All the store’s a stage: Retail Theatre could save the high street
· Put the focus back on what customers want and how they shop
· Could poor customer service be blamed for the decline of the high street?
How can changing how a store looks attract customers back?
Much has been made of the problems facing high streets and independent stores in the UK; poor planning decisions, out of town shopping centres, the rise in internet retail, too much red tape.
Yet while the UK government evaluates how to implement proposed changes one team of retail experts is taking matters into its own hands and putting the focus back on the customer.
Insight with Passion’s has taken their strategy of Retail Theatre around the world. In 2011, the team dedicated a whole exhibition at INDEX to the proposal which aims to put customer experience and entertainment back into shopping, a focus which has been ignored leaving disillusioned shoppers to turn away from their local high streets.
The idea puts control back in the hands of independent retailers, is inexpensive and can help them win back consumers. The concept so inspired one retailer in Australia that they hired the UK based team on the spot for consultancy work. 
Retail Theatre focuses on transforming the shopping experience by drawing on all five senses; what does it look like, how is the lighting designed to emphasise products and draw the consumer in, smells and scents to create a mood and an atmosphere that engages with shoppers. If it is easier for customers to browse and be guided around the store they are more relaxed and more likely to buy. Combining that with improved customer service, 
It is a practice that has a proven track record of turning cramped and crowded stores that turn shoppers off and make them feel stressed into haven of calm and contented browsing and buying. 
The idea will be at the heart of a project in Yorkshire brining Retail Clinics to nine towns and cities across the region, where high streets are at their most embattled. Starting in Bradford the team will travel to talk to independent retailers in each town offering free, bespoke advice on how to implement the rules of Retail Theatre. 
Kate Hardcastle, who regularly features on the BBC, Sky and ITV in her capacity as a Retail expert believes passionately that by engaging with customers, shops have a better chance of winning the battle against an economic downturn. 
“I firmly believe the problems many retailers face are caused, in some part, by a reduction in customer service, or putting the customer at the heart of their business. Think of the last time you had really great customer service. Who did you tell? Were you more or less likely to go back to the store? Customers aren’t a by-product of business, they’re the reason you start. Put that back at the heart and you stand a much better chance of getting repeat business and developing a great reputation”.
If independent retailers are the best they can be, Kate argues they can also tackle the issue of “vanilla” high streets and clone towns. A hangover from globalisation, Kate believes homogeneity on the high street and in town centres means people identify less with their local shops and businesses.
“One of the biggest issues switching consumers off is a lack of local identity. If retailers work together, play to their strengths rather than try to compete with a faceless monolith or big business they have a greater chance of succeeding”.
Retail Clinics begin in Bradford on 13th February. It then travels to Hull 16th February, Batley and Birstall 20th February, Leeds 27th February, Rotherham 1st March, Bingley 2nd April, Wakefield 12th April, Doncaster 16th April and finally Wetherby 19th April.
Contact the team with the name of the town followed by @insightwithpassion.co.uk. Find on Twitter @(NameoftownRetailClinic so @BradfordRetailClinic or go to Insight with Passions’ Facebook page. 
To register for an event visit http://www.insightwithpassion.co.uk/towncentres/ or email jenny@insightwithpassion.co.uk 
Case Study:
Diane Whitehead is spending this week preparing for the opening of her new store in Packhorse Walk in Huddersfield. The expansion is coming after she and her team joined Kate Hardcastle and their team for last year’s seminar on Retail theatre in Huddersfield. Diane runs an RSPCA Charity Shop. “The store looked as you would expect. We used to section different goods off, beds over there, kitchen over there. Kate came in and advised a change. With just £50 we re-worked the store, creating a vintage feel and creating different scenes using clothes and furniture. So there would be a twenties style fashion, mixing different goods like dresses, or a lamp, bedstand and wardrobe. We bought some flowers and vintage tags. People spend more time in the store now and they spend more money. It was a team effort and it gives us a real buzz. When you’re in the position you get blinkered. Someone new can come in and see the potential and encourage you to do something a bit different. Our new unit has been empty 8 years. They were cautious about welcoming us in to Packhorse Walk at first but we’re not a regular charity shop anymore. We’ve got real quality and a professional approach”. 
Notes to Editors
Insight with Passion is a firm specialising in providing advice on businesses in how to transform their fortunes. Launched by senior partners Kate Hardcastle and Richard Gomersall it works alongside firms and individuals to help them develop a strategy for growth and sustainable success. Town Centre Rejuvenation is part of Insight with Passion’s Access for All Programme which provides a helping hand for start-ups and charities. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Kate Hardcastle is regarded as one of the UK's leading Commercial and Marketing experts, with experience in a variety of industries including fashion, charity, music and interiors. She is a keynote speaker at many industry events – especially within the Interiors sector where she is acknowledged as a highly regarded expert within the UK, having financially stabilised and grown leading brands within the market. Her CV is impressive and extensive, having captured over 17 National Awards, including the accolade of Young Marketer (under 30) within the entire UK. On the back of this success she was invited to attend INSEAD International Business School.
