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High Street

The main street of a town, 
especially as the traditional 
site for most shops, banks, 
and other businesses.
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Setting the scene
Many reports and analyses have been written about the high street in Britain, its history, function and value. 
This document is not trying to query, amend, or duplicate this insight. It is a simple and pragmatic guide by 
practitioners of how the insight can be applied to commercial space on our high streets today.

The purpose and urgency of this study is not only rooted in 
the recent retail crisis with high vacancy rates and tired town 
centres so often lamented over the past years. Additionally the 
trading disruptions and consumer shock during the COVID-19 
crisis and the 2020 lockdown have highlighted the importance 
of the local high street: while supermarkets and chains were 
struggling to restock toilet paper and restaurant chains went into 
administration, independent local businesses and shops turned 
out to be the most agile and resilient shopping infrastructure. 
Small restaurants switched to food delivery services, cafes 
turned into grocery stores and many off licenses had toilet 
paper on offer throughout. The crisis showed that in the case of 
small independent shops, the closely knit relationship between 
landowners, shopkeepers and customers (end users) makes an 
agile and resilient model.

This document developed is a collaborative piece of work between 
Orms architects, a practice with long standing experience in inner 
city and high street design, and Beispiel, a practice specialising 
in research, development models and end user behaviour for 
commercial space. It is a snapshot of how the value of the local 
high street can be re-calibrated by adapting our commercial 
space on the high street through in-depth research, new operating 
models and pragmatic design interventions.

This document is written for landowners reviewing their 
commercial space portfolios, local authorities looking to their high 
streets as part of the COVID-19 recovery plan, operators and local 
business cooperatives.

It sets out the process of how to think, design and operate the 
commercial space on our high streets anew, acknowledging its 
history, undertaking local research, embracing new operating 
structures and taking an active approach to maintaining  
the space.

How to design future high streets

•	 Orms and Beispiel have developed a four-step approach to 
capturing the 'hidden wealth of the local high street':

•	 Develop insight into the local community through in-depth 
research

•	 Identify the hidden wealth ‘behind’ the high street (ie. small 
businesses not usually having access to the high street) and re-
imagine an existing space or design a new building in line with 
the local needs

•	 Create a site-specific operating model and establish an on-site 
operating team

•	 Curate the tenancies to bring a maximum of the local small 
business into the new commercial space

Our team can help screen commercial space portfolios, develop 
business plans, develop design interventions and cultivate the 
most interesting local businesses for your space.
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Market Stalls
In Medieval England, local markets played the central 
role in the trading life of a town. Temporary stalls allowed 
products to be exchanged focusing mostly on basic 
goods. These were normally bought and sold directly by 
producers, craftsmen and artisans, grown and made on 
farms and workshops nearby. Often enabled, protected 
and regulated by Royal Charters, markets also became 
the social and experiential ‘glue’ of a town. 

While the Domesday Survey of 1086 makes reference to 
approximately fifty markets in England, historians believe 
that the actual number of markets exceeded that by far. 
Between 1200 and 1349, about 2,000 new markets were 
established. After this date, the Black Death caused many 
markets to be abandoned. It has been estimated that 
there were about 760 official markets during the Tudor 
and Stuart period.

Due to increasing health and hygiene regulations, market 
stalls evolved to covered stalls which allowed for food to 
be protected from the elements at all times. By 1300, 
many temporary market stalls had been replaced by 
permanent buildings typically with retail space on the 
ground floor and storage and living space above [1].

 Below are maps of three medieval market places: a linear market at Ludlow, Shropshire, 

extending between the castle and the church; a triangular market in Carlisle, Cumbria, at a major 

road junction; and a rectangular market place in Salisbury, Wiltshire. 

 
 

Morrison, English Shops and Shopping, p. 9. 

 [1] Koot, G.M.,"Shops and Shopping in Britain: from market stalls to chain stores," University of Dartmouth, 2011

Temporary structures facilitated 
the exchange of goods

Local
Context



Market Place and Shops 
As a natural evolution, covered and open-sided market 
buildings were built throughout the country, however, a 
great part of shopping was still done in dedicated streets 
with open shops or stalls.

While shops were located on the ground floor, the storage 
of goods was either located on the first floor, cellars or 
in a yard in the back of the site. The 'prime real estate' 
location for buildings containing shops was facing or on 
streets surrounding the Market Place and other public 
buildings.

Over time, an increasing number of traders focused their 
trade on fixed shops rather than the local market [2].  
Rows of shops became a common building typology 
in the centre of medieval towns, evolving into what we 
describe as 'high streets'.

As the use of glass became cheaper and more popular, so 
did the use of glazed of shopfronts which allowed shops 
to display goods and browsing developed as an essential 
element of shopping.

These new shopping streets or ‘high streets’ and the open 
markets buildings, e.g. The Royal Exchange in London, 
were also the backbone of international trade as a 
physical platform for merchants and their negotiation of 
supply and demand. 

 [2] Stobart, Jon,"The Traditional Shops of Provincial England, 1650 - 1840", 2014

The Shambles, York

Fixed shops evolved into 
High Streets

Local
Context



Independent, family-run shops with specialised 
services 

Shops, restaurants, pubs and other public amenities are 
located on ground floor whilst first floor is usually used 
for housing

Many products prepared on the premises - shop 
doubles up as a workshop with craftsmanship as 
essential core value

The High Street is a place for shopping, but also to see 
and be seen, to discuss and share ideas

Victorian and  
Edwardian Shops
At the core of the traditional high street sits the 
independent shop. Typically, these are businesses that 
are owned and run by an individual who is from the local 
area and invested in the community. Through family 
relationships, friends and acquaintances, the customer 
base is a resource to the business owner both from 
a financial point of view as well as a direct source of 
feedback on their operation.

This typology is typically the home of the independent, 
family-run shop with specialised services. While the 
public functions of trading and public amenities 
are spread across the ground floor, workshops were 
occupying the annex or courtyard and the upper floors 
often were occupied by the owner. This proximity of living 
and trading within a familiar community was crucial 
to the ethos underlying the Victorian and Edwardian 
shops: good trade came from good insight into and 
good relationships between the shop owner and the 
community.

The high street became 
the centre of business, 
social and cultural life

Owner/Occupier
Shopkeeper

Local
Context



The Department Store
It is believed that the title of the world’s first department 
store belongs to Harding, Howell & Co’s Grand Fashionable 
Magazine in London, a Georgian shop that opened its 
doors in 1796. Department stores represented an attempt 
at increased scale primarily via expansion in the size 
of individual shops, selling different lines of goods in a 
number of 'departments'.[3]

Early versions resembled markets under a roof with 
various concessions and, picking up the social element, 
central cafes and large displays encouraged customers 
to socialise and enjoy the experience. However, the 
department store also created a disconnect between 
artisan and customer. Ironically, preferred locations 
for the department store were in close proximity to 
traditional shops, benefitting from the town centre ‘buzz’ 
and community connection they create. 

Unsurprisingly the rise of this typology coincides 
with the emergence of modern 'consumerism'. Rising 
living standards and the appearance of mass produced 
consumer goods create a new market of luxury goods 
accessible only to parts of the population [4]. Visiting a 
department store, however, was a way to window shop 
and aspire to that lifestyle even when it was unaffordable. 
Selfridge's in London (first opened in 1909) was a prime 
example of this department store where 'selection, 
amenity, comfort and service appeal' became the main 
attraction and turned them into leisure centres in their 
own right [5].

Increased scale , bringing 
variety of goods together

 [3] J. B. Jefferys, Retail Trading in Britain 1850-1950 (1954)

 [4] Economic History Society, Refresh 24, Large-scale Retailing in Britain 1850-1914 (1997)
 [5] Jefferys, J. B., Retail Trading in Britain 1850-1950 (1954)

Department Store

Local
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The Out of Town 
Shopping Centre 
Shopping Centres are an interesting variation of the 
high street as they simulate the traditional, rich high 
street typology within an artificial context. Whether 
they are in an urban metropolis or a destination in an 
out of town and rural setting, the interior is an example 
of ‘total control’. Shopping centre owners often direct 
financial assumptions, interior design, shop lettings, 
management and customer behaviour analysis in house. 
While this model puts the human end user at the centre 
of this process, the end user is only of interest in the 
optimisation of consumptive behaviour. The wider local 
context or the social, cultural and economic behaviour 
outside the shopping centre is of little concern.

Jewell, Nicholas. Shopping Malls and Public Space in Modern China. 1 edition. 
Surrey, England ; Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2015.

Economical, Cultural and 
Social Life has no relationship 
to local context

Commercial tenants

Land owner
In-house architect

Agent
Marketing
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The Current High  
Street Model 
The majority of today’s commercial space and shop 
units on our high streets have lost the social element, 
the architecturally intricate connection between the 
ground floor and the upstairs space and ultimately the 
connection between shopkeeper, community and the 
customer. 

The typical shop unit consists of a narrow, standardised, 
monotonous glass frontage backed by a very deep ‘box’ of 
space without natural light. Its design is often driven by 
flood risk (‘can’t put anything else there’), and financial 
assumptions (‘how many shops can I squeeze in along 
the facade’). The choice of commercial tenant is driven 
by covenant strength (‘minimal risk of financial failure’) 
and minimal risk to the landowner who rarely have a 
direct experience or connection with the community or 
customers they were built for.

For a long time, landlords were seeking to ‘offload’ the 
risk of letting and managing the commercial units on 
long leases. Large (multinational) chains flourished in 
this environment. Small independent shops rarely did, 
as the small securities they had excluded them from 
competing for the leases. What was forgotten in this 
context was the social and cultural value these shops 
bring to the high street and - seen in the context of the 
COVID-19 crisis - the resilience they bring through their 
local connection. 

Spatially, the current model also suffers from the 
disconnect between landowner, architect and customer 
and weak feedback loops: with the site specific 
behavioural, social or cultural context largely being 
unknown, the landowner must rely on comparable data 
from elsewhere and ‘hope that it will work’. 

Strong covenant 
favoured over Cultural 
and Social value               

Indirect 
feedback 
through 
turnover:

‘Hope it 
works’

Commercial tenants

Local
Context

Agent

Land owner

Architect
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What is the future model?

?
Local

Context

Conclusion - What is the problem?
Is there a way to re-establish the connection between landowner, shopkeeper and local community?  
Can the social and cultural value and function be reinserted into the equation of creating commercial space  
on the high street? 

This report does not advocate going back to historic 
models and re-enacting a Victorian high street, but 
bringing landowners, shop operators, communities and 
end users closer together. Methodical research and new 
operating models of commercial space can rebuild the 
local high street: insight into local needs and behaviour 
allows landowners to shift their perception of risk, drop 
the fixation on covenant and embrace the value of local 
and shifting trading patterns. With simple changes to the 
existing commercial space and operating models, empty 
units can be unlocked for local bedroom businesses and 
‘business ideas without a home’.

Why does it matter?

The local high street is part of our civic infrastructure and 
its full value has been hidden and neglected. Making it 
the centre of the architectural and business proposition 
for commercial space will create social, cultural and 
financial value for landowners, operators, communities 
and end users.

End 
user
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The high street is not dying, it is changing. It is essential 
that new approaches and new mechanisms are applied so 
that each high street accompanies that change whilst not 
losing what best defines it.

We believe that the communities that live and work on 
and near the high street are pivotal to this change. By 
involving community and creating a sense of ownership it 
can become the core of the coordinated change the high 
street needs. This approach unlocks the ‘hidden wealth of 
the high street’.

This approach requires us to acknowledge the context 
that is comprised of the end user, the social network 
around her/him, the local community, the behavioural 
patterns in a place, the social fabric and culture, the 
specific history of the area and the property, local 
economic patterns and conditions and the role of the 
local authority.

In a role reversal (in comparison to the current 
commercial space model) the architect here takes an 
active role in immersing themselves in the context/
community through research. The gathered insight 
informs a spatial proposition and operating model that is 
proposed to the landowner of the high street property.

By osmosis, the landowner, even if not physically located 
in the area, becomes a member of the community 
through the research and design process. 

Equally, the management model will require the 
landowner to stay involved and address changing needs 
of tenants and customers. This model doesn’t just rely on 
charity, but ultimately more resilience and cultural, social 
and financial value.

Purpose
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The lockdown was announced by the government on 
23rd March 2020 and forced the majority of people to 
participate in an extreme experiment where apart from 
key workers everyone had to work from home. Working 
from home and travel restrictions have meant that many 
more people are using shops local to their homes.  

For many, the ability to shop locally has been a welcome 
side effect of the lockdown and one which people are 
likely to continue as working from home becomes more 
commonplace.  

Supporting local business and culture has reinvigorated 
local high streets, helped to promote more sustainable 
practices and allowed the more versatile and agile 
business models to thrive.

Learning from COVID-19
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•	 Historical research

•	 Architectural study

•	 Townscape Study

•	 Project specific 
socio-economic 
study

•	 Up-to-date case 
studies

•	 Learn from local 
successes

•	Mapping

•	 Direct interviews

•	 Leverage existing 
activity

•	 Build network

•	 Cultivate tenants

•	Movement studies

•	 Observational studies

•	 UX design process

•	 Use existing insight 
into place

•	 Inform policy through 
place research

•	 Involvement in cyclical 
design process



Use and site relationship diagram from collaborative project between Orms and Beispiel

Reconnecting landowners with the community around 
the high street's commercial property and the end user 
is based on understanding a place. This understanding 
is based on place research around who is using the high 
street, when, for what and who else would be actively 
using it if it was different?

It may seem simplistic, and most development teams 
may assume that it is standard practice. In fact, however, 
standard timelines rarely allow design and development 
teams to spend time on the ground and engage with 
the community they are operating in and would have 
to connect with to design for a successful commercial 
space. A methodological approach requires to assess the 
stakeholders and themes that are relevant for a place 
and apply research methods that will yield meaningful 
insight. This chapter gives an overview over our approach 
and highlights some of the tools we apply to a place. This 
is not exhaustive and may require additional strategies 
for certain places and conditions, but it has served us well 
in practice on many projects in London and beyond.

Process



Counting people and documenting their direction in a 
given area. This is repeated at different times of day and 
on different days. We allocate a set area (A-B) and count 
for 10 minutes the number of women, men and children 
that walk between those points.

Why counting is a useful tool

This method quantifies pedestrian exposure and allows 
for comparisons to be made on the use of a particular 
area and how it changes over time.

Mapping involves identifying people’s movement and 
activities in a given area.

While a tracing technique is used to follow a person’s 
movement, symbols and colours are used to identify 
people’s age, gender and interactions with shops and 
other pedestrians. Maps are created in a 10 minute time 
slot and are repeated at different times and on  
different days.

Why mapping is a useful tool

Laying multiple maps of activities show how an area is 
used differently throughout the day. Maps also reveal 
which shops, cafes, benches etc are more frequented and 
which are more likely to be neglected.

How is this different from traditional behavioural data 
supplied from market research agencies? 

Consumer insight is readily available from agencies based 
on aggregated data, census insight and social media. In 
contrast to that, on the ground research allows interviews 
with real community members, identify concerns and 
needs, pick up local debates and aspirations, rarely 
captured in databases.
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Tool 1: Observational Studies
Process
Counting people and 
documenting their direction in 
a given area. This is repeated 
at different times of day and on 
different days.

We allocate a set area (A-B) 
and count for 10 minutes the 
number of  women, men and 
children that walk between 
those points. 

Why counting is a useful tool
This method quantifies 
pedestrian exposure and 
allows for comparisons to be 
made on the use of a particular 
area and how it changes over 
time.

Gehl, J. and Svarre, B., 2013. How to 
study public life. Island press.
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Once the area of the local high street and its ‘halo’ is 
established, a rich toolkit must be applied to gaining 
meaningful insight into its stakeholders. This stage allows 
us to understand the level of existing micro-business 
activity (e.g. bedroom startups, makers in shared 
sheds), specific ethnic trading networks (e.g. Western 
African delicatessen and supplies), higher education 
graduates settling preferences (e.g. nearby digital 
science hub), emerging local area regeneration plans 
that can be engaged with, shifting demographics with 
alternative shopping habits and case studies that could 
be relevant to the area. Again, none of these examples are 
exhaustive, but already show the potential for a space on 
the high street if opened up to these needs, changes and 
behavioural patterns. The following list of research tools 
mirrors the diagram on the previous page and is grouped 
by stakeholder to be analysed. Rather than reading this 
as a rigid grid, this should inspire as a starting point from 
which to expand and crossover:

•	 End user behaviour

•	 User Journeys and interaction needs

•	 Social Fabric and Culture

•	 Context and History

•	 Local Economy

•	 Local authority

•	 Landowner

Step 1.
Undertake research
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London High Street 
Distribution 
Typical London high street distribution within Zone 
2 residential area and the hidden high street halos. 
Peckham town centre with the primary high street (light 
red) and secondary high street in proximity (dark red). 
The yellow  ‘halo’ indicate an approximate 200m radius 
around the high streets. Ca 38% of Londoners live within 
this ‘halo’ zone which holds the ‘hidden wealth of the  
high streets’.



The high streets hold a hidden wealth in combining 
essential economic activity with cultural and social value. 
With approximately 38% of Londoners living within 
200m of a high street, its shops and amenities, the 
cultural offer and social networks provide a canvas for our 
identity. This identity constitutes itself and is sustained 
by the daily routines, familiar faces, and specific offers 
that we use. Especially in the current COVID-19 crisis, 
these high streets proved to be more resilient than large 
supermarket provision.

Step 2.  
Identify the Hidden High Street
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Step 3.
Apply a new model

Many studies have developed the idea of flexible 
commercial space on the high street (see e.g. Suzy Hall 
at LSE or LSA high street study 2018). In recent years 
these models have been implemented and refined in 
various places like Market Peckham and Cite Fertile in 
Paris to name just a few. This concept essentially uses 
a commercial space and lets small units under active 
management on short-term, flexible terms. This model 
has to be adapted for the local area in three steps:

•	 Internalise the identified hidden wealth of the local 
high street through creating a market model that suits 
local shopping, workspace and retail needs and small 
businesses that are looking to expand

•	 Adopt the market model to develop a site-specific 
business and operating model

•	 Implement pragmatic and robust architectural 
interventions in line with the business model and needs

Case Study: Peckham Rye Car Park, South London. This formerly under used car park 
was transformed by a grassroots arts charity Bold Tendencies into a cultural local hub 
and has subsequently attracted work and retail space on the lower floors operated by 
Peckham Levels. (Images: Bold Tendencies/Oskar Proctor and Peckham Levels).
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Creating Value

As shown in the four diagrams, this simple development 
process unlocks the local hidden value around the high 
street. The research phase bridges the gap of local 
insight that traditionally exists between local residents 
and landowners/development teams (see comparison 
diagrams 1 and 2). The active engagement results in an 
uplift of financial, social and cultural value along the high 
street (see diagrams 3 and 4).
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Step 4.
Curate the mix

Example 

A typical multi-storey commercial space on Oxford Street, 
London, attracts £145 / sqft rent on the desirable ground 
floor retail floor with an expected rent level of £25 / sqft on 
upper floors. The traditional department store model would 
allow the store to blend the rent across all trading areas.
With the traditional department store model in a 
countrywide crisis (see e.g. Debenhams) the proposed 
model can offer to keep the established Department store 
trading from the ground floor (at £145 / sqft) and locate a 
retail space for local makers and traders on upper floors on 
flexible, short-term, managed concessions. This not only 
generates rental income of £60-100 / sqft, but also lifts 
the local economy through jobs, startup activity across 
all ethnic communities and social strata and an active 
attraction of new (local) customers.

Case Study: Mare Street Market, anchor F&B store with
concessions. Image: Michael Sodeau Studio

The proposed market model effectively internalises small 
business activity under a roof and, similarly to a market, 
offers small spaces on flexible, short-term concessions. 
This model offers sales opportunities to these businesses 
previously ‘tucked away’ in badly exposed spaces and 
remote from the high street. The model creates loyal, 
local customer networks, local jobs and a positive trading 
environment in line with the local culture. To the landlord 
it offers better rents in areas of the commercial space 
that usually are less valuable (e.g. at the back of a unit, 
upper and lower floors, back buildings) and makes 
the rental income more resilient (many more small 
businesses are more resilient to business failure in a 
recession than one big chain).

In turn this requires an active engagement with the 
area and (business) community through research, active 
curation and continuous management of the space.

Adopting this market model requires three elements:

•	 The property needs sufficient floorspace to include 
upper and lower floors, deep units or adjacent 
commercial properties to create an efficient scaling 
effect.

•	 The curation of the tenants needs to follow a coherent 
theme that is established from the local area and 
requires a ground floor anchor tenant trader that 
establishes a continuous footfall.

•	 An active management team needs to ensure 
communications, marketing, maintenance and 
changing needs are taken care of throughout the 
lifecycle of the commercial space.





Orms Architects and Beispiel can help with understanding 
how this model can be applied in simple steps to 
your local high street (property). Whether we work for 
private clients, property funds, local authorities or local 
cooperatives, we can develop this model to build social, 
cultural and financial value and resilience.

Initial Feasibility study would include:

•	 Identify potential site

•	 Portfolio analysis

•	 Undertake research in local area

•	 Identify potential local businesses and  
community needs

•	 Undertake spatial study to apply new model to site

•	 Undertake a financial feasibility study

•	 Propose options for curated tenant mix

Post Feasibility study could include:

•	 Area and property-specific research report

•	 Feasibility report adapting the market model to the 
specific properties

•	 Business and operating plan development

•	 Architectural designs and planning

•	Management team hire and establishment of  
operating company

•	 Launch and monitoring assistance

•	 Post occupancy evaluation

Proposal
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