
Briefing note, September 2014
Future of the high street

Implications for transport policy and planning

In some parts of the UK high streets are rapidly 
declining, while in other areas, high streets are 
thriving and new models are emerging. Understanding 
the dynamics and patterns behind these changes is 
crucial to inform the various actors involved and to 
develop policies to support high streets. This note 
summarises outputs from a high-level impact seminar 
organised by University College London (UCL) in 
collaboration with the Department for Transport (DfT), 
in September 2014. This seminar presented recent 
academic research on the topic and considered its 
relevance for current policy debates.

Main conclusions from discussions
Å The traditional role of the high street is changing and 

needs to adapt to new patterns of consumption and 
new social needs.

Å Planning policies should be bolder and focus on 
forward thinking place-making.

Å National governments should support local 
authorities to implement progressive planning 
policies.

Å Investment in walking and the public realm should be 
increased substantially.

Å In many cities, such as London, many of the parking 
spaces along high streets are not essential and can 
generate unwanted vehicle trafýc.

Key messages from the 
presentations
Å A well connected pedestrian street 

network from the surrounding 
neighbourhood is key to ensure the 
survival of the high street, and this should 
be fully taken into account in developing 
planning policies.

Å High streets should be designed to 
provide an attractive walking and street 
space environment, accessible to the 
whole community.

Å High streets should be conceived as the 
diverse heart of the community, and no 
longer be exclusively centred on retail.

Å London high streets are some of the 
most important spaces in the capital; 
they provide models of success and offer 
potential for growth.

Areas for further research
Å Deýning what the future role of the high street should 

be, in different urban contexts.

Å Providing further evidence concerning the need for 
on-street parking spaces along high streets.

Å Understanding the impact which new consumption 
trends – including shopping online and 3D printing – 
will have on shopping patterns and other high street 
activities.
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“The future of the high street: mobility 
and accessibility” by Professor Laura 
Vaughan, Space Syntax Laboratory, UCL 
Bartlett School of Architecture
Prof. Vaughan presented results from a four-year study 
into the historical evolution of four outer London town 
centres. Key highlights included:
Å The historical pattern of growth of a centre strongly 

inþuences how it emerges as a focus of activity.
Å Local street networks shape þows of movement and 

activities over time.
Å Diversity in the offer makes smaller centres resilient, 

and competitive with larger centres.
Å A walkable, accessible centre encourages users to 

take part in multiple activities and increase spend.

Å Parallels can be drawn between ecological and 
urban systems: the more varied ecological systems 
are, the more resilient they are.

Factors that will help to ensure the the long-term 
survival of our high streets include:
Å The more and better connected the street network, is 

the more likely it will be a successful high street.
Å Small centres should not be viewed solely as 

‘attractors’, but also as important nodes within 
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London’s high streets

Historical evolution of high streets



Summary of the discussion
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