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For awards ending on or after 1 November 2009

This End of Award Report should be completed and submitted using the grant reference as the email subject, to reportsofficer@esrc.ac.uk on or before the due date.
The final instalment of the grant will not be paid until an End of Award Report is completed in full and accepted by ESRC.

Grant holders whose End of Award Report is overdue or incomplete will not be eligible for further ESRC funding until the Report is accepted. We reserve the right to recover a sum of the expenditure incurred on the grant if the End of Award Report is overdue. (Please see the ESRC Research Funding Guide for details.)
Please refer to the Guidance notes when completing this End of Award Report. 

	Grant Reference
	

	Grant Title
	Investigating the Customer Experience of the Town Centre

	Grant Start Date
	June 2012
	Total Amount Expended:
	£

	Grant End Date
	June 2013
	
	

	Grant holding Institution
	Loughborough University

	Grant Holder
	Cathy Hart

	Grant Holder’s Contact Details
	Address
	Email

	
	Loughborough University
Epinal Way

Loughborough LE11 3TU
	c.a.hart@lboro.ac.uk

	
	
	Telephone

	
	
	01509 223612

	Co-Investigators (as per project application):
	Institution

	Professor Angus Laing
	Loughborough University

	Dr Mohammed Rafiq
	Loughborough University

	
	


1. Non-technical summary
Please provide below a project summary written in non-technical language. The summary may be used by us to publicise your work and should explain the aims and findings of the project. [Max 250 words]
	Town centres perform a vital socio-economic role in local communities; however, they also face major challenges of increasing online competition, reduced consumer spending and empty shops. Many town centres are experiencing economic decline and the Government has prioritised the need for action by backing measures including the Portas Pilots, the High Street Innovation Fund and the Future High Streets Forum. 

The retail landscape is changing, and the composition of the high street has shifted. Increasingly, town centres serve not only social, utilitarian or hedonic shopping purposes but also out of hours entertainment and other services. The way consumers perceive and use town centres has also fundamentally changed. The Internet offers greater choice, comparison and convenience; as a result, consumers will expect more of their local high street.

Despite the high profile attention generated by town centres, surprisingly little empirical evidence focuses on town centre consumer behaviour and perceptions. The ESRC Project aims to generate and disseminate new research evidence that will help users, as well as academics, understand the different drivers of current and future town centre behaviour. This knowledge will in turn, inform strategies to help integrate and strengthen the town centre offer to increase consumer patronage. The research investigates, amongst other themes: 

· The customer experience of town centres; how different consumers interact and experience different types of town centres 

· Measuring town centre customer behaviour

· Consumer touch-points making up the town centre experience 

· The role of the internet and mobile technology in supporting, or replacing, the physical shopping experience




2. Project overview
a) Objectives

Please state the aims and objectives of your project as outlined in your proposal to us. [Max 200 words]
	The current situation facing town centres is attracting high-profile attention from the private and public sectors, generating calls for action. A recurring theme throughout the debate is the need ‘to improve the customer experience’ in the town centre. However, a fundamental gap in retailing research is understanding what constitutes the customer experience in the town centre environment. Critical to this is understanding the consumer ‘touch-points’ in the town centre experience, that is key moments of intensive interaction, either physical or virtual, which may even cut across multiple channels.

The notion of creating and managing the ‘customer experience’ has generated increasing academic attention and is conceptualised as beginning with the journey to the store through to the completion of the trip. Within such a conceptual framework our objective is to investigate the town centre customer experience. 

We aim to:

· Investigate consumer interaction with the town centre and identify key ‘touch-points’ in the ‘journey’.

· Map the nature and quality of these interactions

· Identify the key elements influencing that experience

· Explore how consumers’ multichannel interaction impinges on the town centre experience.

· Examine the role of the internet and mobile technology in supporting, or replacing, the physical shopping experience.




b) Project Changes

Please describe any changes made to the original aims and objectives, and confirm that these were agreed with us. Please also detail any changes to the grant holder’s institutional affiliation, project staffing or funding. [Max 200 words]
	The addition of Loughborough to the town centre sample, and Loughborough BID and Town Team as associate project partners as a result of their achieving a Portas Pilot.

Project extended by a further two weeks to 30 June 2013 to ensure continuity with follow on project.




c) Methodology

Please describe the methodology that you employed in the project. Please also note any ethical issues that arose during the course of the work, the effects of this and any action taken. [Max 500 words]
	To enable the examination of customer interactions within town centres, the research used a multi-method qualitative and quantitative approach. At the core of this was a quasi ethnographic tracking study across six town centres, of 30 customers per location. An innovative 3-stage research methodology explored in-depth the overall customer experience in these town centres. This involved:  

· Focus groups in each town centre to gather preliminary insights into customer experiences and scope the subsequent tracking study by identifying customer journeys, touch points and factors influencing customers experiences for each town.
· 4-week ‘tracking study’ across 180 respondents in the sample town centres. This captured a longitudinal view of shoppers’ behaviour to enable in-depth exploration into the relative influence of the various touch points. The tracking study included two elements.
· Part 1: respondents completed online diaries, logging every single shopping activity; in-town, convenience or online; time and money spent, use of internet or mobile technology during this activity. 
· Part 2: Respondents completed an online weekly questionnaire, probing for critical incidents in town centre locations during the previous week, identifying interactions representing key touchpoints.

· 30 minute telephone exit interviews; qualitative and quantitative data on perceptions of customer experiences; rating the town centre in terms of issues identified from the above. Measuring attitudes towards multichannel, and how online and mobile technology interacts with (or replaces) town centre shopping. 

The sample towns were selected to provide a spread across large and small centres, geographic regions (North, Midlands and South), urban and rural locations, and contrasting market profile (middle, lower middle, and market towns). The towns were: Huddersfield, Sandbach, Loughborough, Bury St. Edmunds, Watford and Swindon. 

Data were collected through a market research agency between August and December 2012. The total number of respondents across all three phases was 200, although not all participants completed each phase to the same extent, thus the sample varied slightly for each phase. The sample also varied by location; a smaller town such as Sandbach proved harder to engage respondents compared with larger towns such as Watford. The gender split was 60% female and 40% male across all sample locations. The sample was aged between 18 and 69. Socio-Economic groups A to C1 made up 63.4% of the total sample. Each of the above stages was piloted with 10% of the sample size. 

The online diaries generated 1869 entries during the 4-week period. The weekly questionnaires generated 445 positive and 445 negative incidents in the town centres visited over the 4-week period, and a similar number referring to other shopping locations. Respondents entered unprompted responses describing two specific incidents, one positive and one negative, which they experienced in each week of the study. A content analysis of these responses identified over 2000 instances of customer interaction, of which the most frequently mentioned represent key touch points. The telephone interviews included exploratory open-ended unprompted responses supported by quantitative data. From all phases of the study, the qualitative comments were analysed using content analysis and quantitative data were analysed using Excel and SPSS.




d) Project Findings

Please summarise the findings of the project, referring where appropriate to outputs recorded on the ESRC website. Any future research plans should also be identified. [Max 500 words]
	Key Findings 

· Town centres represent the most popular shopping destination for our sample, almost a third of all shopping visits (32%) occurring in town centres. The biggest competition is from supermarkets at 28%. 

· Out of town shopping centres / retail parks account for less than 10% of shopping visits. Nearly 13% of respondents’ visits are online, varying from 9% in Swindon to 27% in Loughborough. Average spend per shopping trip is at similar levels for town centres, retail parks and online.

· Town centres are the main destinations for buying fashion and clothing.

· Customers mostly choose shopping locations close to home, for reasons of convenience. Decisions are most strongly influenced by the availability of stores and products, access and parking. Of these, range of stores and availability of products are the most important factors in town centre choice.

· The majority (60%) of town centre physical journeys are habitual, with many shoppers rarely straying from regular routes.

· Of the total shopping visits reported in the respondents’ diaries, one-third were undertaken in locations other than respondents’ home locations.

· The online threat is greatest for comparison goods. These are the areas in which town centres typically specialise.

· Product related searches are the main online activity before town centre visits with relatively low shopping related activity during the visit

· People are less likely to engage in online shopping if they find the town centre experience is enjoyable. 

· Shopping in the town centre offers immediacy in satisfying customers’ needs. If shoppers can achieve their objectives within the town centre, they are less likely to shop online.

In exploring Customer Experience, the research identified four Functional touchpoints (namely Stores/ products, access/ layout, parking and centre related information.) and seven Experiential touchpoints (namely customer service, social interaction; savings/ bargains, special events, refreshments/ eating out facilities, atmosphere, and markets). 

The town centres in our sample perform less well on the functional touch points of ‘stores / products’, ‘parking’ and ‘information’. As these touch points featured strongly in customers’ reasons for visiting the town centre, this suggests that managing these aspects is vital to attracting customers. The experiential touch points demonstrate a more positive attitude towards the town centre, generally receiving more positive comments than negative ones.

In terms of relative importance touchpoints which are significant to shoppers in our sample across all town centres are stores, information, access, atmosphere, customer service and social interaction.

Social interaction and refreshments in the town centre add value in terms of spend and dwell time. Shoppers who shopped with family or friends spent more money and dwell time on average per trip in the town centre than those who shopped alone. Similarly shoppers who used refreshments in the town centre spent more money and dwell time per average trip compared to those who did not use refreshments.

Key recommendations: 

· Co-ordinate the town centre offer

· Improve product availability and shopping convenience

· Increase dwell time in town centres

· Deliver excellent customer service

· Influence the town centre journey

· Improve town centre related information

Future research plans

· A series of ‘though leadership’ pieces focusing on recommendations for research at the local level on ‘The town centre consumer’.
· A robust ‘Town centre consumer measurement tool’ through rigorous validation of our current exploratory findings, available data and a larger scale confirmatory study.




e) Contributions to wider ESRC initiatives (eg Research Programmes or Networks)

If your project was part of a wider ESRC initiative, please describe your contributions to the initiative’s objectives and activities and note any effect on your project resulting from participation. [Max. 200 words]
	


3. Early and anticipated impacts
a) Summary of Impacts to date 

Please summarise any impacts of the project to date, referring where appropriate to associated outputs recorded on the Research Outcomes System (ROS). This should include both scientific impacts (relevant to the academic community) and economic and societal impacts (relevant to broader society). The impact can be relevant to any organisation, community or individual. [Max. 400 words]
	Academic Impact:

Conference Paper “Investigating the Town Centre Customer Experience” EAERCD conference, University of Valencia, July 2013
Economic and Societal Impact:

Engagement with project partners 

Ongoing engagement throughout with partners ACS, AMT, Argos, BRC, Boots, representative of a broad range of retail industry practitioners, ensured that research has maximum relevance to achieve impact with town centre management stakeholders. Specific impacts developed through partnership:

· Boots: Selective research findings implemented by Boots at Loughborough store, resulting in customer feedback increasing positively by 5%. March 2013, presented research findings to an audience of store managers at a Boots Regional Community Event, to inform them how to respond to changing consumer behaviour at a local level.

· BRC: Hosted project Industry Seminar April 2013.

· AMT: Project findings presented by project partner AMT in keynote speech as opening Chair at Digital High Street 2013 Conference May 2013.
Love Loughborough Portas Pilot

Collaboration with Loughborough Town Centre resulting from gaining Portas Pilot: 

· To identify and steer the town centre research needed to support the Loughborough Portas proposal 

· To act as a key partner in the Portas submission and subsequent project delivery

· To design retail master classes to help train independent retailers to improve their customer offer

Industry Seminar April 2013

· To gain feedback on research from partners and other stakeholders on project results to ensure relevance and impact

· Hosted by BRC and attended by project partners and representatives from BIS, CLG, British BIDs, BCSC, LDC and retail practitioners 

· Highly positive feedback resulted in invitations to present and collaborate with other stakeholder agencies (see below)

Industry Report

Hosted on SBE Town Centre Research Group website (add link)
· To be circulated through project partners’ websites

· Circulated to other relevant bodies, e.g. BCSC, DCLG, BIS, Future High Streets Forum, ATCM.

Extended collaboration resulting from dissemination activities

· ATCM: Advisory input to the report by GFirst ‘Successful town centres – developing effective strategies’. PI then invited to present a ‘thought piece’ based on the town centre consumer research to the Association of Town and City Management Summer School, July 2013. Also invitation to sit on Board 

· ‘Retail and the research base cross council workshop’ hosted by BIS. Invited to present as an exemplar case of successful ESRC co-funding, March 2013

· Invited presentation at ‘Quality Streetscapes; Remaking places event’ RUDI and Local Transport Today (audience including senior local authority officers, policy makers, planners and urban designers etc.) May 2013

· NRPF????




b) Anticipated/Potential Future Impacts

Please outline any anticipated or potential impacts (scientific or economic and societal) that you believe your project might have in future. [Max. 200 words]
	The following dissemination and impact activities are planned as part of the ESRC follow on project 2013-2014. 

1. To disseminate theoretical contributions on town centre customer experience measurement by submitting papers to quality refereed journals (e.g., Journal of Retailing, Journal of Consumer Research) and UK and international academic conferences. 

2. To prepare a series of research based briefing papers focusing on ‘the town centre consumer’ targeted to different audiences from local town teams, retailers, industry bodies, property, to local and central government. Following presentation at National events e.g., Portas Pilot events, Action for Market Towns annual convention, and relevant town centre events hosted by the BRC, ACS, British BIDs, ATCM and BIS; these papers will be published on the corresponding stakeholder websites and where appropriate, industry journals. 

3. To host a ‘Town centre consumer’ seminar during the project, to which the retail industry, academia and town centre stakeholders will be invited. 



You will be asked to complete an ESRC Impact Report 12 months after the end date of your award. The Impact Report will ask for details of any impacts that have arisen since the completion of the End of Award Report.

4. Declarations
Please ensure that sections A, B and C below are completed and signed by the appropriate individuals. The End of Award Report will not be accepted unless all sections are signed.
Please note hard copies are not required; electronic signatures are accepted and should be used.

A: To be completed by Grant Holder

Please read the following statements. Tick one statement under ii) and iii), then sign with an electronic signature at the end of the section (this should be an image of your actual signature).
i) The Project
	This Report is an accurate overview of the project, its findings and impacts. All co-investigators named in the proposal to ESRC or appointed subsequently have seen and approved the Report.
	 FORMCHECKBOX 



ii) Submissions to the Research Outcomes System (ROS)
	Output and impact information has been submitted to the Research Outcomes System. Details of any future outputs and impacts will be submitted as soon as they become available.
or
This grant has not yet produced any outputs or impacts. Details of any future outputs and impacts will be submitted to the Research Outcomes System as soon as they become available.
	 FORMCHECKBOX 

 FORMCHECKBOX 




iii) Submission of Data
	Data arising from this grant have been offered for deposit with the UK Data Service.
or
Data that were anticipated in the grant proposal have not been produced and the UK Data Service has been notified.

or
No datasets were proposed or produced from this grant. 
	 FORMCHECKBOX 

 FORMCHECKBOX 

 FORMCHECKBOX 



	Signature:
Name:







Date:


B: To be completed by Head of Department, School or Faculty

Please read the statement below then sign with an electronic signature to confirm your agreement.

	This Report is an accurate overview of the project, its findings and impacts.

Signature:
Name:
Position: 






Date:


C: To be completed by Finance Officer of Grant-Holding Research Organisation 

Please read the statement below then sign with an electronic signature to confirm your agreement.

	ESRC funds have been used in accordance with the ESRC Research Funding Guide. All co-investigators named in the proposal to ESRC or appointed subsequently have seen and approved the Report.

Signature:
Name:
Position: 






Date:
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