRES
FIT FOR PURPOSE?
The first step to understanding whether the UK’s town centres are fit for
purpose, is to understand what the purpose of each location is. Whilst
this will vary by location, there is a broad recognition
that a town centres function should fall in to one or more of the
three main categories identified in the introduction –
destination, purpose or convenience.
Town Centres which do not cater for these specific
functions, or are not fully aligned with their local
catchment, will likely provide the most significant
opportunities for re-purposing.
The ranking shows continued strength in Core Cities,
which all rank in the top 50, owing in large part to
the extensive, and often unique retail and leisure
experiences on offer. That said, we still recognise that
there is an issue of excess retail space even in these
cities, particularly on secondary pitches on
the retail fringe.
With the exception of Historic and Spa Towns –
which generally benefit from a unique heritage or
architectural element – the retail and leisure offer
outside of Core Cities has become increasingly
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homogenous. As we see a growing proportion
of retailing shift to online, there is a need to introduce
alternative uses in town centres to help differentiate
locations and ensure they remain relevant to the local
population.
The question of how best to re-purpose these
locations is entirely dependent on the composition
of the catchment and local market conditions. For
town centre stakeholders to deliver a viable master
plan, the public and private sector must work
together to understand the needs of the catchment.
From here, a transparent strategy can be devised,
with a clear view as to the types of uses and
services that are relevant to the community.
This could see obsolescent retail space replaced
by student accommodation, offices, health
centres, residential or educational facilities.

SOURCES AND DEFINITIONS
PROPERTY
• RENTAL CHANGE (%)
Source: Cushman & Wakefield. Overall Change
in Prime Rents between Dec 2007-Dec 2018 in
real terms.
• RENT AS A PROPORTION OF COMPARISON
SPEND POTENTIAL (%)
Source: Cushman & Wakefield, CACI.
• YIELD SHIFT (%)
Source: Cushman & Wakefield. Overall yield
shift between Dec 2007-Dec 2018.
• CAPITAL VALUE GROWTH (%)
Source: Cushman & Wakefield. Overall
change in capital values between December
2007-December 2018.
• TOTAL INVESTMENT VOLUMES (%)
Source: Property Data. Total retail investment
volumes (2007-2018)
PROVISION
• COMPARISON FLOORSPACE DENSITY
(SQ FT PER 1,000 POPULATION)
Source: Experian GOAD, CACI.
• LEISURE FLOORSPACE DENSITY
(SQ FT PER 1,000 POPULATION)
Source: Experian GOAD, CACI.
• VACANCY RATE (%)
Source: Experian GOAD. Proportion
of total floorspace.
• COMPARISON SPEND DENSITY (£ PER SQ FT)
Source: CACI, Experian GOAD.
• LEISURE SPEND DENSITY (£ PER SQ FT)
Source: CACI, Experian GOAD.
POPULATION
• CATCHMENT SIZE
Source: CACI
• ABC1 HOUSEHOLDS (%)
Source: CACI. % of total catchment.

• STUDENT POPULATION (%)
Source: CACI. % of total catchment.
• LONG TERM UNEMPLOYED (%)
Source: CACI. % of total catchment.
• TOURIST SPEND (£)
Source: CACI . Estimated tourist comparison spend.
ECONOMIC
• PLANNING EFFICIENCY (%)
Source: ONS, NISRA Gov.scot. % of major
planning applications approved within council
target timeframe.
• BUSINESS SURVIVAL RATE (%)
Source: ONS. % of businesses born in 2011
to survive at least five years.
• HOUSE PRICE GROWTH (%)
Source: Land Registry, Oxford Economics.
Change in house prices Dec 2007-Dec 2018.
• RESIDENTIAL RENTAL AFFORDABILITY (%)
Source: ONS, Oxford Economics. Private rental cost
of 2-bed flat as a proportion of monthly income.
• GVA GROWTH (%)
Source: ONS, Oxford Economics. 2007-2018. 2018
is forecast. Gross Value Added (Value generated
by any unit/locality engaged in the production
of goods and services).
• WAGE GROWTH (%)
Source: ONS. Growth in annual pay (£, Gross)
for full-time employees between 2007-2018.
• HOME OWNERSHIP (%)
Source: CACI. Proportion of catchment that
are home owners.
• RAILWAY STATION PASSENGER NUMBERS (%)
Source: Office of Rail & Road. Percentage change
in train station entries and exits. 2007-2018.
• INDUSTRY DIVERSIFICATION SCORE
Source: Oxford Economics. Spread of GVA
across sectors.
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For further information and insight on various
themes raised in this report, please see the
Cushman & Wakefield Retail Blog, as we post
a series of insight pieces in coming weeks,
which will seek to explore current topics in
more detail.
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